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(numbers refer to the power point slide) 

(2)The first image that often comes to mind when Burma is mentioned is this 

face -  the face of The Lady, Aung San Suu Kyi who has been under frequent 

house arrest since 1989 and who has just been barred from standing in the 

elections to be held later this year in Burma as she is a political prisoner. 

There are other faces of Burma – a civil war that is the longest running in the 

world between the junta and the Karen, the ongoing displacement of 

thousands of small farmers from the ethnic areas in the north and along the 

Thai border...and the hunger for education.  

(3) When I went to one camp to interview 15 hopefuls, nearly 100 turned up 

– and that was without much publicity. 

(4)Sean Turnell of Burma Economic Watch in Macquarie University, 

Sydney describes Burma as an „un-developing country‟ where the modest 

gains in living standards of the early 1990s have been rolled back as the 

military junta continues to govern not only as a kleptocracy but as a „looter‟
1
. 

Rather than give a litany of appalling statistics, let some of the students 

speak for themselves:- 
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My mother died of disease in Burma and then my father was killed by the 

military. I took all my brothers and sisters and fled across the border.” 

Mary 

“My father was a musician and jailed for 4 years because he had studied 

abroad. I got a scholarship from a foreign university but the junta refused 

me a passport. To study, I had to flee.” Danny 

“The army came into our village and wanted to round up all the young 

men to use us as porters. In fact, they used us as guinea pigs to test 

whether there were landmines on the jungle paths. We fled instead.” Jim  

(5) The place many of them flee to is Thailand. As refugees crossing an 

international border, they have, according to the Convention Relating to 

the Status of Refugees of 1951, the right to papers and freedom of 

movement. Thailand, however, is not a signatory to the Convention and 

describes the Burmese as “temporary displaced persons fleeing fighting”.  

The refugees are not supposed to leave the camps, they have no access to 

internet and cannot till the land or earn a crust. Some of our students were 

born in the camps and they are now in their 20s. Clearly, we are not 

talking about a temporary situation but a protracted refugee situation 

(defined by UNHCR as “25,000 people or more who have been in exile 

for five years or more”) in which, as refugees, they have given up the 

main mechanism they have for exercising their rights – their citizenship. 

These rights include the right to education. 

(6) According to the latest report of the Thai-Burma Border Consortium 

(TBBC), there are 139,366 verified refugees in the 9 camps along the 

border. 53,000 have left for resettlement, mostly in the USA, since this 

was allowed in 2005. The refugee population has lost as many as 75% of 

their skilled staff.  

(7) In the camps, primary and secondary education is provided by 

community-based organisations such as the Karen Refugee Committee – 

Education Entity (KRC-EE)with solidarity from international NGOs such 

as ZOA Refugee Care and World Education.  

(8) ACU got involved in providing tertiary education by taking its mission 

statement seriously where it says it will be “guided by a fundamental 

concern for justice and equity and for the dignity of all human beings”.  

(9) To summarise the situation up to 2008, 16 students were graduated in a 

Diploma in Business and one in a Certificate in 2006 and 5 graduated in a 

Certificate in Theology in 2008. The reason for business and theology 



were that these were courses which were online. It was a case of take it or 

leave it. Simon Purnell did an evaluation in 2006 and we implemented 

most of his recommendations in the ensuing years. 

(10) Here is one student, Paul Tha, receiving his Certificate in Theology 

from our Dean, Professor Gail Crossley in 2008 in Mae Sot, the main 

border town. 

(11) I joined the program in early 2008 after working in aid and 

development most of my career. The innovations, based on Simon‟s 

evaluation, were 

- to make a deliberate attempt to seek out students from other ethnicities 

– they had all been Karen up till then – hence the change of name 

- we conducted interviews with refugee leaders, past students and other 

stakeholders such as NGOs to form more relevant units for a new 

Diploma in Liberal Studies 

- we established a study centre outside the largest camp of Mae La since 

there was no internet access in the camp and ran out an orientation 

program for those students who passed the entrance test and had not 

applied for resettlement 

- we engaged a volunteer tutor as a link between the online lecturer and 

the students and who taught academic English and study skills and 

paid for some specialist tutors to coach the students in the various 

disciplines 

- we teamed up with a group of 4 US Jesuit universities who could offer 

a wider range of unit and this is the result.... ACU: INFO118 Business 

Information Technology; BUSO109 Business Communication Skills; 

LEGL103 Introduction to International Human Rights Law and 

Practice; MGMT203 Managing Organisations. US Jesuits: 

Leadership Theory (Gonzaga), Anthropology (Saint Louis), Third 

World Politics (Fairfield), General Psychology (Regis). They will 

finish by 2010. 

