
 

 

DOCUMENTATION CENTER OF CAMBODIA 
Genocide Education in Cambodia 

The Teaching of "A History of Democratic Kampuchea (1975-1979)" 
 

Regional Pedagogical Training Center, Kandal Province 
 

March 29-April 2, 2016 
 
Day 1—March 29, 2016 

 

Group photos of trainers and trainees 



 

DC-Cam: Genocide Education in Cambodia project--2 | P a g e  

Today was the first day of the Pre-Service Teacher Training at the Kandal Province 
Pedagogical Training Center, the first of a series of six trainings that DC-Cam in 
collaboration with the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) will host across 
the country this year. The Pedagogical Center is a large campus where these students 
are studying to be teachers and many of them will be history or Khmer literature 
teachers in the near future.  The training started off in an assembly hall with around 
100 students being welcomed and hearing an overview of the program. These students 
come from three provinces—Kandal, Kampong Speu and Kampong Chhnang—and 
most are 20-21 years old.  I was surprised to see that the vast majority of these 
students are women, it looked like 75% to 80% of all of the trainees. These trainings 
are part of a national program to train the new generation of teachers in how to teach 
about the genocide that took place within the Democratic Kampuchea period (1975-
1979). The program this morning opened with a welcome from DC-Cam Deputy 
Director Vanthan Peoudara who outlined the training program’s goals as: promoting 
reconciliation, fostering discussions of memory and justice, and enabling students to 
talk about this history across generations.  In addition, this collaboration with MoEYS 
aims to ensure that the Khmer Rouge history is taught in the school curriculum.  He 
also introduced the trainers from the NIE before the students were split up into four 
smaller groups with whom the students will study during the training. I planned to 
follow each group for at least one of their class sessions throughout the training in 
order to observe how different classrooms were running.  Each of the classes will 
follow the same lesson plans, but the personalities of the students and teachers can 
make for a different classroom experience.   
 
Each of the classes focused on the first three chapters of the text and spent time 
discussing the history of DK. The first classroom I went to observe was being taught by 
Ly Sok-Kheang from DC-Cam and Ben Neang from Curriculum Development 
Department of MoEYS.  The discussion started out by introducing the objectives the 
lesson and some background information.  This session was led by Kheang, who asked 
the students if knew about recent events in Burma, as well as talking about other 
historical cases of genocide, in the Holocaust, Rwandan Genocide, and others before 
coming back to the Rohingya.  The students seemed to be aware of the broader context 
in which they were going to be studying the Khmer Rouge, which is important to 
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understand that these are issues that can cut across societies or countries’ borders. 
The lesson quickly turns to focus on Cambodia and the students seem pretty engaged 
— they offer their opinions and what they have learned before, both from school and 
their families. From what I had heard from others about previous trainings, these 
students seemed very well prepared and had more prior knowledge about the DK 
period than I expected. They are also asking questions and willing to challenge their 
peers about the material.  The students were asked to name different key words that 
they associated with the DK period, which ranged from the more mundane to the more 
intense.  Some mentioned regime change, or communism, while others added cruelty, 
destruction, and ‘a prison with no walls’.  I was surprised by the range of attitudes that 
the students showed, but they all seemed interested in learning about this history. This 
activity led into a more in-depth discussion of the rise of the Khmer Rouge and their 
origins.  Toward the end of this class session, the students were asked to talk amongst 
themselves or even debate with each other about the meaning of April 17th, 1975 and 
why people referred to it as victory day.  This was one of the first instances where I 
saw the students critically engaging with each other and the history that they had been 
taught — they looked at both sides and discussed how people viewed the end of the 
Lon Nol regime as a victory because it meant an end to civil war, corruption, and 
difficult life conditions; however, looking back at what then unfolded makes it difficult 
to understand why it was initially seen as a victory.  The students maintained a high 
level of engagement, even after this activity. They then had a question and answer 
session where they acted as both student and teacher, answering each other’s 
questions based on what they had learned. Reflecting on this first session, I was 
initially impressed by their willingness to engage critically, ask questions, and debate 
some of these issues with each other.  It seems like most, if not all, of the students were 
born after the war ended, which might make it easier for them to detach from it and 
discuss it as they would any other historical events.  
 
