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Introduction
This case study is a special for a number of reasons.  Firstly, it compares access to education for 
Hmong girls over a generation through the interviews of three women from the same family.  Secondly, 
one of the interviewees is one of the first ChildFund Laos staff to be based in Nonghet, Dokkeo 
Yangyouasy, the Education Programme Team Leader.  Through these interviews, the women confide 
their very personal experiences and memories from their school years and offer their analysis of access 
to education today for Hmong girls; one of  ChildFund Laos’ key priorities. 

Interviews

Name Born Other Information

Joua Ha 1958 Married at 20 years old, mother of  8 children
Deputy Director of  Nonghet Hospital

Have you ever been to school?  Would you have liked to go?  Where did you learn Lao?  Where did you live? 
I went to school for 8 years.  While I was young the war was really bad and so it took me a long time to 
finish primary school.  Some years I had to stop going because my parents were worried about the 
planes dropping many bombs.  I finished primary school at around 15 or 16 and then continued on to 
higher education.

At that time many Hmong parents didn’t want their children to go to school but my father was the 
chief of many villages and he understood that girls should go to school just like boys.  Only a few 
Hmong girls went to school then and so now, not many Hmong women my age have good jobs; only 
the Hmong youth.  I loved to go to school.  Even when the war was very bad or when I had to work in 
the field I tried to study.  I would carry my book around with me and read whenever I could!  Many 
other parents in the village would say to my parents ‘Why do you send your daughter to school?  You 
should make her help you now because when she is older she will get married and help her husband’s 
family and not be able to help you.  So make her help you now.’  Many Hmong girls wanted to go to 
school but their parent’s wouldn’t let them.  They cried.  One of my friends wanted to go to school like 
me and cried and asked her mother to let her go.  She allowed her and now she works with me at the 
hospital. 

Now, many of the Hmong girls who didn’t go to school don’t have good jobs or good lives.  For 
example, their children take drugs that they grow here in Laos.  Also, many of them don’t know how to 
teach their children properly and don’t send their children to school.  As a result, their children are not 
able to get good jobs.  Many of my cousins say that they want a life like mine; because my parents sent 
me to school so now I have a good life.  They say their lives are bad and that they cannot teach their 
children the same way that I can.

We lived in Ban Nyotkha but had to move around a lot because of the war.  In my village there were 
only Hmong but we learned Lao language at school.  Also, because of the war many armies and 
entertainers travelled around to our community and we would speak Lao with them.  Sometimes we 
had to live in the caves in the forest for a long time.  We were all very poor because we had no way to 
make an income or grow anything so we had to live off the natural environment.  We used to eat this 
sweet tree. I liked it.  We called it ‘Hmong sugar’

Why did you ask your daughter, Dokkeo, to go to school?
I sent Dokkeo to school because I could see the lives of the women who hadn’t gone to school like me.  
I knew they didn’t have as good a life as me and realized it was important for both boys and girls to go 
to school in order to have a good life.  I worried that when Dokkeo grew up she would not be able to 
get a good job or have a good life and family.

Did she like it?  Was she reluctant? 
I knew that she loved to go to school but sometimes she just wanted to play with her friends and not 
go!  Sometimes I would come back from work and see that she hadn’t gone to school or wasn’t doing 
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her homework.  I would get angry with her and tell her to go to school and do her homework.  I would 
tell her if  she didn’t she wouldn’t be able to have a good job or good life in the future.

Did she ever think about dropping out?  What was your response?  What did you think?
I remember one time she wanted to drop out because she and 4 or 5 of her friends decided they 
wanted to move to Vientiane.  She was around 15 or 16 and they wanted to go to the city to learn and 
be single girls!  But I told her she wasn’t allowed, that she needed to finish secondary school first and 
then after that I would arrange for her uncle, who lived in Vientiane, to come and pick her up.  Dokkeo  
was very sad for a little while and didn’t want to stay at our house. She went to sleep at her friend’s 
house for one night.

