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Big Sister Mouse

Learning Center
“It is, in fact, nothing short of a miracle that the modern methods of 

 instruction have not yet entirely strangled the holy curiosity of inquiry;
for this delicate little plant, aside from stimulation, stands mainly in need of 

freedom. Without this it goes to wrack and ruin without fail.”
― Albert Einstein

July 2016: Applicants for our 2016-17 classes read and discuss an ethics question. 
This was a chance for them to experience the type of  learning activities we’ll offer.
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In June 2016 we opened our new Big Sister 
Mouse learning center in Ban Nadaet, on the out-
skirts of  Luang Prabang. 

This will be the home of  many activities, some 
of  which we haven’t even thought of  yet. Already, 
we have a summer school where children are 
learning to read -- an idea that hadn’t occurred to 
us until after we opened.

In September 2016 we’ll begin a college-level 
education program. As with other things we’ve 
done – publishing books, getting them into 
schools, creating a reading program – we’ve 
started with some broad goals and a general plan 
for reaching those goals, but we expect to make 
many changes as we proceed.

In laying these plans, we did not begin with 
a Western-style college (or high school) model. 
That system was developed for an entirely dif-
ferent environment, with different resources and 
needs. There is plenty of  debate about whether 
it works in the West; here, we feel it’s entirely 
wrong, and cannot even be done anyway: It relies 
on professors with a set of  skills that are difficult 
or impossible to find.

A New Way of Learning
When we started publishing books, we faced the 
question, “How do people write good books, 
if  they’ve never read one?” Step by step we’re 
solving that. A big part of  the solution was to 
have future writers read a lot of  good books. 
This created an obvious priming-the-pump issue: 
What do they read? We often used good books in 
English and Thai to get inspiration, then young 
writers here applied those techniques, in Lao. 

Now we face a similar question: How do we 
create the educational environment we believe is 
needed, if  no one has experienced it before?

The answer, as with the question about writers, 
has several parts:

1. It will take time. We’ll try many different 
things.

2. A lot of  responsibility will be put onto 
students. This will not be a listen-to-the-teacher, 
take-notes, ask-questions-and-get-answers envi-
ronment.

3. We’ll start with students who can handle and 
respond to this.

With that understanding, here’s how we envision 
starting:
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THE STUDENTS: We’re looking for young 
people graduating from high school. If  they are 
bright and eager to learn but did not go to high 
school, that’s okay. (It may prove to be a plus.) We 
assume almost no prior knowledge on the part of  
entering students. 

FULL-TIME ENVIRONMENT: We have 
more than 3 hectares of  mostly-hilly land. One 
of  the first priorities for students will be to help 
build housing, similar to what’s in a typical rural 
village. That is, mainly a place to sleep. Cooking 
facilities and bathrooms will be separate. (Build-
ing structures like this is a far easier job than 
some readers might envision. It will take a few 
weeks, working part-time. In the meantime, there 
is plenty of  space in the new building for every-
one to sleep.)

We expect most students to live and work 
there, with full-time learning activities 5 days a 
week, special projects on Saturday, and Sundays 
open to do as they wish. In the evening, there will 
be varied activities that are enjoyable, and also 
have an educational component: Watch a cartoon 
video in English five times (over a period of  a 
month) until you can  recite all the lines; learn an 
Irish dance from a tourist who wants to help out 
for a week; play the simulation game Diplomacy 
in which teams each represent a country, negotiat-
ing treaties and attacking and pillaging and gener-
ally having fun.

This creates an entirely different environment 
from what most college (and many high school) 
students in Laos currently experience, in which 
they work part-time, go to school part- or full-
time, and often fall asleep wrong-time.  

Learning time
We plan a Monday-to-Friday schedule like this, 

subject to revision as we get experience:

8:00-9:00 AGRICULTURE. We will grow food, 

and as we do so, also read and learn about tech-
niques. 

9:30-10:30 COMPUTERS. Learn about soft-
ware, and also how to fix computers. How to 
write simple programs. Database programming. 
Website design. These are skills that businesses 
will welcome.

11:00-12:00 ENGLISH. We’ve asked a few 
medium-sized businesses (e.g., a large  hotel, 
large restaurant) which skills they most need and 
cannot find. English is the most common reply. 
That’s one reason we’re teaching English: It’s a 
job skill. You have a far wider choice of  jobs if  
you speak English. Second, it’s a skill for learning 
and personal development. You can interact with 
more people, and learn more from books, news-
papers, and the media, if  you can easily communi-
cate in English.

