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QUOTES FROM HOPEFUL APPLICANTS:
“This is a grand opportunity and don’t think I am going to let this go”
”They say women don’t deserve to go to school. Now I know we women have some value, thanks to Spirit. I want to demonstrate to guys in the future that we can also make it, thanks to the foundation.”
“Hope is a small light on a dark street of poverty”
"I want to be a professional. I want to help my family. I want to be somebody".

CHAPTER ONE

MAKING DREAMS A REALITY
Glendy’s Story

I first saw Glendy on the street corner, watching the entrance to the restaurant.  She wasn’t crossing the street or appearing to be going anywhere. She was as still as the nonexistent breeze in the late afternoon heat. A colleague was being picked up momentarily at our hotel, so we were in a rush. As we approached Glendy, she sidled up to me and timidly asked if I was the “Beca  (scholarship) Lady”. Her eyes were hopeful.  She was obviously tired, as her shoulders slouched a bit. We could not stop to talk, so I put my arm around her to take her back to the hotel with us. With her short legs, she jogged along at our side. 

I asked how she heard about me? Between breaths, she explained that a friend had called her the night before to tell her about a foreign lady on TV, offering scholarships to young women. Unfortunately, the friend had not taken any of the contact information down. That omission made finding me difficult to impossible.
Glendy had left home very early that morning and walked the five miles along the potholed narrow dirt road to the main coastal route highway. She had caught a bus for Coatepeque, Guatemala, where she planned to search for the “beca lady”. For hours, she had walked the streets looking for a woman with light colored hair. I easily stand apart from the much shorter and uniformly dark haired local people, but unfortunately was not in town until late that day. Few foreigners come to Coatepeque, as it doesn’t have even one redeeming tourist draw. It is simply a hot lowland commercial center between the jungle and the mountains. When she saw my blond companion and I enter the restaurant mid afternoon, she must have felt cautious relief. Instead of following us inside, to confirm our identity, she kept vigil on the street corner. We finally connected at four that afternoon
Normally I would not have been in the town center, but I was working with Project Cure on the possibility of doing a hospital container project. Their representative and I had been inspecting several regional hospitals and were both exhausted, but exhilarated by the project potential. She was leaving that afternoon to return to the states, but had wanted one last Guatemalan meal. We chose a favorite place across from the central park that made fresh tortillas, in the traditional manner. The cook made them on a large hot plate over an open fire in the restaurant entrance as we watched. Within minutes, fresh hot tortillas in our hands were treats and we were hungry. Our meal was leisurely and relaxing. Had I realized Glendy was standing on the corner praying for the gift of a future, I would have eaten faster. 
Glendy’s story was one of big impossible dreams, but little hope. She lived in an isolated village with her family of eight. Her father saws timber to sell at their home and two older brothers worked at a local rubber plantation. Eighteen months ago, the rubber trees were cut down. The brothers are unemployed now. 
The farm road to the village is impassable for most vehicles and there was no public transportation to the village from the main highway. Villagers walked the 10 mile round trip for advanced level schooling, medical care and shopping. Going to the store had a totally different meaning for them. It was a hard day’s journey! Children could not leave the village until they could walk the distance. 
Glendy’s family sacrificed to send her to middle school, but the distance and cost made high school impossible. She hungered for more education. She wanted to be someone. Someone, with a title. 
I met her parents for the first time at the final application interview. Her father was a burly man but dressed surprisingly well. He even sported a nice watch and man’s gold bracelet. The few times I had seen Glendy, she was always wearing clean, but cheap and well worn polyester pants and a t-shirt. Her mother wore the typical polyester print dress and plastic shoes. The contrast between her father’s clothes and Glendy and her mother’s was definitely giving me mixed messages as to their financial situation. We do not give scholarships to people who can afford to send their children to school. Which side of the economic scale did this family belong in? 

At the time, I didn’t know anything about the village. Friends in Coatepeque were adamant that families from that village could not have money. It was definitely one of the poorest villages around. 
Claudia had observed the family’s clothing and later told me, yes, they were very poor. Glendy’s clothes were extremely cheap and well worn. Her family was like so many. Fathers spent the money on themselves first and the family got what was left over. In this case there was little left.   

In order to receive a scholarship, we needed to find her a sponsor or godmother. Glendy’s story touched Barbara’s heart, so she was able to attend the morning high school. Monday through Friday, she would leave home at 4 AM in the dark, to walk the five miles and catch a bus to Coatepeque. She would just make it in time for her 7:30 school.  She would reverse the trip in the afternoon. During monsoon season, she invariably waded through horrendous downpours. Once home, she would dry off and start doing her homework by the 25 watt light bulb, when there was electricity.  
I often Joke about my experiences in the monsoon. I was unpacking computers in Coatepeque and the daily storm arrived at the expected 1:16 P.M. in the afternoon. As I watched from the warehouse door, Cemetery Street became Cemetery River, in less than five minutes.  Glendy was out walking in the flood. 
It took me 4 years and the loan of a truck to get to visit Glendy’s house, as walking the 10 miles round trip in one day was not an option. A foreign woman walking through miles of forest and grazing land alone would have been far too dangerous. Asking Glendy to meet me at the bus stop would have meant that she would have had to walk 20 miles in one day. I’ve been in enough village homes to know there would be no safe bed for me at her house. I did not want to evict a family member from their bed or catch Dengue fever from the mosquitoes. 
When I finally made the drive, I found the road was full of huge pot holes, and was narrow and slippery in places. A farm truck blocked the road while loading equipment. I had to wait until that was done before we could both continue along the road. Fortunately, we were going in the same direction. Finally, I arrived at Glendy’s home and five members of her family. The rest of her family were out working. 
Her home has two rooms with rolling dirt floors and ill fitting scrap timber walls and doors. Beds line the perimeter of the large room. The uneven dirt mound in the center was created by years of feet packing the soil down next to the beds. Pictures, school rewards and mementos cover the rough timber walls and hide large gaps between the uneven boards. It is definitely not a place for a foreign lady who attracts mosquitoes.  

I asked if they had rats? 
“Yes, but that’s why we have cats”. 
“Did they have poisonous snakes?”

“Yes, but we try to kill them if they come close to the house”. 
The chickens have the run of the house and yard, but the family doesn’t eat them. They had sacrificed a small one for my visit, but no one else ate it, while I was there. I suspect they wanted to make sure I didn’t want any more before my departure. There was plenty left over, as I wanted the family to have the protein, tough as that bird was. The meal also included tortillas, rice and some roasted tomatoes. I looked around, but didn’t see any forks and spoons. They only owned one serving sized spoon and used their fingers for everything else. 
Their diet is corn, corn and more corn kept safe from the rats in a small metal silo. They make a delicious corn soup to drink, corn tortillas and masa. I did not see any evidence of other stored food staples. 

The pit toilet, rimmed by a collar of rough cement is out back, next to the generally dry well. Water has become a very real problem for the region. The wells are increasingly dry during the summer months in many of the villages I have visited. Glendy’s village is no exception. There is a cast cement sink and water storage tank in back with two sides for placing dishes, laundry and the bowl used for bathing. The water storage tank is underneath and between the sink’s working areas. Water comes from the open center part. Occasionally, they have piped in water in which they can refill the storage tank. It is always a worry whether the water tap will be turned on at the source before they use up the tank’s water. I saw a shower head in the back yard. It doesn’t work due to lack of water and water pressure. They use a bucket and water from the sink. The open fire cooking area is also out back, surrounded by piles of sawdust from Glendy’s father’s sawmill. I was amazed they still had a house, as this was a huge fire hazard.    

Glendy’s family is a mixture of old and new ways. Her two older brothers are following in the footsteps of thousands of Guatemalan farm workers. Marco and Angel have little education and fewer dreams. As soon as they were old enough, they went to work for a wealthy landowner. They tap rubber trees for less than $3.50 per day. This is not a lot of money, as costs are high in Guatemala. Electricity is double the rate I pay in Arizona and the price of gas fluctuates from $3.50 to $5 per gallon.  Taking your girlfriend out for Pizza would mean a 10 mile walk, a bus ride and more than seven days wages.
Her brothers are at the mercy of the owner of the farm. They have little job security, no social security or pensions, no medical insurance and no dreams of something better. Their life’s plan is set. They work when they can, to help their birth family survive and later to provide for their own family. 

Glendy’s younger sisters straddle the old reality and new hopes. The next sister, Merlin, is waiting for her life to start. School holds no interest for her. She wants to get married and have children. She will live as her mother does. However, I noticed that wherever Glendy and I were, her youngest sister hovered nearby. When I asked Annelly if she liked school, she gave a small nod and smiled. She said she was working hard in school. She had observed Glendy studying for a future, a title and had a gleam in her eye for her own dream.  I would not be surprised to see an application from her one day for her own scholarship. Rural schools do not provide high quality education. It will be a hard road for Annelly. 
Glendy graduated from High School in 2007. In her email to her godmother, she proudly wrote, in English:
I have great news for you. My graduation was held on October 25th, thank God everything was OK. My parents, my brothers and sisters were so happy, because of my success. I am first in all my family to be somebody with a title.
Being “somebody with a title” is an impossible goal for most Guatemalans, especially the rural people. After three years, walking some 6,000 miles, riding countless buses, then studying in her poorly lit home, Glendy achieved her dream, but making her dream a reality was a long hard road. 
The Spirit Road

Making the dream of Spirit Education Foundation a reality is also a long, hard and a never ending road. 
The name, Spirit, chosen for the charity comes from two sources. In 2002, I volunteered to paint a health center in a small village up in the mountains of Nicaragua. After a long bus ride from Managua, we picked our way through torn up roads, along eight foot deep ditches, to find our host facility on a back street. While we painted, we attracted a hoard of young children. We had observers lining the wall to wall windows around the clinic. There were also a few enthusiastic helpers, whether capable of actually helping much or not. All were full of smiles and extremely poor. 
Part of the organization’s purpose was to educate primary school students through scholarships. One particular girl, about twelve years old, wormed her way into my heart. We would dress Teresa in a huge shirt to protect her clothing, as she had so little. She was so tiny, that the shirt would cover her to her knees. She worked as long and hard as we did, smearing paint on walls, her hands and her face. She had big dreams of becoming a lawyer. She wanted to make the world a fair place for the poor.  Her chances or realizing that dream were from nil to none. Her scholarship was only for primary school. 
Each student – becada, had a sponsor which was called a madrina – godmother or padrino – godfather. Teresa had a handwritten note and a photo from her godmother which held pride of place on the wall in her shared room. This relationship stuck with me. Godmother or godfather was a delightful title and expression of the growing friendship between the scholarship recipient and the sponsor. In talking to Teresa, I realized she thought of her sponsor as a kind of guardian angel. It was a beautiful idea that I have borrowed. 
Secondly, I have always felt that I needed to help others in the spirit of friendship, without any other agendas or strings. It is our obligation to share our blessings. I remember as a small child passing an impoverished looking Native American village in Michigan’s northern peninsula each August. Every time we did so, I would become so upset and angry! Why were they living like that? Why weren’t we helping them to live better? I did not consider whether they belonged to my church, ethnic group, gender, etc. To me, they simply needed help and we should offer it. I can’t say my family was ever sympathetic or shared my concern, but that did not change my annual frustration. 

So, an angel’s wing is our symbol to recognize the spirit of friendship offered by a godparent angel. A godparent the godchild may never meet. 
Many Steps 
The first step toward Spirit Education becoming a reality began in 1990 in Perth Australia. I had been teaching in various Australian universities for about seven years. It was like living in a time warp. Many of the problems I faced daily, had been part of the changing American culture in the nineteen fifties and sixties. It was pre Martin Luther King and the civil rights movement. Women were still kept in the traditional careers of teaching, nursing or secretarial. I felt as if I was fighting for women all over again, this time for a younger generation.   
A young Fijian student came to my office. At the time, I was a professor of Finance and had over 400 students, half of which were from Southeast Asian countries. These students had a very tough time studying in Australia. It is a society that was especially intolerant of Asians and difficult for foreigners in general. With pressures from home and the distain and obvious dislike my struggling students lived with daily, life was very difficult. 
Southeast Asians were accepted in the universities because they were the cash cows. Money for Australian students was from federal funding and audited to the last cent. Foreign student tuition was unaudited or “free money”. The tuition was very expensive, but for many Asians, the only option. For example, if you were from Malaysia and of Chinese or Indian heritage, you could not go to the local Malaysian universities. These schools were only for people from the Moslem, Bumi Putra ethnic group. If Chinese or Indian families wanted an education for their children, they had to go elsewhere and Australia was the closest.

The Fijian student knew I was American and asked if I could help her get a scholarship in the US. Her family was suffering in order to pay her school fees in Australia. I knew this to be true because I had visited many of my student’s families in Singapore and Malaysia. The extended families would pool their resources to send one child to school. When that child finished, he or she would be part of the funding pool for the next one in the family. This put tremendous pressure on the current student learning in his or her third language. Chinese was the first language. Bumi was the language required in Malaysian schools. Then, students had to learn English if they were going to attend university abroad.  

I have a hard enough time understanding one Spanish dialect. The Asians studying in Australia, had to cope with a variety of English dialects. There was a very thick Scottish accent, a middle easterner teaching in his second language, my American accent and the New South Wales professor who spoke faster than my lips can move. While teaching at Eastern Washington University, students would often complain that I was talking too fast. I was constantly trying to remember to slow down. However, my New South Wales colleague chopped off word endings to allow more speed in his communication, to the point where I could not understand him. Yet, I never heard one complaint about my speaking too fast while I was there.  
I kept replacing the tissue box in my desk. Chet Yeong would stop by my office almost daily, frequently in tears. She was tiny with short straight black hair and perpetual worry lines on her face. She was a hard working and very sensitive Malaysian Chinese student, but learning did not come easily for her. She was having a terrible time with her course work and faculty attitudes. Her family was one of the poorer families I visited while in Kuala Lumpur. Her parents ran a tiny grocery store on the lowest floor of a huge apartment complex. People would shout down and lower a basket. A member of the family would run to fill the order and it would be pulled back up. 
Chet Yeong knew the sacrifice her family made for each dollar spent on her education and there were probably 20,000 dollars spent per year. This economic pressure, the language pressure and the attitude toward Asians made her life miserable. My office became a haven in which to share the burden of grade pressure and fear of failing to meet the extended family’s expectations. I could not change the world she had to cope with, but could offer a shoulder to cry on and limited advice.  Happily, she did make it through school and found a job in Taiwan. 
I struggled to find an answer that would offer hope and help for the young Fijian. However, due to government provided free education for Australians and attitudes toward Asians, Australian scholarships did not exist. I had been out of the US university system for 7 years and had never worked in a university financial department. I could only offer her the long library shelf dedicated to US university catalogues at the nearby US consulate. 
It was a useless answer that haunted me for years. 

After leaving Australia a year later, I volunteered in the developing countries of China, Ecuador and Romania. I had also previously been on loan to a campus in Mexico for a semester. During these experiences, I realized that girls from many developing countries had an especially hard time becoming educated. In cases like the Fijian girl, enlightened extended families pooled their finances to send their daughters to school. I found that this was not the norm. 
Destitute families rarely, if ever, send their daughters to school. If there is any money after paying for basic needs, they send their sons. Sons are expected to take care of the parents in their old age. Girls will become someone else’s wife and property. They will be of little or no financial value to their parents. Since girls do not have a future economic value for the parents, they are often used as cash cows until they marry.  
I believed that women were the key to the future. During my many years as a business professor, the women were often the better, more dedicated students. More importantly, they will one day rear the children. At the very least, they would influence their children’s attitudes toward education. I felt an educated mother would promote education better than an uneducated one. While, at this time, I did not have data to support my conviction, I started on the road of personally providing scholarships for young women.  

CHAPTER TWO

ALTRUISM IS LIKE THE FLU, MANY DON’T CATCH IT.

Beating the Obstacle Course

I personally funded scholarships from 1992 to 2000. In 1996, a California friend, who ran a dog rescue charity, asked me if I had filed for a 501(c)3 public charity status. When Nancy first mentioned this, I was totally ignorant, but I contacted a lawyer when I got home. 

The young lawyer was very enthusiastic - about earning the $1000 plus a host of expenses for preparing and filing the application. At the time, her fees were considerably more than the cost of two of the scholarships I was personally funding in Ecuador at the time. I simply could not make myself take the step of signing that $1000+ check. For me, the money was better spent supporting girls. Helping them change their lives. 
During the next two years Nancy would repeat the question. Did I file for a 501(c)3 public charity status? I muttered and avoided, as the $1000 plus still did not make sense to me. On my third visit, in October, 1999, she did not repeat the question. Instead, she sat me down at her table and slapped a “how to” book down in front of me, challenging me to dodge the question again. 

The door had opened! Here was a step by step guide with examples of all the reports and forms required for the IRS charity status application. All I had to do was read and alter the examples to fit my objectives. I won’t say I still wasn’t intimidated, because this was dealing with a mountain of legalese and the scary IRS. However, with this guidebook and Nancy at the end of the phone, maybe it was possible. It was certainly worth a try, as I realized I could not offer more scholarships without public support. I could not get public support without being a tax deductible 501(c)3 charitable organization.  
I had to define and organize the board, list the objectives and state the mission. I made forecasts and budgets. I had to adapt legalese examples for our purpose. Finally, with great trepidation, the submission was in the mail to the IRS. A very short time later, the agent assigned to our application called. I didn’t even have time to get nervous. From her first words, she was kind, sympathetic and incredibly helpful. After the first few minutes of the phone call, I realized the IRS was a charity supporter, not stern adversary and judge. She was on our side and walked me through the missing and incomplete forms, and the remaining application process. She included not only the 501(c)3 status, but a 170(b)(1)(A)(vi), an educational designation, should anyone be interested. 
In December 1999, Spirit E.F. was official! We had the IRS blessing. With that approval and years of experience from trial and errors, I felt I could now justifiably ask for support from the public. It was crucial to me that I was able to assure potential donors that their money was wisely used for the stated benefit. I could and had made mistakes with my money, but I could not do so with someone else’s. 
The IRS clock was now ticking. We had five years to prove we were a real charity, but Spirit Education Foundation was hopefully a healthy baby ready to grow. 

Wisdom in my road

I have had the privilege of encountering profound wisdom from a variety of people and sources, but three stand out as milestones. 

While staying at a B&B in Guatemala, I met the founder of Friendship Bridge, a micro financing charity based in Guatemala. Theodore was an anesthesiologist, who retired to make a difference in the world, rather than more money. He was a humble, quiet man. If I had met him on a street, I would have passed him by without thinking. He did not stay at the Hilton with an entourage. He did not dress in Armani suits. He stayed at a very basic B&B and dressed simply. However, after a few minutes chatting with him that evening on the B&B patio, I was riveted by his passion for what he was doing. I wanted to learn more of the concept and reality of his new mission in life. Thankfully, we were both there for two days. He gave me much of his free time to share his experiences in the steps and stages of growing a charity. 

Friendship Bridge offers funding to groups, not individuals, and only to women. Each borrowing group is made up of around eight women. The women choose their own team and will do their own risk assessment. If an applicant neighbor does not meet the group’s standards of responsibility and hard work, they will not be invited to become part of the group. Hence, the risk of default is minimized at the beginning stage, by women who know each of the borrowers well. 

Each group member creates her individual business proposal. For one woman, it could be $100 to buy a sewing machine. Another in the group may need $50 to buy supplies to start her handicraft business.  A third member might buy some baby chickens to raise and sell. The group women help each other in this planning stage. They all have a vested interest in making sure the individual proposals have a real possibility of success. 

Each woman has her own plan and business, but the group is tied together by the loan. If any woman fails to make her share of the monthly payment, it becomes the responsibility of the remaining women. Each individual member of the group works hard to make her payment. She does not want her group friends and neighbors to have to pay her share. The business profits go into food and education for the children.  

Why can’t men make groups, I asked? I was told that men are more likely to stop by the local watering hole on the way home from the market. They want to share their success with their buddies. The money becomes beer rather than rice and beans. I recently read that there is a men’s trial group, so this may be changing in the future. 

The practical reason for focusing on women is that they are already working at augmenting the family income. They garden and raise animals to eat sometimes, but more often to sell. They make and sell their handicrafts. When the men are out of work, this is often the only source of income for the family. Women become low loan risks and they are driven to be successful in order to provide food and education for their children. 
A second wisdom source for my dream came from Jeffrey Sachs’ book “The End of Poverty”. This is a well written argument on how ending poverty in the world is a real possibility. The world economic pie is not a fixed size in which one group can only become wealthy at the expense of another. Over the last 250 years, the pie has grown enormously, due to technological changes! The economically prosperous nations of the world need to help the destitute nations gain a foothold on the ladder to success. The basic truth for me was that women are the place to start. 

Impoverished women in developing countries like Guatemala have little power and little or no choices in their lives. Their future is one of early marriage, becoming the husband’s property. Theirs is a life of a child every year and watching the deaths of their children through untreated disease, malnutrition or child birth.
On my first visit to Guatemala, I met Maria in the Antigua peoples market. She had a miniscule fruit stand. We managed to talk, in spite of my limited Spanish and developed a friendship. In subsequent years, I would always make her stand my first stop. I loved her personally chosen red papayas and tiny pineapples. I liked her as a person. 

On my fourth trip, I again made the trip to see her. I had missed a year, so hoped she would remember me. As I approached her stall, she saw me, jumped up and ran to hug me. She could not let go. She was sobbing in relief that I had not died. Now I had never made the trip annually like clock work. I could not understand why she assumed I was dead, just because I missed the most recent year. After she calmed down I learned why. She was not crying for me. She was crying for her daughter. Her daughter had died the month before in child birth. They could not afford to send her to the hospital. The baby lived, but the source of milk was not there. I never found out how the baby was, because Maria was dead on my next trip. This is the developing world for most women.   
Once the poor have minimal economic opportunity, they have choices and the results are miraculous. Economist Sachs takes you to the first generation women working in clothing sweatshops in Bangladesh. 

The Bangladeshi women with jobs have money, albeit little by our standards. This small amount of money gives them some control over their lives. They now have more value than their mothers and grandmothers could ever dream of having. They delay their marriage age. They have choice and become picky about who they will marry. Choice, value and control results in drastically reducing the number of children they have. In Bangladesh, the birth rate has dropped from 6.6 surviving children to three per family. With only three children and her additional income, the couple can feed and educate their children. 

Americans have boycotted companies who run sweatshop industries in developing countries. Is a woman worse off earning $3 per day, having some control over her life and raising three children? Is it better that she stays on the subsistence farm, is married off at fifteen and has 6 or 8 or 10 children? Taking our wage scale and value system to Bangladesh, or Guatemala, just doesn’t work. 
The Koreans built such a garment factory on the highway from Guatemala City to Coatepeque. The upper class Coatepequians are furious and trying to run them out! Those Koreans are making money and taking it out of the country, they complain!
I would be delighted if my scholarship families had the opportunity to earn a consistent $3 per   day. I would worry less and they would eat more. 

Sachs then takes the reader to the second generation families in India. These young adults are the children of those parents who worked in sweatshops and educated their children twenty years ago. These educated children, of smaller families, are world-renowned computer experts. The better educated Indian population has created an economy that is growing at 6+%. That is a much faster rate than the nearly stagnant US economy, growing at 1.1%.
If women have choices and some control in their lives, children can be fed, educated and magic happens. 
A third wisdom gem is the book “Pay It Forward”, by Catherine Ryan Hyde. A young boy, the hero of the book, is given a school assignment to devise a plan to make the world a better place. His idea is to give a significant, helping hand to three other people. Each of the recipients must agree to help three others, then, those three will help another three and so on. In no time, the world will be a changed place. The story follows the boy, as his parents and other adults reluctantly realize it can work. Help gets to people who need it, be it financial, labor, etc.  

Receiving help from a stranger is a tremendous validation. A person with huge problems, such as unemployment, severe, financial problems or difficulty managing their home, health and life, often feels defeated and worthless. The gift recipient, who probably felt pretty beaten down and had low self esteem, now has value. Someone believes in them enough to care and do something about it. 

This idea is also profound in a hidden way. While receiving help, in whatever form is appropriate, the validation of worth is fairly straightforward. However, there is another twist to the benefits. The recipient knows this gift comes with an obligation. In accepting the gift, they also accept the obligation and responsibility to help another person in the future. They realize the gift giver believes they will be capable of helping another person in the future. They will become a person of considerable value and substance who can have a successful life. When someone has faith in you, you have a reason to try to meet that expectation.  I constantly foster this idea with the scholarship girls.
As a result of this gem of wisdom, each year, our scholarship girls sign a new contract. While the contract changes each year, one clause does not. That clause reads: “I am in agreement to help another person who needs help in the future”. The girls embrace this obligation. They talk about it with fervor. It has become part of their future planning and goals.   They will be women helping women and change the world! 








Practice Makes … the need for more practice
The Mayan Highlands
My first attempt at “Passing It On” and changing the world was in the Mayan highlands of Guatemala. As a teen, a pen pal sent me photos of the volcanic lakes. Due to the long revolution from 1980 to 1995 and my parenting responsibilities, I could not visit Guatemala until late 1990. I went to see the incredible volcanoes and crater lakes, but the people stole my heart. 
The people of the highlands were generally Mayans, who maintained their traditional ways. They dressed as they had for some 500 years when the Spanish rulers decreed that they had to have individual village costumes. It made keeping them tied to specific places easier. 

The mothers were busy making superb weavings and the fathers were occupied by being human pack horses. They brought heavy bags of avocados, coffee and corn down the steep mountain slopes to market. The children from 4 to 10 years old, sold the handicrafts. They were charming and quaint. They were miniature adults in their tiny embroidered blouses and denim skirts.  They were smaller versions of their hardworking parents. 
Instead of people watching, I would children watch. The lovely dark brown eyes and little round faces were enchanting. The girls would walk the streets together in groups of two or three. Being girls, they would often get to giggling over something and forget they were supposed to be hunting down tourists. One would remember and they would scurry off together with their woven ankle bracelets or assortment of colorful scarves. The boys generally worked alone, selling their postcards and wooden flutes. Occasionally, a mother would be sitting along the lake walk surrounded by small girls of perhaps 3 or 4 years old. The girls had been taught to approach tourists, but could not make change yet. When a tourist became ensnared by this precious child’s smile and bought something, she would scamper back to mom with a huge grin and money clutched in her hand.   

.   

I started taking balloons and a small pump, so I could make balloon animals. The little girls were enchanted with a dog or giraffe, but the boys always wanted swords. Balloon swords amid rocks and rough cement lasted almost as long as it took to make them. Balloons were my way of bringing smiles, when I would not buy more of their woven ankle bracelets, post cards or painted book markers. 
It took me several more visits to understand the ugly and extreme cost that such a picturesque life required. The young street vendors were not in school. When they outgrew the cute stage, they were destined to spend hours at their looms for the rest of their lives. Their prosperity would depend on the number of tourists arriving with money in their pockets. As the population grew, there were more artisans competing for those dollars. 

I visited Guatemala several times during the last five years of the revolution, which ended in 1996. I saw the daily human tragedy. 

On my second visit, I was waiting to board the slow boat crossing Lake Atitlan. I pulled out passage money and dropped a 5 quetzale note into the lake. I had just walked by the smelly open sewer lines that ran directly into the lake. I decided not to go wading for what was only 65 cents. An older man, thin and wrinkled with hard work and age, rolled up his pants and retrieved that note. I was happy that one of the poor would have a little more money that day. However, he clambered up on the dock and with an old world charm, presented my dripping note. I refused it, saying he got the note, so it was his. A voice behind me grated out in English “take it”! Startled, I thanked the old man and did. 
The three of us boarded the boat together and we talked for the whole 45 minute trip to Santiago Atitlan. The younger man had traveled from Seattle. I avoided asking about his work or Visa status. He had traveled to say good-by to his cousin and was taking his uncle to the village to visit this young man. The cousin was one of many young men, being ripped from their families and heritage. 
The government would forcibly draft young Mayan men to fight in the territorial war with Belize. This would free up ladino (mixed blood) soldiers from other parts of the country. These soldiers would fight the Mayan families who supported the revolution for economic rights, political rights and social equity. As a result, the villagers were fighting the very group that now had their sons. Villagers assumed these draftees would become federal spies. These young Mayan men would never be allowed back in their villages. To return would mean their death. The cousin and uncle were saying good-by to a family member who was being written off. It seemed to me, that it was a funeral, but the body was still breathing. 
I left the boat and the two men, and walked with lingering sadness through the quiet Mayan village. This was the place of my beautiful childhood photos.  The village is built on the mouth of the outlet river for Lake Atitlan. Three perfect, Mount Fuji shaped, soaring, volcanoes tower over the lake and village. These volcanoes are part of the chain marching through Guatemala. The lake itself is an immense bottomless crater.  Fishermen stand in their dugout canoes, throwing their nets for the tiny lake fish. Farther along, women wash huge, colorful piles of laundry on the lake’s rocks.
Santiago Atitlan’s traditional uniform for the men is white Capri length pants held up by a long red sash and a white shirt. The pant legs are embroidered with dozens of squares. Each square contains a colorful embroidered bird, animal or ancient Mayan symbol. The women’s uniform is a large square of fabric with a cut out circle in the center for their heads. They are lavishly covered with bright and colorful embroidered flowers. I was told that a blouse takes one month to make.  

The single street into the village from the dock had little stores in front of homes. I was still distressed about the boat family’s story, only half paying attention to my surroundings. Closer to the market, a lady had set up a small table, covered with her embroidery. The quality of her embroidery work was exquisite. The thirty six little birds set in the tiny squares on the lower half of the white fabric would have taken days to make. However, I did not have a need for an embroidered pant leg. She kept reducing the price to a ridiculous level. I finally held up my hand to stop her and to apologize. I told her I liked her beautiful work and her price was more than fair, but I did not have a need for it. 
She was practically in tears as she begged me to buy it. She said school registration fees were due that week for her children. I still have the pant leg, a memory of what life is like for many in the world. A memory of what my life would have been like, but for the accident of my birth place. 
I made the pant leg into a pillow cover. It was a beautiful reminder of my poor and totally inadequate excuse of help for a woman trying to educate her children. After months of this constant reminder and regretting my further inaction and lack of support, I returned to Guatemala the following year. 
I found the location of the little table, but this year, a man was selling the handicrafts. I explained I was looking for the lady who was at the table the previous year. His face lit up. That was his wife. She had run back to their house, so he was filling in. This discussion was not easy. He was speaking in his second language, Spanish, as was I. His language was a form of Quiche, His name was Antonio and the lady I had come so far to meet was also named Maria. They had seven children from thirteen to under one year old. Together we got her five school aged children enrolled in school. The following year, I returned to explain about sending grade reports. There were now eight children living in the two room house. 