After Dokkeo finished secondary school she didn’t get a high score in her exams and therefore was not 
able to get funding from the government to support her studies.  We told her she should sell clothes at 
the market for one year and then after that continue studying.  She did this for two weeks but wasn’t 
happy and told us if we didn’t support her to study further she would ‘die’!  So her father arranged for 
her to go to teacher training (they were laughing while reminiscing about this!).

When she started her teacher training course she missed home a lot, cried often and told us she wanted 
to stop studying and come back to Nonghet to work in the field.  We told her to please continue 
studying.  We said that when we, her parents, die she needs to be able to support herself and live her 
own life.

Were there many other Hmong parents who sent their children to school in your village? Why? Where? How did other 
parents react to your choice?
When we sent Dokkeo to school there were more Hmong parents who understood the importance of 
this compared to when I was young. About half of the parents in the community understood that it 
was good to send girls to school.  However, there were many problems and most of the girls would not 
complete all of their schooling.  Either they would get married at a young age and drop out or their 
parents were poor and could not support their education.  Other parents didn’t understand why I sent 
Dokkeo to school.  They would tell me to keep her at home to help me with the housework before she 
would leave to get married!

How were the teachers? 
The teachers were not properly trained as they had only finished secondary school and had no higher 
education.  However, at that time we didn’t know any better and didn’t realize that the quality wasn’t 
good.  The school building was not good either; it was made out of  bamboo.

Do you think the situation has changed for Hmong girls now? Has it been different sending your youngest daughter to 
school compared to your experience with Dokkeo?
I think the situation has changed a lot for Hmong school girls between sending my oldest (31 years old) 
and youngest (17 years old) daughters to school.  Now many Hmong girls can go to school, finish 
secondary school and even continue on to higher education.  At the schools now there is not only Lao 
but also many Hmong students attending.  It was easier to send my youngest daughter to school 
because we could all see the benefits of sending Dokkeo there.  My youngest daughter is able to see her 
sister and the job and life that she has and therefore, it is easier to encourage her to finish school and to 
make her understand that if she doesn’t she won’t be able to get a good job.  It is also easier within the 
community; more and more people understand the importance of  sending girls to school.

Are you happy with your decision? 
I am very happy that I sent Dokkeo to school.  I already knew the benefits back then and they are still 
true today.

What were the financial costs involved?
During the time that Dokkeo went to school it  wasn’t expensive but it is now.  It has been more 
difficult to send my youngest daughter to school because of the expenses involved.  Due to inflation 
our money cannot buy as much as it could before.  Now I am trying to support my daughter in 

3



secondary school in Nonghet and my four other children who are in university in Vientiane.  I worry a 
lot about how to find the money to support them. I work hard to get a good salary but I also had to 
sell some of  our animals because we didn’t have enough money. 

Due to inflation many parents are now struggling to keep their children in school.  For the poorer 
families who live in villages far from Nonghet, they are only able to support their children to attend 
primary school as there are no secondary schools in their villages.  They cannot afford the cost of 
sending their children to study in a village or town that does offer secondary education.  They just 
support their children to go to primary school so they can read and write and after that they finish.

Name Born Other Information

Dokkeo Yangyouasy 1981 Married at 22 years old, mother of  2 children
ChildFund Laos Education Programme Team Leader

Describe your experience of going to primary school.  What age did you start?  How far was the school from your house?  
How long did you have to walk?  Who went with you?
I started school when I was 6 years old.  The school was 2km from my house and it took me around 30 
minutes to walk there.  I walked with my friends and my sister.  I didn’t like to walk to school as I was 
afraid.  Every day, I worried because on the way to school there were many Lao Loum boys who would 
bully us.  At that time, they would wait for us and sometimes they would chase us or hit us. I was afraid 
so I didn’t want to walk to school.  Almost all Hmong children didn’t go to school so there were a lot 
more Lao Loum children than Hmong attending school.  For Hmong children it was difficult to go to 
school because I think many of  the Lao Loum children detested us. 