(12) I approach the program not just from an educational point of view 

but a developmental one. Borrowing from Amartya Sen, the Nobel Prize 

Winner in Economics (1998), we can define development as “a process of 

expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy”
2
. This widens 

development out of the economic growth model so beloved of 

governmental aid departments to encompass social and economic 
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arrangements as well as political and civil rights upon which our 

freedoms depend. That means removing „unfreedoms‟ such as poverty or 

lack of health care or lack of education. Sen says that the substantive 

freedoms such as education are among the constituent components of 

development.  

(13) Education has a „public good component‟ and having the freedom 

to receive an education imposes the duty to consider others. This is 

partially why we did not accept students who had applied for resettlement 

and why we looked at past graduates‟ performance in terms of the 

„common good‟. 

(14) In terms of pedagogical methodology, what began as purely online 

teaching soon transmogrified itself into tutors visiting – usually at their 

own expense – from Australia. We then employed a full-time onsite 

volunteer tutor to deal with academic English, study skills and motivation 

and he has been an invaluable link between the online lecturer half a 

world away and the students. Two units are taught face to face as they are 

not online (An Introduction to International Human Rights Law and 

Practice and Managing Organisations). Recently, we have also had tutors 

going for a short period and working with the lecturer‟s material. This 

makes the whole exercise much more human – and we must remember 

that many in this particular cohort of students have seen barbaric sights, 

designed to rob them of their humanity. Anything we can do to restore 

that is worth it. 

(15) In terms of difficulties and dilemmas, the whole program could be 

shut down if civil war breaks out in Thailand on the King‟s death or if the 

Thai government pursues the same policy it did with the Hmong people 

last year by sending them back to Laos – even the ones who had been 

processed as refugees by UNHCR. The pressure on the students who 

work for UNHCR or CBOs is huge and they are not keeping the same 

pace as the ones who can devote themselves to study full-time. The CBOs 

were initially suspicious of the program as they thought it would lead to 

the best and brightest having a quick exit to the US or Australia or 

Canada. This in fact has not happened. And we are seeking foundation 

funding to make the program sustainable. In the future, we want to ensure 

the quality of teaching and learning is up to the highest standards. 

(16) The good news is that the students are getting through and some 

are achieving High Distinctions and Distinctions, not through sympathy 



but through sheer effort. The units are regarded as relevant to what they 

want to do in future and they are honing their confidence and leadership 

skills. A constant theme from the lecturers is what a privilege it is to 

teach these students who offer some amazingly fresh insights into well-

worn subjects. Australia has recognised the program by awarding it the 

„best collaborative project‟ at the Business Higher Education Round 

Table awards in 2008 – an event attended by the Deputy Prime Minister. 

(17) What are the lessons we have learned? The first is to listen to the 

people most affected – the refugees themselves. Their contributions 

shaped the units in the Diploma in Liberal Studies, ensuring their 

relevance to the wider community.  The lecturers also learned that terms 

such as „credit card‟ and instructions such as „go to your local bookstore‟ 

don‟t exactly fit well with a group of people who are not allowed to leave 

a study centre in a remote part of Thailand! A thorough orientation 

session is necessary at the beginning and continuous training in academic 

English through the presence of a tutor. The entrance test should be 

rigorous, include as many ethnic groups as possible and state that service 

to the refugee community is expected for two years at least after 

completion.  

(18)The local coordinator is key to maintaining good relations with the 

authorities and the local Thai people and guaranteeing the security of the 

students. And we will try to ensure that one unit flows into another for 

clarity‟s sake. 

(19) We carried out a piece of research examining how graduates had 

used their qualifications – whether for their own advancement or for the 

common good. 

(20) The „common good‟ is a key term in Catholic Social Teaching, 

based on natural law concepts such as the innate dignity of the human 

person. It is basically the social and community dimension of the moral 

good. What is good for the community must also be good for me.  

(21)We were aware how researching refugees goes beyond normal ethical 

considerations, given the vulnerability of the group and how research 

seldom results in beneficial changes to their lives. The provision of 

further higher education was therefore an essential component of the 

research. 

