
I was captivated by the vibrant brush-work of Sao Sreymao, which literally draws you in to the lives of the characters and 
brings the complex web of issues unfolded in the text to vivid and unforgettable life. You must read this book... These words 
and pictures may help you refocus on how to really make young Cambodian lives better, by enabling children to stay with 
their families.
Sebastien Marot
Founder and International Director, Friends International

Allow the tale of these vulnerable children, with names and families and heart-breaking dilemmas, to sink in. Then let the 
story behind the story inform your actions. Truly an important work.
Craig Greenfield
Founder and Director, Alongsiders International

Through a simple story and beautiful illustrations, Home provides a strong and needed message to the world that permanent 
and healthy families immersed in their communities, not institutions or handouts, are what children need to fully develop 
their God-given skills, talents, and gifts so that they can flourish and thrive in their communities.
Philip Darke, Co-Author and Co-Editor of In Pursuit of Orphan Excellence: My Kids, Your Kids, Our Kids
and President of Providence World 

Home is a compelling and thought-provoking book which explores the complexities and myths of orphan care. Andy Gray 
forces us to think about the impact institutional care has on vulnerable children and their families.  As an Ethiopian adoptee, 
I’m in awe of this heartfelt and insightful book which humanizes children living in orphanages, explains the advantages of 
reuniting families, and honors the first families who would keep their children if only they had some basic support. 
Aselefech Evans
Writer at Lost Daughters (thelostdaughters.com)



The story of Po and Ti provides a great insight into some of the challenges facing children and families in Cambodia, and 
how models such as family strengthening, community support, and foster care are better alternatives to the current domi-
nant orphanage system. It’s a great read for all those involved in child care projects in Cambodia.
Florence Martin
Director, Better Care Network

I hope everyone who reads this beautifully written book will see the alternatives to institutional care and help create a 
brighter future for the world’s children.
Brittany DeVries
Creative Producer, Seedling Media

In the interest of helping vulnerable children and impoverished families, we need to examine our methods and find ways to 
improve, and this book does just that. 
Troy Livesay
Director, Heartline Ministries, Haiti

It is imperative that we continually educate ourselves and the inspiring story of Po and Ti is a powerful introduction to 
family-based care for the most vulnerable and precious among us.
Tom Matuschka
President & CEO, Asian Hope

Definitely a must read for anyone wanting to work with vulnerable children.
Mick Pease
Founder and Director, Substitute Families for Abandoned Children
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For every child in need of a family

Introduction

 It is a testament to the good in humanity that we are moved to action by the idea of children in need. A great many 
people in the world seek to help these kids by setting up orphanages, donating to them, or offering our time as volunteers. 
I was one of these people.  In 2007, my team and I founded the Cambodian Children’s Trust (CCT) to rescue fourteen 
children from a corrupt and abusive orphanage in Battambang.
 Starting an orphanage seemed like a great idea at the time, but we had some hard lessons to learn. First, we learned 
that most of the children in our orphanage had surviving parents or family members and were not orphans at all. Then we 
learned that, despite our best intentions, even a good orphanage was not the right place for a child to grow up. We began to 
witness troubling behavioural issues in the children due to separation from their families and life in institutional care. This is 
why CCT transformed into a community development organization. Now we run a range of family support, education, and 
social enterprise programs to enable Cambodian children to escape poverty, while ensuring the family unit remains intact.
 Home is a story that shares many of the lessons we have learned along the way. In this brave and important story, Sao 
Sreymao uses powerful imagery to take the reader into the world of Po and Ti, two children who find themselves separated 
from their families and living in an orphanage - a story that will be familiar to millions of children around the world. Andy 
Gray’s photographs shine a light on the bonds of love found in traditional Cambodian family homes, which - sadly - children 
in even the best orphanages miss out on.
 As I am sure the readers of this book will agree, I believe every child deserves a family. There is a better way! 
 

Tara Winkler
Founder and Director
Cambodian Children’s Trust
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You don’t choose your family. 
They are God’s gift to you,

as you are to them. 
Desmond Tutu
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How Orphanages are Changing for Good