However, this attempt failed as the family could not grasp the requirement of good grades and accountability. I would not pay twice for the same grade in school, when the older boy decided he liked to play ball more than study. They also could not understand the importance of sending grades. I felt accountability was important, but continually buying plane tickets to collect five children’s grades didn’t make sense. I can only hope that the few years of additional education helped the 5 children in their futures. 

The lesson learned from Santiago Atitlan was that I needed someone outside the recipient family to see that grades were sent in order to monitor progress. This was not possible in the war surrounded, Mayan village where less than 2% of the population was non-Mayan.
China

In 1996, I volunteered to teach English for three weeks in a poor school near Xian, China. The conditions were appalling and stories of poverty extreme. The school was the poorest of the poor and classes huge. Two students, Li Min and Hua were assigned to be my hostesses. Either Li Min or Hua would bring my lunch on a loaded tray. It was generally rice, some sort of vegetable dish and a bowl of peanuts. I always explained to the girls, that the volunteers had big breakfasts before leaving the hotel, so I was not hungry. I felt bad and did not want to make the school cook sad by sending the food back. The two girls had to help me eat the meal. We never sent anything back and for once, they had a reasonable lunch. Then we played peanut games with chopsticks. I often amazed them with my ability to grab the peanuts with my chopsticks, faster than they did.  They claimed they were supposed to be the chopstick experts. 
The only well dressed girl in the school was a beautiful young mistress to some wealthy businessman. While she was obviously better dressed and fed, she missed classes when she was on call for her friend. I felt sad for her. Her life reinforced so many women’s place if they want to survive. 
As a result of this visit, I supported one of my hostesses, Li Min, the daughter of a rural poorly paid teacher and chicken farmer. She is now a bilingual tour guide in Beijing. 

The Chinese volunteer program host was a wealthy, well traveled man with two lovely daughters in their early twenties. I was enthralled by An Wei’s life stories. He was from an extremely poor peasant family who lived on a farm west of Xian.  His father was determined that one of his sons, the eldest, would become educated. They spent precious money on books, but after a few days, his older brother refused to return to school. An Wei grabbed the books and demanded that he go instead. Since the precious book money was already spent, his father agreed. He lived the life of the extremely poor, until he joined the communist party in University. 

An Wei seemed so dedicated to providing English language opportunities to the region’s school children. I emailed a proposal asking if he would also be interested in managing a program at his end to educate girls from impoverished families. I explained the few management job specifications, such as; soliciting applications and sending grades after each semester end. He responded immediately, thrilled with the possibility. He even had the first scholarship recipient picked out. I could send his daughter to Harvard! 
That was a huge scholarship to fund with nothing going to the poor! I wondered what part of “helping the poor” he did not understand. He apparently did not catch the flu or altruism in this case.  The lesson learned was that not everyone is interested in helping the poor, even if it took little effort. 
Ecuador

I again volunteered for the disadvantaged in Ecuador. While there, I met with a school social worker to discuss possible educational scholarships for the poor. She explained she did have some worthy, but extremely poor students. As a result of that meeting, she arranged visits with two needy student families.

Angelina was serious and tiny from malnutrition. Her grades and recommendation were excellent. We took a small taxi, as far up the mountain as it could drive. When the roads became wide rocky ruts, we got out and walked, and walked. Angelina’s house doubled as a tiny neighborhood store. They sold carbonated beverages and chips.  It was dark inside, but relatively clean. The house was located on the side of a living volcano. 
Isabel and Paulina were sisters who had been abandoned and were now living with grandparents. The house had evidence of previous prosperity. They had some living room furniture and a television. The stress of the two girls and their younger brother changed all that. The income could not adequately stretch far enough for three children in school.
I started funding education for these three middle school girls at $450 each per year. Their poverty was extreme, but their intelligence and hunger for an education great. They did well, in spite of being out of school so many days due to volcano alerts in their area. I began to have hopes of implementing the dream in Ecuador. 
I had two possible contacts who might be interested in managing the scholarship program for the poor, so I was very hopeful for success. 

I wrote to the social worker first, as she seemed genuinely dedicated to helping the three girls. She took several months to respond, but her positive response included five well organized applications. I was delighted until I realized the costs had soared to $1000 each per year under her proposed management. I certainly did not believe for one minute that the public school fees had doubled in one year in that nation of poverty. She wanted $550 each as hidden administration fees a year, for presenting the application, then sending grades each semester. Volunteering to help the disadvantaged was not on her radar. 
I then approached the wife of a missionary I met on the plane to Ecuador. She had been living in Ecuador for many years, helping in her husband’s church mission. Some time later, when she again visited her family in Arizona, we got together. I carefully explained my dream of educating young women from poor families, but needed someone in the recipient country as manager. She said she would talk to her husband. I waited eagerly for what I assumed would be a positive response. They were missionary people, who had lived in Ecuador for many years. I assumed they certainly had knowledge of the plight of the poor. I reasoned that a missionary, who worked to better the lives of the poor, would embrace the opportunity of incorporating education into their mission work.    
Finally, her positive answer arrived. Her husband was in agreement and would allow her to manage Spirit. However, I would only be able to offer scholarships to young men who wanted to enter into their ministry training program.  Apparently, bettering the lives of the poor did not include career education for women.
My lesson learned in Ecuador was that some people will try to exploit for money, others in the name of religion. As a result, the poor do not get the help they so badly need. 
In the beginning days of Li Min’s scholarship, she asked my why I was giving her an education. I tried to explain how I and many Americans helped people as a way to share our good fortune. It was clear to me that she was still having trouble understanding. Finally she blurted out that she was unable to take care of herself, so could not imagine helping anyone else. 

I could understand Li Min’s attitude toward giving and volunteerism, but this was my first taste of the middle class and wealthy people’s attitude of exploitation. This was unfortunately a lesson I ignored and had to experience again later under more devastating circumstances.  
I did not give up! Surely there was some place with someone who would share the dream. There must be someone who would work to make it happen for the betterment of young women in their country. I tried Romania without success. I belonged to a group of international women and asked if they would contact their families and countrymen about places in which to start the scholarship program. Many were too busy playing bridge and the few that tried to find a location were unsuccessful.  

CHAPTER THREE
A HOME AND MANAGEMENT PAINS
After my first experience of trying to educate the Mayan family’s children, I realized I must have a local person in charge. My first vision was of a woman who could accept applications and semester grades. She would also pass on any problems that came up. I could not buy plane tickets for every little problem. 
Spirit had to find a willing manager before settling on a location and moving forward. 
The IRS clock was ticking and failure loomed

Any organization accepted by the IRS as a public charity, has five years to prove it is viable. To do this, at the end of the fifth year, the charity must present accounting records showing growth and proof that the charity is functioning according to the purpose stated in the application. After two years of a very rocky, hard road, I didn’t even have a place to set up a permanent program. Without this, I could not solicit applications, sponsors or godparents. The charity income statement and balance sheet was near a flat zero and likely to remain so.  

It was Friday evening after Thanksgiving 2001, when the reality of failure struck. I did not have three more years to find a site. I had three more years to accumulate proof of operations. I could not accumulate any data for something that didn’t exist. My dream was dying! 

Saturday was not a good day. It was filled with tears as this 12 year old dream was replaced with the cold reality of failure. 

On Sunday, I went to a distant church I inconsistently attended. I needed to get away from the house and my weepy state. I started down the aisle, intending to sit with an acquaintance on the right side. However, my feet kept going to a single woman I had not met before. She was sitting alone on the left side. Alicia and I got to talking and during the conversation, I told her of my grieving. She asked for my phone number, which I gave her.

She called the next night to say she worked with a Guatemalan who had not been back to see his family for ten years. “Chino” was flying to Guatemala in two weeks and had invited us to be guests at his family home for Christmas. Prior to our arrival, he would arrange meetings with some local contacts. He lived in a small, very poor village near Coatepeque, south of the Mexican border and an hour’s drive from the Pacific. It was not on any map I could find. I had never been in the western jungle region and knew little about the area. Alicia and I booked our flight tickets the next day. 
Chino gave me directions on how to find Coatepeque, the closest town of any size. He also gave a phone number so someone could meet us there to take us to tiny Galvez. He said he might not be there to meet us as he would be arriving that day also. He was visiting family and friends elsewhere in Guatemala. I assured him we would make it on our own, as I did not want to inconvenience a family member on December 23rd. 
In 2001, my rusty Spanish was fine for finding hotels and bus stations, but not a whole lot more without extreme patience on the part of the Spanish speaker. My grammar was appalling!  After a week of touring around Guatemala, we arrived at the bus station in Coatepeque. It had been a long hot journey from Guatemala City, through stifling cane fields. Our bus was slightly above the level of “chicken buses”. I use the term “Chicken Bus” because the local people’s bus will contain everything from crates of chickens to huge netted bundles of avocados. While our bus didn’t have chickens and produce inside, it also did not have air conditioning. 

The Coatepeque bus station was a dusty empty block of land filled with buses large and small, cross country to small villages. The milling, shouting, bus touts were overwhelming. People were dashing between moving buses and vendors were shouting their wares; tortillas, cool drinks, newspapers, and a ton of sugary sweets. Standing still was a sure way to be run over by a bus backing out or coming in. They had long ago outgrown the field, but bus drivers were squeezing in anyway. 
With the help of several fingers and waving hands, we found the bus to Galvez. It was definitely small, but the driver would not give up his prized parking place until all the seats and the aisle was full. We were fortunate to get the last two seats in the back. Galvez is a very small village, so it took a long time to fill up the aisle. Waiting in the broiling sun for our departure was an extreme endurance test. By the time we left Coatepeque, the bus was so packed that any breeze to be had, was blocked by the wall of people standing in front of us. I kept saying to myself, “if they can handle the airless heat standing up, I can manage sitting down”. 
I could feel the rampant curiosity surrounding us. We must have been the first foreigners to ever get on that bus. As the bus crawled along the road, dropping people off, the remaining people would glance, but not look directly at us. The farther we went, the more curious they became. We had passed the only village of any size and did not get off. They knew there was nothing but their tiny village at the end of the road. 
Finally one lady turned to ask me, “where were we going?”  
I answered “Galvez”.

“Why” she asked? 
By this time, a number of passengers had turned to listen. When I told her we were visiting the Barrios family, we instantly became part of the village family. In Galvez, the bus turned around for the return trip, leaving us some distance from the family’s home. The other passengers organized a considerable escort to carry our luggage and make sure we got to our destination. 
Chino had not arrived yet, but his family was astonished to see us. They had been waiting for the phone call. They could not believe we found their home by ourselves, but their welcoming smiles were warmer than the weather. 
The Barrios family had owned this land for some 150 plus years. It was a gift for military services by some not forgotten ancestor. His rusty sword still held pride of place in the 150 year old big house. Inside the gate was a large cement floor. The family had been living off the coffee harvest from their land for generations. The cement floor was the drying and sorting floor. This year it was empty. There was a cook house which had a real refrigerator. Chino had sent money for several such luxuries. There was also a newer building with several guest rooms and Chino’s parent’s bedroom. I do not know if the guest rooms belonged to someone in the large and extended family or not. Village water was piped in and they had a shower. That was short sweet and heavenly! I learned that it is a rare house that has a shower. Most don’t have consistent water or water pressure. 
This first taste of the people in this part of Guatemala made for an incredible Christmas. The women of the family were already preparing for the big Christmas event, Noche Buena on the 24th. To celebrate the occasion properly, they needed to prepare 120 Guatemalan tamales. Each of their neighbors were doing likewise. Now, these tamales are not the skinny little things I was used to in Mexico. Each one is a full meal.  While families are large, they are not that large!
Alicia and I dumped our backpacks and were ready and eager to help. I was especially concerned, as Rosaria and her sister, Tia, the two hardest working women, were frail and very elderly. They both had black hair liberally laced with steel gray, held back in a knot at the back of their necks. They were wearing the typical polyester print dresses and plastic shoes. Their faces were etched with lines of a hard life. 

Tia had the corn soaking, the chickens dispatched and someone had denuded some jungle trees of their broad leaves. Our first job was to tear these leaves into precise sizes, so they would be ready for the next day’s tamale assembly. 

By the time we got up Monday morning, the 24th, Tia had already taken the soaked corn to be ground. She was now stirring it in a pot about 2 feet in diameter and equally as tall, over the open flame on her new stove. The new stove was a wooden table with 1x4 sides, covered with a couple of inches of sand. They built a wood fire on the sand and set the huge pot on bricks over the flames. Tia had been stirring constantly and kept going endlessly. Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore and offered to relieve her. The masa was heavy and very thick. My arms lasted maybe five minutes before I had to relinquish the stirring stick back to Tia. She kept going the rest of the day. I had hefted heavy backpacks, was an intrepid walker, but was a disgusting wimp when it came to pot stirring. 
Late Monday afternoon, Tia tested the masa and pronounced it ready. Making a tamale is not an exercise in creativity. To do it properly, you must take a leaf from the stack, put a scoop of masa in the center and bury one small piece of chicken in the masa. Then you move on to a series of bowls to decorate the tamale with one prune, two olives, one strip of pimento and two raisins. After collecting all the ingredients, you roll the tamale up and put it into the empty pot. Once the tamales are all in the pot, they are cooked for another 4-5 hours. 
The tamales were ready, just prior to midnight. It was time to eat them as a welcome to Noche Buena and Christmas. 
The tamales were delicious! Definitely more than a dollop of corn mush and assorted decorations! I don’t know if the taste was from the leaves, the fire smoke or the ambiance of the jungle, but they were flavorful and moist. In spite of their size, I couldn’t eat just one. 

We were, of course, working on the remains of the 120 tamales on Tuesday. We also had to sample tamales at each of the places we visited.  Tuesday evening, I was concerned about all those tamales sitting in the huge pot for so long. I thought they should have been put into the refrigerator, if there was enough for the huge number of tamales. Chino assured me they were fine in the pot. “They were hugging each other to keep warm”. 
My lesson for Wednesday was “do not eat tamales that have been hugging each other in the jungle heat for forth plus hours”.  
A second lesson was, do not go out in the jungle without DEET on, as Dengue Fever takes two weeks to develop. It was not fun two weeks later, when I was back home in Arizona. For several days, I laid in the hot Arizona heat, bones rattling from the extreme cold, then suffering from the extreme heat. I wasn’t back to normal for a month.  
Chino had organized a meeting with a potential manager prior to our arrival. So, between tamale making on Monday and village visits on Tuesday, I met with the mayor of the nearby slightly larger town of Flores and his wife. Tito had been mayor for some 9 years and Beatrice was a trained, but unemployed doctor. Tito was tall, lean and well dressed and exuded the impression of a local king. I was told he was reelected two times, unheard of in the history of the village. He proudly explained that the people of Flores continued to vote him in as mayor, because he did so much for them. Beatrice was short and liked her beans loaded with cream. She wore short shorts and sleeveless tops. She was the only person in Guatemala that I ever saw wearing such skimpy clothes. However, she seemed to really care about the poor in Tito’s village, although they lived in a modern subdivision in Coatepeque. 

She was delighted to volunteer as our local manager and brought three young women for interviews on Tuesday afternoon. These girls were villagers from the Flores area. They arrived in their best, but still ratty clothing and told their stories. 

Leticia was a mature young women who wanted to study administration at the university. She seemed to have poise, confidence and a sense of purpose that few applicants had. She did not have any money. 
Gladys and Ana lived with their mother. Their father abandoned the family and they surviving by her mother running a government day care center. Although the limit was ten children per day care center, she had twenty. She was probably able to get away with this because she was under Tito’s wing. 
Time was short, so I accepted the three girls without doing my own checking, as I have since learned to do. 
Finally we had a home for Spirit Education Foundation with three years to go and three applicants. It was a beginning! I returned to the States with renewed purpose, energy and optimism. An optimism that was too often misplaced.  In spite of ten years of funding scholarships in various places, I still had a number of lessons to learn. 


Patronage 

Our first manager, Doctor Beatriz, was helped by her husband, Tito.  She was very welcoming when I arrived every six months to visit and check on the girls and the program. She would have my days planned and had arranged our schedule. We would be together the whole time. Honoring her time commitment, during each visit, I would ask her if she was happy being a volunteer for Spirit? I wanted to know if she was getting enough personal satisfaction as a volunteer. Her answer was always the same. “Don’t worry, I am satisfied and want to continue”. I would ask what it was she was getting, thinking she would say feeling good, being able to help or something similar. She would always shrug off the question, by telling me not to worry.

During the first 3 years, I was frustrated by our lack of appropriate applicants.  We were not expanding to other villages. We were not growing. Then two of our first three applicants, Sheila and Gladys became pregnant. I was devastated! 

We make a lot of demands on our scholarship girls. They have to give 100% of their time and energy to their development and success. They come from a background where parents have little or no education. They do not have role models to show them the sacrifice and rewards of becoming educated. They have to learn new ways of thinking about their future, while getting good grades and learning English. It is a full time job for them. The scholarship girls have to be single and unencumbered. Our godparent money is a huge gift of love and caring. The recipient must be able to give enough time to her studies to honor that gift and maximize the possibility of success over the many years it takes. . 

A woman with a baby also has a full time job. In Sheily’s case, the child’s father was a married man who left his wife and children. In this rather rare case, his former family did have access to his income. Sheily was working to support him and the new baby. Sufficient time for schooling was impossible.  A year later, she had a friend write in English, hinting that she had made a mistake and would like her scholarship back. She had learned about the cost of her moments of joy with this man, but her situation was the same. 

Glady’s did not have a future husband. She only had a meeting after school. Her future was set. She would be helping her mother in the daycare, while caring for her own child. Her sister, Ana, worked without permission and didn’t maintain her grades. We put her on probation, but she refused to stop working because she wanted to buy furniture. Her personal choice baffled me. If she was going to work, why furniture, when they needed so many basics.  Her grades continued to fall and we had to terminate her scholarship. 

There were several more girls, but generally they were not succeeding in grades, English or both. We require a minimum of 80% or they are placed on probation for a semester before being dropped from the program. In the early days, it was less easy to measure progress in English. We did not have a teacher and relied on ESL, English as a Second Language, programs and equipment. We tried volunteers, then a fluent English speaker who had grown up in Texas, but was without teaching credentials.  

Near the end of the first year, I received an application through Chino, our Phoenix based Galvez host the previous Christmas. Her name was Sindi. She was his cousin from Galvez and seemed very mature for her age. Sindi was calm and very serious. Her smile was rare and fleeting. She had a bed bound mother to take care of and an aging grandfather who kept bees. I worried about this, as Africanized bee attacks were frequently in the news. I was told their bees were “nice bees”, although several years later this changed. Her grandfather died and the bees became wild. On a later visit to her house she shouted and signaled from the doorway that I should hurry inside, as I needed to get away from the bees. Had her house had any basic amenities, I would have been tempted to stay, at least until the bees went to sleep. 

The house was 150 years old and on that first visit, while sitting on the front porch, I watched a huge rat walk along the door molding. I just managed to remain in my seat, but my gut reaction to jump up screaming, tested my good manners to the limit. I was amazed that the house, which hadn’t seen paint for much of its existence, was still standing. Sindi wanted to be an auditor. We accepted her and her smile of relief was beautiful to see.

During the next two years, I received nothing but complaints from Beatrice. Sindi did not make it to meetings. She did not bring her grades. She was not cooperative, etc, etc, etc. Being a couple of thousand miles away, I relied on my manager, until I received an angry call from Chino. He claimed that he did not want anything to do with Spirit in the future because Beatrice was doing everything she could to sabotage Sindi’s scholarship and I was letting it happen!! 

In Phoenix, I felt frustrated and helpless. The opposing stories were so contradictory and I could not understand what was happening! The scholarship program was supposed to be a simple process. Beatrice enrolled the girls, wrote a check for the fees and the girls brought their grades for her to send twice a year. The other girls did not seem to be having any similar problems.

I was also frustrated because we received so few applicants. Beatrice claimed that there hadn’t been any other suitable prospects. To date, our applicants were only from the Flores region, the town of which Beatrice’s husband had been mayor of. I assumed Beatrice might not have had the confidence to fully promote the program throughout the region. My dream was to create role models in many of the regions’ villages. My Spanish was improving each time I worked in Coatepeque for long periods of time. In spite of still having some language limitations, I felt that promoting Spirit more aggressively was something I could do.  

Changing Priorities

The next trip’s priorities were threefold. First, I planned to make contacts with middle school teachers and directors in the region myself. I wanted to enlarge our pool of applicants. Second, I needed to meet privately with Sindi to hear her side of the story. Lastly, I wanted to get television time. 

Networking

This time, while staying with Beatrice and her husband, I did not account for my days with them. Previously, I had allowed Beatrice to set my schedule and what I did. Fortunately, this time, she was working part time as consulting doctor for a pharmacy. This trip, of several weeks, was the beginning of making my own path. I was shocked with the results!

I first met with Hector Galvez, the region’s director of education. Unknown to me, he was also co-owner of one of the private schools to which we sent our students. I got the sense of his importance when I first showed up at the municipal building. He definitely worked in the inner sanctum behind a wall of human filters. He was a large, prosperous looking man and greeted me with a huge smile and warm handshake. It didn’t take long for me to realize Hector had a passion for helping to educate the poor. With great enthusiasm, he organized a couple of village meetings in other areas. 

Hector first took me to the covered community area next door to a rural village school. The benches were already filled with a waiting crowd. There was standing room only and stand they did. The majority of people were parents, with a few teens and younger children scattered about. Along one side was a group of young girls huddled together. I focused on the girls, as I started my presentation.  I explained our objectives and the necessary requirements, so the young girls could apply. I told about the no working rule and why that was so. I presented the gold ring they could work for- a huge increase in earnings potential. When I finished, I asked for questions. 

One man stepped forward to ask why I did not have a scholarship for his son. I saw a number of fathers nodding their heads. I carefully answered that I felt girls did not have an opportunity to become educated and I wanted to provide that opportunity. I could not offer scholarships to both sons and daughters, so scholarships were limited to their daughters. No one else had any questions. 

The women offered a meal after the presentation. I had already learned that I had a weak stomach when it came to Guatemalan bacteria, but I sent up a prayer to the God of digestion that I could survive whatever was being served. The soup was a rich chicken broth and the rice had been boiled, so I could politely accept a bowl of soup and hopefully remain healthy by avoiding the rest of the meal. More importantly, the women offered their hearts with that meal. They offered it with pride. I humbly and gratefully accepted the honor they offered. 

I never did get an application from this village and can only assume that the fathers were uninterested in education for their daughters. This was a problem I learned to aggressively tackle on subsequent trips to other villages. I did send a few computers to their school and on a later visit, I saw that they were being used and properly safeguarded.

We also went to the government middle school in Coatepeque. This school was rather special, in that a few of the students were brought in from rural areas because of their academic potential.  The Director, Elizabeth, knew each and every student. We worked together until her illness forced her retirement two years later. 

Through Hector, I also met Yanira, the director of the middle school in Genova. That first year, she brought Ilsy to meet me in Coatepeque. She was currently in second level middle school and would be ready to start her scholarship18 months later. 

The following year, Yanira invited me to a meeting she would organize at her house for more applicants. Genova is at a considerably lower elevation than Coatepeque, and therefore hot, sticky and dirty. Just walking in the hot sun was an effort. Being enthusiastic would have been beyond me, except for the waiting string of mothers with daughters clutching their applications in the back yard of Yanira’s house. There were seven applicants in all that June. Yanira had worked hard to get her best applicants ready for the opportunity of a scholarship that would start in February. 

I spent time with each mother-daughter applicant, looking at her application and discussing what they would have to do before year end. None of the applications were acceptable that June, due to poor grades. 
After the meeting, I asked Yanira, “why didn’t any of these have the 80% minimum GPA?. Ilsy’s application, the previous year, had been exceptional. Didn’t she realize this was a requirement?” 
“Yes, she did know about the 80% requirement, but she hoped that the possibility of a scholarship would be enough encouragement so the new girls would study harder to achieve the minimum grade requirement. These people had made all the sacrifice they could, by paying for their daughters middle school fees. The families and girls already accepted that this was the end of their educational road. Since there would be no more schooling, they believed that high grades did not have any value. Therefore, the families did not make the further sacrifice of buying paper so their daughters could do their assignments. Many lost a huge number of points due to lack of homework credits.” 
Yanira and I hoped the promise of further education would change this, giving them a reason for that extra necessary sacrifice during their last middle school semester.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Another trip that year was to El Refugio. El Refugio only has a primary school, so children go to another town for middle school. This is fairly typical of the region.  A volunteer from that village had been helping us on another project. Joel asked that I come to his village to share the scholarship opportunity. He was an incredible young man. He came from a large family, but his parents were basically disabled when he was a late teen. He became the provider for the family while his sister became the mother to the younger children. He was determined to go to school. He worked full time, five and a half days a week, then, studied most of every night to get through university. He said he lived on a couple of hours of sleep. He is now a teacher in the computer program at a local high school. He was a wonderful role model and success story for these village young people! I made the Spirit presentation with his help and we did get applicants the following year. Theodora was one of them.   

I marveled at the positive reception and success of just these few village meetings. It became more of a mystery to me as to why Beatrice was unable to find suitable applicants.

Sindi 
My next goal was to meet and talk with Sindi. Her demeanor was unemotional. She simply stated facts and appeared to not be expecting much out of the interview. Her story appalled me and made me cringe in total embarrassment. Sindi told of how Beatrice would send her servant to the door when Sindi brought her grades. The servant was instructed to say that Beatrice was not at home and she was not authorized to accept any papers. Sindi said she had seen Beatrice peek over the balcony to see who was calling at the door. Beatrice would not return her calls. At one point, she did not pay Sindi’s fees, so Sindi had to borrow money from her uncle to continue school.  

I could not understand the reason for this bizarre behavior. Sindi then explained. Beatrice’s husband, Tito, had lost the recent campaign for reelection to an uncle of Sindi’s from Galvez. Now, families are huge and villages small in this area, so most people are related in one way or another. It could just as easily have been a cousin or in-law that was victorious. Sindi said that she believed Beatrice and Tito were trying to get rid of her because her family and village didn’t vote for Tito. 

I got Sindi back into school and paid off the loan to her uncle. She was and continued to be a top student. In spite of a botched appendix surgery and resulting two additional operations, she finished her thesis and will hopefully finish her public exams in 2010. She is a stellar role model. 

Sindi’s account brought up another possibility. Was the reason we were not getting many applicants and growing, that the scholarships were being used for political patronage rewards? Sindi said she thought so and proceeded to explain the relationships of the various applicants to Tito and Beatrice. The Spirit scholarship program was not for the poor, it was being used as political patronage!  Ana did not worry about low grades when she worked to buy furniture, because she felt Beatrice would protect her scholarship. I was frustrated and angry. For three years, the dream had been blocked by politics. 

Television
Getting an interview on television in Guatemala was much easier than in the states. Apparently, Coatepeque is not a big news center. Cable DX and Punto Rojo both eagerly did stories. Erwin at Punto Rojo was so enthusiastic about Spirit that the interview was not edited. The whole twenty minutes aired. 

The trip was certainly eventful and in many ways successful, but I headed home with a lot to think about. In my first scholarship attempt in Guatemala, ten years ago, I had learned that I needed a local manager. Now I learned that not all managers were unbiased and fair. Just because a manager was wealthy didn’t mean she had the interest of the poor in her heart. 

CHAPTER FOUR
THE GUATEMALA OF THE POOR

A declining standard of living
In The End of Poverty, Sachs separated positive from negative growth countries with more than two million population in 1980. Of the 45 negative growth countries, twenty five were classified as low income countries. Only eight are not in sub-Saharan Africa and Guatemala was in this group, along with, Honduras and Haiti. This means that the average Guatemalan has less to live on each year, although prices continue to rise, as many of the consumer goods are imports. Therefore, each person, on average, has less food, clothes, education, medicine, transportation, etc. Deprivation and desperation is increasing overall. 

I have been going down to Guatemala for twenty years and during the last five years, have noticed a huge increase in personal and property protection. It started with the banks. They upped the number of armed guards. Bank clients were not allowed to use their communication devices. If my phone rang, I was quickly told to terminate the call or was ushered out the door. 

I used to stay with a family who lived on the main street coming into Coatepeque. Their daughter started a small business out of the back of her car, selling phones and phone service cards. Her father divided the front office space of his law offices so she would have a separate business on the busy street. She had her own access and room for her display counter, but little else. On my next visit, there was a huge cage at the entrance. She had been robbed three times during her first few months. I walk the half block to the central park and always say hello to the three guards in front of the stores. I’m never sure if I should feel safe or ready to duck and run.   
While staying at a modest sized finca, or farm, with one of our groups of volunteers, we were looking at the many photos of race horses on the walls. The third generation owner began talking about his life back in the sixties. It was a story of “the good old days” when life was easy for the finca owner and family. They had quite a string of horses and enjoyed the life of the racing circuit. It was a time of good profits from their coffee. Their children grew up with plenty of servants until they were sent to private schools in Guatemala and to America. The family living area was walled off from the worker’s village and had beautiful gardens and a swimming pool. This compound was surrounded by rows of tiny one room houses, along the dirt road. The rich and middle class did well. 
Two thirds of Guatemalan land is owned by two percent of the population. That two thirds, is generally the choice fertile land, not steep hillsides and eroding cliffs. 
When trying to convince villagers of the need for education today, I often use the sixties in my example. The peasant either worked for a finca owner and lived in the finca village or had a plot of land just big enough to support his family. Granted these farmers did not go to the races and eat so well, but they “knew their place” and survived. They were not educated, but they had a job as a farm worker or could grow their own food. 

The farming couple had ten children who married and had ten children. Those, now one hundred, children are still uneducated and each are having ten more children. These great grand children in 2010 are now growing up, looking for work. I see far too many eight year old children dodging among fast moving cars, trying to sell newspapers, gum and phone cards. In the highlands, Mayan children are out selling on the streets at four or five years old. Many of their older siblings want to marry and start families.
I made almost daily trips to the village of Colomba where I was working on a dental clinic and volunteer program. I would often take a 7AM micro bus to avoid the heat of the day, at least one way. Many times, the bus would stop for a boy. He always wiggled into the front of the micro bus with a huge basket of packaged banana chips. He was slightly grubby and wore the standard cheap plastic flip flops. His face never lit up in a smile, but was filled with the tiredness of an old man. It is often hard to know the ages of children with their stunted bodies. I would guess he was no more than eight years old. Whenever I took a later bus, I would see him already at work selling his chips at the junction of the main highway and the road to Colomba where people would change buses. He competed with many other vendors of cheap snacks. He was not in school. 
I use the plot of land that supported the landed farmer and his family in the sixties, as representative of Guatemala as a whole. This couple from 1960 would potentially have 1,110 descendants, assuming all are living. The actual figure is lower because the average family size is 8-10 and Guatemala has a high birth mortality rate. An adjustment must also be made to include future spouses who come from other similar farm families. For example, the original farming couple would have five sons and five daughters. Those children’s spouses would come from other families. The five sons and five daughters would effectively make five new additional Guatemalan couples, raising another large family.  After three generations, the portion of population increase contributed solely from the first family would be equivalent to 300 additional people. Land that provided room for a house, a garden, room for a corn and bean field, fruit trees, etc, for the parents of the sixties, must now support three hundred more people. 
According to the US Census bureau data, population growth in Guatemala from 1995 to 2010 was 35% in one generation, and will be an estimated 49% by 2015. Village girls marry at 15, one generation.  Babies start arriving soon after. 
In the case of the finca employee, the owner did well with the number of employees of the sixties. They do not need anywhere close to 300 times that number of employees now. In fact, many finca owners are getting rid of the labor intensive coffee which means fewer farm jobs overall.
In the Coatepeque region, lowland coffee was the cash crop. About six years ago, the world price of the inferior lowland coffee dropped, due to cheaper machine harvesting in Brazil and Vietnam. Coffee was no longer a viable cash crop in this region. The large finca owners burned the coffee bushes, cleared the land and planted bananas, rubber trees or brought in cattle. For 150 years, entire families had spent 3-4 months picking coffee, as their annual income source. Farm children did not go to school during coffee season, if ever.  In 2004, not only did the families lose their jobs, but the finca owners had no use for the huge labor pool. Tapping rubber only takes a handful of workers, not hundreds of ex-coffee pickers. When families refused to leave their homes of 150 years, some of the land owners burned the finca villages to force the people off their land. So, these rural poor were jobless, hungry and now homeless.  

