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Abstract

“International Volunteer Tourism” was born in Europe and America in 1920.
It has a history of nearly 100 years, which experienced a rich evolution from
simple initial scale to gradual maturity and internationalization. While vigo-
rously promoting the development of education in poverty areas, world cul-
tural exchanges, as well as world peace, the problem of International Volun-
teer Tourism has emerged, including high mobility of volunteers and instable
local teaching quality. The author stayed in Malaysia for a week in charging of
volunteer work, and researched by field investigation and described the se-
vere living conditions and poor education of local students in Mabul Island.
There are some problems in the development of international volunteers in
Mabul Island, such as the high mobility of volunteers, incoherent teaching
contents, and uneven teaching level. By analyzing the reasons and exploring
solutions, the author puts forward three suggestions. First, strengthen public-
ity, combine government coercion and incentive policies. Second, advocate
UNESCO to set up a unified teaching material and teaching plan for interna-
tional volunteers worldwide. Third, encourage UNESCO and people who
support the volunteer organization to set up foundations to relieve the financial
pressure, as well as improving the quality of teaching in underdeveloped areas.
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1. Introduction

“International Volunteer Tourism” originated in Europe and the United States
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around 1920, initially organized in France and Germany. After World War I,
countries which experienced war and chaos were in urgent need of reconstruc-
tion. International work camps appeared at the right time [1]. While speeding
up the efficiency of national rebuilding, they promoted world peace, cultural
exchange, and social progress by sending volunteers to each other. Since then,
International Volunteer Tourism has developed rapidly in Western countries.
According to statistics, there are about 16 million people who take part in vo-
lunteer travel each year. Today, an increasing number of states join the interna-
tional community, which is interdependent and cooperative. The relations be-
tween countries are harmonious, so as cooperation in economy and education.
At present, volunteer tourism projects are transmitting to a more international,
legalized, and advanced mode. Organizations in this filed are growing and diver-
sified. Volunteers now can choose not only to teach locally but also to join other
activities, such as feeding giant pandas, protecting sea turtles, cleaning coral
reefs, and helping women with disabilities.

International volunteer tourism, known as public welfare tourism, is a tourist
trip that aims at assisting economically underdeveloped countries and regions.
By voluntary education, animal conservation, environmental protection, com-
munity building, and cultural exchanges, volunteers dedicate themselves to help-
ing others [2].

In 2009, “International Volunteer Tourism” gradually emerged in China’s
coastal areas and attracted participants from college. Most of their motivation is
self-demand-centered, which is influenced by self-interest and altruism. For
example, volunteers arrive at the local area, integrating the volunteer teaching
into the local life. They can get a first-hand experience about the living condi-
tions in deprived areas, and understand the culture and history of foreign coun-
tries.

“Teaching Volunteer” is an important promoter and guide for the develop-
ment of local education. They bring with general knowledge and excellent
teaching ideas from all over the world to promote cultural exchanges, improve
the quality of teaching, and raise global awareness of local poverty.

Currently, there are two types of “international volunteer tourism” volunteers
in China. The first type is volunteers recruited through official channels, and the
second type is volunteers organized by commercial or other non-profit organi-
zations. The essential difference between the two is that one is wholly or partially
covered by the agency, while the other is entirely at its own expense. Interna-
tional volunteer programs are located in impoverished areas in developing
countries, where local people are struggling to survive, let alone provide better
conditions for volunteers. That is a significant burden for the project, which is
contrary to the original intention of international volunteers. Therefore, the
number of volunteers in official organizations is minimal, and volunteers must
meet higher requirements for professional knowledge, teaching skills, and life

skills. On the contrary, volunteers who go at their own expense have relatively
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low requirements. Therefore, the teaching level of international volunteers is
uneven. Most of the self-funded volunteers do not have rich teaching experience
and skills, which limits the quality of the teaching process.

At present, the world’s large-scale international volunteer organizations, in-
cluding VSO, Helpx, Greenway, and Gapper, have set up educational volunteer
programs [3]. Those programs occupy a vast market. According to a report pub-
lished by the Association for Tourism and Leisure Education in 2008, the market
now caters for 1.6 million volunteer tourists a year, with a monetary value be-
tween £832m and £1.3bn [4].