 The change has started. We are seeing orphanages in Cam-
bodia transitioning into community and family support centers. 
They have not lost their vision to care for the most vulnerable 
children, but they are seeking better ways to accomplish it. 
 Tom Matuschka, Director of Asian Hope, took over one of 
Cambodia’s earliest and well-known orphanages in 2008. He be-
gan to see a pattern of problems as children matured, so he set out 
to learn more.
 “What I found shook my beliefs to their core. The prob-
lems our kids were enduring were not uncommon, even in local, 
non-religious Cambodian orphanages. They were and are the nor-
mal result of raising children in residential care rather than in a 
functioning family. In all honesty, we came to the conclusion that 
God designed people to grow up and develop in a family—not 
an orphanage or a children’s home or even a group home. We as 
relational beings have a need for belonging and security that these 
non-family-based institutional solutions can’t satisfy.”
 Family-based care means working together so that vulner-
able children and orphans are raised within loving families in 
their own communities. It recognizes the need to move beyond 
“orphan care” under the control of outsiders, to empowering fam-
ilies and communities to care for their own vulnerable children.
 Honestly, it’s complicated and difficult. But it’s not as com-
plicated and costly as removing children from their families and 
communities, then returning them to society years later. 

 Truth is, family-based care is working in Cambodia - even 
among the very poor. But it’s also true we have a long way to go here.
   We must acknowledge a painful truth. Poverty is the root cause 
behind most children being put in orphanages in Cambodia and 
worldwide. Nearly half of the children placed in Cambodian 
orphanages are sent by their own parents. On major holidays, the 
orphanages empty out as most children and staff go home to their 
parents and relatives.
 Orphanages offer food, education, and other physical benefits 
that poor families need for their children. But putting a child in 
an orphanage is an inefficient and costly way meet these needs.
 Roughly speaking, the cost of raising a child in an orphanage 
is five to ten times the cost of supporting the same child within a 
family, and that’s not counting the psychological and social costs. 
 Spien (which means, “The Bridge”) is a community-based or-
ganization working throughout Cambodia that supports nearly 
two thousand orphans living with relatives or in long-term foster 
care. In general, all it takes for Spien to keep a child living in a 
healthy family situation is a regular visit from a volunteer, a fresh 
set of clothing and school supplies each year, and about ten dollars 
worth of rice each month for the child and care provider. 
 “They have already lost their parents,” says Phan Chork, a 
Spien volunteer in Takeo Province. “In an orphanage, they will 
lose their uncles, aunts, grandmother and more. Even though they 
are poor and don’t have very much, they don’t want to be separat-
ed from their own family.” 
 “We must stop reacting to poverty by separating children 
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from their families and communities,” says Mick Pease, who has 
trained orphanage directors and foster care providers around the 
world. “If they were your children,” he often asks, “would you be 
happy to see them living in an institution or a group home rather 
than in a family?”
 But poverty is not the only issue. Many children face abuse 
and neglect at home, and some are exploited and even sold by 
their own parents. Step-parents in this culture are more likely 
to abuse children from previous relationships. Added to all of 
this, Cambodia has a legacy of violence, family-separations, and 
post-traumatic stress dating to the Khmer Rouge years.
 Family-based care does not mean turning a blind eye to these 
problems. Nor should anyone naively think that orphanages are 
free from them either.
 When a child cannot live with his or her own parents, ex-
perts and Cambodian government policies agree that the follow-
ing options should be attempted in this order:  1) kinship care 
(placement with close relatives), 2) foster care leading to domestic 
adoption, and 3) residential care until a better alternative can be 
found.
 Orphanages should be the last resort and a temporary one, 
because living with a family is better for a child’s development. 
 “A family is what every child wants, even after abuse and ne-
glect,” says Mick Pease. “They want to belong to someone, not to 
an organization. They want to feel normal, not stigmatized. They 
want to have siblings and relatives and a community. They want 
things at home to be safe and right. Poverty is not what matters to 

a child most; it is being part of a family.”
 Unfortunately, there are still too few organizations and re-
sources dedicated to family-based care in Cambodia. 
 By contrast, recent mapping has indicated that more than 600 
registered and unregistered orphanages have proliferated through-
out the country. What was meant to be a “last resort” has often 
been the default solution instead.
 We can do better than that.
 Family-based care starts with prevention: taking steps to keep 
the most vulnerable children with their own parents and relatives 
so they will not be sent away to orphanages in the first place.
 Organizations like Indochina Starfish Foundation, Cambodi-
an Children’s Trust, and Transform Cambodia are running com-
munity-based programs that meet crucial needs: supplemental 
education, food support, and family interventions. They may not 
use the words “family-based care,” but they are keeping families 
together and preventing children from being sent to orphanages.
 Orphanages can start by doing their utmost to prevent chil-
dren from being separated from their parents due to problems 
that can be solved with other interventions. Why not make this a 
top priority and spend accordingly? 
 For the cost of raising two or three children in residential care, 
a trained social worker can be hired full time to work with local 
community leaders to preserve and strengthen families. For the 
cost of raising ten children, a team of workers can be employed to 
impact hundreds of children and their family members. 
 Are we thinking too small?



