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(or The Accidental Teacher) 

by  a Laotian school student 

 
  

From under the floor of an elevated wooden house, where three meter high posts 
formed an open air basement, people can hear a clear and loud young adult male voice.   
 "When you do the addition of two numbers in your head without writing them 
down, don't just think about the two digits.  Instead you should think about a technique that 
makes it easier to add them. For example, adding the numbers 130 and 220. Most people 
would just add the two numbers together. Using this method the calculation takes longer 
and it's easy to get the wrong the result. The best technique is to add the rounded numbers 
in hundreds first,  like 100 and 200 and add them to have 300, then add the two remainder 
amounts from each hundred-number like 30 and 20 to have 50. Than finally we add the two 
resulting numbers, which are 300 and 50 to make 350.  Do you all understand ?" 
 "Yes, we understand", the children responded in unison. 
 In the village of Ban Oudomsay, everyone knows KhamLa. The children have 
nicknamed him "the teacher without a school". Each day after normal school hours,  about 
nine or ten students from the local primary school attend extra tuition at Khamla’s house. 
He teaches the children many subjects. Most of the things he teaches are not in the 
curriculum of their school.  But the children understand him well, and apply the learning to 
their everyday living and because of that have a deeper appreciation of issues. 
 The villagers noticed that although some of the classes involve the kids studying at 
his house, at other times the children lead him into the forest environment for class. In the 
forest Khamla explains to them the importance of the plants and trees, the creeks and 
rivers, and the living environment around them. The children show intense interest and 
appreciate very much his explanations.  Some parents are surprised when their kids tell 
them that the plants and trees are extremely important in everyday living. They tell their 
parents for instance that trees emit oxygen that we breath in every second of our lives. With 
no plants and trees, we may not be able to live the way we do now. 
 Khamla is the eldest son of Mrs. Mee and Mr. Sone. He is a good man, always 
speaking softly and politely and he never argues with his parents. He is hard working; each 
morning rising early. After feeding the ducks and chickens he works on the family’s small 
farm with his parents.  He tries hard to provide a good example for his two young sisters and 
many other young children.   
Khamla loved to study; always seeking knowledge about all things;  so much so that he 
became the most outstanding student in his village. After finishing high school, he won a 
scholarship to study at the National University at DongDok, in Vientiane, where they have a 
teacher training institution. There he majored in mathematics. In college he met other 
students from Lao’s many provinces. Khamla excelled in his subjects.  When  his friends had 
difficulty in understanding, they would always come to him for help, knowing he was always 
keen to advise and help them in their studies.   
A lecturer once said to him: "Very good Khamla. You have the ability to explain the subject 
matter to your friends and you are willing to share knowledge. That makes you a wise and 
valuable person that our country needs. You set a good example to others." 

After finishing the end of year exam, everyone was packing their belongings in the 
boarding house to return to their village. As they were getting ready to leave and say 



goodbyes the principal lecturer from the faculty hurried over and called out to all the 
students:  
 " Everybody! Listen to me! I have some very good news to tell you." 
 " What news is it, sir ?" asked one of the students. 
 "Our department will have a test to select our best students who will be eligible for 
scholarships to enable further studies in France. The test is next week."  
  After hearing that, the students roared with joy and happiness. This signalled a very 
special opportunity to study overseas. 
 On the selection day there were two hundreds candidates, but only ten places were 
available. When the results finally came out, Khamla was very happy to see his name in third 
place amongst the ten selected to study in France. The university told the students they 
would be leaving in three months. 
 Khamla felt anxious during the long three months; it was like three years for him.  
The long wait in the city tormented him. He was homesick and really missed his parents and 
his sisters.  His mind frequently wandered back to the happy, easy living in his village, 
especially the meal times with his family around. His thoughts lingered on the precious 
times when he helped his young sisters with their studies and told them folk stories. 
 Next day, Khamla went to see the principal.  
 " Sir, is it possible for me to ask for permission to visit my home village while I am 
waiting?  he asked. 
 "Yes, but you must return in time." responded the lecturer. 
 "Yes sir, for sure … I will make sure I return in time." Khamla happily replied. 
 After travelling for two days, Khamla arrived in his village. Nothing had changed. 
Everything remained the same as in his memories. The scents were so familiar. The earth, 
grass, even the smells of the cow manure he found reassuringly familiar. He never detested 
these smells because they were the smells of his childhood. In front of his house, some 
young kids playing, his mother and his sisters were sitting and talking in the basement. 
 He called out to one of the kids, " Pumpkin ...Little pumpkin !" 
 People turned around when they heard a loud voice calling, and they saw Khamla 
approaching them. "Uncle ...uncle has come back!" yelled one little kid, his nephew, who 
ran towards Khamla and embraced him with joy.  Then everybody gathered around smiling 
and embracing him. When the villagers got the news that Khamla was back, neighbours near 
and far took turns to visit him to hear his stories. They talked until very late in the evening. 
 Next day, Khamla and his mother walked together to the farm. His father had gone 
to town to buy some fertiliser, while his sister stayed home to take care of her sick child. His 
mother weeded around the tobacco plants, while Khamla dug a new patch of land in 
preparation for planting coffee. He worked about 50 metres away from his mother. Khamla 
enjoyed the hard labour, he dug the land vigorously feeling the sweat on his face and body. 
He experienced the aches and pains and the blisters of a person who had not performed 
physical labour for a long time. Now and then he took a break and drank water thirsty after 
the exertion. 
 One hour passed by.  Khamla got up, took his pick and raised it high; then pulled it 
down with force.  At that moment, he saw a flashing light and heard a loud explosion 
"VROOM!!!" He  was thrown into the air unconscious, his body landing face up. His mother 
heard the loud explosion, and rushed to Khamla. She saw him lying paralysed on the ground, 
his body covered with blood. She lifted  and embraced him, pulling his soulless and bloodied 
face to her body. 