The author took part in the teaching project of Gapper’s school in Malaysia.
During the project, the author conducted a one-week field study by interviewing
20 local volunteers, 3 local staffs, 20 students, 5 schoolmasters and teachers. The
author obtained related data about Mabul Island from the head of Gapper. Fi-
nally, the author draws conclusions and proposes solutions from what the au-

thor have learned.

2. The Current Living and Educational Conditions in Mabul
Island, Malaysia

2.1. Residents on Mabul Island

Located in Semporna, Malaysia, Mabul Island is a raised island between the
Philippines and East Malaysia. Two thousand people live on the island, suffering
a massive gap between the rich and the poor. There are three resorts in the isl-
and, at the resort, outer water is ideal for snorkeling and other leisure activities.
It contains one of the world’s top long-distance snorkeling spots, which is 15
minutes away from the diving resort island of Sipadan. Compared with the
resort, the conditions in the slum are incredibly harsh—there’s no fresh water or
continuous electricity there, and full of dilapidated wooden houses. The island
has no freshwater resources—residents can only use the desalinated seawater to
wash rinses and take showers except drinking water. The author can peel off a
thick layer of crystal salt on the face every time after I washed my face. With an
inadequate power supply system, the island cannot guarantee a 24-hour unin-
terrupted power supply. Electricity only supply between 12:00 pm to 1:00 am,
and 5:00 pm to 8:00 am. Residents can exclusively rely on natural light to living
at the rest of the time. Life on the isolated Mabul Island, a 40-minute boat ride
from Semporna in the middle of the ocean, is insular. The inhabitants of the isl-
and live entirely on the sea and fish, which makes life extremely difficult. Apart
from the lack of fresh water and sustainable electricity, it is also challenging to
purchase daily necessities and food. For residents, the island’s old commissaries
and craft stores are regard as luxury items, mostly available to tourists. Walking
on the island, well-dressed residents are rare, and most residents are dressed in
rags, walking barefoot, and many children even naked. Besides, the slums are the

home to the world’s only stateless people, the Bajau people. Slums are known as
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“the last sea Gypsies”, who lives in the sea and rarely land for generations.

2.2. The Present Situation and Problems of Education in Mabul
Island

There are only three primary schools on the island, one government primary
(around 120 students) and two non-government primaries (around 100 stu-
dents). The participation rates in schools are almost the same near 90%.

The local government runs the government primary school with regular
teachers, rigorous teaching programs, textbooks, and a well-equipped campus.
Non-government primary schools belong to a local private owner. One of them
is designed to assist its employees to take care of their children during their work
time. The school was built with a wooden shack, which contains a kindergarten
and the first and second grades. The other non-government school offers classes
only at night and focuses on religious knowledge, so international volunteer vo-
lunteers are rarely invited. Since it is running by a private owner, teachers in the
school are non-professional and voluntary, who are the staff of the owner’s shop.
Teachers are free to choose to attend classes every day. Besides, the school has
neither fixed textbooks nor strict teaching plans.

Local students are divided into two categories. The first type of students is lo-
cal citizens holding Malaysian identity cards. They can attend government pri-
mary schools, complete local studies, and get higher education. Other students
are stateless, including undocumented refugees from Bajau people and other
countries, migrated to Mabul Island because of war or other reasons. They are
temporarily accepted by Malaysia but had no identity cards. Such students can
only go to non-government primary schools until the end of the second grade
and then no longer have any access to education.

This paper summarizes the problems of education in Mabul Island. The au-
thor used field surveys and interviews to demonstrate those problems, which
are based on volunteer teaching experience in government primary schools and
non-government primary schools during the daytime.

1) Lack of Educational Resources

There are only primary schools on Mabul Island, where no secondary schools
have been biult. Students who are enrolled in government-run primary schools
can only go to secondary schools in Semporna or adjacent islands if they wish to
continue their studies after graduation. Bong Bong Island, an hour’s boat ride
from the small town of Semporna, is also an isolated island. Having high-school
education means leaving Mabul Island and their families. Most students would
not choose to go for higher education. The extreme scarcity of educational re-
sources on the island leads to a narrow range of knowledge available to students.
This situation cannot be promoted because of the island’s closed and restrictive
development policies. To a large extent, it has limited the development of local
education.