11:30-1:00 LUNCH.

Electronics: We’ve already prepared a carefully-planned 
series of  experiments, explained in Lao, through which 
students can make circuits, predict what their circuits 
will do, then test their ideas. They learn about transistors 
and capacitors, voltage and current, how a telephone can 
amplify a faint signal from the air. When they’re finished, a 
special project will be to create more experiments, write in-
structions about how to do them, test out what they wrote 
with other students, and revise it.

“Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.” —Frederick Douglass
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1:00-2:00 DISCUSS IDEAS FROM BOOKS. 
Harvard professor Michael Sandel wrote a book 
titled Justice which is enormously popular in 
China. It’s also been translated into Thai, which 
makes it accessible for a reasonably literate Lao 
speaker. (The languages are quite similar.) Two 
of  our staff  have spotted the Thai edition on our 
shelves and became quite absorbed in it, because 
it deals with issues that speak to them, but which 
they’ve never had an opportunity to explore. For 
this period, students discuss a chapter of  a book 
such as Justice, which they read in their free time. 
One challenge will be training people to lead 
these discussions. We’ll begin with a list of  pre-
pared questions, then help them learn to develop 
their own questions, and to evaluate why some 
questions lead to good discussions.

2:30-3:30 WRITING (LAO). This is the subject 
where we already have the most direct experience. 

We’ve held many writing workshops for our staff. 
Each person writes – in the early stages, they take 
a folktale they already know and put it in paper, 
later they move to original stories and non-fiction. 
Then they read and critique each other’s stories.

4:00-5:00 ROTATING SUBJECTS. This will 
vary, perhaps on a weekly cycle. Public speaking. 
Translation. Electronics. Math and numeracy. Dis-
cussions of  values, goals, and life-skills. 

5:00-6:00 FREE TIME.

6:30 DINNER, followed by an activity which is 
encouraged but not required. We’d like to offer 
weekly events to which students invite friends. 
For example:

Monday: Sign language, with the deaf  commu-
nity particularly welcome, but others joining be-
cause they’d like to learn to sign, or would enjoy 
activities we offer that will use sign language.

Tuesday: English speaker. We’ll find visitors 
(or local people) to give a short talk on a subject, 
then lead a discussion about it.

Wednesday: Chess and other board games.
Thursday: Lao-language discussion. A student 

would present one of  the ideas from our class, 
then lead a discussion about it.

Friday: Dancing or Karaoke.
Saturday: Movie night.

Free time
The intervals between classes, usually a half  

hour, are time to do other things: board games, 
outdoor games and exercise, reading, art, work 
in the garden. Students are encouraged to do a 
variety of  different activities each day.

SATURDAY: We’ve published a lot of  books 
that people enjoy reading, once they realize that 
reading is enjoyable, and often beneficial. Even in 
rural villages, we’ve found man people eager to 

Free Time will include games that might seem too simple, 
but are not. To play “Number Bingo” each person rolls 
three dice, then combines those three numbers with com-
mon math symbols to make a new number. If  they roll 
2,3,5 they can make 10 (2+3+5) or 18 (23-5) or 1 (2+3/5) 
or many other numbers. A marker with their color gets put 
over their number, and they to get four in a row. It sure 
beats flash cards! Many college students have difficulty 
with simple arithmetic, such as 23 minus 5. Games like this 
build the foundation of  skills that will give them a much 
wider range of  options in life. 

“Reading brings knowledge 
And

Knowledge brings freedom.” 
—Gerry and Brian Warren
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buy a book, once they get beyond the “My money 
is for caffeine drinks and cellphone cards and 
beer and snacks, not for books” mindset.

How do we get them beyond that?
Saturday will be “Project Day.” This is time to 

develop the lifeskills to set a goal and work to-
ward it, figuring out how to overcome obstacles 
rather than letting them be an excuse to quit. Pos-
sible projects:

Develop ways to get shops in villages to sell 
books, by creating so much interest that it be-
comes a significant source of  income for them.

Create a reading game, that can be used in 
schools; test it out, get feedback, and improve it.

Publish a literary magazine, seeking submis-
sions from high school students, then selling it in 
schools.

Create a puppet show, using traditional Lao pup-
pet styles, then perform it for visitors, and in villages.

SUNDAY: Free day, but we’ll have activities, and 
we’ll invite outsiders to join in. We do not expect 
most students to have their own transportation, 
so we’ll often have excursions.