To make my point about the population growth effects, to the villagers, I take an 8.5 by 11 sheet of paper. I draw a house, a chicken yard, a corn field, fruit trees and some coffee bushes on the paper. This represents the life of the sixties. I then fold it in 10 pieces and tear off one. This is the piece of Guatemala that each of the parents of the eighties had. For their children, raising their families in 2000, they would have 1/100 of the original piece of paper, which is a miniscule scrap. They get the point! Their children can not have the life on the farm that their great grandparents had. They must make a huge shift in expectations and career preparation.  

Shifting expectations has been a slow, difficult and often unsuccessful effort. Villagers do not like change. They do not have the experience to be able to envision a different life or the finances to make changes happen.
The country and society simply can’t accommodate the increasing number of workers without some other way to earn life’s necessities. If you can’t farm or work for a finca owner, you have to do something else or starve. 
There is a lot of starving in Guatemala. I have heard that between 65-80% of the people suffer from severe malnutrition. On a recent trip, I was told it was definitely 70%. Whether it is 65 or 70 or 80%, the number is obscene. You only have to look at the number of rotten teeth and the physique of these people’s bodies. I will always remember one baby on the micro bus coming back from Colomba. The child was almost comatose. Passengers bumped and jostled it, but it barely moved. The skin was not that of a newborn, but it had little flesh on its tiny bones. It could not have weighed more than a dozen pounds. I was staring at severe malnutrition.
Doing Something Else or Starving
For years Latinos have left their homes, families and culture to avoid starvation for themselves and their families. They swim the Rio Grand or walk the desert in the western border states, to reach the opportunity of work. They have paid exorbitant prices for the services of guides or “coyotes”, who may get them to the border and beyond. Women are frequently raped and if there are problems after crossing the border, they are often abandoned to die in the desert. Many do. 

In 2006, I had an applicant whose story broke my heart. Her father had abandoned the family and her mother was unable to provide enough to feed her daughter. The mother chose to make the trip north and has never been heard from since. Her daughter, Lydia, was still hoping to hear from her mother after several years of silence. I did not tell her that walking the desert in summer probably killed her mother. 
Lydia lived with her Aunt, after her mother’s departure, but the Aunt abused her and treated her as a slave. She was rescued by one of her teachers, who took her into her house and eventually recommended her for a scholarship. She was an excellent student, but very insecure, having been abandoned twice. 

I immediately offered her a scholarship, before finding a sponsor. However, unknown to her teacher or myself, she had a boyfriend and apparently shared the good news with him. He immediately gave her an ultimatum! Either they marry that day or he would leave her. She could not face another loss, so gave up her scholarship. Her teacher and I were shocked and devastated! Lydia’s fear of another loss destroyed her chance for a future. 
I live in Arizona and, for me, Latinos walking the desert for a better life, has a face. It has consequences, beyond an anonymous victim of the heat and dehydration left to die in the desert. However, as long as there are desperate starving people and Americans want and need to hire cheap laborers, people will head north illegally. They will die trying to provide for their starving families. 
Many Latinos working in the US want to return, but after they have enough money to buy a taxi or construction equipment. They are saving so they can earn a living doing something other than farming or selling banana chips on the corner. 
A special friend in Reu, had a beautiful young girl working for her as a domestic. Anita was sweet, hard working and always had a smile on her face. She had a boyfriend. The young man had been working in Michigan as an illegal, so he could buy equipment to open a shop as a mechanic. Then, they planned to be married. I was pleased to hear he was acting responsibility toward Anita, by trying to provide for their future. They were planning responsibly, rather than just getting married and living on love. He had been sending money back to Guatemala regularly. His savings were close to the amount he needed. They were making plans for the wedding. However, in 2008, the owners of one large bank disappeared with the money, starting a bank panic. Several more banks went under, taking this young man’s savings with them. They did get married in 2009, but life will not be as easy for them without the money that was lost.   
As a foreigner living in other countries, I experienced a sense of displacement. While I was able to enjoy the new country, my work and live comfortably, I did not really belong. My childhood tapes and culture were different. After six months in Mexico, then eight years in Australia, I was delighted to come home to my native culture. I spend large parts of each year in Guatemala and find the people delightful. However, when I get off the last plane in Phoenix, I feel humbled and very grateful that I live in America. Besides being able to open my mouth in the shower and brush my teeth with the tap water, I can speak my language. I know the cultural ropes. 
Guatemalans love their culture too. They do not like being illegals; abused and exploited. They would stay in Guatemala if they had choices with which they could survive.  
A Government solution

Four years ago, I was invited to attend an international investment conference in Guatemala City. The conference goal was to entice foreign investors to bring their manufacturing business to one of several designated free trade zones. The foreigners would bring the financing, materials and expertise in exchange for a tax free haven in which to operate. Guatemalans would provide the labor to make the products that would be shipped out to other countries for sale.  Guatemala was simply the labor supply. The foreign investors would not be part of the Guatemalan internal economy. They would not be able to compete locally. The conference rooms were packed and although many of the attendees were local Guatemalans, I met many foreigners.
I listened to the glorious new plans to make a park and cultural center surrounding the airport, with increasing concern. The Government plans showed the elimination of a huge middle class residential area. They were trying to show foreign investors that Guatemala would be an appealing international community. I saw glossy pictures of the proposed free trade development areas. 
I always stay at a B&B which is right in the middle of the proposed airport park and cultural center. That night, I asked my hosts where they would go, when they were evicted? They were not one bit worried about the proposed renewal project. It will never happen, they said. 
The free trade development area contacts that I made at the conference, have since disappeared, without leaving forwarding phone numbers. Yet I feel some of the organizers appeared sincere. What is going or already went wrong? 
Perhaps foreign investors also considered the mounting tension. Guatemala is becoming less safe. It is a land of armed guards and increasingly desperate people. Investing in huge manufacturing buildings could be an expensive disaster, should the poor fight for equity again.  

The missing education

If your future is picking coffee, your education is limited to differentiating between ripe red berries and green ones, and being able to carry the heavy sacks to the scales. Finca children learn this at their mother’s knees, or from their mothers working on their knees.  One school day, I picked up a woman and her bag of coffee and took her to the finca. She would have been all of five feet, if she wore platform heels, and maybe 90 pounds.  Her face was lined with age. Her granddaughter, of perhaps seven years, walked beside her. The woman carried the bag of coffee they had picked that morning. It would have weighed at least 50 pounds. The money they earned would provide a meager dinner for them.  This was their life, their future. 
Most manufacturing has some technological base. Computers and other equipment come with operating manuals. That means you have to be able to read, and more importantly interpret and understand. Even simple computer operators require more than a rural second grade education. A child who has attended a rural school for two years, a school without books, paper and pencils, will be illiterate.
Although official figures are predictably much lower, the Guatemala Literacy Project claims 60% of Guatemalans are illiterate. This is backed up by a poster I saw on the wall in the Director’s office at the regional hospital, I was riveted by the information. 
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Of the total population, almost half have never gone to school. Of the half that started primary, many had to quit after a few years. I have met many an applicant’s parents who had from no education to a second grade education. Less than 11% of all children go on to middle school and only 3% attend high school. Fewer yet go on to university. 
I do not know what percentage of the population is wealthy and middle class, but I suspect it is somewhere around 3%.  

I recently had dinner with a member of one of the ruling families. He told me “they”, meaning the family controlled government, did not want an educated population. Educated people can understand their rights and use their votes in their best interest. That would break the control that the ruling families have long held and threaten their monopolies. It would also threaten the availability of cheap labor.  

The constitution says education is free, but from my first trip to Guatemala, I have not found this to be true. I have been in numerous discussions with local people, who send their children to private schools. They adamantly claim education is free through high school. They are so certain, that they will not listen to or participate in any discussion to the contrary. 

VERIFY SCHOOL COSTS
I would like to ask them that, if education is free, why does the organization, “Books for a Better World”, provide primary school scholarships of $80 per year to cover each Guatemalan student’s costs? Why was the Guatemalan woman, with the embroidery table in Santiago Atitlan, selling her pant leg so franticly in order to pay for registration fees? Why is Spirit paying up to $657 per year for public high school costs? Why does only 3% of the population go to the “free” high schools? Why is a Canadian charitable group building a village school because the village was unable to get a school built through the government? 
What does the family expense and sacrifice provide for their primary and middle school child? 
I have visited many village schools. There is a similarity in the schools. Each had a row of cement classrooms with bars on the windows and a courtyard where the students played soccer. Off to one side, a small block building contained several cement pit toilets and no running water. The class rooms had a well worn blackboard.  None of the schools had a school library or even  bookshelves in the classrooms. Audio and video equipment were not even at the bottom of the wish list. 

While visiting the classes in the Pacaya primary school, I noticed a single math problem on the board. I asked the school director if I could see the math book the teacher was using. He turned to the math teacher and asked if he had a book. The teacher was dumbfounded. He walked off to look for one. It was never found. 

Later, Beatrice took me to visit the Flores middle school. This is a regional school, as the government does not provide middle schools in each village. Parents pay more for tuition and their children have to bus long distances at the expense of the family. My Spanish was still very much of a struggle, so I was delighted when my new manager, Beatrice, said she wanted me to meet the English teacher. I turned to meet a tiny woman, held out my hand and slowly said, “how – are – you”?  
All I got was a blank look. I could have been talking Greek for all she understood. I was definitely not going to get language relief and support there. Even if she did not understand the English words, she might have guessed by my body language. She could not or did not respond. I asked Beatrice why she had zero English skills, as “How are you” is generally learned right after “My name is….”. 

Beatrice said she was a physical education teacher who drew the short stick. I realized the Spirit requirement of studying English was going to be a huge challenge in this corner of Guatemala. It was! 
At the end of the first year of scholarship program, I arrived with one of the godmothers. Tito suggested a trip to Lake Atitlan for us and the three scholarship girls. A wealthy friend had offered his vacation home for Tito’s use. It was located on a huge piece of land in a quiet bay on beautiful Lake Atitlan. There were two dwellings made of polished wood paneling and a kitchen with modern conveniences. Best of all, we could use the huge heated spa, the size of a swimming pool. There was a full bar and wine rack in the living room, both very expensive in Guatemala. Manicured lawns, rimmed with extensive gardens, stretched down to the lakeshore. Boats and canoes were lined up for us to enjoy on the lake. The caretaker and his family were there to make sure our needs were met. It was like going to a fancy resort, without the other guests.

On the morning of our last day, a group of men asked to talk to me. Word had spread that an American scholarship lady was visiting. The men were from a small, nearby Mayan village and they were trying to educate their children. This impoverished village had managed to build a school, but they did not have desks, books or anything else. All they had were the four walls. They wanted help to purchase desks and a few books, but had no way of doing so.  I had all I could handle in the Coatepeque region, so regretfully, had to decline helping in any major way. I had tried to refer them to another charity working in Guatemala, but they too were overloaded with their commitments. I struggled with the reality that I couldn’t help everyone when there was so much need. I was only able to send a few boxes of books for their school from a donation of Spanish school books. 
I learned that if a village wants a school, they have to build it, staff it and have a history of operation. Only then will the government consider putting it on the list of official schools and pay for a teacher. I was told that the planned time for proof of operations was around seven years. 
Some of our girls attend the government high school. The government provides a very limited variety of career programs, accounting being one of them. We pay for registration, monthly instruction fees, computer lab fees, typewriter room fees, teacher’s birthday fees, practice supervision fees, a want-a-new computer room tax and a wide variety of expensive graduation fees. On top of that, we also provide transportation, uniforms, books and supplies. In 2009, the government stopped charging registration fees, but our costs for the girls will still average $657, for those traveling from the villages. 
Our scholarship families’ annual incomes range from $1300 to $1800. Imagine a father wanting to educate his 8-10 children! It is not even thinkable.
A further obstacle is the length of the programs. A bachelor’s degree takes 5-6 years, plus a year for the thesis, plus hopefully only one more year to pass the public exams. Only the rich can afford 7-8 plus years preparing to begin their careers.  It is not unusual for a student to take twelve years to complete their program. Of course, many never do. 
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Education makes a huge difference in a Guatemalan’s future. While there is have a minimum wage on the legal books, it is widely ignored. Most people do not have hospital care or meaningful social security. The low demand for the huge number of uneducated rural workers keeps wages at the starvation level. On $62-87 per month, anything beyond rice, beans and corn tortillas is an extreme luxury. Chicken sells for $1.50 per pound in the market. 
A high school graduate will double or triple what her farm working father earns. To many this is an unattainable dream of the good life. A university accountant will start at ten times her father’s income and can quickly double to quadruple that amount with experience. 

The problem has been getting the parents to believe in those possibilities. 

Other school issues 
Pacaya is a small village on top of a hill. It did not have piped in water, so an international aid group offered to build a water tower and well. The project was well under construction. The water tower was installed and they had started drilling the well. However, due to the terrain, not all villagers could receive water when it was finished. This started the “water wars”. The villagers fought and fought over who would have water rights, so hard and long, that eventually the donor pulled out. The only water source continues to be the stagnant stream at the bottom of the hill. The stream that accumulates everything tossed from the top of the hill. As a result, the children are sharing what little food they get with their intestinal worms. 

Several businessmen from Coatepeque also took me to the village of Villa Flores. We were considering a project for water and sanitary facilities for the school. The Villa Flores school had a dry well and red ant infested pit toilets. 
Children go to school on the variety of public transportation vehicles. The majority of vehicles are aging school buses retired many decades ago from U.S. schools. Some still have the name of the original school district painted on the sides. The seat cushions have been unscrewed so the seats can slide toward the center aisle. That way, the window passenger can have enough seat space for one hip, as can the aisle passenger. The record number of passengers in my seat was five. The inside front of the buses are covered with prayers that God protect them. 

An ophthalmologist in Coatepeque told of one patient who was effectively legally blind. When asked what his work was, the patient said “bus driver”. His assistant helped keep him on the road.
The alternative is small vans in which people are stuffed into the back. At times, passengers hang out of the sliding door, three deep. I recently asked if the people hanging out ever fell out? “Oh yes” was the response, “and sometimes they die”. 

I was coming back from our Colomba clinic one afternoon and was given the special front seat place of honor. This seat is the last to fill up and seems to be reserved for friends and the regulars. It is definitely an honor I do not aspire to. There are no seat belts and the driver is often a maniac! I always feel marginally better with a wall of people between the front window and myself. 

The driver shot off down the windy narrow mountain road. He wanted me in the front seat so he could tell me how his family was taking my advice on tooth care. However, he was unable to talk without looking at me directly and waving his hands around. I will never understand how he kept the bus on the road! I was the only one looking ahead, at each and every twisty kilometer as it flew by. Thankfully, he eventually finished telling about his entire family, one by one, and turned back to watch the road.  I made the mistake of asking him a question and he started in again. After gaining a few more gray hairs, I kept my mouth firmly shut!   

Where there aren’t any buses or vans, locals will drive pick-up trucks, which may or may not have bars for hand holds, along the route. The pickup trucks are definitely vintage models, probably purchased cheaply in the U.S. years ago. Yes, people get killed riding the overloaded vans and in the back of trucks, but it beats walking.  Last year, one of our new scholarship girls was injured three times in these trucks. We are currently providing treatment for her head injuries. 

Our girls have to pay from $.75 to $2.50 per day to go to school.  There is no free transport for students. 
CHAPTER FIVE
SPIRIT IS A DROP IN THE BUCKET
In Guatemala, the large political parties hold huge rallies, shortly before elections, with a lot of shouting through load speakers and hats or shirts given to those who promised their votes. In the days prior to elections, it is difficult to travel across the country, because rallies are everywhere. During the last election, there were 13 parties, blocking the roads, stomping for votes. They all have their party names, but also party symbols, so the illiterate can recognize their party when they cast their vote. After the election, it is always business as usual. 
In March 2009, I was invited to observe a political meeting in a distant village and present the Spirit scholarship program. The goal was to organize the villagers to realize the value of their vote and take it seriously. I was curious about the political possibilities for helping the poor. I wanted to see if this new party’s approach had any chance of success and what exactly they were doing. While I had never been to this particular village, these people were also “my people”. 

I will not use names. It could be hazardous to their health. The trip organizer knew I didn’t have a car. He said they would meet me in the hotel lobby at 9AM. I mentally adjusted that to mean 9:30 or so, Guatemala time. At a couple of minutes after 9, I ran to the lobby for water to brush my teeth. As I skidded around the corner, I saw a little Mayan man standing in the reception area. I had been told a former Mayan revolutionary officer would be going with us. I correctly assumed this was the man. I could hardly move and take my eyes off him. He looked 25 years old, rather than the 35 to 40 years I knew he must be. He had totally lifeless eyes. They were dead eyes, black pits! I felt like a baby rabbit facing a cobra. I finally nodded a greeting to the man and scurried back to my room. 

At 9:30, the other three men had arrived and we piled into an aging car for the long trip to the village. As the foreign guest, I was offered the front seat. I was not able to see those eyes. When we arrived at the village, the Mayan chose a seat behind and to the right of the speakers spot. I chose a place to the left and in front of the speaker’s place, so I could “legally” and unobtrusively stare at those eyes.  I wanted to look for signs of humanity. 
I was the first speaker, and presented the Spirit scholarship program . Then I sat down to study the Mayan and listen to the next spaekers. The Mayan never did speak,. I had been told he was there to assess the possibility of local cooperation for another revolution. I think this was part of the reason I was compelled to try and see beyond the man’s eyes. I had seen the tail end of the last revolution. I saw armed battalions walking the highways and was aghast at facing another revolution. 
After the rally, I met with several of the village women. We arranged for another presentation, solely for the education program on my next trip. Spirit is not a political organization and I wanted to separate our work from that of any political parties.  While about 50 people came to the political meeting, over 100 came to the second meeting, three months later. They want education for their children!
We were driving back, when the Mayan muttered, from the back seat, that “Spirit was a drop in the bucket. What I was doing was useless”. 
I was stunned for a long moment, then, I thought furiously! I had to agree that we weren’t saving thousands of people. However,  I knew enough of the current plight of the Mayans to know they are much worse off today than they were in 1996, after 16 years of dying in the revolution. Since 1996, the Mayans have sold their valuable lakeside property. Traditionally Mayans do not sell their land but they needed the money. 
They are still trying to send their children to school, with mixed success. Children are still trying to sell their handmade goods on the streets. Only now, there are 35% more of them and fewer tourists.  In June 2009, for the first time since the latter years of the revolution, I had three women thank me profusely for buying something from them. One summed it up saying: “Thank you, I can now feed my children tonight”. 
I turned to the back seat to respond, saying; 
“the revolution accomplished nothing but death and chased the tourists away. Tourism is the economic survival for the thousands of Mayan artisans and their families. Chasing tourists away again would devastate your people and the country. If Mayans and other poor people  want to gain some political equality and power, they need to vote their people into the government, make the tax system more equitable, tax the heck out of the non-paying rich and build schools to educate the people how to vote”. 
I further explained: I had traveled in 50 countries and found one main common difference between rich nations and poor nations. Rich countries educate their children and poor ones do not.

The driver whispered to me in English that I should be aware that I had a variety of opinions riding in that back seat. I responded that yes, I was aware of that. However, I had an opinion of value too, that should be considered. I have not seen or heard about the Mayan since then, but hope he remembers the lady who is making a drop in the bucket. My drop makes ripples, not graveyard crosses. 

I realize I can not attend any such political meetings in the future, as my work must remain independent of the political strife of the country. I also do not want to be assassinated, as I have too much to do yet. 

Raising Spirits, Changing Lives, One Girl at a Time

During my teaching in Mexico and now working in Guatemala, I have met huge numbers of widowed or abandoned women with children. I would like to say most of these single parents are widows, but this is not the case. Far too many Latino men marry, father many children, then run away. They disappear into the lettuce fields of California or live openly with their new younger girlfriends in a nearby town. The girlfriends have all their teeth and no children. Dumping responsibility is far too easy. Few of these abandoned women can get adequate or consistent child support. 

While teaching at Eastern Washington University, I was also academic counselor to my 30 plus assigned students. I would tell the female students that no matter what, they must get their degree. I further explained that this would give them choices. They could choose to marry or work. They could choose to work awhile and find out who they were, then marry, or choose to be career women. In the event that they married, they would need their career credentials if they divorced or became a widow. At the time, I believe one third of Americans were divorced.  One does not plan for a husband’s death, but it happens. During my few years at Eastern Washington University, one student’s husband was crushed by toilet paper when a huge shelf broke. A former co-worker’s husband was crushed by his car when the jack failed. Sadly, it happens!
I can’t go to Coatepeque without reading of one or many deaths of husbands or fathers. In 2003, while staying with Beatrice, her brother was working all night. He was a visiting relief coroner and there were 7 murders that night in the regional town of 100,000. 
In the last ten days, one scholarship girl lost her uncle to a stray bullet, leaving a wife and three children and another girl, who lost her father four years ago, is losing her still young remaining parent to diabetes and kidney failure. Sadly tragedies happen!  

Women need choices! They need to be able to stand on their own two feet and provide adequately for their children. Unfortunately, this concept has not been a part of the Latino culture, especially in small rural villages.
The refrain is “God wills it and will provide”. Women can’t depend on hopes of external help. Their children are hungry now! Women need insurance and education is better insurance than any government program, man’s promises that he may not be able to keep, or a purchased insurance policy. 



Creating Role Models

Spirit is about changing ideas and female roles. It is about opening doors, as we did in the U.S. over half a century ago. It is about teaching young women who have grown up in a culture that traditionally relegates women to subservient and sexual roles, that they have both ability and value. For centuries, Latino men and the Catholic Church have embedded subservience into the cultural expectations for women. Their role model is a suffering, maternal Mary. They do not learn about strong willed Esther or Ruth who worked their cultural system. Guatemalans fatalistically accept whatever happens.  Subservience and being powerless have become social facts that girls learn as they learn to walk. 
Some evangelical churches, who are making a huge push to gain many converts in Guatemala, are continuing this message. Merlyn is one of the brightest students I have ever worked with, anywhere. No matter what I was teaching her, I received 100% of her concentration. I was trying to determine the capacity of a half dozen computers I had shipped down, looking for the best one. It meant connecting cables, then getting into the system programs so I could find the RAM, hard drive size, megahertz, etc. She had not had computer experience before, but after watching me do the first one, she said she would do the rest. Amazingly, she did! 

Merlyn, then in her second year of high school, earned the valedictorians medal of honor. Our Spirit manager was delighted, as was I. However, her evangelical minister told her she was not permitted to accept the valedictorian’s medallion “because God did not want her to have it”.  The medallion went to another Spirit scholarship girl from another church. 
If the valedictorian had been a male, I wonder what God would have said? 

The role of mother and servant is so much a part of who the good Latina woman is. It is difficult for a young woman to even think she might have the strength and ability to make choices for herself. I know grown married women in Coatepeque, who wear long, heavy pants in the sweltering humid heat, because their husbands require it. It is the culturally “done thing”. For many women, it is difficult, if not impossible to envision taking responsibility for their decisions and life. So they wear heavy pants in extreme heat. 
All Spirit becadas are required to read, the book Chiquita’s Cocoon, by Betina Flores. Two years ago, I bought every Spanish copy, all seven of them, that were available online. Unfortunately, it is an out of print book now. The author, Betina, was a child of the California lettuce fields. She made her chance for a better life by rebelling and going to work as a domestic for an enlightened and socially responsible Los Angeles family. They sent her to school and eventually, Betina became a lawyer. She wrote about how the Latin culture keeps the Latina woman in her place; subservient and in the kitchen. 
Her goal is to free Latinas from the chains of cultural programming, while keeping the wonderful positive parts of the culture alive and well. The book is about freeing women from cultural servitude, so they can become all they can be.   
Our scholarship girls had to make a book report on what, in particular, they learned from the book. Several wrote about situations in their families where women were abused. Of women who were not given the same opportunities as brothers. Of women who were programmed from birth to prepare for marriage, childbearing and house cleaning. 
Odalis, a future accountant, stated this very well in her discussion about the rights women should, but often don’t have over their own bodies. She finished in capital letters; 

We have the capacity to decide THE DECISION IS MINE and don’t say IF GOD WISHES, thus how we make these decisions. Also we are the only ones responsible for our life and we can’t blame others.   

Discrimination was also a big issue for Wendy. She wrote in length that yes, women are discriminated against many times. They are considered inferior and because of our physical condition are thought to be fragile, weak and dependent. She later explained women were treated badly physically, emotionally and psychologically.
Julia lives with her mother and younger brother. She discussed at some length, the value of women versus men. 
The men think it is their right to order the women. Fathers discriminate against their daughters. If there is money for school, it goes to the sons, because they are worth more. 
As women we ought to know our value and be proud of ourselves and show that we are of value also. Regarding marriage, people think the only purpose for women is to attend their husband and bear children. We should realize we are also humans and say no more maltreatment. The decision is ours, to change ourselves, putting into practice our values and thinking more positively. The book is motivating enough for the women and I like it a lot. Already I am thinking differently. It helps us to be proud and achieve no matter the obstacles that exist. With effort and valor we can be all we can in this life. Value ourselves. 
Karen, one of our stellar graduates in 2009 reported: 
The church influences the life and thoughts of the woman, when it tells us that all women ought to be subject to her husband and ought to serve him. My opinion is that a husband has two hands and can help because the responsibility is of both.
These are lonely a few excerpts from the many report on discrimination, but the girls certainly have experienced childhood lessons of inferiority and uselessness.  During our first year in Coatepeque, I received an application for Cristina. She wrote;

They say women don’t deserve to go to school. Now I know we women have some value, thanks to Spirit. I want to demonstrate to guys in the future that we can also make it, thanks to the foundation.
That was written eight years ago. Spirit may not be changing the society overnight, but little by little the girls are waking up to new possibilities and changing their perceptions of their value and worth. They will be the ones to change society.  

Perla’s report was rather startling. She did not dwell on the discrimination of women, as much as economic power. 

Anther situation that we have is to believe that poverty is a virtue. In reality this is a trap because poverty will not bring a happy life.  But there is a solution to poverty, “The Education”. You lose the opportunity to have a better life when it is impossible to learn.

Perla also took exception to the pervasive belief that if your boyfriend didn’t have a salary, but you had love, nothing else mattered.  She argued that it shouldn’t be like this, as fundamentally this is a relationship. Love doesn’t feed you and it doesn’t educate your children. 
Perla lives on top of a mountain in a house that her uncle loaned them when his brother, her father, abandoned the family. The house is difficult to reach and has few amenities. Watching her mother struggle to provide for her has left its mark. She know and understands poverty very well.  
Hilda, in her last year of law school, summed up the book’s objective very well. 
This book is beautiful. It taught me that we are the creators of our destiny. We are the ones that should decide what we want- to be persons of success or failure and for my part I struggle each day so that I can help my family and with whatever person that surrounds me. 
This book is a great motivator for women to learn to like themselves, think in a different way and feel proud.  I encourage the girls to share their copy with their sisters, brothers, friends and neighbors. I encourage them to share their feelings and make ripples. 
Owning Education
When presenting the Spirit program to villagers and individual families, the message starts out the same way. Whenever parents have a baby, they have an obligation to feed it and care for it. They must prepare that child for the life it will live. In today’s world, that also means sending the child to school. I may revisit the paper exercise to reinforce the need for alternative careers from being a farm laborer. Only after firmly establishing where responsibility belongs, do I continue with discussing the reality and possibilities for help. 
The responsibility always remains with the parents, but Spirit may become part of the team. We realize education is often financially impossible in Guatemala. If a scholarship is offered, it will almost never be 100% of the full cost of education. Depending on the family situation, some portion must be paid by the family. The family must want education for their daughter enough to make some sacrifice. This sacrifice gives the process value and family ownership. If, the father especially, does not see the value of education, the girl will not be given the time to study each week, or the years without work, necessary so she can finish her degree. 
The first and most important financial sacrifice that families must make is forgoing wages their working daughter might have brought home, if she wasn’t studying. This is the $75-100 per month she would be earning if she could get a job as a domestic or clerk. However, if the girl proves her capacity to handle more work by excelling in school and English class, we do give approval to work part time, if such work becomes available. This gives some economic relief to the family. 

If family resources allow, we may also ask the families to pay some expenses such as bus fare, school supplies or books. However, in this current economic downturn, our families are trying to survive on greatly reduced incomes. Spirit is taking on more and more of this burden. 
In the last year, we have had fathers from both extremes. One did not value the scholarship and the other honors the scholarship to the extreme. 
I was approached by Theodora four years ago. She was in her second year in our program and doing very well. She is from the tiny village of El Refugio and seemed to be a strong, capable and determined young woman. She asked if I could get a sponsor for her sister, Febe, who had just finished primary school. I had not met Febe, other than briefly as part of the large family group. 
Originally Spirit only offered university scholarships, until I realized that very few families could afford high school (only 3%). We then started offering high school scholarships. We did not offer middle school scholarships, because the fees were much less. I felt this was the family’s proof of commitment to education, their down payment. We would save our precious resource, our sponsors, for proven girls and the more expensive high school and university. 

