Traditional Medicine Storying  
(village health)

Health Lessons
INTRODUCTION

“Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day…

Teach a man to fish, and you will feed him for life.”

As a health care professional, I have experienced the frustration of treating a sick person in a third-world country, only to find that they are sick again a month later with no one available to help but me.  This is why I began my search for traditional treatments in Cambodia for common diseases and ailments.  This search began by collecting information about traditional treatments from Cambodian nationals who used natural medicines, then verifying that information with research done in other countries, such as Thailand and America.  Along with traditional treatments, this set includes education related to general good health that can be taught and implemented to improve the lives of the communities being taught.


The health-related lessons are tied to ancient stories of west Asia.  These stories can be useful for several reasons.  First, we are compelled to educate others and to demonstrate our love for people.  These stories give us an opportunity to meet the needs of the community.  Our needs at RDI are constantly being met, and we are compelled to reach out with love and education as a result.  The details are not necessary here, but suffice to say that the lessons taught in these stories are directed toward improving the health in the community and are based on truth.  Over time, the general health of the community should increase as well as their trust in us as people and as an organization.  As that trust develops, opportunity to meet more and more needs will also develop.

In creating and implementing these stories, I have found that flexibility is vital in using these stories.  This set is just an example that should be changed depending on the needs of the community and their levels of education and understanding.  Each story begins with appropriate themes that can be tied to the health lesson.  The stories are simple to comprehend and written so that those with minimal-to-no education can understand.  Each story has one main point, and every story is in storytelling format or with a demonstration, sometimes using a puppet.  This is done purposefully.  Many story sets created by westerners are not directed toward the culture in which they are focusing, but toward those with a higher level of education.  These stories are directed toward a culture in which storytelling is the norm and to those who learn by observing, who have little or no education, little knowledge of medicine or health, and may be illiterate.  I do not believe that any program can be created and used in every setting, or even in more than one setting.  Every program must be adapted to the culture, education level, and understanding of health.  Several of the lessons in this set require the use of fruits or vegetables available only during certain seasons in Cambodia.  These stories are flexible, and can be tied to a different fruit or vegetable appropriate to the month in which one is teaching.  For example, when discussing vitamins and fruits, papaya is the example of a fruit that can be used to provide vitamins and also for medicinal purposes.  Papaya is not readily available during the month of April; therefore, this lesson would need to be changed to a vitamin-rich fruit which would be in season.


When teaching about health, it is very important to use medicines that are as reproducible as possible, can be attained with little or no money, are easy to prepare, and which use resources already available to the target group.  These stories are fashioned to do this.  It is obvious that sometimes it is easier and more effective to treat many illnesses with a pill, but if all we offer is a pill without teaching them how to treat themselves, then we have created a dependency upon us and foreign medicine.  In Cambodia the people have traditionally used their own plants, vegetables, and fruits to effectively treat their most common ailments.  It is up to us as outsiders to encourage this, and educate them how to use their own resources to the best of their abilities and not replace it with a crutch.


Before implementing the storytelling/health lessons, one should carefully survey the community first.  This will determine the order in which the health lessons are implemented.  The health concerns of the people in the village should be our priority, balanced with an assessment from a medical professional.  We should always aim to serve them.  They may feel their greatest need is to learn about how to treat lice, but a health professional may find this to be secondary to more life-threatening problems.  We must meet their concerns first, then ours.  Another concern is free handouts.  There are situations that may require distribution.  For example, when teaching about washing hands one may want to distribute soap if the community has a need for this.  We need to do this with caution in order to not create a dependency, distract from the stories, or pay people to listen.  Remember, if you have truly gained the trust to teach in a given community, you will not have to pay the people to attend the class.
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