Cellphone policy: Using a cellphone will be al-
lowed only from 5:30-6:30 p.m. Period. No, you 
can’t take it to bed with you. If  you’ve been to 
Luang Prabang, or anywhere else between the 
North and South Poles, you’ve seen the evidence 
of  widespread cellphone addiction. 

We are not telling anyone they cannot be ad-
dicted to their cellphone. We’re simply saying 
that we will not invest limited resources in their 
education, if  we have to compete against that. 
We already have our hands full. And we’ll have so 
many other very appealing things to do instead, 
that after some initial separation anxiety for a few, 
this won’t be a problem..

Puppets like these are an important part of  Lao culture, 
but many young people have never held one. Construct-
ing puppets, creating a script, performing and revising and 
performing again, are  one project option.               

Scholarships 
If  you would like to give a very special gift to 

Laos, and to someone who is willing to work hard 
to have better opportunities in life, we invite you 
to sponsor a student. The cost is $2900 per year. 
This is for a 12-month year, which includes not 
just all the educational activities but also room 
and board, as well as a small monthly stipend 
(we’re currently thinking $20) for personal ex-
penses.

What we expect of students
There is a common perception that school is a 

place where you go, and they fill your brain with 
facts, and you keep the facts there until the test, 
and eventually you get a certificate to show that 
you’ve done this.

In screening for students, we will explain that 
we’re taking a different approach. We need a 
full-time commitment from students. They will 
have to push themselves past their comfort point. 
Sometimes their brain will work so hard it hurts, 
but that’s how it will get stronger. 

IT IS FULL-TIME! Students must be prepared 
to spend most of  their time there, including eve-
nings and Saturdays, doing a variety of  things that 
are interesting, and also contribute to education. 
They can invite friends for evening events that 
everyone will enjoy.
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Jobs
Will this help me get a job? That’s the question 

on the mind of  every applicant. 
We think it will, but as an utterly new approach, 

we can’t even be sure of  that ourselves, much less 
assure students of  it. Right now, many univer-
sity graduates return to their village and become 
farmers like their parents, because they didn’t get 
skills that they need for other jobs. Yet businesses 
say they cannot find the workers they need.

Big Brother Mouse needs people with the skills 
we will teach. Big Sister Mouse can expand, after 
more people understand new and better ways to 
teach. We can get books into more villages, if  
people have the skills to develop new ways to do 
that. Then we can publish more books, because 
we are selling more books.

Other businesses also need these skills. Busi-
nesses do not hire graduates now, because they 
do not need staff  who have merely learned facts, 
they need people who can solve problems and do 
new things. Those are the skills we will develop.

Long-term funding
For the next 5-10 years we expect that few of  our 

students will be able to pay more than a token amount 
of  the program’s cost. There are middle- and upper-
class youth who could afford the full fee, but they’ll 
generally want a university degree, which is required 

At our Discovery Days for high school students, we chal-
lenge them to make a bridge from wedge-shaped blocks. 
These students figured that out, then went a step further 
with a bridge design we hadn’t even considered.

We lit a fire that day. Now, we’ll light many more.

Big Brother Mouse
info@BigBrotherMouse.com
www.BigBrotherMouse.com

for many sought-after jobs, particularly in govern-
ment. Even if  we were to have clear evidence after a 
few years that we provide a better quality education, 
they will want the traditional degree. We expect most 
of  our students to come from poor rural areas.

We have many ideas about how to generate income. 
We can offer activities for tourists: dinner and enter-
tainment; sleep high on the hillside, under the stars 
(with a mosquito net and tent in case of  rain); go on 
guided hikes through the hills above us; learn and try 
out Lao and ethnic handicrafts... we’ve got lots of  fun 
ideas. We could also earn income from within Laos, 
such as by creating and selling educational toys.

In fact, it has been so much fun discussing and 
brainstorming these ideas that we’ve decided not to 
do it right now.  It would be very easy, perhaps in-
evitable, if  we had sidelines that were fun and al-
ways new and interesting, and which also brought in 
money, for them to overshadow our educational goals. 
Those goals are achievable but they’ll take a lot of  
focus. (Most third-graders we’ve tested cannot read a 
word. In one month of  summer school, we’ve helped 
young children go from not reading at all, to reading 
a simple book with limited vocabulary. But it didn’t 
happen easily, we spent a lot of  time working with out 
staff  to break some deeply-ingrained assumptions of  
rote teaching.)

So for about two years, we’ve chosen to keep our 
focus on education. When we’ve got some good 
learning systems in place, then we can shift some at-
tention to building that financial base.

Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.