I knew Theodora’s family was large and poor, although they had enough land to grow most of their food needs. Some little Angel helper must have been with me on the flight home. I was chatting with a fellow passenger, explaining about how opening up one middle school scholarship would undermine the program for the future, but Theodora was a good student trying to help her sister. Joe said he would sponsor Febe, “off the record”, so as to not compromise the program.  I was astonished and delighted!
I was so happy to be able to write to Theo with the good news. However, she wrote back that Febe could not accept the scholarship. I was certain I had misunderstood her first email, so wrote for clarification. She explained that her older sister had been allowed to attend middle school and had recently gotten married. Thus, her father decided that educating girls was a waste of time and money. He felt the girls would only leave to get married and he would not benefit from their education. I tried to work through a village teacher, Joel, who knew the family, but he gave up in defeat. Febe was not going to school, period. Febe stayed home, helping her mother do women things. The family did not even benefit from any wages as she was too young and small in stature at twelve years old to work as a domestic helper or shop keeper.   
I was very concerned for Theodora and on the next trip, asked her if she would have to quit the program. Her eyes narrowed and her face became set, as she assured me she would not quit. 
In 2009, I arrived on December 1st. and discovered that Theodora had failed one course and dropped 10 points in her other classes. When she came to the hotel to account for the grade results, she explained that her father had demanded she get a job in Xela. This was some 2 ½ hours away from her home. She started working six weeks before the semester final exams and missed out on many group reports. I was surprised she managed to pass any of her subjects! 

I rode one of the micro buses to their village, to speak with her father. As I walked up to their house, I noticed the newly painted wall on one side of their front yard advertising car repairs. I knocked on the door and then shouted “Hola”, but no one responded. Eventually her father came out of the door with a hand full of papers that he stopped to work on. He faced away from me and would not acknowledge that I was there. I finally interrupted, saying I was here to talk about Theodora. He still refused to face me, but growled “She’s working!”  I tried to explain to the back of his head, that she was not successful trying to work and study. She was failing. He restated she was working and left on a bus going away from Coatepeque, leaving me standing there in the pouring rain. Talking with her mother would have gained nothing, so I crossed the road to wait for the returning bus. As I was huddled under my small pocket sized umbrella, her mother came out. We both knew there was little she could do or say and nothing she could do to change the situation. I could see the defeat and sadness in her eyes. I gave her a hug and told her I was sorry. She nodded and returned to her house. 
In January, I took the brave or foolish step, to write to Theodora to ask if she could consider moving into Coatepeque to finish her education. I was thinking about finding another becada home for her to live in cheaply. Her return email explained how she had arranged a place to live with a cousin and would quit her job if she could have her scholarship back. Subsequent comments in her emails have made me realize this is not a bed of roses for her. The June visit will a busy time, working out the rest of support she so badly needs.  (Change with new info)
On the other extreme, Ilsy comes from a family of ten, also from an impoverished village. The house is typical rough timber and has dirt floors. They do not have any land to grow food. Her father and older brother work to support the family. 
I met Ilsy when she was in middle school. She still had 1 ½ years to go before she could receive a High School scholarship. She was a tiny girl and extremely shy. People still refer to her as the “skinny one”. Last year, she finished high school as valedictorian and came to me with her choice of University programs- systems engineering. 

Ilsy is still not outwardly confident looking and aggressive, but her manner will fool you. Underneath, she is one determined, extremely well organized and responsible young woman. It doesn’t take people long to realize that. The “skinny one” is focused on a huge goal. Systems engineers are the highest paid of the careers. She graduated from high school in administration, poles apart from computer engineering and the required competency in math. Systems engineering is a program where 2/3 of the students do not finish, mainly due to failure in math. I was very concerned, because Spirit is about creating confidence and value through success. We do not want to teach failure. They already know that lesson very well! 
We hired a university math professor who taught in the systems program. He was to tutor and assess the ability of Ilsy and two other becadas. At our pre registration conference, he said Ilsy was at the mid level of the entrants. The other two girls were slightly lower. But 2/3 fail and all three were in the lower 2/3 of entrants abilities! He said he would let them all try the course. He felt they all were such hard workers and successful students in his assessment classes. So Ilsy, Any and Luz were permitted to register for this difficult course.
Ilsy’s first quarter grades were 100% in two classes, a 90% in another and 80% in her computer class. She is definitely in the top third of the class.

More recently, I learned that her father and brother are both out of work and are now working as day laborers when they can find work. But Ilsy is still going to go to school. The father and family “own the education”.  

CHAPTER SIX
THE ROAD LESS TRAVELED
Our village girls have grown up in houses, with dirt floors, pit toilets, wood stoves, a bucket to wash in and chickens and rats as companions. Many live in houses with family members from infants to aging grandparents. Their friends have similar houses and families. Their primary and middle schools may or may not have taught them enough to compete with Coatepeque private middle and high school students. They have been to Coatepeque, but most likely have not been to Guatemala City. Their world has been very small and extremely limited.  Their only role models are married women with numerous children, selling bananas on the corner. 
At age 15, if the parents can afford it, the village girls have a huge party celebrating their birthday. The “Quince Anos” (fifteen years) party resembles a wedding, with a “wedding dress”, hairdresser, flowers, attendants, ushers, music, the girl’s presentation to the community in the church and a large reception meal following. Poor families will beggar themselves for this event. 
I was trying to determine the reason for this economically ruinous custom. Perhaps it is her coming out, her ready to be married party. A remnant of colonial days customs, so young men know to start courting. The reality is that many village girls are getting married at this age, starting their life of motherhood and service to their husbands. By sixteen or seventeen, they are living the life of their mothers, their only role models. They are losing their teeth. Their concerns are about whether they have enough money to buy beans for dinner or the upcoming primary school costs for their children. Medicine for sick children is not so much a worry, as it is an impossibility. 
At age fifteen or later, the scholarship girls start their three years of high school. We have had high school applicants as old as 18 years because they had to work to save money for the middle school fees. They would go to school, work when they ran out of tuition money, return to school as many times as it took to finish their degree. One excellent university applicant took seven years to finish her two year high school program. 

Within a very short time, the two childhood friend’s different roads are very far apart. How can a girl studying hard for exams in accounting, law and computers, have a meaningful discussion with her married and pregnant friend, who is worried about buying frijoles for dinner or about her baby who is suffering from malnutrition? While she can have sympathy, she is not in a position to buy beans for her friend. She can’t walk in her shoes to share the worries. This gap only widens as time passes.    

Everyone needs a support system. Our girls especially need one, as they have lost the support of former friends. In too many cases, they have never had the support of their fathers. Their mothers are the quiet ones, wanting a future for their daughters, but are unable to give vocal or other meaningful support. They may also be dealing with jealousy from other siblings, so, emotionally they may be pretty much on their own.  

I have been adamant about the “Becada (scholarship girl) Club”. The Becadas are sisters and sisters help each other. I explain the concept of networking in the future and that now is the time to develop friendships with the other scholarship girls. Then, in the future, the Spirit lawyer can refer or help the Spirit accountant and visa-versa.  In the meantime, they have Spirit Becadas to replace childhood friends. They have classmates who are walking in similar shoes. They can make friends with poor girls who have a hunger for a “title”, not classmates who are the pampered and wealthy.

The class distinction of poor versus the entitled does affect our girls. They have numerous group projects. The wealthy have amazing ideas for these projects that involve huge amounts of cash. Cash, our girls simply do not have. These are girls who are at the top of their class in ability and grades, but they can not measure up to their classmates financially. All their lives, their families have been shown they are worthless by the extremely low wages, no job security and no benefits. The Becada Club helps these girls keep their perspective.  
When Sandra applied, I was concerned about her extreme youth. She was quiet and subdued, and seemed much younger than her fifteen years. This was surprising, as her widowed mother was a very strong role model. At the end of her first year, Sandra  wrote (translated): 
the benefit of Spirit for me is I am able to know more people already and that helps us to learn to interact with more people of the same age and knowledge. 
There is a more subtle benefit of “Club Becada”. Our girls are confident of their ability and value. They are terrific role models and proof that poor girls can be excellent students. As each new girl faces the adjustment of coming from a village school to the city school, she is surrounded by girls who are respected top students. Becada bonding is critical to each girl’s success. 
Only Freeways
Before deciding to work in Guatemala, we needed evidence that with education, the poor could enter the better paid labor market successfully. In which careers were the better jobs open to the best applicant, not the one with the best connections? We looked for the fast road to employment. Careers that are in high demand, with low start up costs. We avoided the traditional teaching and nursing careers because of the low pay and the time it will take to find a job. Other careers, such as dental, are not offered because of the tremendous amount of capital and time required to set up a business.  Which career choices were in growing industries and would allow opportunities for women? 
Local sale of goods, other than the bananas on the corner, has large start up inventory costs and is highly competitive. Clerks are poorly paid. Low margins keep the small shopkeeper at subsistence incomes. The poor have tables on street corners or walk around with their carts, selling bananas to shirts, cell phone cards to cheese.  They sell anything with low inventory costs or market for other businessmen. 
Many businesses, such as the local furniture store or chichen restaurant chain, Pollo Campero, are family run businesses or franchises. Family members get preference in the higher level jobs. Poor applicants get offered the menial jobs with extremely low wages and little or no hope of advancement. Employee exploitation is rampant. 
One of our first becadas was a very intelligent and loyal Pollo Campero employee for some 7 years. A new manager came in and changed her work schedule so she could not attend classes in her last year of school. Hilda tried to renegotiate her schedule, but was unsuccessful. She was told education was her problem, not the manager’s. The previous manager had been able to accommodate her one day of classes for years. It seemed to be a deliberate sabotage of education by the new manager. Hilda quite her job and moved back home, deciding her education was more important. Her huge family is living on less now.  

Becada Cristina wrote to say she applied for work during the holidays. She was offered $20 or more per day by the owner of a copy shop and internet cafe. She was thrilled with the opportunity and training she was going through. She said she was learning so much! I knew unemployed teachers who were driving taxis that would give their first born for such high wages. For a girl still in school, this was unbelievable!  
First, holiday jobs are not available. Employers are not interested in student employees when they can get other full time employees all year long for very little. My second concern was this was a set up and wages would not be anywhere close to what the owner was promising. I go to copy shops regularly when in Coatepeque. I never see one mobbed with customers. Nor do I pay much for the copies I need or for the use of the internet.  There is a copy shop – internet café in every block. Cristina’s understanding of the job sounded very vague, something about helping students to do their school report research. The schools were on summer break! What reports? Was she being paid to do student’s school reports? I was also very suspicious about why all of the previous employees had disappeared.   
I sent Cristina a list of questions to ask the employer regarding wages and work expectations. I also strongly suggested she speak with a former employee, if possible.  She was able to do both. Employers prey on the poor and ignorant. The reality was that she would receive 10 quetzales ($1.25) per day plus commission above a certain amount of sales. According to the previous employee, the receipts had never gone over the minimum, but she had had a good time.  After her bus fare (8 quetzales or $1) and lunch, Cristina would have been paying for the privilege to work. She also would have missed precious time when she could have been practicing her English or preparing for her next school year. Or, she simply could have been part of the family during the Christmas season.. 

Always on the lookout for employment opportunities, I stopped by a restaurant that was advertizing Help Wanted. I explained who I was and that I would like to talk to the manager about the job and briefly explained why. I wanted to offer two part time girls who would be energetic workers and wanted to know what the schedule would be and the pay. There were three people standing at the counter. Although they did not say who the manager was, two deferred to the third person who spoke up. Not only would “the manager” not talk to me, but I was told if the girls came to apply, I would not be permitted at the interview. I left wondering if this was another commission paid job in a job with several wait staff already standing around the empty restaurant.
Being a former business professor, I may be somewhat biased, but I feel the best chance of employment for women in a macho country is in business, but bigger Guatemalan or international businesses. Fortunately, business employment is not limited to small family controlled entities. There are many other players. You can’t drive around Guatemala City without seeing many familiar international names. There are loads of tourist based businesses like hotels as well as IBM, Avon and a host of others. These companies are hopefully more open to talent and ability, rather than connections alone. Guatemala’s future is not an increase in farm exports, but may grow in tourism and international trade. 
Thus, Spirit only offers scholarships in the business related fields of Law, accounting, administration and systems engineering, with an emphasis on the higher paid accounting and systems engineering.
In 2009, the government changed the tax law so that all businesses need audited Tax returns. There will be a huge need for auditors. Our graduate, Sindi, is taking her public auditor, CPA equivalent, exam this May and will be poised to help fill this demand. We encourage new applicants to consider this field. In career counseling, I carefully discuss career supply and demand and how it affects future wages.  There are a ton of farm workers, so the pay is extremely low, I tell them. Then I present the figures for the careers we support. 
One applicant, from a village I have not visited before, came for some preliminary information. She came a year before she would need the scholarship. She wanted to be a secretary, which we do not offer. After hearing the list of careers we do offer, she quickly settled on Administration. I suggested she consider our other options. She should interview people in Administration, Accounting and Systems careers. Ask them what they do and how much they make. 
As an applicant, I told her she must also consider where her talent and her heart was. I explained I could never be a doctor or nurse, because I can’t stomach blood. She had to be happy in her career because she would spend so much time working in it. However, her heart, her ability and supply and demand figures all had to go into her career choice.  Why dedicate so much of your life studying, only to become a taxi driver waiting on the corner. 
She took my advice to heart. Prior to my departure, she came back to say she wanted to study accounting. A man she interviewed, earned 20,000 Q ($2500) per month, an astronomical amount! She has a year to improve her grades and prepare her application. She now has a goal to work for.  

When introducing the program to new villages and applicant families, I also discuss the problem of job competition. I offer the example of a male accounting university graduate and a female graduate applying for the same job. I then say they both have a grade point average of 75%. Who do they think will be offered the job, I ask? Generally they get the correct answer – the male applicant. After all, this is macho Guatemala. 
Then I change the example to the male has a 75% GPA, but the female has 85% plus a working knowledge of English, which we require. Again, I ask who would be hired. Sometimes, they need to think about this awhile, but generally brighten up to say the woman. The point is that English has real commercial value and will give them the edge in the job marketplace, as will superior academic results. I have had the girls come back with the often repeated phrase; “girls have to be twice as good to be accepted as equal”. 
Underlying the Spirit rules, procedures, program and demands is to teach the girls commitment and responsibility, training them to be valuable employees, rather than campesinos- village farmers.  

The last Spirit requirement is the becadas promise to “Pay it forward” by providing a scholarship to a relative, neighbor, friend or stranger. This is something I will probably not be around to see and would not be able to enforce, but honor and ethics is also very important in a Spirit becada.  They will be part of the financial elite as a result of their gift, a gift that needs to be shared. 
CHAPTER SEVEN

SPONSORS - OUR GODPARENTS
Transparency

Spirit was becoming known and the quantity and quality of applicants was rapidly increasing.  Instead of 2-3 applicants, we were getting 6-8 each year. I felt we were finally on the right road. In 2008, we received some 30 applications. I was overwhelmed!

Spirit is different from other scholarship providing charities in two ways. The first difference is huge and crucial. Unlike other similar charities, we invite sponsors to have a relationship with their goddaughter. We do not pay lip service to this. Each girl must write to her godparent monthly through emails in English. I receive copies, to make sure they are making an appropriate effort. We expect disjointed sentences during the first year and very limited discussion topics, but look for improvement. “Hello godmother, how are you? Good-by”, does not work.  

The purpose of the emails is to promote the sharing of cultures and the girl’s life with sponsors who generally have an interest in their young girl’s life. It is also a way to reinforce the need for English from day one. With dictionary on hand, she must write. When she receives a response, she must learn to translate and understand her godparent’s words so she can respond. After the first few months, we do not provide translation services for the girls.

In a few cases, this is a reluctant chore for the girl. However, most of the girls enjoy the sharing opportunity. The godparent becomes an important member of her family. Having two “parents” supporting and caring about her success gives her tremendous value. The sponsor truly becomes a guardian angel and part of her family. 

One girl wrote:

“knowing that a stranger, whom I will probably never meet, cares enough to give me the opportunity of an education is incredible! It makes me feel so special.” 

Ilsy always writes “To my dearest ones”.

 I have been asked to take back gifts for the girl’s special angels. There have been large painted plates, statues and two huge framed weavings about 24x30 inches. Fortunately many girls send little beaded bracelets or necklaces that I can tuck into my luggage.

Luz, a girl with an infectious giggle, is sponsored by a family with three daughters. Most of the correspondence is between Luz and the oldest girl, Kirsten. Luz is now nineteen and Kirsten is in middle school, but they are avid correspondents.  They talk about favorite movies, famous people and growing up problems in their respective schools. If Luz misses a week, she is full of apologies.  While I do not get copies of Kirsten’s emails, I sense she is equally involved in this long distance friendship.  This cultural exchange is beautiful!

We now also have Magic Jack. In the future, the girls will have to phone their godparents, at least once a semester. Any was the first one to call her godmother, Joan. Although Any had a slight case of stage fright when I told she could call right away, both said they had a great time talking with each other.  

The other way we foster relationships is to invite godparents to come to Guatemala, when I am down working with the girls. Joan was our first visitor. She came at the end of our second year. Devora was so excited about the visit, that, a half hour after our arrival, she showed up at the door with a huge bouquet of Roses. She lived quite a distance away, so was probably waiting nearby.  Devora was learning English and Joan had studied some Spanish. Neither was particularly fluent, but they had a wonderful time sharing their days together. 

Ann has visited her girls twice and loved seeing them both.  Joe, Blanca’s godfather, has been eagerly following her progress for the last four years. He and his wife are already planning to be there when Blanca graduates with her law degree in a couple of years. 

Fostering relationships is for the benefit of both the becada and the godparent. The becada gains value, knowing someone believes in them. The godparent gains confidence that we are doing as we say. We work hard to be transparent. 

Three years ago, I received a phone call from Reve and Otto. Reve came across our web site while surfing for charity locations in Guatemala. She was looking for the charity she had been supporting for years, but without success. She noticed that we also operated around the Coatepeque area, where her sponsored child lived. Her story was not a new one. I had heard two similar stories about this same charity. Reve had been sponsoring a girl through this large charity that advertized frequently on television. I had seen the dirty, sad looking little boy that was from Solola Guatemala. I heard the plea for pennies a day to put him in school and give him food and health care. 

After eleven years of sponsorship, Reve decided to accept their advertized offer to “have a relationship with her child”. Her Rosenda was now fifteen years old. She had contacted the national headquarters, but was having trouble arranging the meeting. I somewhat cautiously offered to do what I could and said I would be their interpreter. The organization was going to charge $200 for their interpreter’s services, for a meeting that lasted a little over one hour. Otto, Reve and I were required to have extensive police and character reports at $60 each. Otto was a policeman and Reve was determined, especially after all the road blocks. All the paperwork was done prior to my departure for Coatepeque. I expected to see them in two weeks. 

I recieved a frantic call from Reve, saying they were unable to get the corporate office to give them the contact name and phone number in Coatepeque. I was not surprised, but told her that I could probably find the place, as it was a small world in Coatepeque. I did, and walked into the local office to introduce myself. They were definitely shocked and dismayed. As they spluttered about, I politely told them that Rosenda’s godparents would be there the following week, as organized, to visit with Rosenda. 

The visit was short and Rosenda and her mother were constantly surrounded by a wall of the organization’s employees. The three of us were not even allowed on the same side of a huge long barrier of tables. There was certainly no possibility of a subsequent visit, even though her sponsors were in the area for a week. 

Rosenda’s mother saw me in Colomba the following June. I called Reve and she flew down immediately. Together, we visited their home and heard the story of the eleven years of scholarships. Yes, Resenda was sent to school- for the first three years. Since then, the nearly destitute family has been paying the school fees. She had not been in school during the previous year. She was instructed to lie. Rosenda claimed they could show us many children in the program, none of whom were in school. The only actual annual benefit was a small bag of food at Christmas, period. 

Reve spent several days with Rosenda and on one visit, they were discovered by a charity employee. The family was threatened with being cut off, but decided the relationship was more important than the bag of food. 

I could go on, but the point is, a charity must fulfill its pledge to sponsors. Charity should mean helping others, not taking the money from generous donors for other purposes. The Coatepeque location had a huge fairly new church where a revival was going on during one of my visits. Shortly after our second contact with Rosenda, which the organization discovered, the charity sent out notices of a name change, as they were combining with another organization. Name change withstanding, another sponsor said it was business as usual; requests for money, money and more money.
The charity had claimed that the police reports and red tape was to protect their children from predators. While we acknowledge that there are child predators in this world, I’m am inclined to believe most would not consider sending hundreds of dollars annually for over a decade, in order to have access to a potential victim. Even if this is a frequent occurrence, transparency is still important. There are ways to accomplish this without subterfuge and lies. 

Our godparents receive emails from the girls, discussing what happened at school. They receive their grades regularly. They can ask their girl questions directly about their progress and receive direct answers. 

To safeguard our girls, we tell them they may have a visit from a godparent, but in the event that the godparent is a male, and I am not there, they should enjoy the visit, but include a brother or father at the meeting. Under no circumstances do they have any obligation, other than friendship.  

Above all, sponsors need to know their money is going toward the purpose intended and there is indeed a real recipient of their generosity.. 

Recipient benefits
The second difference is 100% of the scholarship money goes to the girl’s expenses. We realize this would not be possible for mega corporations operating around the world, but we are volunteers giving back.  

Godparents can demand a financial accounting of where their money went. One of our Canadian godmothers, who had visited her girl several times, did demand an accounting for the previous 2 ½ years. I sent her the list of expenses and the total was more than the scholarship amount sent by her. 

Sponsors are asked to pay for the basic costs of school, transportation, uniforms and English classes.  There are numerous other expenses on behalf of the girls, such as audio equipment for the language programs, an increasing number of textbooks, dental and medical treatment, etc, etc. 

All of the girls are in commerce fields, so need access to a computer. We had tried to fulfill this need by putting computers into libraries, but they were often so full of viruses, as to be non-functional. We also had issues with the computers being stripped of internal parts. 

Fortunately, people hear about us and decide to become involved. I answered an ad for a reconditioned computer. Tom now provides all our Dell laptops for the girls at little above his cost. He also taught me how to do basic repairs and gave me a parts inventory. The girls can do their homework and practice with their computerized English language program. The laptops can be tucked away, out of sight. For the girl’s protection, we deface the computers by engraving and painting Property of Spirit across the top. So far, we have not lost one computer to thieves. 
We try to help the girls and families through donations. A woman heard about the girls and contacted her sister. Kelly was a clothes designer for Swatfame. The Los Angeles firm sent two huge boxes of their stylish clothing samples. The girls were thrilled. Their clothes history had been limited to hand-me-downs or the dollar jumble pile in the market street. 

Every time I go down to Coatepeque, there is another need to fulfill. In 2009, the request was for underwear. They could not even afford underwear! 

Sucely started with us in 2009. After she was accepted and in the program, I realized something was wrong. I was working with the new girls, getting them started on English sounds. She was having trouble retaining information. This did not fit, as her grades and recommendations were excellent. This exercise was simple repetition of sounds in a relaxed atmosphere. After class, I asked to talk to her. I discovered that while traveling to school in her last year of middle school, she had been in three different truck accidents. The most recent was the previous month and was a head injury.  She was suffering from severe headaches. Her medicine cost was $300. We decided we could not drop her from the program for something beyond her control, so agreed to buy the medicine. In the future, we will ask for medical reports as part of the applications, so we won’t have expensive surprises. 

Finding Sponsors

The godparent search has been a huge effort. In the early years, we found them through word of mouth. They were friends, neighbors and members of our community service groups. One or another of the board members knew the godparents personally. They were low risk benefactors for these lovely young women. Eventually, sponsors became friends of friends.  

Prior to the economic recession of 2008, we were small and only had a handful of appropriate applicants. There were plenty of generous people acquired by word of mouth. Finding godparents was reasonably easy. In June 2008, that changed. I received some thirty applications in June and that Fall the stock market fell. 

I felt totally immobilized with shock. Why thirty applicants when we had been getting a half dozen or so.  Many of the applications were from people who had money. They may not have been wealthy, but they certainly had enough to provide an education for their children and comfortably pay their other bills. I had worked hard to make sure the school administrators realized that the objective is to provide education for the poor. At the time, I didn’t understand this deluge, but I set a number of the applications aside, on the do not proceed pile. 

.  

The process from receipt of the application to being matched with a sponsor is fairly long and involved. The applicant must go through an interview, then a second one with her parents. This is followed up by a visit to the family home. This visit is to make sure there is extreme need, meet the family and see where and how the girl is studying. 

One of our high school administrators, Alberto, recommended Carmen. Her application stated a very low income.  Her mother earned very little and her father was gone. Her grades were excellent. I have learned to take my manager to interviews with me. Two sets of eyes are better than one. Carmen lived quite a distance from the nearest public transport and the hike up and down hills was tiring on that hot morning. Once we arrived at her modern cement and stucco house the picture was very different from her application. The kitchen had a refrigerator, microwave and modern stove and oven. In pride of place in the living room was a large TV.  Her mother had dressed up for the interview and was wearing some very nice jewelry.  We did not continue with the application.

Once these steps are completed and a girl is approved, she is accepted as an applicant-in-waiting. Her family is told this is not a promise of a scholarship. It only means that the directors will do their best to promote her application. She will be listed on our web site and fliers will be prepared to give to interested contacts. We do not assign godparents. They make their own choices. Charlotte chose Cesia because they are both accountants. Joan chose Helen because the applicant had her mother’s name.
I imagine it is a time of intense prayers by the girls. Will she be a chosen one? Will she have a future? If a girl is chosen, it is a provisional acceptance. Each girl’s scholarship still depends on her final grades of that year.
When a girl moves from the provisional list to the chosen, I call her right away. I too am excited about this and can’t wait to share the good news. While there is immense joy, there is still the pressure of final grades. When I called Paola, the screams of joy were heart warming. Paola lives in little more than a grass and scrap board house miles from Coatepeque, but I received a copy of her thanks to her godmother that same afternoon. 

Each time I make the call, I can hear the relief and joy in their screams or small whispers. Knowing I could be a small part of giving a girl a future makes the hard work worthwhile. I know my smile is bigger than the new becada’s. 

Sponsors are godmothers, godfathers and even godgroups. I ask that godgroups have a spokesperson who will be in charge of the group. This makes it easier for the becada and email writing. 

Finding sponsors has been an endless challenge, a chicken versus the egg situation. Do we search for godparents in advance and hope they stay committed until the next Fall, or do we find applicants and hope we can find enough sponsors. Finding sponsors first has the problem of enthusiasm of the moment versus the timing of application provisional approval. 
I have met people who are interested in January, but who have become involved in other things by July, when we have our next applicants. Do we wait until July to promote applicants and perhaps not have time to find enough sponsors? Do we give hope when we can not deliver the dream? Autumn is always a stressful busy time for us.  

Other Fundraising
Spirit does not have an advertizing budget. The money goes to the girl. Letters to philanthropists have not brought in one dime. Proposals to the media in the U.S. have also been a dead end. Yet we have to fund what we can not ask the sponsors to provide. Laptop computers alone have totaled over $4200. We also buy medicines, school supplies, textbooks, medical exams. Etc. 

For several years, I have been purchasing Mayan made coffee and handicrafts for resale. This helps the Mayan families feed their children and the profits go to extra needs of our girls. For several years, I brought back the wonderful Guatemalan mountain coffee. The rich smell that drifted out of my spare room was heavenly. However, this is not feasible with the new airlines luggage fees. It also was a heavy load to wrestle back home.  

More recently, I have been bringing back Mayan made handicrafts and jewelry.  They are of wonderful quality and design and the Mayans are always coming up with new designs. They are easy to bring back and people look forward to seeing the new designs. Each trip brings new  ideas, 
CHAPTER EIGHT
NOBODY PROMISED THAT MANAGING A CHARITY WAS EASY 
Another manager- another agenda
I left Guatemala in June 2004 with the realization that with Beatrice as manager, politics was controlling Spirit’s growth. That had to change!

During the next few months, I cast out feelers for another possible volunteer manager. I had met many of the town’s leading citizens and worked with them on other projects. I also met their wives and got to know several of them. Almost none of them worked and they all had servants. I had been to their club where we sat by the pool and drank colas several times. I had hoped they would be sympathetic about the need to help the poor get out of their endless poverty. I hoped that at least one of them would want to celebrate their good fortune and prosperous lifestyle by helping our girls who had nothing.  They would need to dedicate two hours a week. 

None of them had two hours to give. Their child had a cold. There were trying to adopt a baby.  They were do just too busy. Finally, one person came up with Edna, a woman who did community service work. 

The changeover decision was easier to make than expected. Coatepeque friends were concerned about possible retaliation if I terminated Beatriz as manager. However, in December, she was more involved in her pharmacy store medical practice, seeing patients and promoting drug sales. She was unable to come to the airport to pick me up due to her late clinic hours, so her husband, Tito, arrived alone. Normally they would both have come and before he lost his job as mayor, an armed guard would ride in the back of the truck. My flight arrived at 10:30 PM. On the four hour trip back to Coatepeque, Tito explained that he liked me and single women needed happiness. In spite of my increasingly less polite refusals, he insisted he would give it to me. It was too dangerous to jump out of the car that late at night, but the trip was long and very stressful. 
Fortunately, Edna agreed to be our new manager. After expressing hopes of success for Beatrice in her new practice, I promptly made the necessary changeover. I went over the job requirements, which were enrolling the girls, paying the bills, collecting the grades, sending the results and being in contact with me in the event there were problems between my visits.
One of the first changes Edna and I made was with the ailing English lessons.  Giving the girls equipment for self teaching, just wasn’t working. Hiring the middle school English teacher, who could not understand “how are you”, was not an option. After discussing my goal, Edna came up with the name of a local woman who spoke excellent English. Jackie was not a teacher, but would be happy to teach the girls for three hours on Wednesdays. We paid her 400Q ($50) or one third of the wages for teachers working full time. The girls had a time and place reserved for English at the local library. The morning high school director agreed to let our girls out for the class, as long as they were responsible for making up missed school work. We now had an English speakiong teacher. I returned to the states delighted with the paid teacher and new volunteer, Edna.    
When I returned five months later, I visited the English class. Edna loved meeting the girls at the weekly classes and the girls seemed to like her. While this was excellent, I did not make the mistake again of putting too much authority and power in the hands of the manager. Instead, I maintained my connections with the school administrators and worked hard at recruitment. We did more TV shows and I organized more presentations. I introduced Edna as my eyes and ears while I was in the states. She was the person who would be the go-between. 

I continued to receive copies of the girl’s emails to their sponsors and several told about making brownies in English class. While I adore chocolate, I was not as happy about this exercise as the girls were. I could not figure out what brownies had to do with speaking and understanding English. However, due to the lack of communication, that explanation would have to wait until my next trip. 
It very quickly became apparent that communication with Edna was going to be a problem. During the first semester, I wrote several times asking for information, but did not receive responses. This became a more critical issue as my return to Coatepeque came closer. I needed to know how much money we had in the bank account. I had to budget and wire enough money to get through the next semester. I wrote several times, but there was no response. I sent an estimated amount. 