Who asked you to go to school? Why?
My parents told me to go to school.  When I was a child they told me if I didn’t go to school then in 
the future I would have to go to the field and work hard in the sun and that I would have many 
problems in my life.  For example, they would say ‘you will not have a reliable income and some 
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months you might not have any money and therefore you cannot plan your life’.  So, I thought I should 
go to school so that I would be able to get a good job.

Did you like it?  Did you ever think about dropping out?  If  so, why and when? 
When I was young dropping out of school was common for many children.  For me, I didn’t want to 
go to school sometimes because I was afraid of the Lao Loum boys who hit me.  When we finished 
school for the day I would pack up my school things very quickly and run home so they could not 
catch me.  Sometimes during class they would sit behind me and draw on my clothes with pens or 
pencils.  I hated it but I couldn’t do anything.  All my teachers were Lao Loum and I had no Hmong 
teachers.  When the teachers saw what was happening to the Hmong children they would tell the boys 
not to do it next time but they didn’t do anything else to help us.  Also, the teachers didn’t know what 
was happening during the walk to and from school.  Sometimes, when I returned home crying my 
parents told me not to worry, that I had many friends and that I should tell them if I had any more 
problems.  But I was very scared of these boys and this is one reason that I sometimes wanted to stop 
going to school. 

When I was around 14 or 15, one day I had important exams to sit.  I didn’t think I did well in my first 
exam so I went home and missed the rest of my exams that morning.  I felt very bad and wanted to 
drop out of school.  At lunch time, my mother returned from work and asked me why I was at home.  
When I explained she told me to go back and sit the rest of the exams.  She did not want me to drop 
out of  school.  After her encouragement, I returned to school and was able to reset the exam. 

I think that some of the Lao Loum teachers didn’t like Hmong children.  I remember in grade four, my 
teacher didn’t like me and the other Hmong students in my class.  For example, one day we had to draw 
a picture of the environment.  The teacher didn’t know which students had drawn what pictures. Two 
other Hmong girls and I got the best marks in the class.  However, after the teacher realized who the 
pictures belonged to she didn’t believe that we did the drawings by ourselves.  She asked ‘did you draw 
these by yourself ?’ and said ‘I don’t believe you.  I know you cannot draw well.  You have cheated’.  So 
I felt very sad as I thought the teacher didn’t like me and the other Hmong children. I didn’t understand 
why she thought that the Hmong children could not draw as well as the Lao Loum children.

Apart from this, I enjoyed going to school.  If we stayed at home we would not be able to see our 
friends. Also I was taught how to sing and took part in many activities.

Were there many other Hmong girls in your school?  From where?  What age?
I don’t know how many exactly but there were less Hmong children in my class than Lao Loum.  Many 
Hmong parents did not send their daughters to school and instead they had to stay home to work but 
the Hmong boys were allowed to go to school.  This was usually in families who lived further away 
from Nonghet town or whose parents were farmers.  For those families whose parents had jobs they 
better understood the importance of  sending both girls and boys to school.

I remember in my last year of high school, I was the only Hmong girl in my grade.  When I went to sit 
my final exams in Phonsavanh, there were only 3 Hmong girls from the Xieng Khouang province 
taking the exam out of 114 children in total.  As I continued through school the number of Hmong 
girls attending school decreased; in grade 6-10 there were 8 Hmong girls, in grade 9 there were 2 of us 
and then in grade 10 it was only me left.  Many of the girls dropped out because they got married or 
because there were some financial problems in their families. 

How was your school?
My school wasn’t good.  Some of the walls were made out of wood which was not good quality and 
because we did not have enough wood some of the walls were made out of bamboo and grass mixed 
with soil and water.  The walls did not protect us from the wind and it was very cold inside.  Also, there 
were many holes and gaps in the wall close to the thatched roof.  The students did not have enough 
warm clothes to help them keep warm.  There were no toilets for us to use.  In the classroom, we had 
tables, benches and a board but we did not have any materials like posters etc. and there weren’t enough 
textbooks for all the students so it was often difficult to study. 
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How were your teachers? 
If I compare them to what I know now then I realise that the teachers were not good.  They had no 
experience of teaching and only told us to read and write the after them.  The teachers would get very 
angry and tell us ‘Why are you bad?  I don’t like you.  Why don’t your parents tell you to be a good 
student?  You are stupid’.  Sometimes the teachers or the student leaders would hit us with rulers.  For 
example, if we had long nails then we would get hit.  If we were late for school, the teacher would tell 
us to stand outside in the cold until the next break.

