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TASHA VAN ZANDT: 

THE FACES 
OF PREK TOAL
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A young student stands 
upon the broken floorboards 
of her sinking classroom 
at the Prek Toal primary 
school in Cambodia.
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THE VILLAGE OF PREK TOAL is built on water. Located 
on the Tonlé Sap of central Cambodia, Southeast Asia’s 
largest freshwater lake, it is home to fishermen, snake and 
crocodile farmers, and their families. Meat, produce, al-
cohol, and cigarettes are sold from open boats, and chil-
dren as young as four years of age paddle alone on rafts or 
in canoes to get to school, which may be twenty minutes 
away. Each year, children die in accidents or flash floods, 
but even when they arrive safely, resources are scarce. The 
pontoons and floorboards of the building are rotting. The 
school is sinking.

Tasha Van Zandt, a San Francisco–based photographer 
who was named one of Photo Boite’s 30 Under 30 females 
to watch in 2016 and was one of Minnesota Ad Fed’s 32 
Under 32 creatives for 2015, photographed the floating 
school of Prek Toal in early 2014. 

“I wanted to give a glimpse of the modern educational 
system in Cambodia through the lens of a sinking school,” 
she says, alluding to the 1970’s Khmer Rouge genocide, 
during which an estimated one-fourth of the population 
was killed. Schools were closed and anyone with an edu-
cation risked execution. Now, many over the age of forty 
remain suspicious of education, afraid of another purge. 
Some keep their children from going to school, and ac-
cording to Van Zandt, even a few teachers lack formal 
education. 

“I think a lot of people outside of Cambodia think what 
happened under the Khmer Rouge is horrible but in the 
past. But it’s still so present. My goal is to show how much 
people have to endure for a minimal shot at education.” 

According to Van Zandt, both the teachers and the stu-
dents want the opportunity to learn. Van Zandt taught 
them the English alphabet. In one of her images, a boy 
with chalk on his face smiles from the stern of his boat. 
“He just loved the letter M, so he wrote it on his forehead,” 
Van Zandt says. The student told her, through a transla-
tor, “Now I’ll take the language with me.” But with one 
of the two buildings now partially submerged, the school 
can accept fewer students; those accepted must attend in 
sections, resulting in fewer classroom hours. 

When Van Zandt arrived, the children were jumping 
into the water through holes in the floor. They’d swim un-
der the building, climb out, and jump in again. In addi-
tion to an educational platform, the school has become a 
community space for teachers and children alike. “A lot of 

teachers have become more supervisors of safety rather 
than facilitators of education,” Van Zandt says. 

But going to school in Cambodia is to reclaim the idea 
of education as much as it is to obtain one. Having the 
physical space to do that is as important as learning any 
particular subject. Van Zandt set out to capture that with 
her photographs. “I wanted the images to feel natural and 
raw and be an authentic expression of the space,” she says. 
“I wanted my portraits to show surroundings as well.” 

Van Zandt feels a deep sense of responsibility toward 
her subjects. “When your intent is to bring awareness to an 
issue and to empower the people behind the lens, it’s this 
constant practice of questioning the self and questioning 
whether this is an image that’s going to tell a story that 
they want to be told. Or is this going to be exploitative?”

“I’ve had extreme privilege from living in the US,” says 
Van Zandt, who has attended the Perpich Center for Arts 
Education, the Minneapolis College of Art and Design, 
the University of Minnesota (where she created a major 
in art and social change), and the Fundación José Ortega 
y Gasset in Buenos Aires. It is this sense of gratitude and 
her innate curiosity that drive her activism. Whether she’s 
working on her own or shooting for Levi’s, Apple, or Urban 
Outfitters, she’s “trying to do projects that create a human 
connection and focus on empowerment.” 

Recently, she founded Viewpoint, a self-funded orga-
nization, to put photography tools and techniques in the 
hands of those struggling to share their stories, such as suf-
ferers of chronic Lyme Disease. “With a chronic illness, it’s 
so hard to describe what you go through—the struggle and 
the strength—but to be able to visually capture that can be 
so powerful.” Van Zandt’s goal is to create a short book to 
send to policy makers, insurance companies, and doctors 
to create connection and to facilitate change around the 
treatment of this controversial disease.

“I know what my north star is,” Van Zandt says. “As much 
as photography is important to me, I really want to move into 
the space of helping other people share their own stories.” 

Meanwhile, her Faces of Prek Toal series has already 
had an impact on the lives of her subjects. Van Zandt used 
her photos to start a foundation to raise funds to rebuild 
the school. Plans have been drawn up for a new building, 
and this year, Rustic Pathways, who took over the fund, 
will return to Prek Toal with supplies and manpower to 
make their combined vision a reality. ●

SCHOOLS WERE CLOSED AND ANYONE  
WITH AN EDUCATION RISKED EXECUTION.  