I did not want to send massive amounts of money to Guatemala for three reasons. First, while teaching in Morelia Mexico, I had been through a nasty monetary experience. On their September revolution day celebration, the government moved in and took over the banks. Foreigners and locals were financially wiped out. Money was not safe or insured. The exchange rate had changed drastically that year. In February, the peso started sliding from the long standing 29 pesos per dollar. The day I crossed the border, it dropped to 70 Pesos. Within a few weeks, the rate was close to 100 per dollar. After the bank takeover, the rate was 160 per dollar on the black market. My students were living through enormous exchange rate risk and hyper inflation. On my return, I met a man who had retired the previous January and deposited $250,000 in a Mexican dollar account. That November, he might have been able to return to the U.S. with $60,000, if he had access to the black market.  He sadly said he would have to stay and die in Mexico. He couldn’t afford to go home. 
Guatemalan currency appeared stabile, but I did not want to lose Spirit Foundation money due to a falling currency or bank failures. I also did not want to put huge amounts of temptation in front of a new manager. I did not know Edna well. 

On my next trip, I took Edna to lunch, where we could discuss the previous semester in congenial surroundings. We went over the financial records she had for that first semester. They seemed in order, but she wanted to keep them for the rest of the year. I particularly wanted to establish the need for better communication through emails. I used money, so she could pay the bills, as the key example. Edna was adamant that she would not be learning how to do emails, but she would ask her husband to read the emails in a more timely fashion. This did not happen.   
At the end of the third semester, I was again in Coatepeque. During that month, I attended every English class. The teacher only attended part of the first class. I asked several students if this was normal and they answered in the affirmative. 
I spoke with Jackie about her absenteeism. She said she thought bringing, or having a girl bring worksheets, busy work, was enough to fulfill her teaching obligation. She was too busy starting her exercise business to do more.

As Edna had also attended these classes, I asked her why she hadn’t bothered to mention Jackie’s continual absences so we could correct the problem. She was writing checks for a teacher who was not teaching and she knew it! She shrugged it off as not important or part of her job. 
To say I was frustrated was an understatement. Our pledge to sponsors – godparents is that their money will be used appropriately and the girls would be receiving English instruction. This did not happen.  

So we were back to square one, regarding the English program. I had to somehow get Edna to realize the importance of monitoring more than the girl’s attendance on Wednesdays. She did not have to resolve the problems. I would be the witch from the north. All she had to do was alert me about issues that were not running smoothly. 

I again spoke with Edna about the need for a real English teacher who would actually show up for class and teach something. I was about ready to approach the professor from the university, a required subject for graduation. I felt a man would set the girls back into the male dominating world. I preferred a woman for these girls who were finding their self confidence and worth, but the woman had to be there. Fortunately Edna came up with another name. 
Sandy is Canadian born, married to a Guatemalan and lives in a village north of Coatepeque. She was delighted to start teaching the girls. When we first met, she was finishing her master’s degree in language instruction and had taught in most of the area schools. She had not, however, enjoyed her classes. She explained that her English classes were required classes. Coatepeque is so far off the international track, that English is rarely heard. If there is no perceived use for learning something, why do it? Students need a purpose, a reason. 

Sandy started the classes. I went home hopeful. Here was a better possible solution than we had had so far.   

The girls seemed to like Sandy and I heard no more about baking brownies. However, on subsequent visits all they were doing was filling in worksheets. I realized Sandy needed resources and ideas to replace the standard Guatemalan teaching method of grammar, grammar and more grammar exercises. I brought books and suggestions on how to get more spoken and listening activities incorporated into the classes. I explained how the modern language instruction was not taught in the native language, but almost exclusively in the foreign language, ie; English. I asked that she spend most of the class using English, as the girls needed to practice what they were learning. They needed to hear good English from a native speaker. They needed to start using  language to communicate ideas. As toddlers, we do not learn grammar. We learn nouns and start speaking. Learning verbs that were not used in spoken English anymore, was not what I felt was necessary. While their emails were marginally better, many of our girls still could not speak or understand basic phrases in English. 
Sandy continued with her worksheets and the girls started complaining about being bored in class. I could understand why. Was I trying to do the impossible in this region of Guatemala where our choices were so limited?  Either I was trying the impossible or I needed to train the teacher. Bringing in alternative instructional materials was not enough.  

In 2007, neither Edna nor her husband, were communicating via email, so I had arranged with one of the becadas to do the emailing of grades and act as message go-between for a small salary. It was becoming more difficult to run Spirit long distance. Her salary was 200 quetzales or twenty-five dollars per month. 
Edna and I continued to limp along the first semester 2008. However, during my June trip that year, I heard from two girls that she had been bad mouthing the foundation, and complaining that she wasn’t getting paid. No one was getting paid, other than the assistant who was doing her job, the English teacher and the schools. She had agreed to work as a volunteer and had never discussed her wish for a salary. 

First one becada, then a second girl sidled into my room at the hotel to discuss something very private that I should know. One girl had heard the news from overhearing bus passengers sitting in front of her and the other from family friends. Edna’s husband, Caesar, managed a property co-op and the accountant discovered he had been stealing from the co-op and told the investors. Within a short time, the accountant had been assassinated. I went to a trusted friend and asked if he had heard anything about Caesar. I did not mention why I was asking. He said “yes”. He went on to say that while they could not prove anything, as the accountant was dead, the owners of the co-op all believed Caesar had stolen so much that the co-op was heading toward bankruptcy. 

At first, I simply could not take it in. Our wealthy manager wanted money from the girl’s program while her husband was taking money from his co-op job. I had not been able to get the accounting records that June and this concerned me. I was thankful that I had not wired down extra money, other than the budgeted amount. 

This was close to the end of my stay, so I left with a lot to think about. Edna was liked by the girls, but I was not getting basic reports in anything close to a timely fashion. As manager, she was not reporting problems as they came up. More importantly, this murder was apparently common knowledge on the street. Did I want Spirit to be associated with a perceived, albeit unproven assassin and thief? 

During the second semester, 2008, the board and I discussed this many times. We agreed this was not a good position, if it was indeed as widely know as it seemed. However, I did not want to be chief target on the next hit list. How could we dispense with Edna’s services without causing serious and dangerous problems for me and the foundation? 
Spirits at Work

Who would we get to replace her that would be any better? This became the key question. During the previous seven years, I had met so very many poor who had little or no control over their lives and fewer options. I met middle to upper income people who had no interest in helping the poor, or were blatantly exploiting them. Then there was the member of one of the ruling families and his bizarre way of manipulating the poor through their religion. 

I also met a small handful of people who worked earnestly to help the poor.  However, it seemed as if the proportions were out of balance. They were few and far between. I was obviously having trouble identifying them. Little by little, I turned over the idea of the poor helping the poor. Would this work? 
During the June trip, I had two unusual applications. Miguel came with an application for his daughter. Normally, I would see the girl or the girl and her mother at my door. I explained the process and the next step. If the application was acceptable, I would organize an interview. I also received thirty some other applications and was swamped with translating, sorting and scheduling interviews, along with the normal business of running Spirit. Establishing a charity is not easy. It is so much more than just throwing money at a location. 
Miguel would return almost daily to ask if there was something else I needed to complete Any’s application. Each time, I assured him that the application was just fine and I would be in touch. He was always extremely respectful, but I knew he desperately wanted me to assure him that his daughter would be awarded a scholarship.  I, of course, could not do so. First, I had to meet the girl, then there were many more steps and time was needed to find a sponsor.  On his sixth visit in as many days, I was almost ready to snarl, “leave me alone. I will get to it as soon as I can”. I had enough of these daily inquiries taking up my time. I generally had half dozen others waiting for my time.   

A respected friend, who worked nearby, had observed Miguel’s daily trips. One day, he stopped me to explain that Miguel was one of the most dedicated men he knew. He worked hard to better the lives of his neighbors and his community, but he didn’t have any money. He had lost his job as an accountant several years before due to his age. He was in his fifties, but has three children in school.

The second applicant was Mercy. She came with her mother, Sandra. Sandra was a ball of energy, confidence and was an aggressively determined woman. She was the antithesis of the average quiet, subdued Coatepeque woman. She nursed her invalid husband several years before he died and was providing for her two children by selling chips and snow cones out of her house. She had a quick understanding, but her speech wais just as fast. I got lost talking with her every time. However, she wais a strong role model who believed in education. 
For the many years I had been working in Guatemala, I had been warned that rocking boats would be dangerous. Life was cheap in this part of the world. I had observed so many people, constantly looking over their shoulders, living with this fear daily. During the fall in 2008, the reality became all too clear. Edna and a group of wealthy citizens formed a committee to rid Coatepeque of the bus station and the 100 year old market. Granted the market was a series of dirty, rat infested stalls spilling out of several crowded streets and alleys, but it was centrally located.  The committee was forcing the vendors and shoppers out of the old marketplace and into the new market, some two kilometers away on the edge of town. The poor customers and vendors were predictably not in favor of the move. The bus fares to get to the market would run Q4 or 1/6 of the daily income for many. People would shop elsewhere.   
In June, I had discussed this proposed move with Edna. She said it was for the good of the community, because they could build a theater on the land. I asked why they didn’t build a new cleaner, multi story market on the land or vacant bus station lot and still have their theater. It would be central and therefore accessible for the poor on foot.  She blithely brushed off my question, saying they could easily take a bus to the new distant market. I found her attitude crass and unfeeling. She had no concept of the value of money to someone who had so little. 
In October, I received a flurry of emails from friends and becadas about several murders. Three people had been killed. They were all middle class. No one knew why these people had been targeted, but some friends sent their families out of town for safety. Eventually, a hit list circulated. It was a list of the urban renewal committee and Edna was on that list. 
For the next few months, she spent her time fleeing to Guatemala City, then sneaking back. She was gone more than at home, hiding from the assassins. It was ironic that the wife of a man thought to be an assassin, was running from them.  Obviously, she was unable to function as our manager in any meaningful way. 

The board and I decided a change was necessary and the time was right. I left on the December trip, preparing for discussions with Miguel and Sandra. If they could share the manager’s job, we would have a woman to work with the girls at their English classes and be their role model. We would also have a man with accounting experience as our financial manager.  I hoped they would be a good team. Sandra was quick and Miguel a slow plodder. They could keep each other in check and balance.  The separate meetings with Sandra and Miguel went very well. 

I expressed concern with Edna’s current lifestyle and said I understood why she was unable to function as a manager. I wished her safe and well. Since then, I have heard stories of how she is trying to verbally destroy Spirit’s reputation. My informant did not seem very concerned. 
During 2009, I learned over and over, how inspired the changeover decision was. If you want to help the poor, go to the poor – selectively. Not all the poor are honest and without greed. I learned that with Tito. However, Miguel is not a Tito. 

He does not understand the computer, but his daughter was studying computer science. I had emails, discussing problems, relaying information and notices of new concerns from the first days.  I would ask for information that previously took a month for an answer, if I even received a response, with Miguel, I would get the response in a day or two at the most. 

By the second month, Miguel had discovered one becada was defrauding the foundation by grossly padding her expenses. She had been doing this for eighteen months that we know of. He dug out legal books to avoid paying for monthly fees charged by one school for the month after graduation when the school was closed. He moved money when there was a possibility of another bank failure.  His often repeated refrain is; “Spirit will not lose one quetzale while I am manager”. 

He would not take money for his work. He claims it is an honor to be able to manage the scholarship program. I have a constant battle every six months when I am down there. I am determined he should be reimbursed for his expenses, as I know he does not have the money. He should also receive some money for his time, which is above and beyond what previous managers have given. He has saved us money and me enormous stress. This battle over the salary continues.
Sandra sends me grades every quarter and takes attendance at the English classes. Classes now meet on two separate days, as the group has gotten too large for one day. With mid semester information, we can head off problems before too much time has passed and a semester is wasted. 

Sandra has managed her tiny store, but never anything like the foundation. Miguel was extremely nervous about making decisions and, therefore, mistakes in the beginning. One of my projects for 2009 was to grow the management team. I worked with Miguel through many of the issues, gently drawing out his thoughts and feelings. He is so much more than the well meaning plodder. I am finding that sometimes slow and cautious thinking is the best. He is teaching me and I teach him.  He has grown to where he is taking more responsibility for the small stuff. 
I took down Magic Jack in December 2009. He loves it! The instant contact is vital for both of us. Problems are discussed and solved quickly. 

The long term goal is to create a management board in Guatemala. I do not want the foundation to fold if something should happen to me. Other U.S. board members do not have the local experience and time necessary to run the program in Guatemala. 
The Guatemalan board will eventually be responsible for running the foundation there. This will include accepting applications and doing the culling and interviewing of applicants. As the girls graduate, some will be asked to be part of this board. It can be part of their “paying it forward”.  They have come from the poor villages, know what is required and necessary to succeed in the program and will be models of the possibilities for educated women. Sindi is the first graduate and wants to become active on the board after her public exams. It will be a good step.  
CHAPTER NINE
EXPECTATIONS 
I worked endlessly to sell the idea of education for women. Each visit, I would work to exhaustion visiting villages. On one such trip, Sindi arranged a meeting at the Galvez primary school. This was the village we visited that first Christmas. We arrived a few minutes early to prepare, but no one was there. A half hour later we had an audience of a couple of children. Eventually, a small group of people drifted in and we started the presentation. The fathers listened and again the mothers were silent. At the end of my presentation and Sindi’s explanation, one father asked when they would receive the money. I explained that the families never received the money, as we paid the schools directly. The families drifted off, without further interest. Sindi was disgusted, but not surprised. She explained that they came for the money. Most of the people in her village were not interested in education.  They wanted gifts of money. 

We tried another girl in that village, but she never made her grades and on a visit to her house, the English equipment and books were found in a dirty box full of broken odds and ends. It was obvious no one had touched them for months. Education was not valued. 
Theo’s father’s refusal to allow Febe the opportunity of a scholarship came about the same time. Clearly, I needed to convince the villagers and more importantly the fathers, that education has tremendous value. Without the fathers’ commitment to the opportunity, the girls would not get the support they needed. 
Selling Education
This was the year that the coffee had been destroyed. That June, the full implication of what the future would bring had not yet hit the families.The financial reality was biting deep, but had not sunk into their consciousness. They had not gone through the coffee picking months yet, when traditionally they earned most of their annual income. One hundred and fifty years of lifestyle was not relinquished overnight. As long as they still had some money, they did not fully face or prepare for the changing reality. 

I talked to villagers a lot about the inevitable change they had to face. I observed their body language which pretty clearly said, this foreign woman doesn’t know what she is talking about. The polite skepticism was written in their posture, in their lack of attention and on their faces. They simply were not buying it. 
I returned in December. This was the time of year when the villagers, men, women and children would have been working on the coffee harvest. This time, they were unemployed, hungry and I had their attention. They were finally listening and many were nodding their heads. Maybe the time had come when they were ready to consider education as a way out of poverty

When talking with the scholarship families, I was much more specific. I had learned from my experience with Febe and Theodora’s father, Eprain.  During the application process and subsequently, I generally had more contact with the mothers. They wanted their daughters to have this opportunity. However, mothers were the silent parents without value. The fathers generally did not come to the meetings, until the application process required them to show up. I would not accept any excuse for not coming. Applications are incomplete until I speak with the fathers. Their taking time off to show up is their proof of interest. They came on Sundays, at 7 AM, at nights, but however reluctantly in some cases, they had to come! Up to now, that was generally the only contact I had with fathers.  

In 2007, my prime goal over the next two trips was to visit with all of the becada families in their homes. If there were two parents, both needed to be there to discuss the value of education. Fortunately, the majority of our scholarship parents are dedicated to having their daughters in the program. However, in some cases, the only way I could help, was by catering to their father’s self interest. 

In preparation, I busily gathered wage data for the various careers. I already knew the families’ incomes from the applications. I also knew a little about the lack of social security and retirement benefits in Guatemala. It would still be a hard sell to convince men who had perhaps only been through second grade, that education had a huge and necessary value. If I could get a little parental self interest going, I hoped to keep the girls in school.   
My priority visit was to Theodora and Febe’s home. I took the hot overcrowded micro bus from Coatepeque early oneSunday morning, when the whole family would be there. Previously, Joel had tried to intervene on behalf of younger daughter’ Febe, when her scholarship had been refused. He came away in failure, saying her father needed medication to function and he had stopped taking his pills. When not on meds, it was impossible to reason with him! I had some trepidation as to how the day would go. Was he functioning or not? 

El Refugio is a collection of houses along the main road that heads off west to the Dole pineapple fields. It has one cross street.  I told the driver where to let me off at the street to the school. Someone would know where I could find Theodora’s house. When I walked up to their door, there were smiles of welcome from the extended family. Theodora lived with her parents and the four siblings who are still at home. Another sibling and his family lived in another section of the house compound.  Febe was there, still not in school, although she was learning how to sew on an ancient foot powered machine. 

Her father was pleasant, welcoming and proudly showed me their farm. This farm was straight off my 8 ½ by 11 piece of paper. They had the house, a rather large corn field, fruit trees, chickens and a large well that actually had water in it.  I expressed amazement at how they were making use of every square foot of land to grow food for the family. This family could at least feed themselves. That day, Eprain was stabile, coherent and proud to show me every small and large improvement on his land. Theo’s mother and sister-in-law were busy making a Sunday feast in honor of my visit. I had grown accustomed to a family’s need to kill the fatted calf, or in rural Guatemala, the skinny chicken. I was never comfortable with the sacrifice, however, I always knew this was a meal they most likely could not afford, even on Christmas. I was also always extremely nervous about the bacteria laden water which they used to prepare the meal. 

Fortunately, at Theo’s house there was plenty of cooked food. We made a game of making tortillas. I tried to duplicate their nice uniform round tortillas. Mine were definitely free-form pieces of modern art that drew a lot of laughter from the women. We started the meal with a delicious slightly sweet, ground fresh corn soup. It was thick and boiled, therefore free of bacteria. They had roasted tomatoes and small onions, along with the sacrificial chicken. We ate under a twisted old shade tree in their back patio area. In all, the day was very pleasant. Her father was a cordial host and we ate without dramas. 
Eventually, the time came to discuss Spirit business with Theodora’s father. I was certainly more hopeful for positive results than Joel had experienced a year or so earlier.  

I asked Eprain if we could take a couple of chairs over under the fruit trees, a little farther from the noise and activity of the large family. 
My first question was; “do you intend to retire some day?”

“Well, yes” was his immediate reply.

“Do you expect your children to help you financially when you retire?”

“Yes” he responded as if that was incredibly obvious to the meanest of intelligence. 

I then asked, “how much money do you think each of your children will be able give you each month? For example, Febe, who without any advance schooling could only work as a domestic or at menial work. She would earn some 600 quetzales ($75) per month and would probably have a family to support?” Now this was a worthy question that did not seem to have a quick answer. Many rural families, Theodora’s family being one of them, were living on little more than 6oo quetzals per month. They were certainly not enjoying a life of plenty. Instead, they were doing without almost everything that they couldn’t grow. 

I then followed up with the starting wages for educated professional women, from 1400 Quetzales for high school to 4000 to 15,000 Quetzales per month for University. 

I invariably ended with “what would you like to depend on for retirement help?” 

Eprain got it! Unfortunately, I did not understand exactly what he got.

I left to return to Coatepeque believing my worries for Theodora were over, at least for now. She had graduated from high school and was excited about entering the University to study administration. Shortly after my visit, I received an email from Theodora saying Febe was going to middle school. I felt I had conquered the world! I had done something right that Sunday in El Refugio! 

Occasionally, I find mothers are part of the problem. They are less interested in making their daughters the cash cows. Instead they worry that their girls are studying too hard. They constantly urge them to take a rest. They only know second grade and can’t begin to understand that education is a full time job. These girls have to make up for years of substandard rural education and make superior grades.  It is not something they can do between picking coffee and playing in the dirt.  
I managed to visit all but one of the homes that year, Each time I arrived at a becada’s home, the required hospitality steps were offered and refused, if possible. I always carried my bottle of water to avoid the delivery of a glass of local village water. I would repeat the retirement questions. Each time I went away, I felt they understood that their daughter’s education had significant value for them personally in their old age. Each time I had received assurance that the family, father and mother, were in agreement that their girl would be allowed to continue her studies. This was a tremendous effort, because these people live one to several buses away, plus considerable walking on arrival. Travel and visits were invariably at temperatures above a humid 90 degrees and often required travelling through monsoon rains. 
I later learned that a few of the girls and their families had a more limited view of future improved earnings capacity. They understood that 1400 Quetzales was twice the 600 quetzales they could earn without further education. For them, doubling the salary potential became their goal, while I was aiming for university .What they could not see was the university 4-15,000 quetzale potential. For them, a small bird in the hand was better than a big one six or seven years farther in the future. Theodora’s father was one of them.  Karen, Merlyn and Cristina’s families were others.
Cristina joined us in our second year. She was a very good student. At the end of her senior year in high school, she wrote about her job offer at the internet café. Once I arrived and we discovered the truth of that scam, she said that her family needed her income and she was dropping the program to go to work. As her job would have been in another town, I had her gather costs for rent, food, travel and so on. The goal was to discover how much she would really be able to send home to her family with only a high school education and her salary. Once we had this number, we could look for options, other than quitting school.  
Predictably, the amount was small. She was my first assistant to manager Edna. It was a way of keeping her in school and getting the communication I needed. I also arranged for another small job to supplement that income. It brought her monthly income for her family up to about 5-600 quetzales. 
This lasted about a month. She wrote she was quitting because she was tired of scrimping and not having money. Cristina was like so many young people the world over. She could not see beyond glamour of independence, beyond having her own money. Money now had more appeal than a brighter future after more years of hard work. 

Whether talking to applicants, becadas, families or village groups, I hold out my hands. First I thrust out my left hand. This is the hand with the price or pain. Then I shove the right one forward, saying this is the premium or golden apple. Life is like a balance. For every golden apple, there is a price. For every pain, there was a premium or joy. The objective should be to pick your apples carefully and deliberately. If you are going to have pain, paying the price, make sure your premiums have great value. 
If I am speaking to the girls, I then ask them to look around them. Look at their neighbors, their childhood friends. “What are they doing while you are in school?” I ask. Often the answer is along the lines of hanging out, especially if they are too young to work. They are like Febe, sitting around her house, helping her mother and amusing herself with her neighborhood friends. If they are older, they may be working as a clerk or domestic. They can go to the park on Sundays with their friends. I ask the girls what they do during their week days and Sunday. They are, of course meeting to practice their English or studying their other courses for upcoming exams.  They are living under academic pressure. 
The next step is to realize who has the premium now and who has the pain or price later and is the pain worth the reward? The becadas at this time in their lives are definitely paying a price, going through the pain of studying and learning. Their carefree friends are enjoying their freedom, albeit it limited by extreme poverty. 

This brings us to the future. Their friends will have the lifelong pain of poverty. The girl’s golden apples or premium will be a good job and higher standard of living for her family over many years. I finish with everyone has pain and premiums. Where do you want to have your premiums? 
This is a difficult concept for many Latinas to understand. They grow up with so very little. When they have a little money, a cheap piece of sugar on a stick becomes their premium. To a hungry crying child, that is all they have and it becomes enough. They do not have the experience of planning for more.  Ana bought furniture. Gladys had her premium for a few minutes with a boy behind the bushes after school. 

The becadas and their parents have never had role models teaching them that the good life has a cost, but it is attainable. They can’t see the golden apples. They are hidden behind the wealthy landowner’s walls.  I have to keep reminding them of the premiums. Cristina settled for a tiny apple.   

High school and University is a long commitment. I spend much of my time justifying the pain, selling the premium. I deal with fathers who don’t value education, mothers who did not realize that with every benefit comes a price and teens with visions of money and independence out there.      

FAMILIES WITHOUT EXPECTATIONS AND CHOICES
During the last year or so, we have become increasingly concerned about some of our families who are dedicated to education, but have fewer and fewer choices. The economic reality has gotten in the way of even the most self sacrificing parent’s commitment toward education.  On each trip to Guatemala, I am amazed that the girls keep going and their families can continue sacrificing. In an increasing number of cases, we know the family is not managing adequately and for a variety or reasons, part time work for the becada is not possible. 
We have reduced the family’s burden by paying for the transportation, purchasing the school books, providing medical and dental care. However, the family is still doing without income from the girl at a time when their fathers and brothers are losing their jobs and income sources are disappearing.
Julia lives with her young brother and mother. When I first met the family, they lived in a very reasonable rental house. It had cement floors, several rooms and a big kitchen. They in turn rented out one of the rooms. The rent they received paid for a large part of the overall house rent. The family was just able to manage on the 600Q per month the mother received. 
Ten months later, the renter moved out and the family had to move into a one room shack in another part of town. The rent took most of their 600 Q. Julia, in her first year of university, was left with the choice of quitting school to work or try to work and study. She did not ask for permission, but took a full time job clerking at a building supply store. 

When I arrived, I was somewhat horrified to learn she was working full time. She was in violation of our firm rule of no full time work. Becada Hilda’s work had been grandfathered in under Beatrice. For the first few years, she was constantly on or just getting off probation. She finally learned extreme time managemnt and discipline to achieve GPAs in the upper eighty percentile. Hilda said that she hadn’t been living a reasonable life. All she did was work and study. She does not recommend her life style for anyone else.  I feel doing a good job at work, maintaining an 80% or higher GPA, plus studying English is an incredible load to carry. 
My first thought was to get Julia a part time job that would bring in enough income so the family could survive. Part time work is extremely rare. Well paying part time work is impossible! Before I could start looking for a job, Julia explained that she took the building supply sales job because her boss agreed to let her study. His business is very busy in the early hours of the morning, but becomes quiet the rest of the day. He has other things to do, so needs someone available for the infrequent customers later in the day. Julia is able to study during much of her work day. So far, she has maintained her grades.  She is able to work and study, but her wages are 60% of what high school graduates in business should earn.  That is the reality.  An exploitation we have to accept. 
We were also concerned about Perla, whose mother broke her leg. Her father abandoned the family and they live on the top of a mountain. It takes an hour, two buses and a ride in the back of a truck to get home from Coatepeque. Her mother supports her children by collecting milk from the cows in the adjacent pasture, when the cows have enough feed, She makes it into a type of cream cheese, then walks the country road selling the cheese to her neighbors. A year ago, I bounced along in the back of the truck then climbed the mountain trail to their home. I could not have made it in the rainy season. Their neighbors are too far away to see them and I worry about their safety. 

Last October, her mother broke her leg and could not make and sell the cheese. This was devastating for the family. They lost the income while the cows were producing milk and had extra medical expenses for her injury. More recently, we have news that mother is somewhat recovered, so that she could walk some of her usual route. However, her neighbors were feeling the effects of the economic depression and were unable to buy much cheese. For the last few months, the cows are in other greener pastures and there is no milk. She is planning on joining the millions in Guatemala City looking for better income opportunities. A satisfactory solution has yet to be found. In the meantime, Perla’s godparents are willing to send a little extra in the hopes that the family can stay together and Perla can stay in school.  

We are also worried about Ilsy and her unemployed father and brother and the yet unknown situation of possibly most of our girls. The local reality had always been bad, but is becoming dire.  Hopefully the recession or depression will quickly run its course for the Guatemalans. In the meantime, the Spirit board is committed to seeing these girls through their school programs. We can not ask godparents to shoulder more of the burden. We have had to turn to other fundraising, not easy with our economic troubles. 

The list is ever changing and enlarging. The pain becomes more intense and difficult to manage.  

CHAPTER TEN
The Girls- Making it
The Rules
In the fifth year of the program, we had eleven becadas. They had been through many Spirit growing pains, lessons and changes. They had seen girls dropped from the program for rules infractions, trying to cheat the program and pregnancies. I decided to give the girls in good standing “Spirit Dollars”. If they met their obligations; they earned dollars to spend. They could use the “money” to buy equipment, donated clothes and school supplies, or whatever else I brought down that trip. The girls had also had me, either hugging them for their success or breathing down their necks when they did not fulfill their obligations.  I would tell them I could be their angel or their worst nightmare.  We would laugh, but they knew there was truth in that statement. 
There are three hard and fast rules they must follow. 

First, they have to make their grades. We have discussed the need for superior grades, every time I see them. They are young women. Women are traditionally not as important or valuable as men. They have to remember this and prepare to work in their reality. If they want a chance, they have to be superior to the other applicants. They have to be a whole lot more superior if the other applicants are male.  Grades are critical for their future, not mine, I tell them.

Second, they must learn English. They are in a commercial field and English is the worldwide business language, at least at this time in our history. We have discussed Guatemala’s future of cheap labor for international trade and tourism. I sympathize with the fact that no one in their villages speak English. I sympathize that they can’t practice it with someone in their homes, although I encouraged them to share the equipment and lessons with their other siblings.  However, they have to learn English. If nothing else, it is part of the scholarship contract. The Spirit objective is that they have an edge in the job market. This was a surprisingly difficult requirement in the early years due to lack of qualified teachers, but that problem is well on the way to being resolved.  

Third, they must write to their godparents – sponsors monthly. This gives the becadas an immediate reason to learn English. It also makes it possible to develop a relationship with their benefactor. Our Spirit sponsors are writing their support checks to help a stranger. Although godparents are encouraged to come for a visit, many can not do so. Emails are often the only way godparents are able to share the life of their girl and her culture. I tell the girls that it is in their best interest to grow this relationship. If godparents are not getting anything out of their generous gift, they may decide not to write next year’s checks. This has happened. In cases where the girl has not done her part, we do not look for other godparents. They are too precious and scarce. 

I divide their scholarship into twelve and say this is their wages for the half hour it takes to send an email. Where and how long would it take them to earn that amount? I generally receive chagrined smiles in response to that question. It would take them weeks at $2.50 per day. 

We Get It Now!