Do you think the situation has changed for Hmong girls now?  How? 
I see a big difference between the situation when I was at school and that for Hmong girls now.  Most 
of the Hmong parents now understand that they should send both girls and boys to school.  They have 
changed from the old way of thinking.  I see many Hmong girls going to high school and university.  
Also, I think the problem with bullying is less.  Maybe this is because the teachers are better at 
monitoring and controlling this type of situation and also because the relationship between Lao Loum 
and Hmong children has improved.  Now Hmong and Lao Loum children can play together and 
become friends. 

Name Born Other Information

Panyia YangYouasy 1995 Single
Student at Nonghet Secondary School

Describe your experience of going to primary school?  What age did you start?  How far was the school from your house?  
How long did you have to walk?  Who went with you?
I began going to primary school when I was 5 years old.  I lived in NamKoung village and the school 
was about 1km from our house.  It used to take me about 10 minutes to walk there with my friends. 
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Who asked you to go to school?  Why?
My parents told me I should go to school.  They said if I didn’t go then I wouldn’t get a good job and 
there would be no one to help me in the future.  They said if I got a good job then I would be able to 
provide for myself.

Did you like it?  Did you ever think about dropping out?  Why and When? 
At first I didn’t like going to school because I missed my parents but after a few months I was OK.  I 
started to like school because I made many friends and learned many things.  I have never thought 
about dropping out.  I know that I need to finish my studies and also I don’t want to upset my parents.  
I can see that my older siblings have good jobs and salaries and I want to be like them!  I really love 
school because I want to get a good job with a good future and good family.

Are there many other Hmong girls in your school? From where?  
What age?
Many Hmong girls go to my school – there are now more 
Hmong girls than Lao Loum girls in Nonghet schools.  
Many are from Nonghet but some are also from villages 
far away from here.  However, many Hmong girls still drop 
out of school.  For example, I remember that one year 6 
or 7 of the girls dropped out.  There are many reasons for 
this, such as, they don’t want to go to school as it is too far 
from their village and families, their parents cannot afford 
to support them or they get married.  There were more 
Hmong girls attending when I was at primary school but 
as the years go on there are less and less.

How was your school?
My primary school was not very good but OK.  It was 
made from stone and in the winter it was really cold in the 
classroom.  We had latrines but not enough for all the 
students.  There were many red flowers in the garden – 
they were beautiful and I loved them!

How were your teachers? 
Some teachers are good and some are not.  Often it 

depends on their mood or if they like that particular class or 
not.  If students are not learning fast enough or are having 

some difficulties with a subject then the teachers become angry with us.  They say ‘You are not children 
so you should study hard and learn fast’.  They look very angry and shout at us. 

Do you think the situation has changed for Hmong girls now?  How? 
I think it has changed a lot as many Hmong girls can now go to school just like boys.  Gender equality 
has improved.  It is great because girls and boys can go to school together and learn from each other!  
Also, with equal opportunities we know that girls can achieve the same things as boys.  Some of my 
friends have dropped out of school because they got married young.  It makes me sad as I know their 
futures may not be bright and they will not be able to plan their future like I will.  We have to change 
because if girls keep getting married young then they will not know how to improve the lives of their 
families.  My friends who are now married feel sad and they want to continue studying but they think 
that their teachers or husbands will not allow them.