There are only two grades in non-government schools, which are exclusively

designed to teach students fundamental skills such as reading and writing.
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Students cannot develop good study habits there. After graduating from a
non-government school, some stateless students will return to the sea to fish and
sell seafood. Others may go to work in restaurants in Semporna, where they are
barred from attending school for the rest of life. If they were later given an iden-
tity card, they could also re-enter government schools, yet the general stateless
population would not choose to continue their studies. The paucity of educa-
tional resources prevents stateless students from pursuing higher education
throughout their lives. It also restrains students from gaining complete know-
ledge in just two years of schooling.

2) Low Teaching Quality

While government primary schools have qualified teachers, non-government
primary schools also have teachers. Those teachers have lower education back-
ground and teaching ability. The local teachers in Mabul Island are all na-
tive-born residents, and the quality of their education is deficient. They teach
superficial knowledge to future generations, or even showing wrong knowledge
points. For example, when we went to a non-government primary school, the
teacher was teaching the singular and plural forms of English words. We all
know that English word for a woman is woman, pronounced as ['womon], and
the plural form of this word is women, pronounced as ['wimin]. There is an ob-
vious different pronunciation between the two, but the teacher tells the students
that the two words sound the same.

Non-governmental primary schools do not have standard teaching materials
and teaching plans. Teaching activities are chaotic there. Besides, the content
and the time of classes are uncertain. Time is scarce to form a complete know-
ledge system for students. The teachers’ level is not high; the knowledge trans-
mission is wrong; the teaching quality is low. Education development is limited
there. Thus, international volunteers are needed to carry out education assis-
tance to help improve the local backward education status quo and to enhance

the quality of teaching to a certain extent.

3. Problems in Educational Assistance by International
Volunteers in the Mabul Island

The international teaching volunteer program on Mabul Island is still in the
process of maturing and improving after its launch in May 2018. The quality of
teaching cannot be guaranteed in the beginning. All teaching activities on the
island are in partnership with the Gapper Volunteer Organization only. The
world ignores this program. The poor conditions on the island make it impossi-
ble to provide better living conditions for volunteer teaching staff and for good
teachers to carry out long-term local teaching activities.

The above three points are common problems in the quality of international
volunteer projects. In recent years, the destinations of teaching volunteer projects
all over the world are located in deprived areas. Poor economic conditions,
shortage of teaching resources, and poor living environments make international

aid for education more difficult. Through communication with local educators
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and project leaders, the author summarized the problems of international teaching
volunteers on Mabul Island. Through the research on personality and literature
of Mabul Island teaching volunteers, the author found existing common issues

in the International Volunteer Tourism Teaching Program.

3.1. Short Working-Hours and High Mobility of Volunteers on
Mabul Island

The government primary school in Mabul Island has two grades reserved for in-
ternational volunteer volunteers. There are no fixed curriculums or teaching
plans. Non-governmental primary schools have no regular teachers and recruit
international volunteers for a long time. The limitations of international volun-
teer mobility have manifested the length of volunteer activities. And their teach-
ing knowledge is also limited. Volunteers can choose their working time, varies
from one, two, to three weeks. According to the relevant data obtained from the
Gapper leaders, the total number of participants in Mabul Island volunteer pro-
gram is 254 since May 2018. The total number of participants who have been
working for one week is 238, accounting for 93.7%. Fifteen participants have
been working for two weeks, accounting for about 5 percent. Less than 1 percent
of participants have been working for three weeks.

At the same time, this article conducted interviews with 20 local volunteers
who participated in the project, including Chinese, Koreans, and Japanese.
When asked what effect their choice about the working-time, most students
chose a week because they just wanted to experience life, rather than dedicated
to teaching activities. Secondly, the local living conditions are backward, and the
living conditions were poor. Few volunteers are willing to stay in the area for
long periods. So the maximum volunteer time so far is only 3 weeks, which
only one student had chosen. The international volunteer mobility of Mabul
Island is high, and the teaching time is short. These problems in teaching are

apparent.

