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To Thailand and Back 
So often I was told that my internship in Thailand would teach me something about myself and that my views on the world would change. As many times as someone said this to me, it couldn’t have been experienced until I left the comforts of what I knew, and forced myself into the unknown. It was the social and cultural differences separating me from the local’s that was so difficult to overcome. Miraculously, by the end of my journey, I actually felt that I had found a niche for myself in Thai culture. That realization was one of the most rewarding for me as well as several others.

My first thought of Thailand was that the humidity was awful! I thought that I was going to melt as soon as I walked outside the airport because I instantly felt the moisture on my skin and found it more difficult to breath in such a climate. I also knew that the language difference would be difficult so I tried to read up a bit and study some Thai words and phrases to get by for the first day or so but I failed on that part. I had no idea what people were saying to me or what I could say to them for them to understand. Mostly I did a lot of motions and actions for what I wanted to tell them. 
My initial impressions of the organization was that it must be very respected throughout Thailand and the many other schools it associates it self with. The school is very elaborate and has everything you will ever need right there on campus including security guards manned at their stations at all hours of the day. 
The Visiting Schools Program is stationed on campus of a very extensive international school and I wasn't exactly sure how it all worked out that way. For some reason I was thinking that the two were completely different and separate but I know now how they intertwine. I also was under the impression before arrival that everyone would be out on trips most days and that only the people who needed to organize the trips would be in the office. I soon came to realize that that is not true! Camps come and go but are so sporadic and planned and random times and assigned to random people depending on some circumstances and the camp criteria. While one camp could be going on and only 2 staff leading it, others are working in the office planning and helping manage the next camps or helping the Traidos community on campus and striving to make it healthier, safer, cleaner and more sustainable. 
I had anxiety about living in a country where I didn’t know the language. I bought a DVD which tried to help me through my non-existent Thai language skills and important phrases. I also bought a Thai phrase book so that I could practice on my own time with out any technology around and to also come in handy if I could not actually say the phrase right, next to the English version is the phrase is Thai language and text. My greatest fear was that I would not be able to get to where I needed to be because no one would understand me. I thought that no one would speak English and therefore I would be stranded! 

As soon as I arrived in Chiang Mai, I was picked up from my roommate/co-worker from VSP. She speaks English, as she is from England. Everyone at VSP speaks English. Actually, almost everyone at the international school speaks English or broken Thai English. I am thankful that I lived on a campus where I didn’t have to worry about getting lost in translation. Thankfully, there are several tourists around Chiang Mai when I ventured out into the city. Taxi drivers usually speak some English as well. I do wish however, that I learned more Thai words and phrases. I got taught a bit of Thai phrases from the staff at VSP but would have loved to learn to speak Thai, and since the international school campus is mainly English speaking, my Thai was forgotten very easily until I looked it back up again in my phrase book or asked the staff how to say it again. 
A day in the life at VSP in Chiang Mai, Thailand looks a little like this; When a have is group there, wake up at 6:45 am, meet the group for breakfast at 7:30 am, depart for an activity at 8:30, brief the group of responsibilities, actions, and items to be brought, attend the activity, look after the kids until lunch time about 12:30, either travel to the next activity site or continue activity, dinner with the kids, entertainment after dinner, and finished with the group about 10:00 pm and the next coinciding days are about the same routine in it until the group departs. On days that I wasn’t assigned to have a group I was typically around the office doing random odd end jobs around campus, at the farm, preparing materials for preceding groups, or writing documents for VSP newsletters. I also had the opportunity to help out with the Early Years One class for a few weeks when I was available. After my work day was finished, one could usually find me at the local fitness gym or running until dinner. After dinner, hanging out with the other staff on/off campus is what went on most often. The majority of free weekends I was out exploring all that Thailand has to offer, mainly in and around Chiang Mai. I found balancing work and exploring life outside of work fairly easy.
 
I lived in a flat with a female co-worker girl. We each had our own room and bathroom and shared a living room, balcony, and kitchen area. I absolutely loved living with another person. I wouldn’t recommend living on your own because you would miss out on making a great relationship outside of work. I hang out with the VSP staff as well as the International school boarding staff. Relationships have been formed just from living on campus and spending several late nights together.  
 
