
�

Greetings from Laos!

The year 2013 was particularly important for us: We started a daily reading program in schools; and 
an evaluation process to measure their impact. These are described inside, so I won’t repeat here 
except to say it kept us all very busy.  

Despite the hundreds of  millions of  dollars that are spent every year on education in Laos, most 
schools still do not have a single book that children can read for enjoyment. Is it any wonder that 
children still struggle to acquire reading skills? 

A lot of  that money is spent by foreign donors, to replace a bamboo school with a concrete build-
ing. From what we see, a new building has no impact on what happens inside. We believe books and 
reading time will improve education at less than 1% of  that cost.

Our previous annual report showed a photo of  me with my wife Kham, and our daughter Visaka. 
We were reading a book together; Visaka was saying the word “ball” and pointing to it. She’s grown! 
This year, after lunch she’ll pick out some books and sits down on the floor of  our shop to enjoy 
them. Very often she will also stand by the table, 
and “read” to us (although she’s shy about being 
photographed while doing that). 

Growing up with books already makes a great 
difference in her life. Thanks to you, many more 
children in Laos will have that experience. We hope 
you will continue to support our work, until every 
3-year-old in the country eagerly “reads” to their 
family after a meal.

Thank you!
—Khamla Panyasouk, Director

Big Brother Mouse
Annual Report, 2013

www.BigBrotherMouse.com
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Book parties, no reading program (2006-May 2013) 256 510 544 903 357

Book parties with reading program (Sept.-Dec. 2013)     404

Reading program start-ups from TTC      209

Books donated (1,000)  51 134 178 270 301

New titles published  39 30 40 25   88

Titles reprinted  1 4 9 35   18

Cumulative numbers:

Village reading rooms set up  59 150 191 191 191

Total titles published  104 134 174 199 287

(The first three lines are further explained below.)

How BBM has grown

$401,800 income

Total: 
$401,800

Note: This 
year’s apparent 
deficit is not 
really an issue. Our 
biggest donation each 
of  the last few years has 
been from Planet Wheeler. 
Usually this has arrived at the 
end of  December; this year it 
reached us at the beginning of  
January, and so is not included 
in these 2013 figures.

How you helped us:
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Notes:

Overhead: Rent for our main shop and office is donated. Sasha Alyson, the full-time adviser, volunteers his time, as 
do volunteers in other countries. These do not appear in Expenses.

Construction: We built staff  housing this year, on land that we already owned behind our warehouse.  

Travel:	This was largely for the annual staff  trip during the summer.

Book	parties	and	other	events: This is largely for travel; the cost of  books and salaries appears in those categories.

And how we used it:

Total: $498,545
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Two big changes in 2013

Our first books appeared in 2006. For seven years, our major focus was to produce more 
books that people were eager to read.

We also developed ways to get those books into rural villages that had no books, primar-
ily with book parties at rural primary schools, at the end of  which every child got to choose a 
book, and we left more books with the school.

But we knew that even after we got children excited about reading, they would soon have 
read, and re-read, everything they could find.

Sustained Silent Reading
At the beginning of  2013, we had published more than 200 books. We decided that with 

one final push to make a few more very easy books, for beginning readers, we would have 
enough to start a daily reading program in schools. 

Such programs, often under the name “Sustained Silent Reading”, have been effectively 
used in many western countries. We haven’t found any examples in countries at development 
levels comparable to that of  Laos.

The idea is simple: The teacher sets aside a fixed time, every day, during which children 
read a book of  their choosing. They don’t report or get tested on it afterwards. The goal is 
to create a habit of  reading, improve reading skills, and have reading be an experience that 
children want to do.

Until then, we had not tried to carefully measure reading levels in schools. We were guided 
by what teachers repeatedly told us: “First graders cannot read at all. Second readers can read 
a word, but not a whole sentence.” At book parties, we let children choose books that were a 
suitable level for them. 

The more we looked into what was needed, the more we saw a great need for very easy 
books: Typically one line per page, with a big picture, and strong repetition. In the end, we 
didn’t make “a few more” very easy books, we made a lot more. We published 88 new books 
in 2013, compared with 25 in 2012. Our printing costs nearly doubled.

In September, we continued holding book parties, as we’d been doing for nearly 7 years, 
but with a change: If  teachers agreed to start the daily reading program (and they always did), 
we left a set of  50 to 70 books in every classroom -- more than 250 total books for a typical 
school -- so children could read every day. 

Evaluating our impact
In September, we also initiated a second big change: Measuring the impact of  this pro-

gram.
From 16 Sept. to 11 Oct., a team of  seven people went to 40 schools, in three districts that 

represented a range of  geographic and ethnic circumstances. We conducted two tests in each 
grade, providing measurements from two perspectives. For example:

Third grade: We used flash cards to see how many could read a common one-syllable 
word. Then a multiple-choice test showed pictures of  familiar items, and students were asked 
to pick which of  four words was the right name for it.
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After the baseline testing, we randomly divided these schools into 3 groups: In Group A 
we went back, held a book party, left books for the reading program, and we are checking in 
with them regularly during the year and providing more support. We returned to Group B, 
held a book party and set up the reading program, but we are not providing additional con-
tact. Group C is the control group. We did not return, we will not hold a book party or set up 
the reading program until later. 