3.2. Incoherent Teaching Contents

To obtain more teaching information, the author communicated with other vo-
lunteers from South Korea by e-mail. Through the exchange of information, the
author found that volunteers from different countries and regions will teach ac-
cording to their understanding and culture. There is no unified teaching mate-
rials and teaching programs on Mabul Island. For example, Korean volunteers
will teach pure Korean. China volunteers will teach basic Chinese, such as “Ni
Hao” and “XieXie”, in a limited time. According to the exchange with the school
principal, the school has received large numbers of Japanese volunteers before,
and local students have also learned basic Japanese. It shows that the content of
volunteer teaching is very different, and a unified teaching system has not yet
formed. There is no opportunity to communicate with the volunteers teaching

content.
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3.3. Varies Teaching Standard

This project has both experienced teachers of Chinese as a foreign language pro-
fessional graduate students and non-education professional college students.
Some teachers come from high school with non-teaching experience. In a week
of teaching activities, we clearly observed that graduate students with rich expert
knowledge are good at putting classroom theory into practice. They have strong
classroom motivation, relatively teaching skills and solid teaching knowledge,
and good at communication with students in the classroom. They know how to
use various teaching methods to show teaching knowledge points. For example,
when a teacher wanted to teach Chinese sentence such as “good morning”,
“good afternoon” and “good evening”, she would use situational teaching me-
thod to interact with the students, setting up different situations and asking
them to say hello with each other in Chinese. She not only aroused students’ in-
terest but also enriched the classroom teaching atmosphere. Instead, we observe
that high school students with no teaching experience are very rusty and passive
in their education [5]. For example, when he tried to tell the story about Zhe
Tortoise and the Hare, he told the story to the students as it was, without using
other teaching methods, or interacting with the students. The class ended in a
dull classroom atmosphere, students’ inattention, and other problems. After
class, we interviewed the students and asked them which teacher’s teaching me-
thod they preferred. According to the survey of the 35 students in a class, 32
preferred the “graduate teacher’s” class, accounting for 91% of the course. Three
other students said they liked the “high school teacher’s” approach. In the next
day’s class, the volunteers reviewed the lessons from the previous day, and found
that the students still remembered what the “graduate teacher” had taught, while
completely forgot what the “high school teacher” had told. It shows that teachers
with rich teaching experience are more effective than teachers without teaching
experience. The teaching level of volunteers is uneven; the knowledge that stu-
dents can receive is limited, and the teaching quality cannot be improved. There
are considerable limitations in international volunteering education [6].

To sum up, the volunteers come from all over the world. There is no fixed
teaching material and teaching plan for the volunteer projects. They all teach
according to the customs and languages of their respective countries. The teach-
ing content is confused, and the system is not perfect because the students do
not have systemetic teaching. According to the survey, the same problem exists
in the Nepal volunteer program. The investigator went to an orphanage in
Bockara for volunteer teaching [7]. It takes seven hours to get there. She was the
only one to volunteer for the two-week program. The current problems of in-
ternational volunteer work are the limited time, high mobility, lack of teaching
resources, and low quality of teaching, which cannot solve the local teaching
problems at all. The living environment of volunteer volunteers is poor, and
most of them go at their own expense. The issue of money and living environ-

ment has become an essential factor in attracting excellent teachers. The teach-
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ing content is confused, and the teaching progress cannot be linked up. There
are many limitations to international volunteer teaching. Under the circums-
tances of international volunteer mobility, how to improve the local teaching

quality is an urgent problem.

4. The Countermeasures and Suggestions for Improving the
Teaching Quality of International Volunteers in Mabul
Island

International volunteer tourism has developed rapidly in recent years, attracting
a large number of volunteers to participate. However, most of the literature fo-
cuses on the impact and promotion of volunteer travel on volunteers themselves,
and very few studies have focused on the quality of volunteer teaching. In this
paper, through literature research and field research, the author combined with
the actual situation of Mabul Island, and made the following suggestions to im-

prove the local teaching quality of Mabul Island.

4.1. Strengthen Propaganda, Government Coercion and Incentive
Coexist

It is significant to strengthen the promotion of international volunteer work
worldwide so that more people will understand the true meaning of internation-
al volunteer work and volunteer education, pay more attention to the teaching
poor areas in need of help, and advocate the whole society to help those in need.
It is also essential to improve the quality of the population to contribute to the
peace of humanity. In order to promote volunteer tourism, some countries have
linked volunteer public welfare activities to the immediate interests of national
citizens, such as their success in employment. They also promote educational
significance and enhance social response. For example, 50 percent of the popula-
tion of Japan has participated in volunteer activities. The government of Thail-
and has promoted volunteerism, required university graduates to volunteer in
poor areas for one year, after which they will have a better chance of getting a
good job upon graduation. French law requires their citizens over the age of 18
to perform voluntary national service, and offenders are sentenced to two years
in prison, of which the Civil Service is overseas volunteer, travel to assistance. In
America, people who join the one-year “volunteer for America” program, and
complete with a two-semester, will get a fellowship of $9450 and more [8]. It
shows that in developed countries, the concept of international volunteer has
become quite popular, and states have taken relevant measures to promote the
development of volunteer services. This is also an effective measure to ensure the
volunteer time. The long time of volunteers ensures the teaching quality to some
extent.

