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Introduction
	From September 2004 through July 2005, I worked with Kindergarten Teachers’ Association in Malaysia. My work was made possible by the Jennifer Jessica Cohen Foundation and the Bernard Van Leer Foundation, and was organized through the Lewis Hine Documentary Initiative at Duke’s Center for Documentary Studies. The following is a reflection on my time spent with Persatuan Guru Tadika, or Kindergarten Teachers’ Association.

Background: 

Persatuan Guru Tadika (PGT) is an organization that trains kindergarten teachers within Malaysia's Indian community, a minority community that has historically been economically and politcally under-represented under Malaysia's oppressive government. PGT's work is to create and sustain a network of kindergartens in which instruction is respectful of the Malaysian Indian people's rich history and customs. 
PGT is a small organization comprised of 5 full-time staff and several volunteers who organize and carry out various classes and workshops for rural and estate Indian kindergarten teachers. Since the organization was so small my work was organized under the director, Francis Xavier.

Work:

	At first I found it very difficult to motivate for the kind of work that I had anticipated doing, and found myself traveling extensively in the field documenting various PGT programs, such as the cultural dance show, and teacher graduation checking. The outcome of this work was quite commercial in nature (see challenges section) – I produced 2 brochures and 3 VCDs (Video Compact Disc), that where mainly intended for distrobution to partner organization in order to effectively communicate about PGT's programming. 
	I often, especially initially found that PGT's idea of documentary work was either equivalent to producing educational or instructional material, or making a strict archive, and fought hard for the freedom to embark upon more creative projects. They wanted posed pictures of the director with VIPs, or posed pictures from annual meetings that would mark special occasions, or record attendence, while I wanted candid shots of children in the community which they served.
	Though my initial projects were not personally satisfying, by traveling in the field to complete them I was able to learn a great deal about the community that PGT served, and proving my knowledge to my supervisor bought me a chance to embark on a more creative indevour during the 4th month of my stay. Biking daily from our office, I spent 2 weeks visiting with one of PGTs teachers, and produced a 5 minute audio documentary about her kindergarten. In addition, that month I organized and led a weekend long workshop teaching kindergarten teachers how to do documentary work.
	By far my most satisfying project was the two months that I spent assisting a teacher in a small kindergarten in a rural palm estate. After spending most of January organizing the visit, I was able to spend all of February and March working in Ladang Bukit Asahan Kindergarten. I spent the mornings assisting the teacher in the classroom - leading classes in craft or teaching english. In the afternoons I was free to wander and take pictures on the estate, and the evenings I spent interviewing parents and estate workers, with the help of a translator.
	I also worked with the help of the teacher, Mariamma, to lead weekly photography/documentary classes both for selected children from her class, and for children from the nearby elementary school.  When I explained to Mariamma that I wanted the children to express emotional content in telling about their lives using the medium of photography, she was skeptic. "What do you expect these children to say about their lives," she objected."Their lives are just palm trees, and dirt. That is it." I think that both her and I were suprised with the emotional depth that came out of the project. With both classes we explored the themes of, "My Family", "My Race/Culture", "My Dreams", and "My School". While the kindergarten children used photography, drawing and creative story telling to express their views, the older children used photography and produced a mock radio show. In the end we held an exhibition at the school for the parents, and I used some of their material later to organize a traveling exhibition.
	When I returned to the office in early April, I talked with my mentor about producing a book from my material from Asahan and he consented, but said that PGT did not have the funding to support it. Thus in April I began writing grants for the publication at the same time as I began to write the text of the publication itself. In addition, I curated a multimedia exhibition drawn from the Asahan material – it included portraits of parents, candid pictures from the classroom and from around the estate, and interviews with community member in three different languages. The exhibition centered on changes in the estate community and how they impacted access to education for estate workers, and was backed up with participatory activities that were meant to organize communities to effective plan for the repurcussions of the changes in estate life. During the final two months of my stay I traveled in the field to facilitate the exhibition while simultaneously working on several other projects.
	During my final 2 months I returned to the field to complete a project making portraits of 11 different PGT teachers and also worked with an outside company to develope PGT's website (http://www.kindergartenmalaysia.com.my). My last month was incredibly hectic, completing the teacher portraits project, website, writing and type-setting the 36 page publication, while at the same time traveling into the field once again to document a small squatter community in which PGT works. 
	In the end I managed to arranged a meeting with UNICEF who was interested in funding the publication, though my meeting fell after my departure date. I informed the funder and passed on the meeting information to my director for him to pursue. Eventually he agreed to fund the publication if UNICEF decided not to, and the week before I left, it went to press. Having arrived home I am looking through the material from the squatter community trying to decide in what way to best make use of the material.
	In looking back on my work I am proud of what I have accomplished, particularly in the second half of my stay, and believe that my work will have a lasting institutional impact on the organization that I worked for and more importantly serve the community that they work for. Unpacking my bags, and looking through personal pictures and artifacts from Malaysia, I am also incredibly grateful for this opportunity and think that the most personally meaningful part of my work was the opportunity to meet and interact with such a wide variety of people with differnt world views – something which is an integral part of documentary work.