98

 There is no line in the sand that stops orphanages from 
developing high quality family support services, including kinship 
and foster care programs. The orphanages of today could become 
the family support centers of tomorrow. We are already seeing 
orphanages around the world taking these steps.
 Not every orphanage will have the capacity or vision to make 
such big changes, but every orphanage should practice prevention, 
and every orphanage can seek partnerships with family-based care 
organizations that provide kinship care, foster care, and domestic 
adoption services. 
 When orphanages and family-based care organizations work 
together, everyone wins. 
 Are you ready to take the next steps and support the fami-
ly-based care revolution?
 Donors - If you are a donor, please do not suddenly stop sup-
porting an orphanage. But do use your influence to ask questions 
and press for needed changes. Learn from the resources on the 
back page, and consider committing new funding to projects that 
support community and family-based care.
 Volunteers - Be wise. Experts have said for years short-term 
visits to orphanages are not good for the children. They need to 
form long-term attachments with consistent adults, but they are 
faced with high staff turnover and a constant flow of visitors in 
and out of their lives. This can damage a child’s development. 
If you volunteer, commit long term. If you organize group trips 
to orphanages, consider stopping them. See the resources on the 
back page for more about ethical volunteering and group trips.

 Christians - Many people caring for orphans are Christians, 
including many pioneering leaders in family-based care, so it 
seems right to address Christians directly. The Bible says every 
person is made in the image of God and worthy of love and jus-
tice, and  caring for widows and orphans and other marginalized 
people is central to biblical faith. This is good news! Keep in mind 
that in the Bible orphans were cared for in families: by relatives 
or foster/adoptive parents. Widows were supported so they could 
raise their own children. Surely Christians can agree that strength-
ening, restoring, and providing families for children in their own 
communities is a biblical calling.
 Orphanage Leaders - This book is also for you, and we hope 
you receive it as a positive and encouraging challenge. Orphan-
ages all over the world are re-evaluating and changing. There is 
no reason to draw a line between residential care and preserving 
and restoring children in families. Erase the line.  If you want to 
learn more and explore making changes, look on the back page for 
organizations with people who can help and even walk through a 
transition with you. Exciting opportunities are ahead!
 Readers - Thanks for joining us, now go out and share the 
story with others. Help drive this growing and needed conversa-
tion in positive directions. There is much more to say, and much 
to learn and do! See the back page for ideas, connections, and 
resources for the next steps from here.
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Learn more at:
unitingforchildren.org
bettercarenetwork.org
sfac.org.uk/

Connect online at:
facebook.com/unitingfor
twitter.com/unitingfor
facebook.com/groups/alternativecareuganda

Some organizations  supporting family-based care in
Cambodia (in alphabetical order):
Cambodian Children’s Trust (cambodianchildrenstrust.org)
Children in Families  (childreninfamilies.org)
Friends International (friends-international.org)
Indochina Starfish Foundation (indochinastarfish.org)
M’lup Russey (mluprussey.org.kh)
Mother’s Heart (mothersheart-cambodia.org)
PEPY (pepycambodia.org)
Spien (stichtingdebrug.nl/nieuws/305)

Special thanks are extended to M’lup Russey for funding the 
original artwork for this book. M’lup Russey has been a leading 
organization providing critical training and services in the move-
ment toward family-based care in Cambodia. Special thanks also 
to Project Friends in Japan for funding the printing costs.

Sao Sreymao is a Cambodian artist trained at Phare 
Ponleu Selpak. She lives in Phnom Penh and works 
as a professional artist and illustrator with numerous 
credits, including work for the BBC, Friends Inter-
national, and the Ministry of Education.  She won 

the Heart Award at the Angouleme International Comics Festival 
in 2011 and traveled to Paris to exhibit her work. Although she 
has a family, she lived in an orphanage while attending art school, 
and her art reflects that experience.

Andy Gray is the writer and photographer. He 
lives in Phnom Penh and works with Alongsiders  
International as a storyteller and documentarian. He 
also writes and edits Uniting for Children, an aware-
ness raising website (unitingforchildren. org). Previ-

ously, he ran a volunteer program taking groups to an orphanage 
in Cambodia, and he eventually coordinated a transition program 
for older youth leaving the orphanage.

All photographs with recognizable faces have been taken and 
used with permission. The picture of young Apsara dancers 
was taken at Apsara Arts Association (apsara-art.org), not in an 
orphanage.