 "God ! ..My precious son. Please help my son! Please help my son!" his mother 
yelled out desperately.  Mr Pheng her neighbour, heard her screaming and rushed to the 
scene. 
 "Please uncle ... ..Please help my son!  I am begging you!" she cried out to Uncle 
Pheng. 
 "Quick!  Hurry . . . Let's take him to the hospital." Uncle Pheng said urgently. 
When they got to the hospital, Khamla was immediately taken into intensive care.  The 
injuries were so severe that the doctor had to amputate both hands. The blast had smashed 
the bones and tendons of his hands and they were no longer functional. The force also 
damaged his sight, so Khamla was blinded.   

After hearing the news, his father, sisters and cousins came to visit him. The sense of 
sadness and injustice was a heavy weight the family carried.  
 Four days later, Khamla came out of coma. He could not open his eyes and he felt a 
great pain at the end of his arms. When he realised that he had lost both hands and his 
sight, he cried uncontrollably.  

"God!  Why did it happen to me? How can I study overseas with this disability? Why 
didn't  I die so I wouldn’t have to suffer? What have I got to live for?  I want to die! ... I want 
to die!"  His loud and despondent voice was heard throughout the hospital. 
 Later when nobody was around, he got out of bed. Putting his arms out he felt for 
the walls. He frequently bumped into the table and chairs, and got so frustrated that yelled 
out: “ I want to die! I want to die!”  His father and mother came to embrace him when they 
heard him and they held him tightly.  
 "Son, don't do this to yourself. Whatever happens to you we still can care for you. 
We still love you. You have to fight it, son... " His father tried to console him. 
 Two months had passed, and Khamla's physical condition seemed better. The doctor 
allowed him to go home for rehabilitation but Khamla could not take his mind off suicide.    
 One day his parents went to get medicine from the hospital, One of his sisters was 
washing the vegetables at the back of the house, the other had left for the farm earlier in 
the morning. His nieces and nephews were playing in the front court yard, but Khamla was 
lying in bed, thinking and grieving for his future. Today was the day he was supposed to 
have left Laos for France to study with his friends. Instead he had become an invalid, 
disabled by his injuries. He could not do anything for himself, and furthermore he had 
become a burden to his parents. Khamla thought he would rather die. 

Khamla got up from his bed, and walked towards the window, feeling and following 
the wall until he found the opening.  Khamla had decided to jump.  After he hit the ground 
he felt disappointed that he was still breathing, yelling and crying with frustration while 
lying on the ground. 
 The children had heard a loud thump; something heavy falling from the window. 
They ran over and saw Khamla lying on the ground crying. 
 "Uncle! Why are you doing this ?  You are my only uncle. If you die, who do I live 
with?  Who will tell stories to me? Who will teach me ?  Uh . .uh . .!  His nephew cried out 
while putting his arms around Khamla.  His nephew’s tears soaked the front of Khamla's 
shirt. He suddenly realised that even his 'pumpkin' nephew still needed him. It would be 
very selfish to commit suicide.  
 "Oh...my pumpkin! I am sorry. From now on I will not think that way. I will stay with 
you forever", said Khamla. Then both uncle and nephew cried on each other’s shoulder. His 
sister and the children looked on wiping away their tears. 



 From that day onwards, Khamla devoted himself to the love and care of the children 
in the village. Each day the children come for lessons in the basement of his house. Unable 
to see, he uses his voice to teach the children, who record what he is saying by writing or 
drawing the major points. Khamla is happy and satisfied that he is able to pass on the 
knowledge that he gathered. He hopes that one day these children can  contribute to 
building a better country, a more prosperous Laos for everyone.             

 


