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ABSTRACT

In the past, a high number of ethnic people in Thailand faced the problem that
many of their children and youth were out of the education system, either because they
didn’t have citizenship or there weren’t any schools in indigenous communities. As time
passed, due to the long struggle of indigenous people, the population of indigenous
students in public school increased. However, here they face other difficulties, namely
their increasing assimilation to mainstream education with no concern for their own
ethnic culture or knowledge. Also, they encounter learning barriers in the public school
system. Indigenous students in remote have grown up in their own ethnic community
and are thus familiar with their ethnic culture, environment and language. However,
when they enter a school, everything is dramatically changed. Even though they are
often at a disadvantage when it comes to learning within the mainstream system, there
are rarely any policies or programs in place to support them. Recently, a few of the
NGOs within the Indigenous Education Network (IEN) in Northern Thailand have
begun to examine the plight of indigenous students within the system. In response, they
have suggested alternative new methodologies for improving the indigenous students’

school life and learning abilities that integrate indigenous knowledge.



The purpose of this study was to explore how and why NGOs working on indigenous
educational issues try to integrate indigenous knowledge into parts of school system in
Northern Thailand. | selected the Mother Tongue Based-Multi Lingual Education
(MTB-MLE) program operated by the Foundation of Applied Linguistic (FAL) as a
representative indigenous knowledge based education program under IEN for the case
study. | intended to find answers for the factors of this challenge, discover how the
NGO-developed strategies tried to negotiate with the local people and the social

meanings produced from the new program implementation process.

There are international and national factors for developing indigenous knowledge
based educational methodologies. Internationally, the ‘Education for All’ agenda has
forced the Thai government to consider ways to better serve marginalized learners and
the active indigenous people’s movement has given the rationale to raise Thai
indigenous people’s voices even more. Nationally, the Education Reform of the late
1990s which emphasized the decentralization of education and promoted ‘local
curriculum’ gives room to attempt to new education approach. Furthermore, the
emergence of the alternative education in Thai society advantaged to this challenge as
well. In consideration of these international and national changes, Thai local NGOs
have taken an intermediating role whereby they try to understand the trend first and then
contextualize in local and they take a complementary approach similar to that which

other education provision NGOs have taken in the 2000s.

From the ethnographic research focusing on the interaction between FAL and one of
the MTB-MLE program applied school; Ban Khun Tae School of S’gaw Karen village in
Chiang Mai, it was revealed that FAL faced different reactions from local people about the
MTB-MLE applied education. It was caused by the people’s long assimilation within the
national education system and the different power relationships extant among languages,
education and knowledge systems in Thai society. Therefore, FAL had to develop
negotiating strategies promoting the acceptance of their MTB-MLE program. These
strategies include; following the Thai social power structure, coping with the

communication features of the indigenous community and against expectations,



utilizing people’s desire for educational improvement in the school system more than

the maintenance of indigenous culture and identity.

Besides, the MTB-MLE program deeply relies on local people’s abilities and their
own indigenous knowledge so FAL emphasized local teacher training and material
development activities. Most of the local people want to preserve and pass down their
knowledge to the next generation but they don’t know how to do it or cannot imagine
teaching in the school. Thus, indigenous knowledge becomes vague and lacks relevance.
NGO-geared educational methodologies which require and incorporate indigenous
knowledge essentially help to revalue and regenerate it. The more local people become
empowered through participation in activities for operating MTB-MLE class, the more
indigenous knowledge is redefined and accumulated as educational forms. Consequently, |
argue that it constructs a new knowledge space of indigenous knowledge education in

Northern Thai society.

This study opens a new discussion about new knowledge space in education and
knowledge systems, especially for indigenous students’ learning process and it also
gives a new perspective about the current status of indigenous movements in Northern
Thailand.