(22) Of the 18 students, we managed to contact 13 of them. They were asked 

what the ACU qualification had meant for them – and then the community. In 



the largest camp, Mae La, there is even a college, the Leadership and 

Management Training College (LMTC), but its degrees are not recognised 

outside the camp. Having an internationally-recognised qualification led to the 

graduates finding jobs. Above all, the diplomas boosted their self-confidence 

and since many of them worked for NGOs and dealt with foreigners, including 

donors, they used that self-confidence to do something they would, culturally, 

not have dared before – contradict or disagree. The effect it had on the refugee 

community was an increase in respect and confidence in the abilities of these 

young people. The skills they learned were able to be used in jobs dealing with 

refugees, especially in IT, camp management and leadership at a time of 

haemorrhage of the most talented through resettlement. It not only broadened 

their horizons in the usual meaning of the term when applied to tertiary 

education but made them think critically of the many myths surrounding 

governments in exile who are waging a futile insurgency in Burma itself and 

“hold out a utopia that stands in contrast to the perceived dystopia in which 

actual life is lived”
3
. 

For those who resettled in the US or Australia, all of them used their ACU 

qualification to enter universities, gaining credit and scholarships on the way. 

Their English improved and helped them with the trauma of resettlement in an 

alien linguistic culture and it helped them understand the kind of system they 

were entering. It broadened their horizons out of a narrow, camp mentality to 

one where they could breathe freedom and envisage a hopeful future. 

(23) In terms of the common good, for those who remained in Thailand, 50% 

work for community-based organizations (CBOs) such as the Karen Human 

Rights Group (KHRG) which researches human rights abuses, particularly 

against the rural poor. If they are caught doing their research in Burma, it will 

mean a death sentence. One graduate runs boarding houses in the camps for 

unaccompanied minors who have crossed the Moei River for education in a 

refugee camp which is better than what passes for education in Burma and yet 

another runs an orphanage in a camp. Most work for international NGOs or 

UNHCR serving the refugee community. Their qualification and their boosted 

self-confidence have also helped them negotiate with the Thai local authorities 

and police, particularly over livelihood programs for refugees outside the 

camps.  
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For those who were resettled in the US or Australia, all of them are at 

university. As a study of Karen communities in the US shows, even those who 

were teachers in the camps will not necessarily be allowed into further 

education in the US if their qualifications are camp-based
4
. Those resettled are 

also involved in Karen community organisations in their new country. All of 

them plan to return to help their people and, in the meantime, send remittances, 

the only income-earner for refugees deprived, in Thailand, of the right to work. 

Remittances to family and friends back home worldwide bring in US$300 

billion to poor people
5
. It has even been argued that some of the students will be 

more pro-active for the refugees from abroad than if they had stayed in the 

camps.  

 (24)Some of the graduates have a wider vision of the future of Burma – “when 

democracy comes to Burma, we will be prepared”, said one, and another “it is a 

blessing from God that we can study like this now when the conflict is still going 

on. If we wait until peace comes, it may be too late.” 

(25) The alternatives are to join the Karen army and fight in the jungle or resort 

to the usual mix of drugs and alcohol given the boredom and frustration of camp 

life. As the years roll by, respect for elders and leaders is waning, resulting in an 

increase in social problems in the camps and a situation that can best be 

described as anomic.  

(26) The conclusions of this small research project justify all the time, cash and 

talent that have been invested. The ACU program has been described by one 

graduate as “historic‟ since it delivers where some others have failed. It boosted 

their confidence in a situation where refugees have no agency over their lives 

and made them a critical voice for the voiceless standing up not just against 

those who would exploit them but the occasional tyranny of the Western donor 

community. They are standard bearers for being the subjects of development 

and not the objects of someone else‟s idea of how they should be developed. 

Those who were resettled continued to work for their people while gaining 

university degrees which they would not have done without the ACU 

qualification. And it has given them an insight into how peaceful processes can 

possibly alter the Burma they all love. In the current diploma, where the cohort 
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is of mixed ethnicities, they are learning to appreciate one another‟s cultures 

that will augur well for a future democratic Burma.  

(27) Even although the number is small, they all stand testimony to what ACU 

desires in its graduates and which was summed up by Aristotle over 2,000 years 

ago:  “Where your talents and the needs of your world cross, there lies your 

vocation”. 

(28) and in September this year, we begin a new Diploma ….. 

 