In contrast, the late introduction of developing countries on propaganda work
is relatively backward. In terms of Southeast Asian countries, national citizens
are more focused on “volunteer” rather than “do volunteer”, national conditions

lead to the limited number of volunteers. In China, for example, since the intro-
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duction of international volunteers in 2009, the concept and promotion of in-
ternational volunteers have only been developed in the eastern coastal areas, the
inland areas are still lack of promotion. Therefore, the author urges developing
countries to follow the trend of international volunteer development. The Min-
istry of Education should strengthen the promotion of volunteer education. We
can combine international volunteer activities with National Basic Education to
promote the overall quality of our citizens. We need to improve the teaching ca-
pacity of volunteers, improve the quality of international volunteer teaching, so

that leads to the development of international education, modernization.

4.2. Standardize Teaching Material and Unify Teaching Plan

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization calls for
standardized teaching materials and programs worldwide or in relatively con-
centrated areas. In areas where more mature programs have been formed, inter-
national volunteer volunteers can “teach students by their aptitude” according to
the unified teaching materials and local conditions to create a complete teaching
system and improve the consistency and cohesion of the course contents to solve
the knowledge gap problem. Areas that have been identified and given volunteer
help are lucky enough to be relatively unwatched, even though living conditions
are still weak. At the same time, it is also a learning opportunity for volunteers
who have no teaching experience and lesson plan. Under the leadership of in-
ternational organizations, they can improve their teaching ability, enrich their

teaching and life experience, which also benefits to the local people.

4.3. Widely Raise Funds to Attract Excellent Teachers

It is suggested that the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization and the people who support the volunteer cause should set up rele-
vant foundations, committees, etc. They should give specific financial support to
outstanding teachers who wish to participate in international volunteer work,
and set up training courses, etc. At present, there are two types of international
volunteers: those who are paid by the government and those who require volun-
teers to travel at their own expense. Official government dispatches are demand
and limited, and most inexperienced volunteers have no choice but to opt for
self-financed programs from public interest organizations and international or-
ganizations. As the name suggests, international volunteers are going to the
world. Most of the volunteers will choose non-local areas to support their educa-
tion. Besides the cost of the project, transportation and accommodation are also
considerable expenses. According to the length of time to give a certain subsidy,
we need to relief the financial pressure of international volunteer volunteers, to
attract more excellent teachers, to improve the quality of volunteer teaching.

In financial help, we can divide different kinds and grades. In China, for ex-
ample, we can divide the people who have been subsidized into teachers with
teaching age of more than 20 years, more than 10 years and less than 10 years.

The longer the teaching age is, the more financial support can be obtained, such
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as the highest amount can be 20,000 yuan, and the lowest amount is 2000 yuan.
In addition, the selection of volunteer hours can also be used as a level standard.

The longer the volunteer’s time, the more funds they get.

5. Conclusions and Limitations

At present, from the perspective of the development of foreign volunteer tour-
ism, it is developing towards the direction of legalization and nationalization [9].
Volunteer organizations are growing in size and diversity, and more and more of
the world’s poor are being found and helped. Meanwhile, the problems of vo-
lunteer mobility and teaching quality still remain dominant. The author hopes
that the above three suggestions can, directly and indirectly, affect and enhance
the quality of volunteer teaching activities and promote the healthy development
of international volunteer education.

The study found that there are some limitations in the development of Inter-
national Volunteer Tourism Program in Southeast Asian countries, such as the
relatively short duration of Mabul Island volunteer program and the lack of
available data due to cultural differences among volunteers. There may be some
information errors in the interview process with foreign volunteers so that the
conclusion may be one-sided [10]. Besides, the proposed countermeasures in

this paper are relatively macro and need further in-depth study in operability.
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