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Lora Aboulmouna  
Guatemala 

During spring break of my junior 
year, I thought my biomedical engineering 
trip to Guatemala couldn't contain any 
more surprises. As our trip was coming to a 
close, I thought I had experienced the sani-
tation issues, lack of medical supplies, and 
cultural differences typical of a third world 
country; however, that was not the case. 
There we stood in front of the Hermano 
Pedro Hospital ready for our final day of 
fixing medical equipment. Blocking the en-
trance to the hospital was a band of danc-
ing clowns. Right at the center was Dr. 
(ÕÎÔÅÒ Ȱ0ÁÔÃÈȱ !ÄÁÍÓȟ ÄÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÈÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÔÏÅ 
as a clown, dancing with a 92-year-old 
woman. The last person I had expected to 
meet in Guatemala was literally two feet in 
front of me. I saw how Dr. Adams brought 
joy and youthful play to an elderly woman 
who had spent the past few hours in a chair 
staring at the floor. From the brief interac-
tion I had with him, I saw exactly what Dr. 
!ÄÁÍÓ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÂÙ ȰÔÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔ ÁÓ 
×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÅÁÓÅȢȱ  ) ÓÁ× ÈÏ× ÈÅ ÍÁn-
aged to perform a task as simple as making 
a child smile or an old lady dance.   

I traveled to Guatemala with a group 
of biomedical engineers and applied the 
skills I had acquired during the semester in 

order to repair and diagnose medical 
equipment at three of their public hospi-
tals. While there, I was able to experience 
firsthand the challenges many doctors face 
while working abroad in rural areas of de-
veloping countries: the lack of medical aid 
and working equipment, as well as exten-
sive sanitation issues. My group and I trav-
eled with minimal equipment and were un-
sure of the types of problems we would en-
counter. Even after the weeks of prepara-
tion, it was very difficult to know what we 
were about to face. Our first hospital visit 
at Guatemala City Public Hospital, we met 
with five or six engineers. At first, we spent 
our time figuring out what needed to be 
fixed, quite different from what I had ex-
pected ɀ of us coming in and having the 
broken equipment ready for us, and all we 
had to do was fix it in some way. Rather, 
my group and I ended up working in the 
surgery area 
where we were 
led by the head 
surgeon, such an 
amiable old man 
who obviously 
loves what he 
does! I came 
across some oxi-
meters that need-
ed the right finger 
probes and some 
that needed adaptors or chargers. After ex-
amining the equipment, it was very disap-
pointing to know that it  needed new parts, 
which we didn't have. Two of my team 
members and I worked on another non-
functional oximeter, which was very useful 
as we worked in a group and discussed 
possible problems, but at the same time, 
we came to the conclusion that the piece of 
equipment was irreparable. I learned that 
even with  downfalls, I acquired experience. 
The next day, I was able to repair an AED.  
With the help of the Humanitarian Fund,
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I was able to make the 
trip to Guatemala and 
pay for the expenses of 
travel, food, places to 
stay, phone service, 
and our interpreters. 
All this was needed to 
allow my classmates 
and I to do the best we 
could with what little 
we had.  

Our visit to 
Guatemala turned out 
to be successful with 
only one day of disap-
pointment. After our 
week of work was 
completed, we had vis-
ited all three hospitals 
that we had planned on working at and helped repair and give advice on many pieces of the 
equipment that we were given. The day before we left on our flight back to Tennessee, we 
climbed an active volcano, specifically the Pacaya volcano. Quite an amazing experience but 
one I doubt I will ever repeat. During the summer, I found out that the same volcano we 
climbed erupted in May. Guatemala has been quite an interesting experience but I know 
that I want to return and continue to make a difference, hopefully in a few years as a doc-
tor. 
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Elise Adcok-Hinojosa 
Guatemala 
 

As a biomedical engineer, I took a 
global service learning elective in which we 
learned about a wide range of medical 
equipment to prepare our class to travel to 
Guatemalan hospitals to extend our ser-
vices. We spent the semester taking apart 
instruments, learning about the circuitry 
and the common problems associated with 
these tools. Over spring break, March 7-14, 
we traveled to various hospitals in Guate-
mala including San Juan de Dios, the Sha-
lom Surgical Center, the National Hospital 
of Antigua, and Hermano Pedro. One morn-
ing at Antigua Hospital I worked on an in-
fant warmer, a sealer, an insufflator, surgi-
cal lights and monitors in the operating 
room. When we first arrived, the room that 
we needed to work in was occupied by sur-
gery, so they asked that we return at 
9:30am. While waiting, we found that the 
warmer needed three fuses to be replaced 
but because the light housing was missing, 
the light still did not work . When we took 
the sealer apart, we found that the motor 
did not work to turn the belt inside.  