I feel that my finances worked out quite well. Everything there is much cheaper than in the U.S. I spent less money than expected because things are so cheap. I ate on campus all three meals of the day when I wasn’t on a camp which is all free of charge. When off campus, prices vary depending on the type of food you want (foreign or Thai), the place you eat at, and the location of the place. If I were to get a meal at a food stall in town I could pay all but 60 baht, which is $2.00!  If I were to get a Thai dish at a reasonable priced restaurant I would pay up to 150 baht at most. I would consider a meal more than 200 baht a very expensive meal. Shopping at markets for Christmas presents and Thai souvenirs has gotten a large chunk of my money. Although the prices are still very low for such gifts, the prices do add up when buying a selection of items. Bartering for the desired price is well encouraged when at markets so prices vary drastically. Some vendors give you Thai price if you ask in the Thai language. Recreation is fairly cheap but if you get used to paying Thai price for everything some of these recreational place for tourists can be kind of steep. If you want to go zip lining through the jungle, the cost is about 2,000 baht. A songteaw ride around Chiang Mai is 20 baht all around town on a yellow truck. Red songteaws are for private hire and can run high. Tuk Tuk’s are more expensive as well as motorbike taxis and regular taxis.
I lived on campus so I rode a push bike to and from the office to my apartment and of course can walk on campus as well. I usually got to town by hitching a ride on someone’s motorbike whenever they went into town. There are vans that go into town most Tuesday evenings and Saturday mornings and provide transportation back to campus, but reservation is recommended a few days before departure. Since I lived on campus, the International school had vans available upon request during the weekends, but were expensive for private transport. There were also taxis and songteaws available if need be. I found exploring life outside of work very fun and recommend it. I would have highly preferred getting myself a motorbike at the beginning of my internship for the reasons of exploring more easily and not depending on someone else to carry you around. There is plenty of time in between trips to explore the surrounding areas; just transportation can be tricky if you don’t have a solid way of getting around. I recommend exploring hill tribes, elephant camps, rock climbing, zip lining, cooking courses, white water rafting, trekking, city life, and local villages. Thailand is full of so many different opportunities and experiences for exploring. Northern Thailand is mountainous is full of waterfalls, great treks, adventurous experiences, as well as hill tribes. If you ever get an invite into a hill tribe, take it. You will not regret the decision to experience of such a unique culture and family sense of a community. I also recommend doing as much as traveling as possible. Neighboring countries are great for exploring as well, something I wish I did much more of. 
I feel that my experience abroad has committed me more to my future career working with children. Since my internship was focused on challenging international students amongst outdoor education and working with low-income families in rural Thailand, my future career was incorporated whilst seeing the differences in the two socio-economic status groups. I believe witnessing two completely different world’s interact was a huge aspect of how I see myself working with children in the future. I want to combine two aspects into one to result in a huge, healthier and more productive option. 
The experiences of working with the Thai kids during Holiday camps at Traidos I encountered a new found desire to educate children on an international level whether it being public health or the learning aspect of their life development as a whole. I also consider the fact that working with very wealthy international students has assisted me into becoming fascinated about what parents and guardians are not teaching their children based upon their living situations or circumstances. I would love the opportunity to return back to Thailand and incorporate my lessons learned abroad as well in the States to children who need and want it. 
Looking back at my pre-departure notes my first impressions of Thailand culture changed in the ways that I am very happy I had the opportunity to interact and live with international people as well learn the language, although it may have been a small amount of phrases learned. There where many challenges I had to overcome in order to be successful in this internship. Aside from a language barrier, there was also a culture barrier, and the challenges associated with living in a new country. The cultural barrier was easy to overcome with the help of my host organization. My flat roommate and co-workers were very welcoming, and I ate most meals with them almost everyday. My roommate and I had many similar interests, and I soon became comfortable discussing Thai, American and English social problems and politics.

I have been apart a group that has really impacted my experience for the best. The camp was with a group of high school girls from Australia on a mission to learn about women's rights and help out local villages, hill-tribes and an orphanage. I got to witness how learning about the subject and putting it to good use to help other is in fact international and that aid is just what everyone needs to make their life more complete. This group got to teach a lesson to the women's juvenile detention center, donated and volunteered at a local orphanage, and spent several long exhausting hours building a community school for a local hill tribe. Not only have they given more than enough to a few international places who truly needed it and appreciated everything done, but they all experienced a different culture and country while doing so. They experienced visiting a local temple, the famous shopping markets, washed elephants, rode bikes alongside northern Thai country roads and even learned how to cook a Thai meal. 
This is the type of thing I want to teach to children, about others and how they live compared to themselves. I want to not only teach about the differences in the ways they live as to others, but I want to show them. I would love for two different groups of society to interact with each other. Within doing so, I only hope that each groups of society have a broader understanding of how others react in different situations. I want these students to be aware if their conditions and think how they have it better than some and to stop complaining about other aspects of their lives because others are worse off. I want these students to keep in mind they are not the only the people on the planet who have a life and have to go about in these conditions. 

This particular group has helped me figure out some ideas on how to put my future professional goals into perspective and lets me have a chance at seeing how my future goals could coincide with each other. 

My overall Thailand experience has truly impacted me. I am so thankful to have had this experience abroad. I recommend anyone considering a child development career to work with Three Generation Visiting Schools Program in Chiang Mai, Thailand as well outdoor education. 
