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Expedition Club 
changes lives 

locally, globally

Teaching
Thailand

A spectacular view of the tropical forests of northern Thailand can be seen from the buddhist temple Wat Tam Su Kasame, northwest of Phapang. Photo by Hopi Jayne
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By Anna Stern  |  Contributor

T
hey spend a month in the sweltering heat, 
knee-deep in the rice paddies, attempting to 
impart the rudiments of English and basically 
having the most amazing experience of their 
lives.

The Jefferson County YMCA Expedition Club is an 
experiential education program focused on community 
building and cultural exchange. The club is best known 
for its expeditions to Phapang, Thailand, where nearly 
180 Jefferson County youths have traveled and taught 
since 2003. English literacy has improved exponentially 
in the rural farming village of Phapang, and the Thai 
villagers have renewed hope for the future.

Directed by longtime educator Jim “Robbie” Roberts, 
Expedition Club has provided teens with the opportunity 
to expand their worldviews and cultivate community.

“I taught Contemporary World Problems for 20 years 
in the classroom,” said Roberts, “and my sense was that 
I could do it outside of the classroom more effectively. 
That has happened. Kids ask questions. I’m still con-
vinced that kids become better learners when they feel 
part of a community and they’re sharing something with 
other people.”

Expedition Club was founded by a group of high 
school students in 2002, shortly after Roberts concluded 
his two-decade tenure at Port Townsend High School 
and began teaching at Peninsula College.

Haley Mackrow, a founding member and 2003 PTHS 
alumni, said, “It’s one of the gems of our community, and 
one of the greatest parts of Expedition Club is that it 
was birthed here.”

Expedition Club is now at a turning point. In 2010, 
Roberts retired from teaching. He is looking forward to 
channeling more energy into Expedition Club.

But, he admitted, “I need help.”

Programs and PhilosoPhy
Although the Thailand trip may be its most recogniz-

able program, Expedition Club is much more than sim-
ply international travel for teenagers. Critical thinking, 
service learning, cultural reverence and a strong sense of 
community: These are the guiding principles.

Urban Plunge is an expedition in which small groups 
of teens, accompanied by Roberts, spend several days 
living on the streets of Seattle. Students eat, sleep and 
work in homeless shelters, where they learn about pov-
erty by living alongside the men and women for whom 
homelessness is a daily reality.

In 2009, Expedition Club also adopted the celebrated 
Sister City exchange with Ichikawa, Japan, a program 
Roberts helped start in the 1990s. This past November, 
the Ichikawa team, led by Roberts, successfully com-
pleted its second annual trip as an Expedition Club 
program.

Port Townsend Mayor Michelle Sandoval, whose son 
participated in two Thailand expeditions, said, “I was 
really impressed with the kind of teaching that Jim 
Roberts does, the respect and loyalty that he garners 
among students. And I trust him.”

Changing lives
Each summer, 12 to 30 Jefferson County teens travel 

to Phapang, where they spend four to six weeks living 
in the village and teaching English to elementary school 
students. Outside of school, they mingle with the villag-
ers, learning traditional skills and discovering that com-
munication can transcend mere language.

“You learn how far you can push yourself and what 
changes you are willing to make to help the group and 
help the village,” said Arizona Alli, a member of the 
2010 trip and a PTHS senior.

In Phapang, the teens are exposed to a way of life 
that is dramatically different from the typical American 
lifestyle. Most families in Phapang (population 500) still 
generate the majority of income by farming rice, which 
can be less than $100 per month. Expedition Club mem-
bers witness and participate in a culture that prioritizes 

family, community and 
spirituality.

“It’s out of your 
comfort zone. You’re in 
a foreign environment 
where everything is 
new and stimulating,” 
said Sam Nowak, a 
club member who has 
traveled to Phapang 
several times. “The expe-
rience gives you more 
depth and makes you 
question yourself and 
assumptions that you 
have made. It gives you the freedom to find your own 
answers.”

Expedition Club not only affects local teens, but also 
changes the lives of Phapang villagers. English literacy 
has increased tenfold, and Phapang students have won 
nearly every English competition in their district over 
the past three years. The school was recently selected as 
an “Ideal School” and has received national Thai recogni-
tion. Also, nearly every year, Expedition Club sponsors 
an English Camp that serves more than 450 students 
from surrounding communities.