NOW, MANY OVER THE AGE OF FORTY REMAIN SUSPICIOUS  
OF EDUCATION, AFRAID OF ANOTHER PURGE. 

A group of students prepare to dock their boat as they commute to class upon the Tonlé Sap Lake in the Prek Toal village of Cambodia.
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Students stand outside of 
their floating classroom as 
they wait for class to begin.
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“I THINK A LOT OF PEOPLE OUTSIDE OF CAMBODIA  
THINK WHAT HAPPENED UNDER THE KHMER ROUGE  

IS HORRIBLE BUT IN THE PAST. BUT IT’S STILL SO PRESENT.  
MY GOAL IS TO SHOW HOW MUCH PEOPLE HAVE TO ENDURE  

FOR A MINIMAL SHOT AT EDUCATION.”

Students of the Prek Toal primary school listen attentively to their teacher’s lesson of the day.
Teachers and students stand in the remains of their sinking classroom. Many floorboards have been pulled up due 

to water damage and many boards have been pulled up in order to repair other rooms of the school.
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“WHEN YOUR INTENT IS TO BRING AWARENESS TO AN ISSUE  
AND TO EMPOWER THE PEOPLE BEHIND THE LENS,  

IT’S THIS CONSTANT PRACTICE OF QUESTIONING THE SELF  
AND QUESTIONING WHETHER THIS IS AN IMAGE THAT’S GOING  

TO TELL A STORY THAT THEY WANT TO BE TOLD.”

Teacher of the Prek Toal primary school sits in her office as she preps materials for the day.View of the surrounding Prek Toal village area neighboring the school.
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Submission and publication dates

ISSUE FORMAT
ARTWORK 
DEADLINE

PUBLICATION  
DATE

1 Spring Print February 20 end March

Digital mid-May

2 Summer Print May 20 end June

Digital mid-August

3 Fall Print August 20 end September

Digital mid-November

4 Winter Print November 20 end December

Digital mid-February

PLACEMENT SINGLE ISSUE 4-ISSUE DISCOUNT

Back cover 1,735 1,562

Inside covers 1,315 1,184

Full page 845 761

Half page 527 474

Quarter page 263 237

Eighth page 132 121

Paul H. Henning was a professional location photogra-
pher for fifteen years. He co-founded and directed Third 
Coast Stock Source, and was manager of European opera-
tions for Comstock Picture Agency in London. He’s served 
as acting managing director at the Robert Harding Picture 
Library and is the founder of Stock Answers, a consultancy 
that works with stock picture agencies and photographers 
worldwide. Paul also serves as the director of business de-
velopment for Tetra Images, a New Jersey–based royalty-
free image production company.

John W. W. Zeiser is a critic, poet, and occasional coffee 
roaster’s apprentice in Los Angeles. His earliest memory 
of writing was a poor imitation of Blake’s “The Tyger” that 
accompanied a finger painting assignment in elementary 
school. You can follow him @jwwz.

Nancy E. Wolff is a partner at Cowan, DeBaets, Abrahams 
& Sheppard LLP in New York. She practices copyright, 
trademark, and digital media law and offers full legal sup-
port to a wide range of clients. Ms. Wolff is the treasurer 
of the Copyright Society of the United States of America, 
a member of the Media Law Resource Center, chair of 
the ABA Intellectual Property Law Section on Copyright 
Legislation, and member of the Task Force on Piracy and 
Copyright Reform.

The first time Josh Steichmann got paid for photogra-
phy was when he turned a snack shack at a summer camp 
into a 12’x12’ pinhole camera. Since then, he’s had a love 
for alternative processes, creative risk taking, and mural 
prints. Working as a writer, he’s covered everything from 
Elvis festivals to US Code 2257, and plenty in between. 
As a photographer, he’s shown across Michigan, and can 
usually be found jumping Los Angeles fences with a home-
hacked Holga.

Sayzie Koldys profiled her first subject (Snoopy) at age 
seven, for which she interviewed Charles Shultz, although 
it’s unclear from his letters whether he knew he was being 
interviewed. Sayzie is a writer, editor, and tall-ship sailor 
whose work has appeared in the North American Review, 
the Mid-American Review, the New England Review, the 
Manifest-Station, and [wherever] magazine, among oth-
ers. Her interests in food and all things ocean currently 
intersect in the South Pacific. There’s more at opercula.net. 
She tweets and posts to Instagram @SayzieJane.
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