There are many jobs that I would love to do when I finish school but my top choices are to either 
become a lawyer or to work for an organization or the government focusing on agriculture.  I think I 
want to live in a big city but maybe I will change my mind in the future!
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Background Information and Analysis
During the Second Indochina War that raged in Laos in the 1960s and early 1970s, Xieng Khouang 
suffered from heavy aerial bombing.  The entire Province, along with neighboring Houaphanh became 
one of the major scenes in the Lao Civil War.  By 1973 almost every town in Xieng Khouang had been 
destroyed and most of the population had fled.  Nonghet district had been heavily bombarded during 
this period, forcing the population to move or to hide for long periods of time.  Dokkeo’s mother 
moved to three different villages and spent long periods of time hiding in the forest and caves during 
periods of  heavy bombing. 

Most schools closed down due to a lack of teachers and a fear of bombing.  Attending school and 
pursuing studies during this time was a real challenge in the region.  Dokkeo’s mother was lucky that 
her father was the chief of a group of villages (Tasseng); giving him a high social status at the district 
level and thus allowing him closer contact with Lao people at the district capital.  His choice to send his 
daughter to school was, nonetheless, a very modern one.  At this time Hmong villages were located on 
the mountains slopes while Lao villages occupied the valleys and the district capital. All schools were 
located in the Lao villages.

Since Lao gained full independence in 1975, mountainous villages started to be relocated to lowlands, 
valleys and near main roads all around Laos, resulting in a greater proximity between ethnic groups and 
creating many multi-ethnic villages.  This sudden proximity, new pressure over agricultural land and the 
memory of the civil war created tensions between ethnic groups; their relations becoming competitive 
in stark contrast to the previous peaceful and complementary economic dynamics that used to 
characterize the area.  This sensitive period is described through Dokkeo’s experience going to school 
during the late 1980s and 1990s when a lot of bullying occurred between Lao and Hmong children on 
the way to school.  Through her sister’s interview we are able to see that ethnic discrimination displayed 
between school children as well as from teachers is in decline.  Furthermore, it is clear that the ratio of 
Lao and Hmong has changed with now the majority of students being Hmong.  The population of 
Hmong in villages along roads has increased progressively with the relocation of villages as well as 
through their natural growth.  Now most villages have their own primary school.  At the same time, 
more Hmong children are being sent to school than before and as a result, the number of Hmong 
students at school is higher than the number of  Lao students, even at secondary level.

Through these three interviews we are able to see the improvement in quality of school buildings as 
well as in the quality of teachers; from reports of discrimination and severe disciplinary action to the 
established of what seems a more professional approach.  We have also noticed the introduction of 
Hmong teachers in some schools.  ChildFund’s education project includes teacher training but are these 
trainings approaching the issue of ethnic discrimination?  Native Hmong language teachers should be 
specifically sought to teach in Hmong villages, especially for pre-primary and lower primary levels as 
Hmong children usually are unable to speak any Lao before attending school.

More generally, these three interviews reveal that the determination of parents – in this case particularly 
the mother - to send their children to school has a real impact on the number of years the children stay 
at school and can prevent dropping out for this family, the example given by the mother who went to 
school and got a good job was critical in encouraging her daughters to go to school as well.  However, 
her determination to support her daughters completing school to the highest level, whatever the 
difficulties were,  shows the importance of parent’s support throughout schooling and not only during 
primary school.

The importance of having friends at school is also something that the three women spoke about; all 
giving examples of good friends who encouraged them or who’s dropping out impacted their desire to 
stay at school.

Village Education Development Committees created by ChildFund together with the District 
Education Department have a responsibility to monitor the attendance of children and to reduce drop-
out rates by supporting parents sending their children to school even when they are facing financial 
problems. The exemption of  school fees is also possible for poorest families. 
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While non-schooling or early drop-out is highly characteristic of the situation for the majority of 
Hmong girls in the 1970s, it became progressively more accepted by parents that girls should go to 
school as well as boys. Dropping-out is still a problem in ChildFund target villages, particularly for 
adolescent girls at the secondary level. The five target villages have reported 100% enrollment in 
primary school for this year. More importantly, completion rates need to be calculated at the end of the 
school year.
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