At the end of  the school year (May 2014) we will return and test reading levels in all 
schools again, then look to see if  schools that got the reading program show more improve-
ment than those that did not; and whether the extra support made a difference.

Early results: 

Even before getting data for that comparison, the process was unexpectedly valuable. We 
found that in many schools, reading levels are much lower than we had been told: In our 
sample of  40 schools, only 18% of  third graders could read even one word. We also gained 
some insights about the stumbling blocks these children face, and we’re developing books, 
and other techniques, to address these issues. 

You can download a detailed report of  the evaluation from our website; please click 
“What We Do” then in the text scroll down to “Evaluations”.

Sept. 2013: The first day of a daily reading program in a rural school, grade 5. The girl closest to the 
camera, interestingly, has chosen about about healthy nutrition for infants, written by Save the Children 
and which we published with their support. Other students have also chosen books with a paragraph or 
more per page, which means they read at a higher level than most rural children. 
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Sustained	Silent	Reading:	We set up the 
very first daily reading programs on 16 
Sept. Here’s one of  those schools. As far 
as we know, this is the first daily reading 
program in Laos; previously there weren’t 
enough books. Right now, we have enough 
books because the children read very 
slowly. As they get faster, we’ll need more, 
and we’re working on them right now.

Evaluation:	In September and October 
we tested reading levels in all 5 grades at 40 
schools, so we can measure the impact of  the 
Sustained Silent Reading program. Here, we’re 
counting how many children in grades 1 and 2 
recognize the letters.

A special thank-you goes to Planet Wheeler, 
and Manoj Paul, whose generous and unre-
stricted donations made it possible to devote 
resources to this process.

Book	parties: From January into May, we 
continued holding book parties at rural 
schools as we’ve done since 2006. When 
schools re-opened after the summer break 
we changed the program: At the end of  each 
book party, we set up the Sustained Silent 
Reading program, and left books in every 
classroom.

What you helped us do in 2013
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Reading	program	start-ups	from	TTC	
(Teacher	Training	College): For the third 
year, TTC has welcomed us to its summer 
teacher “upgrade” courses. We demonstrate 
read-aloud techniques, then teachers prac-
tice at a local school. This year, if  teachers 
agreed to institute the daily reading program, 
we gave them books to take back for every 
classroom.

The	Mouse	Experience: A special grant 
from the Global Fund for Children let us take 
extra time to help our staff  develop new skills. 
This was a writing workshop in the summer. 
Three of  the staff  wrote easy books that we 
published for our daily reading program.

The	“I	Am”	series:	Early in the year, we 
went to rural villages and photographed the 
daily life of  one girl or boy, then made a pic-
ture book with short captions. As Grade-2 
sets are made for the daily reading program, 
the top book is “I Am Soulinda, a Hmong 
Girl.” Children are riveted by these books; 
they never before saw photos of  children 
just like them in a book.
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Behind the Scenes
If  you’ve joined a book party from our Luang Prabang office, you probably drove in a 

comfortable van. Close to the city, there are good roads. But most of  our time is spent in 
remote areas. That’s why we have just one van but two four-wheel drive trucks, and often we 
need help from the locals.

Lest those of  us back in the office forget what they go through, the book party team oc-
casionally snaps a photo of  their travails as they struggle to deliver books to every village. 
We think one of  the pictures was faked. We won’t say which one, but here’s a hint: It doesn’t 
involve water or mud.
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wlvGFTkn\! Thank you!

Big Brother Mouse would like to thank the many individuals, 
 organizations, businesses, and foundations that made it possible for 

more Lao children than ever before to own their first book.

But words alone cannot do the job. These photos of  children reading 
their first book, will best convey our feelings. There are many more in 

the Photo Album section of  our website.  Please have a look!
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CLSA Chairman’s Trust
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Joe Realmuto

John & Robin Millar
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Yatai Food Cart, Denver, CO, USA

Year 2, 2013, Melbourne Girls 
Grammar School

Zena Carter
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Allison Williams
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Bryan Ratsphangthong

Burke Strickland

Daniel Starta

Deborah & Mike Banyai

Doug Ewart

Elizabeth Michelmore

Fiona Clark

Glenn Auve

Mayte Michelle Rodriguez

Molly Bostic

Network for Good

Paul Harwood

Regula von Buren

Rose Beauchamp

Sin Hyang sa

Society for the International School 
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Tammachat Natural Textiles

Teresa McCann, family and friends

Tony Siracusa

Vicki Lyall

Vreni Noli-Aisslinger

Henriette Frey

Hill Area and Community Develop-
ment Foundation

In honor of  the wedding of  Susan 
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Jackie Cunliffe

Lions Club of  Bondi

Malcolm Ruddiforth

Marie Griffin