“The whole village is waiting every year for 
Expedition Club to come,” said Yui Dirksen, a Phapang 
native who met and married 1994 PTHS alumni Dekker 
Dirksen. Yui is the club’s connection to Phapang.

Yui was able to attend secondary school and Bangkok 
University thanks to the support of her family – a sig-
nificant opportunity in a country where public education 
is free through the eighth grade.

“My dad always 
wanted me to go and 
see the world,” Yui 
remembered. “He told 
me, ‘I’ll send you out 
and please come back. 
You have the knowl-
edge. Please bring 
the knowledge back to your village. What can you do for 
your village?’”

Building the future
Now it’s up to our village to make sure support for 

Expedition Club remains strong.
“We encourage kids to work for their airline ticket, 

and then as a team we work together to raise the trav-
eling funds,” explained Roberts. However, “Expedition 
Club needs a good financial base, something we can 
count on every year so that we’re not relying on yard 
sales.”

Making the expedition opportunity available to teens 
from a greater variety of backgrounds, including those 
who might not otherwise be able to afford the experi-
ence, is a top priority.

The club also needs access to an approved passen-
ger vehicle in order to explore the Olympic Peninsula. 
Limited transportation has kept Expedition Club 
grounded.

Returning to Phapang may be the most important 
obligation of all. The 2011 team has already assembled 
and begun fundraising for their journey. “The way we 
can repay the village for teaching our kids about commu-
nity and compassion is by continuing to go,” said former 
participant and chaperone Cheyenne Brown.

Finally, there is the exciting opportunity for 
Expedition Club to assist the development process in 
rural Phapang. “The village is at that critical moment 
of sustainability, and Expedition Club is uniquely posi-
tioned to help,” said Roberts. “That’s the evolution of 
Expedition Club. It shouldn’t just be about English; it 
has to make the next step. Those are things I’m excited 
to work on.” 

Members from years past have gone on to work 
for organizations such as the Peace Corps, Fair Trade 
International and Habitat for Humanity. Alumni cur-
rently in Jefferson County include organic farmers, edu-
cators, craftspeople, fishermen, innovative performance 
artists, writers and editors who create the news you read 
– the next generation of citizens invested in this commu-
nity with their hands and hearts.

“It’s the best thing kids have in this community,  
period,” said Nowak. “Expedition 

Club helps shape kids into 
more aware people – more 

self-aware and more world 
aware. Isn’t that what 

we want from our kids? 
Isn’t that what education 
should be?”

Sam Nowak
Expedition Club participant, 2005, and chaperone, 2008

It’s the best thing 
kids have in this 
community, period.”“
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A recurring series of stories 
about Je� erson County 
residents reaching out to 
people around the world.

Expedition Club members spend about three hours a day teaching English to students, as did (from left) Arizona Alli, Chelsey Hoglund and Raechel 
Kelly with these first-graders during the 2010 trip. Photo by Conner Roberts

Be the change
To learn more about Expedition 
Club, get involved or make a 
donation, visit expeditionclub.org 
or Facebook, or e-mail  
roberts@olympus.net.

Pennies for 
Phapang

Meet Expedition 
Club members at 6 p.m. 
Wednesday, March 16 dur-
ing “Pennies for Phapang,” a 
benefit concert for the 2011 
trip from Port Townsend 
to Phapang, Thailand. 
Featured are musical per-
formances, ranging from 
classical to folk to Broadway-
inspired, and a slideshow 
presentation. Admission is 

by donation at the Upstage 
Restaurant, 923 Washington 
St.

A 2010 club member is 
also holding a trunk sale to 
benefit Phapang 5-8 p.m. 
on Saturday, March 26 at 
the Quimper Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship. A 
yard sale on Saturday, April 
16 at 419 Lawrence St. is 
also in the works.

Concert fundraiser 
held March 16

A trip to the village of Thoen became a rain-soaked adventure for Kellen Lynch during the 2010 expedition to Phapang. “This club is worth all the 
generous donations the community has given us,” Lynch said. Photo by Hopi Jayne