In the afternoon, I went to a second classroom which was being taught by Mom Met, a 
trainer from MoEYS. The afternoon session focused on teaching methods and 
introducing the students to new ways to approach difficult material. The focus of the 
afternoon’s activities has been on the stories that Civil Parties to the ECCC Case 002 
have shared through their testimony about the forced transfers during the evacuation 
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of Phnom Penh. The students learned about the transfers to Tuol Po Chrey in three 
different ways, which was meant to demonstrate different teaching methods.  First, 
they were asked to write about what they’ve learned about the evacuation and forced 
transfers.  Second, they were split up into groups which each read the testimony of a 
different civil party. A representative from each group presented the story in each of 
these testimonies to the rest of the class.  After this, the students were asked to write 

briefly to compare the 
experiences outlined in 
each testimony.  The 
final part of this lesson is 
for the students to react 
to and reflect on these 
experiences, as an effort 
both to understand these 
experiences, but also to 
have a space to think 
through their own 
reactions and feelings 
about these stories.  
Recognizing that these 
are difficult stories to 
process and giving 
students an opportunity 

to process their own emotional responses, as well as work through the new material 
with which they have been presented, is an important part of the process of teaching 
or learning about genocide.  
 
These student teachers are the first to participate in this part of the training course as 
this information itself is new, based on the testimony and stories of civil parties in the 
on-going Case 002. This exercise encourages the students to engage more critically 
with history, comparing across different accounts of the same historical event, but also 
with current discussions about the role of the civil parties and incorporate learning 
about the ECCC more broadly. However, some of the students found this more difficult 

Group discussion on a teaching method, Jigsaw 
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because it was newer material. They were presented with a new teaching method and 
new information at the same time.  It might also be helpful for the students to have 
more context about the testimony that they were reading and time to reflect on what it 
means to be reading firsthand accounts that were given decades after the event: it 
could be a great opportunity for the students to discuss issues like memory that also 
play a role in forming these narratives.  
 
After the students left for the day, the trainers from both DC-Cam and MoEYS had a 
meeting to discuss any challenges that arose during the day.  Several came up across 
classes that seem particularly important to future trainings.  First, the objectives of 
some of the lessons were unclear, which made it difficult for the students to follow.  It 
seems like there could be more of a discussion with the students for these more 
difficult goals focusing not only on what they are trying to learn, but how they are 
going to approach it, and why it is an important objective.  This could help disentangle 
some of the more difficult themes. Second, a student in the second classroom asked if it 
would be possible to go to Tuol Sleng, as had another student in the first classroom in 
the morning.  Often, an image speaks louder than words can, so it seems that that 
would be a perfect opportunity for the students to see, and interpret, for themselves 
some of the remains of the DK period. In addition, it seemed clear in observing the 
classes that the students were becoming more critical and willing to question some of 
the hard and fast facts that they may have learned in the past. I think discussion and 
debate in particular are very important for the students to be able to interpret history 
for themselves. It would be very interesting to see this to even greater extent, some of 
the history is taught in a way that seems black and white, even though it is a 
complicated history where things are less clear cut.  It would be challenging, but likely 
edifying for the students to focus on more of those areas that are not clear cut.  
Further, the teaching methods that they are demonstrating seem like they would be 
useful in general teaching settings. But, this training in particular could be an 
opportunity to focus on methods of teaching about genocide specifically. It could be 
helpful to have space for the students to reflect on the challenges of teaching about 
difficult material, especially because it is a sensitive topic to so many.  This might 
enable the trainees to be even more effective teachers when faced with teaching this 
history to their own future classrooms.  
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Team: Ly Sok-Kheang (DC-Cam), Vanthan Peou Dara (DC-Cam), Nhean Socheat 
(DC-Cam), Pheng Pong Rasy (DC-Cam), Siv Thuon, Mom Met (MoEYS), Cheng Hong 
(MoEYS), Ben Neang (MoEYS), Rachel Jacobs, Min Sanas, Yan Nikola, and Taing Gechly  

Organized by the Sleuk Rith Institute-A permanent Documentation Center of 
Cambodia (DC-Cam) in collaboration with Pedagogical Training Center, Kandal Province, 
of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) 

Funded by United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
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APPENDIX: List of Participants in the training on the DK History in Kandal 
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