Challenges:
	
	Especially at first, me and the organization that I worked with had vastly different views of my work, and working across cultural barriers to understand each other and find a space in which my work was both personally satisfying and well recieved by the organization was my greatest difficulty. When I first arrived, PGT had wanted me to take staff photos, posed portraits of teachers, and publicity photos of kindergarten concerts. Their idea of documentary photography was work that archived PGT's work in the sense of identifying people present and what activities that they did. It was very important that I got a picture of every performer on stage, lest my record be incomplete. In addition it was very important that my pictures make the organization and its work look good. On the other hand I wanted to archive more deep rooted issues in PGT's work related to the community that they serve, economic and social changes in the community – the social repurcussions of poverty and oppression. I saw the ultimate use of my work as advocacy, and therefore my pictures had to tackle the difficulties faced by the community and kindergartens – not paint pretty pictures.
	I am not sure that we ever grew to be completely on the same page in terms of my work. In order to facilitate us working together, at first I reached out to the organization by working on projects that fell more in line with their idea of documentary work, while at the same time being clear that it was not my vision of documentary work. At the same time I made space for myself to work on projects that were more in my style, hoping that they would see them as much more useful. At times, I simply had to be firm about what types of projects I was willing to work on.  Unfortunetely I don't think that it was until the second half of my stay that I started working on projects that both me and the organization were pleased with.
	Cultural differences also often translated into personal moral conundrums. Gender relations among Malaysian Indians are very different than gender relations within American culture, and it was often difficult for me to draw the line between being respectful of cultural differences and blind to abuse of human rights. The fact that I did not support that war in Iraq, which was at points justified by the idea of liberating the (Muslim) women of Iraq raised the stakes in my mind for erring too close to the side of abuse of human rights. Perhaps that is the reason why I saw Muslim women's vails as fashon or custom, much in the way that short skirts are (or were) taboo in America, while at the same time I saw arranged marraiges within Malaysia's non-Muslim ethnic groups as abuse.	
	
Reflections:

	In looking back on my year spent in Malaysia, I cannot imagine how different my life would be now if I had not had this opportunity. Meeting with friends and relatives over the past week people invariably ask if I had culture shock returning home. In my mind the most shocking thing has been how things in my small hometown have not changed at all, but how much I have changed in relation to them. 
	My fellowship, though always difficult, has given me a renewed commitment to being an active part of this world; working in whatever ways that I can to make changes about issues that matter to me. In addition, having spent 10 months living and working so closely with a group of people in a culture that is intensely family oriented has made me make family and friends a much larger part of my life. 
	When I embarked on this fellowship I unknowingly had wanted to change the world, make it a better place, reach people, change lifes, effect changes in policy, etc. In retrospect the kinds of institutional changes that I had wanted to bring about are things that happen over the course of decades as the result of many people's work, not over the course of months as the result of one person's efforts. Now, more than anything else, I simply hope that the people that I had a chance to interact with both within the organization and without where effected in the same way that I was by my interactions with them – renewing their commitment to things that matter to them, perhaps changing their minds on some issues, or empowering them in other ways. Those changes seem more personally satisfying and ultimately just as important. 