We were then able to go back to the 
operating rooms to work on the surgical 
lights. The surgical light we were working 
on had bulbs that would burn out too 
quickly even though the voltage was right. 
We saw that it had a 10A 250V fuse, which 
was probably too high for the instrument. 
We researched what the correct size 
should be and sent an email to the manu-
facturing company, but we had no luck, so 
did not replace it. The other problem was 
that when the surgeons tried to focus the 
light to a point, there were a few lights that 
would not focus, and seemed to be scat-
tered. To fix this we simply dismantled the 
light housing for each light and reconnect-
ed them so that they would all move to-  

 
gether. The insufflator had a leaky tube. 
This was an easy fix, we took the casing off 
and used gas tubing to replace the old tube. 
When we were finished they told us that 
they could finally schedule the surgery that 
they needed this machine for and that they 
would schedule it for the next day! Then 
they brought us monitors that didnȭÔ ×ÏÒËȠ 
the nurses said there were problems with 
the screens.  

When we tried to go back into the 
operating room to work on the other lights, 
we again had to wait for a surgery ɀ a C-
section. This time, however, the surgeons 
said that we could watch the surgery if we 
wanted to because it would be quick and 
we would just be waiting outside anyway. 
Of course, I jumped at the opportunity and 
had the chance to witness this surgery 
from start to finish. The most surprising 
thing was that the baby girl was out within 
8 minutes from the first cut; it was the su-
turing that took the majority of the time. 
The whole surgery lasted slightly over 30 
minutes. After the surgery I spoke with one 
of the physicians who told me that the oth-
er lamps had the same problems: the lights 
×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÕÒÎ ÏÕÔ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÁÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭt 
focus to a point. He also said that when the 
ESU unit was in use, it would create a 

5 



 

high intensity RF signal and interfere with 
the other electronics in the room. However, 
there was nothing that we could do about 
this last problem.   

Frequently we were not able to fix 
these instruments. We saw a bunch of very 
interesting scenes, machines, and parts of 
the hospital, but many instruments that we 
were handed to fix had a problem that we 
ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÆÉØ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÏÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÌÁÃÅÍÅÎÔ 
parts that we had. However, we came to 
Guatemala as engineers providing our ser-
vice to those hospitals that needed it. I 
needed to have realistic expectations for 

myself, and just do my best at what I came 
to do. This was something that I had to 
keep telling myself throughout the trip to 
ÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ ÄÁÙȭÓ 
work. On the brightside, I learned how to 
change out the fuses!  

Because this experience was part of 
a service trip, all trip expenses were paid 
for by class fundraisers or by scholarships. 
In this way, this Humanitarian Fund not 
only gave me the opportunity to see health 
care in South America, but also allowed 
Guatemalans to receive our services. 
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Lucia Alvarez 
Ecuador 

 
This summer I was fortunate 

enough to spend a 36 days in Quito, Ecua-
dor. When I applied to the Ecuador Project 
last November, I had no idea that my expe-
rience would impact me as much as it has 
or that I would end up loving this part of 
the world as much as I now do.  

I remember telling my friends about 
how I was going to Ecuador this summer, 
and I can honestly say that most did not 
know where it was or why I would ever 
want to go there. Even my family, who has 
always supported anything that I set my 
heart on, was a bit skeptical about how I 
was choosing to spend my summer. I start-
ed feeling a little uncertain of my decision 
to go to Ecuador, and that is about the time 
that the Nichols Humanitarian Fund mirac-
ulously came into the picture.  I told myself 
that frankly, I could not afford a trip to 
South America, but if by some stroke of 
luck I was awarded this scholarship, then I, 
being a believer in fate, would certainly go.   