At our last meeting before each of my departures, I give each girl a big hug. For most of the girls, this is a very necessary and special moment. It is a time when I can give that extra hug-love some may need, tell them their godparent will be so proud when I talk to them or I whisper good luck in your math or you English, etc.  However, in 2005 they surprised me. Six or seven of the girls whispered in my ear variations of, “I get it now! I will do my part.” 
I was not sure what they got.  As the bus took me back to Guatemala City, I thought about what they might have meant. For four years, I felt I had been dragging them, often kicking and screaming into their new lives. Some times, I wondered if they were hearing anything I was trying to tell them. I had taught hundreds of students and was trying to apply their experiences to the Spirit girls. Although the girls were generally making their grades, to date, I was not confident of stellar success overall.  It seemed like an uphill battle.
On the next trip, Edna presented the grades with a flourish while we were all together in the English class. The improvement was across the board and spectacular. Instead of a group average GPA around 80-81, they were averaging 84. That was an incredible surprise. Their future prospects improved. Since then they have maintained an overall 86%. This is unheard of in a country that does not grade inflate and 75% is considered excellent.  These girls from scrap wood, pieces of corrugated iron and palm frond roofed houses were taking over the schools! They became the valedictorians of the schools. They became addicted to success and being the best. 
Why at this time? Why did they get it after four years? Maybe this was another version of “The Hundreth Monkey”.  I refer to this phenomenon often and would like to share this version by Ken Keyes; . 
In 1952, on the island of Koshima, scientists were providing monkeys with sweet potatoes dropped in the sand. The monkeys liked the taste of the raw sweet potatoes, but they found the dirt unpleasant.
An 18-month-old female named Imo found she could solve the problem by washing the potatoes in a nearby stream. She taught this trick to her mother. Her playmates also learned this new way and they taught their mothers too.
This cultural innovation was gradually picked up by various monkeys before the eyes of the scientists. Between 1952 and 1958 all the young monkeys learned to wash the sandy sweet potatoes to make them more palatable. Only the adults who imitated their children learned this social improvement. Other adults kept eating the dirty sweet potatoes.
Then something startling took place. In the autumn of 1958, a certain number of Koshima monkeys were washing sweet potatoes -- the exact number is not known. Let us suppose that when the sun rose one morning there were 99 monkeys on Koshima Island who had learned to wash their sweet potatoes. Let's further suppose that later that morning, the hundredth monkey learned to wash potatoes.
THEN IT HAPPENED! 
By that evening almost everyone in the tribe was washing sweet potatoes before eating them. The added energy of this hundredth monkey somehow created an ideological breakthrough!
Spirit girls certainly had a breakthrough. Since a number of girls said “I get it”, the new becadas get it right away. They don’t take four years to understand. The training effort and gathering momentum of excellence and effort finally reached “the hundredth” becada. 
In 2006, Merlyn had done well and was valedictorian. I received a message from my manager that her minister had told her that God, through the Bible, did not want her to have the medallion honoring her accomplishment. The teachers and Administrators at her school were very upset with her and were thinking of dropping her from school program. The school requires that all students participate in all activities, as does Spirit. 

While Spirit is not church based, nor do we wish to be connected with a particular religious teaching, this minister was preventing one of our girls from reaching her potential. She was far too bright a girl to be relegated to a servant of God or her minister. I had to interfere or watch a woung woman lose her chance to get out of poverty. I brought down a variety of Biblical quotes and suggested she do her own research. She did, and discarded her minister’s claim. She explained that she had a discussion with her mother and would be making her own religious and career decisions from now on. 
During her senior year in Administration, she was going after any award she could get. She became a changed girl, listening to her heart and excellent mind, rather than her minister. Every school senior has to do a research paper as well as a group project. Merlyn was tackling these with all of her tremendous capability. The research paper was so great, that her teacher entered it in the state competition.  She won first place. The state entered her paper in the national competition. She won first place. Her country entered her paper in an international competition held in Spain. She won second place. God clearly did not say no. Later that year, she was again valedictorian. This year she proudly accepted the medallion I was asked to present at the ceremonies. Our television friend, Erwin from Punto Rojo gave her an interview on the spot. She did very well. 
Students all have to do a “practica” their senior year. They must find a business who will take then in as an unpaid employee for two months. Merlyn joined a financial co-op for her experience. At the end if the year, they offered her a permanent job as assistant auditor at an unheard of 1800 quetzales a month. Not bad for a village, high school graduate. While I don’t expect I will ever be on the minister’s friends list, Merlyn has an open future. She will one day be a university graduate and break that cultural ceiling. 

Honors and Awards

Each year, each school grade level in each career program honors the valedictorian and the escort (runner up). During 2007 and 2008, our girls were in six different program grade levels. Of the twenty-four possibilities during those two years, our girls won 16 of the honors.  In several cases, our girls took first, second and third places, competing against each other. Their class sizes ran from 40 to 45 students, most of whom were from private school backgrounds.  Their group grade average was now above 86%. We have a half dozen in the mid nineties, an unheard of grade point. The number of 100s was increasing. 

Isly told me she was making a collection of her valedictorian medallions. After her first one, she wanted many more. She is doing just that. Ilsy is not the only one who wants to cover her wall with medallions. In 2009, we had five high school graduates. Three were in administration studying together. They were the top three students in their graduating class. Another was valedictorian in her school of bi-lingual secretary and the last graduated without placing, but in a two year more difficult high school program in computation. 
Success rubs off on others

This drive for excellence and medallions quickly rubs off of the new girls. In 2007 at our big semi annual meeting, my list of topics to cover covered two pages. I needed to observe the English teacher working with the becadas. A TV reporter was coming soon to film the class in action and interview an extremely nervous Cristina and I. While English class was in progress, I was setting up a computer for later instruction in data transfer and protection. In addition to the normal English class meeting, it was our semi-annual Pizza party and business meeting. 

Director Yanira came in with a young girl and her mother. Yanira is always on my list of people to talk to, but her phone rarely works, making this difficult to impossible. She learned from our becada Ilsy that I would be at the telephone company library on Wednesday afternoon. I knew I did not have a scheduled appointment with anyone else at this time or any free time for at least three hours, when we would take a lunch break. Yanira explained they would be happy to wait, but she wanted me to meet another applicant. I invited them to sit down at a nearby table and turned to the new applicant, Arely, to suggest she watch what we were doing that day. 
Occasionally, I would glance over at them. Arely was always slouched over into a tight ball or fear or lack of self worth. Her mother consistently studied the table top. These were two beaten down people. They were at the library, but had probably been dragged to the meeting by Yanira. They appeared to have little hope and confidence. 
It was just short of three hours later that I dashed over to the table and grabbed Arely’s application. I wanted to make sure all the sections were completed before she left.  As I was reading through her essays, I had a question about one of her statements. I looked up at Arely. Her head was still down, but she had turned her head a little and was peering up at me in trepidation, and a little smile. All I saw was her two front teeth, rimmed with cheap gold colored metal and a gold colored star smack in the middle of the right front tooth. This is a cheap and all too popular poor man’s solution to severe tooth decay. People are drawn to the gold rims and stars, rather than the black color of decay showing through the enamel. 
I totally lost control! I had spent weeks and months trying to get becada’s teeth repaired and beautiful and here was the worst, to date, case of peasant misinformation and neglect. I ranted and raved, probably insulting her culture, decisions and ancestors. I ordered her to look over at the becadas and their pretty white teeth. That was what professionals should look like and becadas were professionals.  Finally, running out of steam, I shut my mouth and looked at the three mouths hanging open in front of me. I told Arely her application was complete and made arrangements for her to come to the hotel the following day for the next step. They fled. I went back to pizza and a long afternoon.  

The next day, I was visiting with another becada when Arely timidly knocked on my door. Wendy quickly included Arely in the conversation and soon the two girls were talking nonstop. This was “becada clue” at its best. Wendy was befriending, welcoming and helping Arely, who was not a hunched over little ball now.

I finally broke into the conversation to go on my knees in apology, if necessary for my inappropriate outburst the previous day. I asked if she remembered when I talked about her teeth. I knew she probably would never forget that crazy American, but before I could finish my questions she gave me a huge smile and said “I want pretty white teeth too”.  She later walked out with her spine straight and tall. By making it to the next step, she had already grown a few inches.  

I found her a godmother, in spite of her grades being only 80.2%. She had made the minimum. I was concerned about her that first semester in the program, because the change from a country school to the big city private school was a big one. She surprised me. She was a becada now, she earned 90% overall.  

Each year one or two girls will drop their grades. There are so many traumas in their daily lives with which they have to deal. Elisa started with us in 2005 as a beginning law student. She has had her times on probation, but also her successes. I have stood beside her in her times of pain and enjoyed her family in better days. During her second year at university, her father died of an unexpected heart attack. She was the baby of the many siblings and had a special relationship with him. It was a tough blow for her and it took her eighteen months to really recover. She kept on, at first because she wanted to succeed because her father would have wanted her to. 
She started out as a young boy-crazy girl, who happened to be going to law school. However, about three years ago, I noticed a change in her. She no longer giggled, she talked about law cases. She didn’t eye the boys, she eyed her future. She is now in her sixth and final year in university and an intern for the municipality and loving it! Her mother and older sisters are proud of her. However, two months ago, her mother wasn’t feeling well and went to the doctor. He told her she had a few weeks to live. I fully expect her grades to slip, but she will make it. I only hope her mother will live to see her graduate.   

Over the long term the becadas keep their eye on the importance of their education. They may have to regroup at times, but they do go on. We are there to give them an extra hand when they go through the tough times. 

When Perla graduated as escort to Ilsy’s valedictorian in 2009, her mother was recovering from her broken leg and could not attend. With the help of the godparents, we arranged to have $25 sent so she could celebrate the big day. She decided to take her sister to the event and they had a celebration lunch after the ceremony. Each of our girls has a real dress and new heels to wear. Not the cheap polyester dresses found in the market, but sophisticated quality dresses from U.S. donors. They deserved to be princesses for the day. 

Television Anyone?

Erwin, manager of the local TV station, Punto Rojo, has become our avid champion. We also have the support of Edgar, the local Prensa Libre newspaper reporter. Both have come to several of our becada meetings, held each six months when I am there. So, we are regularly featured on TV and in the press. Once, Spirit was the feature story in the regional magazine. 

One by one, the girls are experiencing their turn at speaking on TV. They tell about their experience as a scholarship girl and what they gain from the program. They even field questions from Erwin, with the appearance of confidence.  

Cristina was the first girl interviewed. We sat next to each other across the table from the camera and Erwin. I did my part of the interview then, Erwin turned his attention to Cristina. I could feel her shaking, although she appeared composed. I took her hand, under the table and gently held it. Once the interview was over, Cristina was shaking and white faced with fear. I gave her a huge hug and babbled on about how wonderful she was! In viewing the show that night, she truly was wonderful. She clearly told her story and answered the questions with competence. The sad part is that she could not see herself on TV. They do not have television at her house. 

Each interview is with a different becada. I feel they need to learn they can make it through an interview with great success. Next time they will not have someone stroking their hand or rubbing their back, but they will remember they can do it. When they are across the table in a job interview, they can remember they managed very well in front of their whole region. 

As a result of these interviews, people continually stop me on the street to say they saw me on TV or to ask if I am the beca lady. They send their nieces, cousins and friend’s daughters to the hotel. 

Do you speak English?

Mariano Galvez University, like other Guatemalan universities, requires English competency. You can not graduate without passing the exam. Due to the cost of the English instruction, we made an agreement with the University that our girls would be permitted to receive English through our program instead. English is not optional. 

Our current teacher, Sandy, is in her third year with us now. She loves her job and was very willing to add a second class on another day, in spite of having to make the long trip to Coatepeque twice each week. She said the becadas are serious students and a joy to teach. About this same time, I was getting a few comments about how boring the class was.  I could understand this attitude. In spite of armfuls of books, several discussions on how to add speaking and listening exercises into the curriculum and insisting Sandy speak English in class, they continued to do worksheets. 

I spoke with professionals in the U.S; both English as a Second Language teachers and ESL assessment companies who sell world wide. The professional opinion was unanimous. English should be taught in English and emphasis should be on listening skills and the spoken language. Grammar should reinforce what they are learning and speaking. Pablo at the Association of Classroom Teachers Testers was most helpful with his advice and testing materials, In October of 2009, I alerted the becadas that in December, I would be testing them using standardized testing which focused on listening and understanding skills. 

The shock waves came back almost immediately. The girls were now writing to their godparents about their English class and how much fun it was. 
The english class has changed and is good. I like the oral exercises, pronunciation, English games and that we discuss more. 
In Englsih we have conversation and games in class. I don’t like it when don’t have conversations with classmantes. 

Our Englsih class is interesting help to learn another language and better our opportunity for employment in the future. I like the part that reinforces it in the practice to have better fluidity to better my confidentce. 

Having conversations in class is important in order to practice and learn to listen better. A benefit is that I can write and understand the letters to and from my godparents better without using a dictionary for every word. In the future it will help me in my work

They were practicing their English in class. They were carrying on conversations. They were reading the English books that had been gathering dust on the shelves and gaining confidence and ability in what language is for; communicating. 

I did not invite Sandy the day I was testing the girls, although she made the trip in to Coatepeque to say hi. After I got the results tallied, I invited her to review those results. The results confirmed the general lack of skills. Any was working hard in her two year computer program which met at the same time as the English class. She had been excused from the English classes, as long as she used our self teaching Pimsleur and computerized ESL programs. After only one year, she got a far higher score than even Luz, senior in the bi-lingual school. Clearly listening and repeating beat grammar worksheets, even with a teacher. 

I did not share the exam content with Sandy. She will be able to download similar examples. I told them to expect to see this exam again next year. Each becada now has an established knowledge base. Depending on where they are in school, they must meet standards of improvement each year. English will be treated as another meaningful class. The English progress will be part of their GPA. 

It was a hard road to get the necessary changes from Guatemalan style teaching practices, based on grammar worksheets, to true ESL instruction, but it is happening. The girls are excited about the classes and learning now. Their emails are terrific!

Thirty some applicants

In June 2008, I had over thirty applications. The hotel reception area was flooded with girls and their families. I was running from early morning to late evening. It was overwhelming and unmanageable. I was used to at most a dozen applicants and was not prepared for this. 

Each applicant would bring their completed application with them for a short meeting. I would check it for completeness and a quick review. At times, I had to clarify such things as having ALL the family members at home and their incomes listed. I needed two years of grade report, not one.  Often they did not write the required essays? While looking for the basic data, I would skim information about family income and of course, the girl’s grades. 

There were several whose grades were too low, sometimes as low as upper sixties. However, I was astonished at the number of applicants with professionally employed parents. Their monthly income was double, or triple, the income of our normal applicants. While I do not make promises of scholarships that I may not be able to keep, I also do not give hope when a scholarship is not possible. 

If a girl brings me grade reports in the seventies, I explain our 80% rule. I suggest that, if possible, the family should send her to one more year of school so she can bring a grade report showing the capacity and dedication to meet our requirements. I know this probably will not happen because families do not have the money for another, more expensive year’s tuition. However, I do not want to accept a girl, only to have her flunk out a year later. We do not teach failure. 

In the case of the applications from the wealthy, I mention that our scholarships are for people who do not have the resources to pay for high school or university. In each case, their response was pretty similar. I just didn’t understand how expensive things were in Guatemala. They needed a scholarship for their daughter. Rather than argue, I would thank them and set the application on the do not proceed pile. When I arrived back in the States, I unpacked the applications and was still astonished at the number on the do not process pile. I could not figure it out.    
I made a point to visit the school directors the following January. Both the University director and High School director brought up the subject of Spirit applicants. Did I know that every parent wanted their daughter to be a Spirit becada? I spluttered, asking “why? Our girls were all poor girls. Why would a rich family want their girl to be thought of as a poor girl?” In both cases, their response was that the becadas were the best in the school and the program provided so many benefits. I walked out with a huge smile. I could live with that! I shared the comments with the girls. They shared my smile. 
Godparent relationships

Godparents are a very important part of the education team. Without them, scholarships would not be possible. These scholarships are for High School and University programs, so are therefore more expensive than primary school scholarships. Donors choose to join the team because they believe in the concept and want to help a young woman. For many donors, it is a major financial commitment over many years. This decision is a world apart from the $50 annual check to the American Cancer Society. We ask godparents for a long term commitment, because the recipient has many years of school to reach a goal to change her life.  High School takes three years and University another 6-7 years. Quitting the scholarship after a year or two does not accomplish the goal. So our godparents and godgroups are committed and very special generous people. They are much more than check writers. 
Generous people need to feel appreciated.  It is important that godparents are able to share what is happening in the lives of their girl. I do not mean letters dictated by an administrator or form letters once a year.  The letters are unique, written by our girls about their specific daily trials and successes. 
Arely’s sponsor has a son and are both very important to her. She has had two years of English and wrote;

Hi! How are you? I hope that you are Very fine with Daniel. I tell you that I’m finish my life plan,  The teacher will receive it the next Week. my classmates and I are happy because the life plan is very pretty make. The life plan begin when we born and Finish in our present. The next month we make test of the  first unit. I´m very happy because all the courses are very interesting: we are  think in make a product in the course of marketing for the month of June,  in my group there are four students and I´m happy because all the classmates will compete. 
We have much work I the school, we are Read in the course of accounting a Pamphlet about origin of the industry , And in the course of law mercantile  We have exposition. I hope that you are very well with your Son Daniel, and in your work with the Children that need help. Take care of yourself and greething to 
Daniel                           With love… Arely

Joe has become deelpy dedicated to Blanca’s success. Blanca comes from a village part way up the mountains. Her house is made of scrap metal sheets. When I visited Joe and his wife in 2009, he was eagerly anticipating Blanca’s graduation. He wanted to be there on her big day and asked if I would please find out when that would be?  
Hello Joe: How are you? I hope that you and Brigitte are very fine, enjoying the summer. I´m going to rest from Thursday to Sunday because the boss traveles with his family yesterday and also for work´s things that today he is realizing in the Guatemala City. 
I tell you the Saturday last a my father´s friend visited we and the Sunday my father, two sister, a brother and father´s friend and I went to the swiming pool it was funny and all relaxed us, in the afternoon in the church  we realized an activity with the youngs of Colomba and Quetzaltenango all share an speciall moment. 
I tell you that I finished my partial exams the Saturday last, and I want share with you my grades.
Civil law 5                              22 – 25           Process Administrative            23 – 25    
Proccess Penal                       14 – 15  
     Process labor                          23 – 25 
Environment law                      19 – 25  
I thing that my grades are accept, only environment is little low, but the next partial I ´m going to study more hard that course. I hope that God continue bless you in all time and all place. I´ll soon write you. With love, Blanca Ramirez.    

Heidy’s mother heard about the scholarships several years ago. In December 2008, I received a partially completed application at the hotel. I did not know who delivered it. It did not have any contact numbers. However, the application was fantastic! Her essays were well written, the financial need was great and her grades superior. Fortunately we were able to connect. Her godmother had already sponsored Sindi, who was finished with her university. She was delighted to take on Heidi. Heidi has been with us for a year. 
Hi Godmother How are you??? I hope  that very fine. I am very good, I tell you that my vacations was very good, I ate tamales and frut ponch for christmas and for new year my family and I ate a delicious turkey. My mother is very good cooking, her food is delicious, she works in a "finca" called "Las Marias" is a finca very beautiful. 
Also I tell you that  the acuatik park was very interesting and amusing, all the girls and I were very happy together. I am very happy that you visited your family in vacations. 
The class of english on wednesday was very active and interesting. The class in the school began the 11 of january, two weeks ago and I have much homework.The truth, I am not afrain of speaking in front of many people, thank you. The year 2,010 begin and It has many new things and very interesting for us all. How are your family??? 
My grandmother is sick and I am sad for It.after my mother is working and my brother and sister John and Yessica are studying . I study in the morning from seven thirty to one thirty and sometimes at two o´clock, time, We study english on Sunday too. In the class of english we have new classmates this year .In the exam of english that I went, last week,I got a good note.
How were your vacations??? See you later...Blessings and many kisses. With love
            Heidy Karina

Joe M  was the man who had offered to sponsor Febe, which didn’t work out. Joe wanted his daughters to have experience with people from another country. Two years ago, I contacted him with the new list of applicants.  They chose Luz, a girl with an infectious giggle and considerable ability in English. While Luz does write to her godfather, she has a constant correspondence with his eldest daughter. The cultural sharing is constant and both ways. 

Hi Kristen...!!!! How are you today? Very fine, I hope. Is Sanjana studying with you at school? I tell you that I too did many exciting things this week. And how many days you sleep in the house of your friend Addi? I want to tell that this week I spend very cold because it was raining the whole day complete. Note that I have two kittens are a month and are very fearful that the day had rained all day lightning, and kittens are afraid of lightning, lightning could be heard when they ran under my bed, then went up to my bed and had arms, but when my sister came to see them ran away. But it was funny, because they were running backwards. And tell me how was the weather over there this week?And the rest of the week i've been doing my homework.With love, Luz,

Reve and Otto sponsored Perla after their bad experience with another charity. The relationship with Perla helps Reve with her Spanish and Perla with her English. They are in a nickname bases now. Perla is Lupita to Reve

,
hello godparents. I’m  very well thanks a god and i hope that you also. Thanks for the post card it is pretty. Last week in guatemala we celebrated easter, i believe that you  celebrated it too. In my country exist several traditions for these dates, for example. The school to stay closed, this means that there aren’t classes , also catholic people do processions, they make carpets of colors, for that the procession pass another tradition is to eat dry fish, chickpea, some people make tamales but the bread is  that which is made more often. My mother and i make bread for to sell for this reason i can’t assist to class of english  last Wednesday

many people go to the beach. My family and i only went to a river and you, what did you do this easter i hope for an answer promptly. With respect to mathematics. I’m to take additional class of mathematics and i practice every night, though my mother  scolds me because i sleep little for i study very late

she says that i can get sick in the future, but i answer that i have to do it so i have  good notes, since i have a promise with you and i cant defraud you, because you were very  good with me when she understands and she tells me that when i write you , i write you that she is very grateful with you too, and that i am night in strengthen me so much. Unfortunately she is not sell cheese because in this ageof summer the pasture for cows is not abundant and they don’t guive much milk, we are thinking of selling other thing sor  my mother wants to go to workto the capital i hope write promptly i love you much, with love lupita
Myrna is our newest godparent. She had heard about the program from other godparents in our church and came to me to say she wanted one also. Her timing was perfect, as I had more acceptable applicants than godparents. Remory was recommended by our volunteer dentist and presented an excellent application. This email is Remory’s first one written in English. 
Hi Mirna.How are you? To hope that fine, with your family. Today me fun with ñmy friends- They are good friends with me and the teachers too. The teachers are very good but, in special the teacher Lorena my teacher of Sociology and  Economy. The thursday 22 of aphril to have an excursion at a Recreative Center IN Suchitepequez, is for every the institute and i going at to go. My friends not, but my cousin yes. In the recreative center to have swimming pool, ground of bascketball and a park for practice the cycling.
Good bye, Mirna and writted the next month. Good the blessing. ATTE:  REMORY

Myrna recently asked me if she could sponsor another girl, as she was having such fun with Remory and loved the idea. I told her she could choose from the June listing and would not be the first godmother with more than one girl.  

In addition to emails, I invite sponsors to visit their girls. It is not anywhere close to the usual tourist vacation. This will be a working trip that I promise will be life changing. The godparent will visit the girl in her home and her school, if the visit is during the school months. If during December, he or she may join us for our annual fiesta day. On some days, either their goddaughter will be with them or sponsors are invited to come with me to visit villages or other girl’s homes. They will be immersed in the life of the people. I will then take them to my favorite places for a couple of days before returning to Guatemala City and home.  
We have sponsors who want to just write a check and others who want to be a real part of their girl’s life. We hope most will participate in her life to the benefit of all, but respect everyone’s level of interest. These girls are the future of their families, the children and the people they help in year’s in come. We want to reach that “Hundredth Monkey”. 
CHAPTER ELEVEN

IT TAKES A VILLAGE AND VOLUNTEERS

People often come up to me to say how wonderful I am to do this work. I hear this over and over and each time I hear it, I am slightly disconcerted by the kind, well-meaning words. First and foremost, I am not doing this work alone. That would be impossible! It truly takes two villages, one in the U.S. and one in Guatemala.  
The attitude of Giving

I would never willingly discuss my country’s international aid contribution. The United States, is constantly the last on the list of international donors and this makes me ashamed. While the U.S. does give the most dollars, our percentage of GDP is appalling. Comparing dollars is ridiculous. It would be like comparing Mrs. Smith who lives on Social Security and gave $500 in aid with Bill Gates or Warren Buffet who gave $2000. $2000 is nothing to someone who has billions but $500 is a huge donation for Mrs. Smith.  In 2003, we gave about 1/7 of one cent per dollar we produced. In 2008, we almost reached 1/5 of one cent. Sweden gave one cent per dollar and the international community goal is .7 percent.  We are the richest nation in the world and at the bottom of the share list!   
	Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
	

	
	
	2003
	2003
	2008

	
	
	U.S $
	% GDP
	% GDP

	1
	Sweden
	2,100
	0.70
	0.99

	2
	Norway
	2,043
	0.92
	0.88

	3
	Denmark
	1,747
	0.84
	0.82

	4
	Netherlands
	4,059
	0.81
	0.80

	5
	Luxembourg
	189
	0.80
	0.72

	6
	Belgium
	1,887
	0.61
	0.50

	7
	United Kingdom
	6,166
	0.34
	0.48

	8
	Spain
	2,030
	0.25
	0.43

	9
	Ireland
	510
	0.41
	0.43

	10
	Finland
	556
	0.34
	0.43

	11
	Switzerland
	1,297
	0.38
	0.42

	12
	Austria
	503
	0.20
	0.42

	13
	Germany
	6,694
	0.28
	0.38

	14
	France
	7,337
	0.41
	0.38

	15
	Canada
	2,209
	0.26
	0.32

	16
	Australia
	1,237
	0.25
	0.29

	17
	New Zealand
	169
	0.23
	0.27

	18
	Portugal
	298
	0.21
	0.25

	19
	Italy
	2,393
	0.16
	0.21

	20
	Japan
	8,911
	0.20
	0.20

	21
	Greece
	356
	0.21
	0.20

	22
	United States
	15,791
	0.14
	0.19


However, in discussions I do try to separate the United States government from its citizens. Americans, as individuals, are very generous people. We reach out in so many ways, whether it is to the local food bank, volunteering in our schools to help the learning disadvantaged, or helping the victims of Katrina and the Haitians after the earthquake.  Our open and well meaning hearts are what make Americans so wonderful and what makes us fully human.  Those of us who have the good life and are spared such disasters and deprivation willingly reach out with a helping, sharing hand. I have seen it over and over in so many ways. Those men and women who had opportunity to go to school through the GI bill or with the help of wealthy parents are sharing the benefits of their education, their higher incomes, with others. To me, there is no question but this is the right thing to do, the necessary thing to do. Americans do “Pay it Forward”. We are a nation of giving and sharing individuals.  

I am constantly amazed at when, where and how often new people join the Spirit effort, either temporarily or long term. It seems that whenever I discover a new unmet need, someone is put in my path with a solution, a donation or much needed support and advice. 

In the early days of growing Spirit, I took this “fact” and expectation of what normal was, with me to various places around the globe. For far too long, I held on to the American people’s way of giving as the standard, the norm for the world.  I did not want to give up my idea of normal and fought hard and long to keep that fantasy. I had to experience several disappointments and disasters to wake up to reality.
I think back to Li Min saying she did not understand why I would help her. The concept of helping another person was unimaginable to her because she could not even help herself. My first wake up calls came with my search for a place. I assumed the problems of personal greed were simply caused by a series of unusual opportunists and bad luck. 
However, I could not make either Li Mins situation or my American image fit the case of my first two managers. They were not living in extreme poverty like Li Min, nor where the sharing their wealth like Americans. They had beautiful homes with servants at their beck and call. They drove nice cars and took expensive vacations or had second homes elsewhere. They were wealthy islands in a sea of malnutrition, ignorance and growing desperation.  They not only wouldn’t share, they wanted more; wages and benefits. 
The apparent callousness made me angry!  I finally questioned, what was happening? Maybe all cultures do not teach generosity and caring for your neighbor, as the individual Americans have learned to do. Now that was a tough and unpalatable possible reality! However, I tried to put myself in their shoes to understand. 

If I was dirt poor, as most people are in the world, I can not say I would be the same person I am today. 
If I saw rich children in private schools while mine were lucky to go to an overcrowded school without books and materials. That mine could not do her homework for lack of the money to buy paper, I might become frustrated. 

If I saw that most of the arable land in my country was in the hands of very few and my children were crying and dying from hunger, I might feel helpless and disenfranchised.

If I passed the luxurious estates of the wealthy while my children were hungry, selling banana chips on the corner of a busy, dangerous highway. I might become angry. 
If I knew my children would never have a chance to better themselves because the wealthy wanted to keep the club exclusive and therefore kept education very expensive, I might be so angry that I may not consider property rights of others inviolate.  I might take something that wasn’t mine in order to feed my children. 
If I was made to believe that my government would never help me find even a small share of equity and fairness, so I could live with dignity and feed my children, I might try to escape to another country where I heard I could earn enough to feed my family.
If I could not escape to a better life and my daughter died in my arms during childbirth because we did not have access to hospital care, I might become so angry, I would take part in a revolution on the slim chance that this might make a difference. I might add fuel to the fire that is under the boiling pressure cooker of discontent. 

If I grew up in a wealthy family where I learned family power gave me special privileges and entitlements, I might have learned to expect and demand instant obedience from underpaid servants. 

If I grew up surrounded by a village where the poor lived in one room shacks, but the men, women and children living in those shacks worked for the family, I might learn this is normal and the way life should be.

If these people in the shacks ask for more than $3 per day wages, saying they could not feed and education their children, I might get angry and send them away so they couldn’t talk to their neighbors.  I would replace them with other poor families so that I could keep the expenses of my life style low.  

I would fight to keep my entitlement and life style!
Thankfully, I do not have to face who I might become under different circumstances. However, I am not able to understand fully why wealthy Guatemalans don’t realize it is in their best interest to do what they can to help others. 
America was not always rich and powerful, but from the first, we educated our children. Our educated children had the opportunity to build businesses that helped America grow. They invested in science and invention, whether it was the cotton gin or a tabulating machine by the International Business Machine Company.  Technological growth took the educated excess people off the farm and put them to work meaningfully and prosperously. America grew and became a wealthy nation. 

We are not sharing the small economic pie of 1776. We are sharing the biggest economic pie in the world. The wealthy did not have to give up one bite of what they had. The pie simply grew big enough to provide for everyone. 

To me, helping others in the U.S. is definitely a smart thing to do. At the very least, it is a “feel good” thing. Helping others down in Guatemala would cool the fire under the pressure cooker. 
If it meant having to hire one less ex-soldier with a rifle to stand outside each of the town’s businesses, wouldn’t that be worth the effort and change? 
If it meant one more future family being able to provide for and educate their children, wouldn’t if be worth it? 
If it meant one less disenchanted teen listening to revolutionaries, wouldn’t that be worth it!    
The elite Coatepeque women have told me they do not envy American women. When I was told this, I was shocked, as several in the group had studied in the states on exchange programs. They went on to explain: American women have to cook, clean, care for their children and work outside the home. These Coatepeque matrons have maids who work 5 ½ days per week for $62 a month, cooking, washing, cleaning and child caring, so their employers can enjoy going to the club. 

They also have the worry of assassins and kidnappers.  

I listen to young Declan Galbraith singing his song “TELL ME WHY” on youtube.com. It goes: 
“Tell me why, is there something I have missed? Tell me why, ‘cause I just don’t understand, when somebody needs somebody, we don’t give a helping hand?”
I have put this song on my computer and those belonging to the girls and they love it. They get it! 

The Guatemalan Village
Recent trips have been filled with facing and dealing with the affects and casualties of the world recession. America caught an economic cold, albeit a severe one, but Guatemalans got pneumonia. However, those with pneumonia do not have medical care, food stamps, social security or unemployment benefits. For the first time since the revolution, Mayan vendors have begged me to buy their handicrafts, so they can feed the family. Our scholarship families are being laid off work. 

Last December, I took the first class bus from Guatemala City to Coatepeque. I take the first class bus, because, on my arrival, I usually have 140 pounds of computers, clothing and other supplies with me. My Coatepeque managers were concerned with the number of bus robberies and murders during the pre-Christmas days. I felt I was pretty safe, as I traveled on the main and very busy highway on a non-stop bus.  

People are desperate and the easiest victims are their fellow poor, traveling to market for their Christmas shopping on buses that stop for any and everyone, standing along the highway. I suspect many of the robbers are uneducated and unemployed youths wanting a better Christmas. I did not travel on second class buses until Christmas, when I only had a very small day pack as luggage. I make a point of traveling poor, so as to not make a target of myself. Being a foreigner is enough of a red flag. 

Generally, robberies go unreported. Assassins are cheap, murders frequent and retaliation is swift and final. People live in fear. Like Li Min, they can not take care of themselves, much less others.

Most Guatemalans will not or can not be part of the village it takes to help the less fortunate. However there are bright patches of hope. 

Many, many people have a low opinion of teachers, claiming all they do is collect their salaries. I have seen cases where this is true.  I was looking for a teacher who could tutor a family in San Isidro. An acquaintance recommended an unemployed teacher who was driving a taxi. I met with Jose and he agreed to start right away. I thought he was so happy to be teaching and would do a good job. When I returned five months later, I learned my manager was paying his generous salary, but he rarely showed up for his classes. 

However, I have met and worked with several exemplary educators. These people give me hope. 

Hector, as the region’s education department head, worked tirelessly to better the education system. He took me to the villages so we could offer the scholarship program, and helped get computers in the schools. Granted, he was a co-owner of a private high school, but he battled constantly to keep the tuition costs down. Since his death and another partner’s unexplained murder, the third partner has consistently raised tuition and other costs. Hector was a good man. 

Alberto teaches and administers in the Instituto Mariano Galvez. We have worked together for several years now. He identifies girls whose economic situation makes continuing their education difficult to impossible. He helps them organize their applications and brings them to me. He does not get paid. He does this solely to help his students.  

Yanira is passionate about helping her middle school students. She has put a lot of energy into promoting scholarships for her girls, but her big accomplishment has been a computer lab. 

I had leased ten computers to Tito’s municipality for one quetzale per year. They had provided lab space above the community center and we had the dedication. In January 2007, I heard that the center had been closed for most of its existence and the equipment was in dubious shape. There was going to be a changeover in government and if I was going to do something with the computers, it had to be done that week. I called Yanira to ask if she wanted the computers. She organized a truck immediately. We met at the lab and it was worse than I had expected. I did manage to cobble together some seven working computers. The rest was trash or saved for parts. 
In June 2009, I went to Genova to present the scholarship program at Yanira’s house. As I was walking up the street, she met me at a corner, saying she wanted me to see something. We went to their new computer lab. A huge crowd of students and teachers were waiting to present me with their thanks. I was surprised and overwhelmed. I will treasure my framed painted plate commemorating the event.

The real heroine was Yanira and her community. This computer lab did not have just 7 used computers in it, there were about 25 computers in two large rooms. Yanira had worked hard to organize the facility and the community had raised money through raffles to buy the rest of the computers. They had enough computers so the middle school could use the lab for classes. Students from Genova had access to computer instruction.  It was evidence of magic happening when a village works together. 

Edgar had written many articles about Spirit for the newspaper, Prensa Libre, and his regional magazine. Eighteen months ago, I received an email asking if I could get his daughter some dental  equipment, as she was finishing her dental program at San Carlos. Our mission is to help the poor, so we do not provide anything for private business. However life has a way of throwing curves when least expected. Within weeks I had to make an unplanned for trip and while in Coatepeque, I met with Edgar’s daughter Mayling. She was a bright, dedicated student going through her pre-graduation practice. She glowed at the concept of the Spirit Education Foundation and wanted to be a part of it. 

This was a perfect match for both Mayling and Spirit.  We made a deal. I would lease the basic equipment to her for ten quetzals per year. She would be responsible for all maintenance, insurance, etc. In exchange, she would be our volunteer dentist for the scholarship girls. This is no small commitment on her part. She probably repaired, on average, twenty teeth in each of the newest seven becadas, as well as providing maintenance care for the remaining nineteen girls.  Her materials bill alone would have been considerable. As Spirit grows in numbers, my hope is that I will be able to take materials down to replace hers. She feels honored to be part of the Spirit team. 
There are others; Joel, who promoted and organized a presentation on the Spirit program in his community. Until we switched to laptops, he offered his services to keep the Spirit computers running.  Marco, Ramire and Alejandro at my hotel, consider it an honor to guard my luggage when I am not there and keep track of the ton of visitors who pass through when I am there. 
Erwin of Punto Rojo, insists on doing a TV interview every time I am in Guatemala. In December 2009, I suggested we wait until the June 2010 trip, since I had more applicants than I could handle and time was too short to find sponsors. He fired back that we would just do a story about how the girls are doing. He will be waiting for me on my next trip and I am already planning my next message.

Perhaps our most dedicated volunteers are Miguel and Sandra. They feel honored to be volunteers but I want them to be paid employees. It is a battle that has not been won yet. They both wear two hats, that of a scholarship girl’s parent and as a Spirit manager.

Sandra is the mother of Mercy, who is in her second year of high school. She was widowed after nursing her husband for several years and provides for her two children by selling snow cones and chips out of her house. They have a medium sized front room that is the store and Sandra’s bedroom and two extremely tiny rooms behind. The tiniest is just big enough to hold a desk and Mercy’s computer. Behind the rooms is a covered area where they cook, study, eat and hang laundry. During monsoon, it is also where they walk carefully through the runoff. 

Sandra meets with the girls every Wednesday and Thursday. She has been a great help taking attendance, relaying messages and sending grades in a timely fashion. Since Mercy is in school or English class at this time, Sandra must close her store, losing the income. She reluctantly accepts the 100 quetzales, $13 per month I pay her. She, at least, bought the argument that Spirit must reimburse her for her expenses and lost income.  

Miguel is another story. He graduated from high school as an accountant- bookkeeper. A few years ago, he was fired from a job working for the local hospital. He had turned fifty and age discrimination is alive and well in Guatemala. It was impossible to find other work at his age, so Miguel and his wife rented space at one of the poorer schools and sell snacks and sandwiches to the students. The little they earn, after paying the exorbitant stall rent has to feed and educate his three children and provide for his mother-in-law. 
As mentioned before, Miguel saved Spirit money in several way during his first year. He is an excellent extra set of eyes and ears. He knows the poor and signs of poverty. He can separate a family in need, from one trying to save money by receiving a scholarship. He battled a school director who was trying to charge us for illegal fees. He has proven his value many times. 

I know the phone bill and bus fares have added up to a considerable amount. Miguel says he can not remember anything about what he has spent. He is honored to be able to help and he is so very grateful for his daughter’s scholarship. I keep arguing that we must keep his two hats separate. I have not won this salary battle yet. But I will …

These examples are not all of our angel volunteers. We also number a judge and several villagers on our team. While there are not a huge number of Spirit volunteers in Guatemala, I treasure each one. They are all special angels.   

The American Village
Every time I go to Guatemala, another need comes to my attention. Usually this requires materials and equipment of some sort or another. Predictably, most of the volunteers and donations have come from America. We have more resources to give and role models who show us how giving helps others. We don’t have to go far to find someone doing something for another person and wearing a huge smile while they do so. We feel good donating our products and cleaning out our closets for the under privileged. I am grateful for each and every Spirit angel and angel group.
My first American angel was Ann, a childhood friend. We had lost contact for many years, but I was able to find her after I returned from Australia in1991. We would exchange Christmas cards, but had not been able to reconnect. In 2001, I received a phone call saying she would be in Phoenix, and could I meet her at the airport. She had a few hours and wanted to talk. She had read several Christmas letters and was curious about what I was doing in Guatemala. I was, of course, delighted to tell her about my growing passion.  She was totally absorbed in hearing about the project until I had to rush her back to the airport to make her flight. She called a few days later to say she wanted to be part of Spirit and asked what could she do. Since then she has been an active board member and head of many of our projects. 

Our donations can be as simple as cleaning out our daughter’s closets. The becadas have received clothes for everyday wear to their graduation dresses. I want each girl to feel like a princess on her graduation day. This means dressing in something other than scuffed school shoes and a cheap polyester dress. Women brought their daughters prom dresses to me and Joan went shopping for dress shoes for her girl. She brought back three pairs so others could also have shoes. 
More recently, the girls have asked for underwear. Their families can’t even afford that! Thanks to a very generous neighborhood group, my guest bedroom, cum packing station, filled up with new underwear and boxes of clothes. Throughout the years, I have taken a mountain of clothes so the becadas can feel good about how they look, and stand just as tall as the wealthy girl next to her. The gift of looking and feeling good came from many closets.  

The Arizona Dental Association gave us a booth at their Western Regional Conference for two years, until the new manager stopped allowing charity booths. Spirit was also one of their feature stories in their dental magazine. As a result, I was able to accumulate a container of dental equipment for Guatemalans and we were able to take volunteers down to fix and pull villagers teeth.
Many in my community donated or scrounged to send down the computers. The local senior center computer staff was terrific! The Arizona State University recycle department gave us the refurbished computers at very little cost, once they realized it was for Guatemalan students. I still get calls asking if I am collecting computers.  

The Guatemalan schools do not have books and the local libraries may have a small shelf of cheap books with few pictures. I grew up finding my way to libraries on my bike. My children carried their favorite books around until they were ragged and falling apart. I wanted to promote reading in the villages, thinking this would help the children develop a love of books and learning. 

A Phoenix based textbook recycler, unfortunately closed now; use to save all of the Spanish school books and reading books for our project. As a result, I was able to take several boxes to the village school on Lake Atitlan. The new school may not have had desks and benches, but they had beautiful multi-colored first readers. There were several schools and libraries in the Coatepeque area that also benefitted from this huge donation. Brandy also sold us primary level text books very cheaply. The becadas are now using these books to reinforce their English and open their worlds. They are learning about health, geology, geography and world history. They love it! I am amazed at how often the becadas write about one topic or another in complete wonder. Topics that I long ago assumed everyone knew something about. 
The Fountain Hills boy scouts were always there when I needed help packing donations to ship to Guatemala. Sometimes, they were working in 100 degree heat. They did this because they are terrific, young men who are “Paying It Forward”, not working for a merit badge. The same core group kept returning again and again. 

During my trip to El Troje to observe the political meeting, I spoke with some of the village women while waiting for the men to finish their discussions. Our conversation was varied, but mainly about their education concerns. Their main issue was that their children did not have desks to work at or a seat to sit on at school. I had listened to some of their concerns during the talk. There were so many things this village was doing without. Their water source was a muddy evaporating pool along the side of the road. Their houses had palm fronds as roofing materials. They only had a primary school and were miles from the nearest middle school. 
When I saw how the ladies were becoming so upset about places to sit in school, I had to let off a little steam of reason. Where were their priorities? I told them it was obvious their government was not going to help much, if any. Their community did not have a surplus of money and the wealthy landowners had never done anything to better their schools and lives. They needed to sort out what they could do and could not do for themselves. They could make desks from a board and four feet. Chairs could be turned over buckets or simply the floor. The important thing was that nothing should stop their children from learning. If I’d had money for Troje timber, it would have been delivered the next afternoon. 

While I couldn’t provide desks, I could provide for another concern; too many children. These few women of Troje and I agreed that I would return in June and we would talk about natural birth control methods.  I had five months to become an expert, but Americans saw me through this with their advice and donation. 

This list is endless, but each time, I have a sense of wonder and gratitude when I send out a request and things start arriving. Things start happening.  

It takes two villages, but our working together is making a huge difference in the lives of the becadas, their families and their neighbors. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

VILLAGE CHARITY PROJECTS
During the first year or two, I was intent on providing scholarships. All too soon, I started seeing a myriad of problems that impacted the Spirit becadas and their families
Norma did not succeed in our program because she did not have a book in her house or village school. She had never learned how to use written resources to help with her learning process. She didn’t have a role model to encourage her, so wasted her study time doing what she knew how to do best, spending her days with her friends or washing clothes with her mother in the river. Telling Norma to study hard and earn 80% was just not enough. I needed to use a more holistic approach to help her succeed. There were many other factors that impeded her ability to learn.  Factors such as technology accessibility, health and her decaying teeth.
Technology Project

We are now in the twenty first century, well beyond doing our accounting and math with a quipo string. These village schools do not even have books or a simple tape player or movie projector.  The world operates on computers. Leaving school without ever having turned one on is appalling. Their schools don’t have the tapes or DVDs either. Guatemalan children are learning in a classroom similar to American schools in the eighteen hundreds. I can’t help but wonder what an American parent would do if their child went to a school without a computer, DVD player and stack of books on each desk, not to mention a toilet and running water. 

Ann and I started a Rotary project. Ann has been a Rotarian in northern Illinois for many years and I was a new member in Arizona. Thankfully, she handled all the paperwork and most of the funding solicitation for our first project. We had $6000 in Rotary donations to send computers and books to Guatemala.  We filled up three pallets with about 30 computers, various CD players and the first of the Spanish book donations. The boy scouts did a great job packing the pallets and it was a frantic neighborhood effort to get those pallets on the truck. The driver did not bring an appropriate lift. 
Ann came down to Guatemala after the shipment’s arrival and was co-guest of honor at the dedication of the San Isidro school computer lab. Before the festivities began we arrived and were franticly connecting the computers in their tiny, but secure new laboratory. Two little girls were dancing around as our helpers. What they didn’t have in knowledge, they made up for in enthusiasm. This was their school lab and they were able to help put it together. 

The 450 or so primary students were delightful. About half a dozen had memorized bits of American history, in English, and one by one repeated their speeches to the crowd. I am certain they did not know what they had memorized as none of them spoke English, but each child presented their part proudly. San Isidro also received many books and the students were enchanted. 
The remaining computers were placed in the new Computer center in Flores and the public library in Coatepeque. This way the becadas would have access to the computers, but the equipment would also benefit the communities. 

In subsequent projects, we took a total of 105 computers and ten printers. We were able to start 10 computer centers in schools and community libraries. 

Fortunately these computers were recycled and came with Windows installed. Unfortunately, it was an English version which was only slightly better than nothing for these extremely poor Spanish speaking students. We tried many avenues to get Microsoft to give, or sell a site license cheaply, of Spanish Windows and Office, but they never responded.  For each $35 or donated computer, we would have had to come up with another $400 to be able to expose the thousands of students to the current business standard software in a language they could understand.  Ann and I felt we could not ask Rotary to take $42,000 from other projects around the world so we could provide the preferred and more usable Spanish editions. At least the schools could turn the computers on and install a drawing program to teach basic computer skills. 
Our becadas were able to use the CD players for their English language program. 

Our first Rotary project was a great success, so we started on several more. 
Health and Sanitation

During the summer vacation period, I visited several villages which consisted of little more than a dusty street, a few houses and a school.  The school at Villa Flores was in the middle of a field, unpainted and looking somewhat abandoned. We met two villagers who showed us the well, which has been dry for a long time. Due to excessive pumping of water in the region, the water table is dropping. Dry wells are becoming normal, especially during the summer months. 
I also tiptoed around the enormous and very active red ant hills in and around the toilets. The four or five toilets were rough cement collars built up around the pits. It would have been impossible to use the facility without coming away with some wicked bites. 

We also visited Pacaya which was similar, but without the ant population. 

The Crystal Lake Rotarians built a block of flush toilets and running water in both villages. Now the students have safer and more hygienic facilities, and can wash their hands before lunch. 
My first manager, Beatrice, planned to take me to visit the regional hospital in Coatepeque. Normally, I do not like to be in and around hospitals. I decided long ago that anything to do with medicine and blood wasn’t my choice of career. However, as guest of the doctor, I put my squeamishness on hold and bravely walked in with her. I had the complete tour, from the director’s office to the storage room off the kitchen. 

My senses were bombarded. I resolved to do everything I could to stay whole and healthy when in Guatemala. Patients were everywhere, spilling out of the waiting areas into the halls. I later learned that they start lining up about 5AM in order to see a doctor. 

The patients had a children’s ward, a room for women and another for men. Each adult room had probably thirty beds without any separating curtains. These beds were little more than metal cots with lumpy mattresses. Many beds were occupied by more than one person in them. The children’s ward probably had double that number. We had arrived during visiting hours and the crowd would have filled our high school auditorium on awards night. Each patient had several to many visitors. 

To add to the confusion, a large group of people started screaming. I whipped around to see what was happening. When I saw that these screamers were surrounding a patient, I assumed someone had just died.  But no, it was a church group screaming so God would hear them and save this poor soul. I have been back several times, and on each visit, have heard the screamers.  If God had my hearing, he would be deaf by now. 
The pharmacy and supply rooms were much quieter. That was because there was nothing in them other than rows of empty shelves. The few boxes stood out as dusty bumps in an endless line of shelving. Without medicines in the hospital, the patients are given prescriptions they don’t have the money to fill. 
The women in the kitchen did have a few supplies on hand, but preparation was mostly by hand. Oranges were plentiful that day, but it took hours to squeeze enough by hand for the patients. Cooks sweated over open fires, stirring huge cauldrons of soups.   

I was riveted by the sign on The SIDA or AIDS office. In 1995, there were only 5 cases of AIDS, but the growth in cases has been phenomenal. I checked again about two years ago and they had 55,000 consults. AIDS seems to be more of a hush hush topic and few know about the risks and symptoms. 
By the end of my visit, I penciled in “hospital project” on my “to do” list. 
Rotarians again came forward and we were able to send a container in partnership with Project Cure. Project Cure sends hospital equipment throughout the world. Each container has about $400,000 worth of equipment and supplies. I made connections with the manager of SOSEP. This organization is the health and education foundation of the First Lady of Guatemala. I made a point to meet with Miriam, as I had been warned there could be problems with the importation. She told me what forms to fill out, what I needed to do and assured me she would handle her end. 

The container arrived and Miriam was able to release it in seventeen days. The Director of the hospital was delighted with the 15 new adjustable beds and the room full of supplies and ton of other assorted equipment. .  

I started looking for a sponsor for another hospital project, as the need was so great. 
Several months later, another American Angel was placed in my path. He was a Scotttsdale Rotarian and wrote a check for two containers from Project Cure. We decided to split this container between the Coatepeque hospital and the Retahuleu regional hospital, about forty five minutes away. The Coatepeque hospital still had plenty of supplies. 
Miriam had been replaced, and I had concerns that the new manager was not as competent. The email communications seemed to be a series of red flags waving wildly. A friend had also mentioned that sending donations could be riskier the closer it was to the end of the presidential term. The Berger presidency was in the last year of his six year term. 

I had enough concern that on my next trip, I met with the First Lady of Guatemala. I wanted her assurance that the second and third containers would be accepted in the same timely fashion and with the same security as the first one. She did not give this assurance, and complained I would not expect to speak to Laura Bush on such an insignificant matter. She called in her new manager and left. Again, I prepared the papers for the second container and sent it through SOSEP. 

This story was very different. It took three months to get through the SOSEP system. The daily storage fees added up to astronomical amounts. When the shipment finally arrived in Coatepeque, the equipment looked like pure trash to me. I took photos to send back to Project Cure to verify they sent such useless garbage. They did not! We had a copy of the shipping list and there were the same number and type of items, but instead of an adjustable hospital bed, we had a 1920s metal glorified cot. 

The container’s delay was because someone had been busily exchanging the container contents.  Scrounging up old replacements took time. We had to cancel the third $400,000 container and the poor in Guatemala did not receive the benefits. 

Cristina’s Smile
Beatrice introduced Cristina at a meeting of various applicants in 2002. She had excellent middle school grades and wanted to study Accounting in high school. I took a handful of applications back to the states, made individual advertisements and sent them to Director Ann. Each girl’s page included a photo, her age, goals and summary of her dreams and life’s plan. Ann had already sponsored Mariella was looking for godparents for the other girls in Illinois, as I was doing in Phoenix. On Cristina’s page, I had included a quote from one of her essays; This is a grand opportunity and don’t think I am going to let this go. 
Ann quickly called to say she also wanted to sponsor Cristina.  Shortly after that call, she said she wanted Hilda too. We compromised, giving Hilda to Ann’s women’s group, who were interested in sponsoring a girl. Another applicant, Elisa, was sponsored by Ann’s friends. So Ann had a personal interest in three girls plus Elisa and was planning her first visit that June. 

She came down with me after her four girls had been in the program for a semester. They were our top students, earning excellent grades. Ann wanted to have some sort of holiday with her “daughters”, but did not want to make the other becadas feel deprived or rejected. We presented the offer that we would take up to four girls, based on their overall grades, if they could fit into the back seat of the small car. We would go to the resort town of Panajachel on Lake Atitlan. This was something the girls had never done before, so even if someone had to ride on the roof, they were going.   

After leaving Solola, the narrow road hugs the side of the old volcanic crater. The crater sides are steep cliffs, broken up by a beautiful waterfall. We stopped at the waterfall, where Cristina especially, let the child hidden inside her for so long, play. She climbed the slippery rocks while I bit my tongue to keep from being the worried overprotective parent. Thankfully, the four girls came down from the rocks in one piece for group and individual photos. 
Back in Phoenix, I was sorting through the many photos. While I knew Cristina had a great time, she never smiled. I looked at other pictures of her in Coatepeque and they were the same. She simply never smiled. On the next visit, I was determined to return with a happy picture of Cristina. I explained to her that I wanted her smile. I got a grimace. I told her again to smile. I got a bigger grimace, lips locked shut as tight as a bank vault at night. Finally, I put the camera down and explained to Cristina that she looked sick, not happy. She reluctantly gave a tiny smile. 

Her two front teeth were black with decay.   
I immediately arranged a visit with a local dentist, explaining she was our becada and would someday be a professional. As a professional, she needed teeth. The dentist did two root canals to save the front teeth for $225, but Cristina had some twenty other moderate to serious cavities and had already lost a tooth. After a little more investigation, I was told this part of Guatemala was by far the worst for tooth decay. The water did not have any minerals in it and their diet was extremely poor. I could not ask godparents to repair years of neglect and the foundation did not have a large enough bank account for the treatments required. 

Dental Clinic

People are often introducing me to their community needs and projects, perhaps in hopes that one day I can offer help or a solution. On one such trip, I was taken to El Asintal to visit the center for hearing impaired children. Across the street, the local Rotary club had a dental trailer. There was a complete setup for two dentists plus assorted equipment. Unfortunately, due to costs, it closed shortly after my visit and stood empty.

I thought that perhaps I could bring volunteers to man that clinic. Although the becadas would have to travel long distances, they could get their smiles back. The Retahuleu club agreed and I returned to Arizona to promote a volunteer dental trip.      
Thanks to the Arizona Dental Association, we were given a booth at their conference. After three days, I had a considerable number of contacts interested in volunteering. I wrote the Retahuleu Rotarians to arrange a date, only to discover the clinic was no longer available. It was being sent back to Guatemala City, which I discovered later never happened.  

With professionals already interested and the need so great, I was not willing to let the idea die. A businessmen’s group in Coatepeque agreed to build the clinic if I would provide the equipment, volunteers and arrange with San Carols faculty to student staff the clinic when volunteers were not there. 
American Rotarians again agreed to fund this huge project. While I scrambled to find appropriate donations of units, chairs, X-rays, etc, we were able to buy the small equipment and start up supplies through another Rotary grant.  In September, after about ten months, the Coatepeque group said the clinic would be finished by Christmas. I organized the shipment of the container and contacted the volunteers.  We were preparing to go. 

I learned that words and reality are often worlds apart. The groundbreaking took place in September. During that much publicized and talked about event, the organizers put a shovel in the ground and stacked two cement blocks on top of the leveled off place. On my December arrival in advance of the volunteers, the shovel had been removed, but the cement blocks were still there, under the tree that grew in the middle of the “clinic”.  The equipment had arrived and the volunteers were coming in two weeks. I was devastated, along with assorted other rather strong emotions. 
They had apparently been waiting for my arrival before doing anything. We cobbled together a room and patio that had been vacant for years at a nearby farm. The dentists worked around extension cords and cables in the room and the hygienists worked tirelessly in the hot sun. The becadas, their families and people from the local community received hours of wonderful dental care. 

Cristina has her smile back and a toothbrush in her pocket. 

The clinic was finally built, but not by the men’s group. The mayor of Colomba said it was for the community and therefore the town would build it. San Carlos manned the clinic with two final year students doing their six months required practice. I would bring down teams of volunteers twice a year. Other than the U.S, our volunteers came from Singapore, Kenya, India, the Bahamas and Australia.  We had finally been listed on the American and British Dental Associations list of volunteer opportunities. 

The Coatepeque men’s group insisted on managing the clinic. After six months, a member of their group told me they were thrilled with the clinic as it was making them so much money. The San Carlos students provided free care for sixth grade students and pregnant women, but everyone else paid a reduced treatment fee. The Coatepeque men received a percentage to cover expenses. 
I was shocked at hearing about a surplus of money, as I very aware of dental material costs. I had worried there would not be enough receipts to be able to buy more supplies. The Rotary grant had provided supplies, but a finite amount. I cautioned the group to remember they had to budget for future materials. They assured me there were no problems, all was well. 

My next trip was another story. The supplies were gone and the group didn’t have any money to buy more. The surplus money was spent. By default, Spirit had a considerable repair bill to get the clinic running for the volunteers. 
On the next trip, while preparing for the team’s arrival, I discovered that the group had never paid for an annual maintenance and the compressor was destroyed. I had been trying, unsuccessfully, to have the $1200 backup electric plant installed. This trip, I realized it had never arrived at the clinic. The group refused to find it. The last straw was that the building construction had never been paid for.
The clinic now has two chairs, not five and the volunteer program has been terminated. I can not invite professional volunteers who are giving their time and paying for their expenses to a clinic that may have working equipment, but more likely broken and missing equipment. It was a decision that still makes me sad – as well as other emotions…

No More Projects.

These projects took enormous amounts of my time and energy, the efforts of numerous friends and neighbors, as well as the fundraising of many Rotarians across the country. However, there came a point when I realized that asking for further help was not possible. Donations had been exchanged, stolen, used for profit and abused through lack of maintenance. I could not in conscience ask Americans for further support. 

The Guatemalan poor will be the ones who will do without. The wealthy have their private hospitals, personal dentists and computers behind their barred windows.  

During the years I spent so much time on the Projects, Spirit continued to grow. The dozen becadas became twenty. We now had twenty girls with twenty different sets of problems and needs.  While the various projects helped far more than twenty families, I needed to spend much more time on the scholarship program. The girls were doing their part and there were other ways I could help the community in general. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
A HOLISITIC APPROACH
Through my years as a teacher, I learned that there is more to education than four walls and a teacher. You can’t just say to a child, who has never been to school; “there is your school, now go study and do well”! Most scholarship applicants live in such a vacuum, caused by their poverty and resulting economic and social isolation. There are far too many missing factors to achieve success, simply because there is a school and tuition was paid for. 

In spite of knowing I needed to address a variety of problems, I am still often caught by surprise. I forget these students do not have so much of what we take for granted. For example, American students learn how to find information in books from their earliest days of reading. I still remember learning to use the dictionary in third grade and the game of who could find a word the fastest. It was a simple but necessary lesson to learn to find information in books. 
How to study

Guatemalan girls don’t have dictionaries and books in school. They don’t have libraries to go to. Paying for a place to sit in a classroom, handing them a book and telling them go learn and do well, simply isn’t enough. They have to learn how to use the resources available in an efficient manner.   
If their primary resource is their teacher, they need to do more than pay attention. Adequate learning does not take place until the listener does something with the information. 

Information Retention Rates


Listening


  5%


Reading 


10% 


Discussing in groups
50%


Practicing


75%


Teaching


90%

Listeners easily tune out or get distracted. The teacher will drone on, even if a listener is napping in the back, or front, of the classroom.  I managed to catnap through most of my freshman religion classes at a private university. It was a required subject, but my notes were a series of meaningless scribbles each time I fell asleep. 

Readers can not read while sleeping, but again, the brain may or may not be fully engaged. You can’t tune out during a group discussion. Furthermore, when actively involved, the brain is processing the information. This active participation makes a huge difference in retention. Practicing and teaching requires even more processing, therefore learning and retention.
During many trips to Guatemalan schools, I have observed bits and pieces of many classes. Generally, some 40-50 students sit at their clean desks or tables giving various degrees of attention to the teacher. In math classes, there is generally a problem on the blackboard. In some cases, the students would be copying down the single example, if they had paper and pencils. The examples on the board are all they have to learn from, because they can’t afford to buy their own books and the school doesn’t provide them. They are expected to learn math by seeing an example of a concept. Math is generally their weakest subject.  However, I find their grammar and punctuation deplorable. A sentence can run on forever in the girl’s emails. Because of their zero budget and by default, listening was the teaching mode. Students might have retained the 5%. 

I spent one meeting with the girls, teaching them how to get the most out of their classes. I had the girls read a paragraph, then summarize the key point in their words. The objective was that by taking notes on the essential concepts in their own words, they had to process what the author had written. They had to be an active participant in their learning. I promised the girls that if they internalized the book content, they could not fail.  
I more recently realized that while the previous students were doing well, we have seven new girls who have not had this training and several are floundering.  They need more than their tuition and fees paid. 
Self Esteem
When young women learn from their close family, neighbors and friends that they are worthless and stupid, that becomes a self fulfilling prophecy. Even if a becada comes from the rare family that treats their daughters like their sons, their world does not. They learn through a thousand subtle messages that they are not as valuable as boys. This is the machismo culture of Latin America. 
I taught in Australia for eight years. My son was in high school at the time. There were three types of high schools; public co-educational, private boys and private girls’ schools. Parents sent their children to the private schools to better prepare them for the university exams and future acceptance into the better universities. A colleague at the college did some research on the results of the four different student experiences and their performance in university. There were public and private school boys and public and private school girls. The girls who came from the private girls’ high school outperformed the young women who had been subtly told they were inferior by their co-educational male classmates. We believed this was due to self-esteem building.  In the private girls’ school, no one, subtly or otherwise, told these girls they couldn’t do well. Instead, the experience built up their self-esteem. Our becadas did not come from self-esteem building private schools. They needed help.   

I was delighted when I discovered Chiquita’s Cocoon and even more thrilled when I found it in Spanish. It was an extraordinarily successful addition to the program. The original group of girls, who read this together, noticeably changed in their thinking about their self worth and futures. Again, the new girls need time to discuss and process the information together. It must be more than just another book to read. 
We are in the ninth year of fostering excellence for women. A number of our girls have grown up in the program, gained confidence and knowledge that they can be the top students. Others, who follow, see this and learn from their experience and successes. Instead of lessons spiraling down to failure, the girls reach higher, because their new role models do so and win. This diet of positive energy creates more success and belief in oneself. 
Keeping the group activities female has provided a group environment that fosters women’s growth and self-esteem. English teacher Sandy is a great role model that the girls like very much. Sandy promises she will continue as teacher unless Guatemala becomes too dangerous and she has to flee with her family to Canada.   

Cycle Beads
In our first year, we had two becadas who became pregnant and had to quit to program. Shortly after that, I discussed what a young man meant when he said “I love you”. I explained about the big brain and the little one, the difference being planning for a long term future with respect versus jumping behind the bushes. I wanted the girls to be slightly shocked, so the idea would stay in their minds. I would point to the location of the particular “brain” I was talking about. The slightly muted giggles cycled around the table, again and again. The director of a middle school sat quietly in the corner and after we finished, I asked her what she thought. Judging from the giggles and shocked looks from the girls, I felt almost certain nothing like that had even been discussed in her school. She thought it was a wonderful and a much needed discussion that would never have been talked about in the girls’ homes. 
In 2008, this issue came up again. Marival had put herself through high school. She would work and save money, then take another semester of classes. This went on for seven years before she graduated from her two year high school program. She wanted to attend university, but at that rate, she would have retired before finishing the 6-7 year program. 

Her application and grades were exceptional. She was mature and focused on her future, so I worked hard to find her a godmother. Two months later, I called her with the wonderful news. She could pick up her equipment and start her English right away. 

Marival did show up at Miguel’s home, with her boyfriend. Miguel immediately probed to learn how serious their relationship was. She was not very forthcoming, but he persisted and learned that the relationship was indeed very serious. Marival had just found out she was pregnant.  

This young woman came from the poorest of families and had worked so hard to better herself. Then she became pregnant. I don’t know which of us was more upset. However, I realized there was more work to be done with fertility knowledge. 

That December, I briefly introduced a woman’s fertility cycle to see how the presentation and discussion would go. I was so far from being knowledgeable as to be laughable. I wasn’t sure of the fertile versus non-fertile days. I simply knew they existed. At the end of this discussion, the girls were stunned, heading toward upset. They were annoyed because, without exception, no one had ever mentioned the fertility cycle. These are girls who are the top 3% of the population who go beyond middle school. Two of these girls were in their last year of university.  

Why hadn’t any of their classes discussed this very important subject? The population explosion in Guatemala is destroying the economy, safety and standard of living. Did the church and culture have a moratorium on the subject and was ignorance so universal that no one in their families would mention such a taboo topic? I could not let this continue, when having large families keeps Guatemalans in poverty and uneducated. 
I returned to Phoenix to become much smarter. My first resource was online, reading anything I could find. Eventually, I called Planned Parenthood, in Phoenix. When I spoke with one of their employees and explained how I wanted to help Guatemalan women control the number of children using natural birth control, she suggested I should speak with someone at the Catholic Diocese, as they might have materials in Spanish. That made sense, as I had heard that the Catholic Church did allow natural birth control methods. 

I made the long drive to the Catholic Family Services office and while trying to find a way in, met a nun in the parking lot. I asked where I could find an open door and who should I meet to help me, as I was looking for information about natural birth control. She would not allow me to finish my explanation. She was truly frightened that someone would see us talking and she would be in trouble. I tried to explain that I was definitely not talking about abortion and contraceptives. She fled.       

Eventually, the Planned Parenthood staff was most helpful. They gave me a specific pattern for the cycle beads and pamphlets that I could copy and distribute. I purchased bags of bright red and green beads. Rather than the colors used for the cycle bead model, I thought red for stop and green for go would work.  They have two stoplights in Coatepeque.
Mabis thermometers were very generous and sent a box of their special basil thermometers. We had enough for the becadas and some left over for future becadas. They would have a much more exact way to monitor their cycle. 

For the becadas, this is a work in progress. They are monitoring their cycles monthly. The goal is for them to know with as much certainty as possible, their particular cycle. Then, they can safeguard themselves now, if they are sexually active, and plan their family in the future.  

With the huge increase in AIDS patients, the Church’s denial as to there being a problem and the Latino male’s attitude toward casual sex, I also discuss the risks of contacting AIDS. Those roadside motels every few miles are not family motels, they rent by the hour. Knowledge is essential so the girls can protect themselves.  
My first community group presentation was in Genova with our becada families and assorted visitors. The crowd was predominantly mothers and their daughters, but I did have two fathers in the group. I had bowls of red and green colored beads, premeasured strings and enough knowledge to be able to speak with some authority. We discussed three methods of determining the ovulation dates and how sperms and eggs live and move. I finished the speech by holding up the sample cycle bead string and asked who would like to make one to take home. 
No one moved. This was my debut in cycle beads and it seemed as if I had failed. Was it my Spanish? Was I stepping over the line of acceptable topics? Before I would gather up the offending materials, Ilsy’s father, Nery, stepped forward and said; “well I want to know and I want my sons to know”. He picked up a string and proceeded to start threading beads.  
Yes, he did want to know. His oldest of ten children is twenty one and the youngest two years old. More importantly for the group, he broke the barrier. Everyone wanted a cycle bead string and left with knowledge they were unable to receive anywhere else. 

I then went to El Troje, the village, to which after the political talk, I had promised to return to. This was the hottest time of the year, at a much lower elevation and definitely uncomfortable. As we turned in to there covered community center, I was stunned to see over one hundred people waiting. Scholarships and knowledge of fertility was definitely more important than voting and war. These people did not drift in after my arrival. They had been waiting in the extreme heat. I took a deep breath and, with Miguel beside me, we began. 

There was again resistance to making their own cycle beads, but once the first person jumped up, it was a mob scene. The better part of one hundred people surrounded me, asking if they got their string correct and about education. I answered as rapidly as I could while trying to keep from passing out from the heat. 
Clemmie, a friend from Retahuleu asked if I would come to speak with a women’s group she worked with. As I was always delighted to see her and this would be another opportunity to teach the cycle, I happily agreed. I arrived the night before, as she scheduled the meeting early the next morning. While we were eating dinner, she mentioned some people wanted to stop by to hear what I was going to discuss the next morning. Again, I agreed. Had I known what the meeting was for, I would have felt differently about it however. 

A delegation of two men from the local Catholic Church grilled me for an hour or so. They wanted to know exactly what I going to say. I reassured them I was going to speak about the woman’s natural cycle of fertile and non-fertile days. For them, that was not an acceptable or adequate answer. They wanted a word by word reenactment. 

I was interested by the fact that these were church lay people, who had decided to see me or were sent to investigate my program. These were educated men, married to educated women. They were arbiters for what the very poor could or could not have access to. The contrast to American education was stunning! I could not imagine a Catholic delegation entering health and biology classes throughout the U.S. to vet the next days lessons. It would make the front page.    

I was allowed to speak, after a lengthy introduction by my two monitors, who then stood behind me. It was not as satisfying as the other presentations, but hopefully the community benefited some.  I left feeling that neither church extreme was interested in family planning in this country where 70% of children suffer from severe malnutrition, 88% do not go beyond some primary and access to medical care is minimal to none.    
Health and Diet
The becadas are often curious about how we live. Since I am usually their closest resource, I get some surprising questions from time to time. Again, I feel very fortunate to live in a place where we have access to information about almost anything. While we may complain about information overload, it is so much better than living in a vacuum. 

I am often surprised at how much they do listen to me. One girl came up to me, wanting to know about rice. She claimed I had mentioned I prefer brown rice and she wanted to know why? I answered that it was more nutritional. This led into a discussion about the nutritional value of natural versus highly processed foods, vitamins and minerals. 
The diet of the regions poor is generally ground corn in the form of tortillas or masa for tamales, beans, plantains (a potato type banana), fried or boiled and white rice. Much of this is cooked in copious amounts of vegetable oil. Treats are lollypops and sugary carbonated drinks. Other than the few beans they can afford to eat, this is a sugar and starch rich diet. This diet may calm the hungry stomach for a time, but it causes several other problems.

We now assume that a new becada will need a huge amount of dental care. It is a rare girl who has only a few cavities. The ability to study is definitely affected by the amount of pain you are experiencing. Self-esteem is dependent on how you look and feel about yourself. Teeth are near the top of the list of things that can undermine your confidence. Cristina didn’t refuse to smile because she was naturally grumpy. She kept her mouth shut out of shame. 

Sucking on all that sugar and drinking can after can, of carbonated beverages strips off whatever enamel they have. The girls have been taught that you lose your baby teeth to pain and decay and at about age fifteen, will start losing their adult teeth. I have seen several four year olds with a mouthful of black jagged stumps. I can’t imagine how they lived in any comfort with the constant pain. A seven year old with severe cerebral palsy came in to the dental clinic strapped to her tiny mother’s back. She was crying throughout her visit until she had her teeth pulled. They returned later with smiles. The pain had stopped. Unfortunately her other health problems would not be helped. 

Generally, people assume you naturally start losing your teeth in your middle teen years. Few if any, realize that they can care for and save their teeth. Once they know about a little toothpaste and lots of brushing, they do not have more cavities. It was simply a matter of educating people, giving them an alternative that they could follow inexpensively. 
The tooth decay problem took most of my attention for three years. The clinic is still operating at a reduced level for the community. Our girls receive care from our volunteer in Coatepeque. However, every new trip, new problems appear. 

Several becadas have lost or are losing family members to diabetes. This is rampant because of their sugary, starchy diet, almost devoid of vegetables and salads. Elisa’s mother recently went to the doctor. _________ was told she had a few weeks to live due to complications from advanced diabetes. Joel is caring fro his father, who had his feet amputated because of diabetes. In each case, they could not afford annual health check-ups to catch diabetes in the earlier stages. Had they been able to do so, they could not have purchased the expensive insulin, nor could they buy the appropriate foods; vegetables and proteins. 
The upcoming project is for more education on diet and health. In the future, if they choose a mango instead of a carbonated beverage, it will help.  If they lower their consumption of oil, it will help. Jackeline was a very overweight applicant. Once she was in the program, I spoke with Jacky and her parents about my concerns for her health and self- esteem. I explained about the weight factor and diabetes. Since then, she has lost some thirty pounds, is living a healthier life style with plenty of walking and smiles a lot more. She loves the new clothes I brought her and the outfit that is still a little on the small side. She is determined to wear it by my next trip. Again, education is the key to a better future. 
Throughout the nine years I have been working with the girls, we have had a steady stream of emails talking about a parent, grandparent or other family member who is dying or dead.  Recently, Sandra’s uncle was standing on the wrong corner during a gang confrontation. Elisa’s father suddenly died of a heart attack. Girls are regularly losing favorite grandparents.  
With the poor diet, lack of adequate medical care, inability to afford medicines, death is a common occurrence. While many of our families have problems such as abandonment by fathers, some fathers are abusive and all are extremely poor, the becadas generally have a lot of love for their families. They write constantly about their sisters, brothers, precious nieces and nephews and grandmothers.  I have found the families are generally close. The girls plan for the day that they can help their mothers and other family members. They want to be able to help each other. Older siblings may leave home, as work in the villages are rare, but they send money home to help the family. They also send their children home for the family to rear. The elderly live in the same house or compound, so the generations stay very close. In short, family is very important.  Death of the parents and grandparents is something they see daily.   
Death also brings an economic disaster to the surviving family. Uncles leave families without any source of income or savings. Grandparents leave medical bills. The society demands an expression of love and respect that the family will be paying for the debt for years. Joel’s mother’s funeral and medical bills topped Q30,000. His annual income was around Q17,000 per year, barely enough for the large family to live on. His father is very ill and will need a similar send off in the near future. 

I am discovering that the becadas need some bereavement support. I suspect their churches do not give practical advice and professional counseling is not an affordable option. Elisa’s mother’s extremely grave health is a constant worry for her. Her father died four years ago and Elisa has lived through the extreme reduction in household income, his death caused. Elisa still has at least two more years of study. She is dealing with becoming an orphan, without money, and perhaps becoming homeless. 

Unlike their doctor, I am not going to tell her that her mother will die in a few weeks, but she needs to accept that her mother’s time is limited. An untreated diabetes patient with renal failure is not going to become healthy, no matter how many prayers are said. Elisa’s pain is more then loss of her remaining parent, it is the fear of losing her home and scholarship. 
I can give her peace of mind regarding her scholarship. I can give her a shoulder while we discuss preparing to let her mother go. I can suggest she enjoy every minute with her mother and assure her mother she will be able to finish school and provide for herself in the future. That will be a healthier scenario for both patient mom and daughter, if they can eliminate the fear of Elisa’s future falling apart.  

How can I help a girl accept the reality of a pending death? It is difficult.  We do not want to become responsible for providing housing and food for families, but, as with Elisa, there are special circumstances where we must provide additional support. 

Academic Support

We only provide scholarships to applicants who have the proof of academic ability and striving for good grades.  However, sometimes the excellent village grades are meaningless. A 90% from the village school can be very misleading and disastrous for the scholarship girl. The tough requirement to apply is to safeguard the becada from certain failure. These girls do not receive the support in a practical sense at home. The rest of the family is generally uneducated academically and in experience in the broader world and its possibilities. 

Spirit tries very hard to prevent girls from learning to fail. If an applicant does not show the drive to succeed, starting at a higher level will inevitably result in failure. Paola came to us with excellent grades and a lot of enthusiasm and determination as a high school graduate in a village teacher’s school. I had reservations about her ability to enter University without a business high school background, but she had evidence of her ability. 

Her first exams were 20%, 30%, 50% and 93%. We require 80% average. Clearly Paola was in trouble. Failing three subjects means she will be unable to take the subsequent semester classes and would have to retake her first semester over again next year. She would have wasted a year of her life and godparent money and we would still be without confidence that she could manage future years work. 

As a professor, I realized not all people were meant to be college graduates. If a student was unable to handle the work, they should prepare for a job where they could achieve success. Learning to fail repeatedly is simply not good for anyone’s self esteem. 

However, sometimes a student has been capable and hits a wall. This could be for many reasons, such as family issues or a subject she has never experienced before. Ilsy, Any and Luz are examples. They had not studied a math based program, but wanted to study system’s engineering. In this case, we hired Sr. Pineda to assess and tutor them. They needed a temporary helping hand to get them on track.  They had proven dedication and capacity, that spending the precious financial resources was a good choice.  They have gone on to earn good to excellent grades during their first semester in University. 
English classes are our primary extra academic support. The becadas cannot graduate without passing an English competency exam. My first experience with regional English teachers was a horror. The physical education cum English teacher could not understand one word of English. The university teacher could do better, but was fixated on verb grammar. An applicant in business would have to use English as a spoken language, not simply passing a series of verb worksheets and a grammar exam. 

Very few people in the region can speak English and I have never met anyone from the villages who speaks it. We needed to provide the opportunity. After starts and stops, we hired Sandy, a Canadian English speaker. To augment her classes, we also provide listening CDs and a computerized language program. These have been so successful, that when Any was not able to be excused from school her first year to attend English classes, she was able to surpass the expectations by CDs and her computer alone. 

Providing laptops for the English program has been a major effort, but very worthwhile. They can also prepare their school work on computer and print out the assignments at the local internet café. 

Other needs
Each trip brings other needs. As mentioned, many involve educating these girls and villagers on topics they do not have access to, such as fertility, studying methods, health, etc. However, the girls have very basic needs also. 

Applicants show up in their best clothes. Sometimes they look very nice. Sometimes, they look slightly ragged due to cheap well worn low quality clothes. But that is all they have. Did you ever wonder where the clothes go after they have sat on the 70% off racks? They are bundled and taken to places like Coatepeque where they are piled on a street side vendor’s table or on the pavement. People dig through the pile for clothes, if they have the dollar or two to spend. They can be dirty, ripped, but hopefully holding the clothes up will tell the buyer if they will fit right or not. 

The alternative shopping center prices are impossible for most people.  

I have taken bags and boxes of clothes each time I go down. The choosing day is a happy event and much appreciated. Our donation from Swatfame was tremendous!  I could understand the cost of clothes makes dressing well impossible, but was completely taken aback when I was asked to bring underwear – for the second time. Donors from Fountain Hills and Memphis answered the call. Our girls will feel good knowing they have color coordinated new underwear.  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

RIPPLES 
Like the late Martin Luther King Jr., I also have a dream that Spirit can live on, beyond my lifetime and that of the other current board members. I dream that the little drop in the Spirit bucket will erode away the five hundred year old monopoly in which a few families have controlled Guatemala. I want to make that “one hundredth monkey” be a scholarship girl who will change her world and that of her children and neighbors. I want that one hundredth girl and the ninety nine before her to become educated and have opportunities that were unavailable to anyone, especially the women, in her family. 

I would like the poor to have a wider world view, so they will know the possibilities before making decisions. 

I would like to see the percentage of children suffering from severe malnutrition cut in half to 35-40%, then half again, and again. 

I would like Guatemalans to have at least the better life style of their Mexican neighbors to the north. 
I would like Guatemalans to be able to live in Guatemala with their families, their language and their culture, without watching their children cry from hunger or untreated badly decayed teeth. Without watching their parents die from untreated diabetes and their daughters from childbirth.

The best way to make this Spirit dream live on is by making Ripples.  Our “drop in the bucket” will move out in a circle of change. 
Becada Ripples

Guatemalan girls grow up knowing that girls are of little value. It is always amazing for me to see their rapid transformation after they join our program. When they become a “becada” with us, they have “proof” that they are special. They often tell me that just knowing people believe in them enough to give them a scholarship gives them tremendous value as a person. 
Because of this opportunity and personal growth, each becada will have a better job and will educate her children. The family legacy for their children will change from walking to the muddy ditch for their daily water and getting pregnant at fifteen, to striving for better grades in their chosen High School and University career.
Each becada comes from a large extended family. Her more prosperous life style will become a role model for her nieces and nephews and neighbors. I am already seeing this at work. Glendy’s sister is studying harder at school. Luz’s sister has already applied for a scholarship after working hard to make better grades. They are also hungry for the opportunity to better themselves.  

Hilda and Mariella come from an extremely poor family. When I visited their house, I found that they did not even have a kitchen. They cooked under the trees over their traditional wooden stove. While I enjoyed a delicious breakfast, Mariella was busy ironing her shirt with an iron she had filled with the hot coals left over from cooking breakfast. They did not have electricity, but she had an antique iron. Their older sister worked to earn a Cuban Medical scholarship and has been studying there for many years. She made the first ripple for the women in her family. Now Hilda is nearing the end of her schooling and Mariella is two years behind her. Both Spirit becadas are excellent students with bright futures.   

Ilsy graduated from High School as the valedictorian in professional administration. She chose Systems Engineering as her University program. This is a huge ripple! She comes from the extremely poor village of Genova and has a large family. Becoming an administrator was an unheard of goal for the villagers. The only other girl I’ve met from that village with higher education dreams, made it through two years of high school before becoming pregnant. Boys and babies are not going to be in Ilsy’s life for some time. She is too busy studying and earning medallions for excellence. 
Luz, graduated valedictorian in her program of Bi-lingual secretary and Any finished her two year program in computers. Ilsy, Any and Luz are making history together in their first year of systems engineering. In a class of 35 or so, there are four women. Ilsy is by far the best student, but the becadas are all doing well. I am delighted there are three working together. They will be able to support each other and they are certainly making a statement about the place for women!

At a recent lunch, our first graduate, Sindi, summed up her observation succinctly. She has become friends with one of her wealthier classmates. She told me, ________  can afford to take her public exams, even though she is not at all prepared to pass them. She does not worry about passing them, because she is living at home and her parents can afford her exam retakes. Sindi, must study very hard in order to pass her public exams, because she does not have unlimited funding.        

Most of our girls are in accounting, although there are many studying law and a few administrators.  The accountants should do well, as new government legislation increased the demand for auditors in 2009. Our future lawyers are passionate about their career choices. They want to change their world and create justice. I do worry that they may be in someone’s way some day and be assassinated, but they love what they are learning. 

Again, these are new emerging roles for women. These careers are a very long way from washing clothes in the stream while minding half dozen children.  
Finally, there is the future becada that each Spirit girl will one day sponsor. The benefits will trickle down to that girl’s family, children and neighbors. While the ripples may not become huge waves, they will be more numerous.  Maybe there will be more than the “hundred” needed, and a bigger country wide change will take place.  

Heidy is now sixteen and doing excellently in her second year of high school. She wrote, 
“Spirit helps me continue with my studies to better me as a woman… Also it serves as an example to know there exists people that help us, so we will be able to help others”.

For the last two years, Spirit has had more applicants than we can easily place. We have been fortunate that there have always been enough Angels willing to become sponsors, but our culling process has become more rigorous. 

Being well known for the excellence of our students and program has caused problems. We are consistently receiving applications from wealthy families, families with double and triple the income of our becada families. Several of these families are on the fringe of the middle class power establishment. I become a little nervous when faced with a wealthy father wanting a scholarship for his daughter. Life is cheap in Guatemala and I never assume an insistent father is going to gracefully accept rejection.

However, It is interesting and rewarding to see proof that our poor girls from such deprived backgrounds are becoming the role models for the wealthier families. Spirit girls are the school leaders. They are the school valedictorians. 

Hopefully, they will be leaders in the job race, or at least have a recognized advantage over the competition.  

Community Ripples
Frequently, I have to stop and rethink my expectations. Growing up in the United States, I take so many things as factual. If I want water, I look for a faucet. There is always running water somewhere. If, I am too cold, I flick a switch or drag out warmer clothes. Whenever we moved, I knew I could find the elementary, junior high and high schools nearby. I would then search out recommendations for the best doctors. These became facts for me, a way of life that most Americans have access to. Erroneously, they also became my expectations for the rest of the world. 
Travel did make me realize that perhaps not everyone had running water, but so often, my travel adventures started and finished in the three star hotels. Rarely did I visit the homes of the extremely poor, the “average” world citizen. It took many increasingly adventurous trips before I realized our western culture is really the exception to how the world lives.  
This particular lesson hit me hard while I was teaching for a semester in Morelia, Mexico in 1983. We were invited to the home of a family member of the school’s director. My thirteen year old son and I took off in my sturdy Ford Courier truck, following the director down a rutted and potholed “road”. After about an hour, we arrived at the village and a houseful of curious children. 
The family, thirteen members in all, had just finished their weekly bath out of a small metal wash tub. They had hauled water from the pond at the top of the hill. The water in the tub was the color of rich reddish brown mud. Thirteen baths in a few gallons of water would definitely color the remaining water, but this was well beyond tinted water. When we later took a walk around the village, I understood. The pond water, which had recently been fenced off to keep the pigs out of it, was very muddy to start with. This was the village water supply for all uses. It did wake me up and put some major cracks in my “wall of ignorance“.
Many of the Guatemalan community projects were started because the more I saw, the more the ignorance cracks became bigger and bigger and more numerous. Each newly discovered unmet need became another project in the making. This is why, Board member, Ann, and I organized the water, sanitary, hospital, computer and dental Rotary projects.  

I constantly realize that I must become more aware of the needs and how I can make cost effective changes. For example, I can’t bring in clean water to village homes and build a school, but I can teach the families about family planning.  

In the spring of 2010, my complacency again made problems for the Spirit girls. The previous December, I was working hard and fast to organize the new becadas. I was busy until the moment I boarded the bus. Even then, my phone was running hot with last minute calls and issues. It wasn’t until the following April that I realized I missed a critical lesson, necessary for the success of the new becadas. 

Most of our girls grow up in villages isolated by their poverty and distances. Their parents have the education of someone living in the 1800s. For them, post primary education is only a word, not a reality or even a dream. 

I had arranged for these young women to go to school, in their new uniforms, with books in hand, but I had not taken the time to show them what they needed to do while in class and with the books. I gave them computers and other English language tools, but not learning tools for the classroom and books. They did not know how to use the books and how to figure out what the teacher would expect of them. These lessons must be a part of every Spirit program introduction in the future. I hope to be able to visit middle schools to present these concepts. This will help future students maximize their learning, whether in school or on the job training. 
Each trip brings more to do. I usually arrive in Guatemala with 140 pounds of equipment and clothing donations and a list several pages long. The night at the airport B&B and next day’s four hour bus trip are the last quiet moments I have for a month. Thankfully, my manager meets me at the bus station in Coatepeque with a taxi, as it is quite a distance from the town center, the nearest taxi and my hotel. 

Ripples of Laughter
Twice a year, I organize a networking or bonding times for the girls. We do this in two ways. First, we meet for one full day in December-January and during the June-July trips, strictly for business and awards. We used to do this in conjunction with the English class, but Spirit has gotten too large for the girls to meet together weekly. We now have three different English classes. This splitting up, makes our business day even more important.  

I explain they are all sisters and we are family. When one has a success or a problem, it may be discussed within this larger group. In the case of successes, the younger accountants meet with the older accountants. In small groups, the older becadas explain what the teachers are looking for, what they need to focus on.  Occasionally, we have had several becadas flounder in the same class. When all of the girls, who are excellent in all classes except one, receive low grades, I look at the teacher. When a teacher is demanding, the younger becadas need coaching on what the expectations are so they can study to meet those goals. A girl who has been through the course can offer insight. She can coach the younger girls in surviving the class, so they can avoid repeating the problem.  
We recently had an equipment problem. Xenia was careless and her computer became infected with a virus which made it impossible to restart. The girls have been taught how to update their anti-virus, and must simply install the updates biweekly and keep their memory sticks away from virus laden computers, such as the community library. The local internet repairman charges some $8 or three days wages to reinstall the software. The business meeting for June 2010 had reinstalling the software as part of the agenda.  

The Pizza party break is always a hit with the girls. These two meeting days are probably the only times they eat pizza. They can now make eight jumbo pizzas disappear quickly. 
In Guatemala, summer comes in December. This is the best time of the year to visit. It is after the rainy “winter” season, between May and November and before the extreme heat of March to May. Once a year, during the December-January trip, we go to Irtra. This is an incredible park complex made up of a theme park and the year 2009 world’s number one water park. Thanks to the support and efforts of Spirit friend, Clemencia, the Irtra park manager has graciously given us tickets each year to Xocomil. We pack a huge picnic lunch with chicken, chips, sodas and chocolate cake, to celebrate birthdays, and meet at the bus station.  The amount of food we need has become enormous! I look at these tiny young women, several of whom can out eat an athlete. Romelia ate steadily during our long lunch break and took back napkins full of leftovers to the lockers for later consumption. The leftovers disappeared before our bus arrived.   
Those who have been there before anticipate the variety of rides they will take together. Some of the new ones are apprehensive. One year, we had two becadas, who had never been to the ocean, an hour away, or to a pool. They were terrified of so much water.  I took one in each hand and marched them over to the large yellow tubes used to float down the river. Holding hands, Romelia, Saydi and I rode the river together. This shallow, artificial river is a huge circle of pure, moving water winding around the many water slides and other activities. Although the water slides did not interest them, they enjoyed the river and the food. 

This is a wonderful day of bonding for the girls. It is a day for being young and carefree. 

In to the Future 
Planning too far into the future seems futile at times. Often I am overwhelmed by the need to put out the many, many fires. 

I was thrilled in January 2009, when I learned the government had stopped charging a registration fee at the High School. Of course, the monthly fee, teacher’s day fee, computer fee typewriter fee and a host of other expenses were still in place. However, it was certainly a step in the right direction of making education more affordable for the poor.  The savings was about $17 per year. 

In March of 2009, we had a new fee. Senior students have to apply to various businesses for an unpaid intern position, which lasts six weeks. They need an additional uniform which cost an additional $25. In 2010, the cost of this uniform increased to $48 to $63 for each senior student in the government school. The Institute also started charging for these second uniforms. Their cost started at $125, but after numerous complaints dropped to $75.  Monthly wages for our families are about $60-100 per month. So, I had more work to do on the subsequent trip’s agenda. 

The institute was unable to increase their costs for 2010, because the competition was not going to do so. Their additional uniforms started costing Q1000 or $125, up from $25 the year before. 

In 2009, our third and very expensive school charged for November fees. Graduation was in October and the doors were closed. They were charging for nothing. It is a constant battle to keep the schools from robbing the program.  Victimization like this is all too common.  

My manager believes the parents are too uneducated and afraid to object to anything the schools demand. He is probably correct. The poor are kept stupid. It is easier to manipulate and take advantage of them. Now to find a solution that can reach the parents in general. To make this happen, I must be careful. I must stay below the radar for my safety. 
Spirit’s current goals include:
Encourage the becadas to strive for excellence. This does not mean high GPAs for all, but means developing their knowledge and ability to the limit of their capacity. 

Show the becadas that they have value. This will lead to empowering them, giving them knowledge to take control of their lives, be it their vote or treatment on the job. This includes teaching them the value of he word “NO”

Search out job possibilities in Guatemala for our graduates. 

Provide support as we are able for the becadas and their families in crisis. This could include emotional support, nutrition counseling, building rabbit cages, and temporary monetary supplements. 

Growth without requiring expensive infrastructures to maintain the program. 
Building a Team
I do have safety concerns. I rock a few boats from time to time.  If something is wrong, I say so and work to make it right. This puts me in conflict with people like teachers and directors who try to make extra money off the becadas, who demand services in their houses of the female students. Because of this, I have been working hard to train the team in Guatemala and expand the Board in the U.S. I have had mixed success. 

Building the Guatemalan team of Miguel and Sandra is an ongoing educational process. They are very capable, but are nervous about authority and power people. Since I am American and President of the foundation, I’m automatically an authority figure. My goal is to make them more independent. Miguel has so much knowledge and good insight. I am coaching him to take on more responsibility. 

Our first graduate accountant, Sindi, will be ready in the next year to join the Guatemala management group. I foresee her role to be one of application reviews and interviews. In a couple more years, Sindi will be joined by Hilda and Elisa, two new lawyers. Hence, in time, the Guatemalan team will grow strong.  
Becada families must be part of this team. They are the ones who are managing without the income their girl would be earning. They are going against the social reality that says girls are the cash cows until marriage.  Being part of the team, gives this sacrifice value for the parents. We have had several cases where the becada working is not optional, it is family survival. Searching out part time work is always an ongoing challenge.  
The U.S. team is equally or more important. We have been a volunteer non-profit organization. The pledge to Godparents that 100% of their money goes to their girl must be maintained if at all possible. In addition to finding sponsors, this volunteer group must raise funds for a myriad of other expenses. To date, additional fundraising has been through sales of Mayan coffee and bead and semi precious stone jewelry. In the future, a grant writing board member may take this on. 
Spirit definitely needs more Board members in the future. A Spanish speaker could be crucial.  Recruiting new members has been difficult. While so many people are willing to help with donations and scholarships, finding people willing to give a long term commitment of time has been difficult. There are three active members, The newest one, Reve, is enjoying her contribution and seeks to learn more about managing Spirit. We still have to grow. 

Ilsy recently wrote in her critique of Spirit: 
“Spirit is changing constantly & manner is good and beneficial”
Now that is a worthy goal to meet! Spirit must continue to be good and beneficial. 

. 