As I stepped off the plane that had 
just landed in Quito, I instantly became 
very anxious to meet my host mother. 
Luckily, she was patiently waiting for me 
holding a sign with my name on it. Her 
name is Cecilia Vintimillia, but I affection-
ately call her Ceci. She became my home 
away from home, a major reason why I had 
such a great experience, and an introduc-
tion to the Ecuadorian culture. She cooked 
me bananas in ways I had never seen any-
one cook bananas.  She drove me around 
and showed me where the locals went. We 
had many long dinner conversations over a 
serving of Avocado Soup, Sweet Tomato 
Milkshakes, and Banana Lasagna, which are 
now some of my favorite dishes. After 4 
weeks, I grew to love her family, her warm 
home, and her undying generosity. By liv- 

ing with Ceci, I learned more and enjoyed 
more of South America and of Ecuadorian 
life than I had imagined possible in the 
short amount of time we had together.  

The first morning I was in Quito, I 
met up with my group from Vanderbilt. The 
ten of us took some time to get to know 
each other as well as our new city.  Over 
the weeks we became very close. We swam 
in the Rio Napo while were in the Amazon.  
We hiked El Cotopaxi, a very famous moun-
tain in the region. We helped each other 
negotiate with the Otavalo market sellers 
in Spanish. We made wigs for El Dia Del Ni-
ño. We went to countless restaurants.  We 
got very, very lost through the Quito Public 
Transportation System together, as well as 
found three-dollar manicures. Everyone 
that went contributed something different 
to the group, and this made for very inter-
esting and exciting conversations. I know 
that the friendships that were made in Ec-
uador will continue.  The students that 
went to Quito with me made what would 
be a merely a memorable trip, absolutely 
unforgettable.  

Every embarking expedition is 
bound to come across a few glitches along 
the way, but once I finally arrived at Campo 
Esperanza, an Elementary School in North 
Quito, I knew I had come to the place 
where I was meant to be. I started working 
with small children that had a wide range 
of disabilities. Most were under the age of 
18 and had either cerebral palsy or autism, 
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but truthfully, the meaning of those words 
seemed to transform, as I became a part of 
their daily life. The little boy with autism 
became Kevin, who laughed and danced 
wildly every time I was able to come up 
with an interesting sound or beat. Carolina 
kissed my hand every time I was nice to 
her or went with her on a walk. David defi-
nitely had a developed palate for a 5 year-
old with cerebral palsy, and even if Suzy 
could not talk, I knew she understood eve-
ry bit of what was said in that classroom.  

My teacher, Jenny, who I was work-
ing with and possibly the most kind-
hearted person I have ever met, took me to 
visit the kids from my classroom in Casa 
Hogar, the orphanage in association with 
Campo Esperanza. Some of the girls from 
Vanderbilt and I took them some groceries 
and gave everyone dinner that night. 
Knowing that the women who work at Casa 
Hogar took in 20 kids with disabilities and 
rely on donations for rent, utilities, and 
food is nothing but shocking. Their dedica-
tion to the cause is admirable and can be 
seen in every 
ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÓÍÉÌÉÎÇ ÆÁÃÅȢ  
My heart skipped a 
beat as we walked 
into a dining room 
full of children who 
were waiting for us 
to bring them din-
ner. Not wanting to 
leave, the girls and I spent hours hanging 
out with our friends in Casa Hogar. There is 
ÎÏÔ Á ÄÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÏÅÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË 
about those children, who I grew to love 
and the women, who I instantly respected.  

As an engineering student, I never 
expected to be working with children with 
disabilities in South America. Their circum-
stances influenced my thoughts, and I real-
ized that I had begun to think about issues 
that had never come across before. I chal-

lenged myself to talk to the rest of the Van-
derbilt students about what I was witness-
ing. And even if I did squeeze in the time to 
take apart and revamp a wheelchair in 
need of repairs, I learned about topics that 
had nothing to do with my chosen major 
and realized that ) ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÌÉmit my edu-
cation.   

It is impossible to 
put every precious mo-
ment spent in Ecuador 
into words. As a college 
student, I can say that I 
felt as if I was faced with 
reality, which is harsh at 
times, but constantly honest. I was brought 
down into a world for the purpose of giving 
back, but in retrospect, with me I took 
away so much more. I cannot seem to get 
%ÃÕÁÄÏÒ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÍÉÎÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÒÅÆÁÃÅȟ Ȱ)Î 
%ÃÕÁÄÏÒȣȱ ɉÓÁÉÄ ÉÎ Á 3ÐÁÎÉÓÈ ÁÃÃÅÎÔɊ ÈÁÓ 
begun to surface frequently when talking 
with friends. I know this experience has 
become the thread that will eventually pull 
me back to South America and other com-
munities in need.  

I would like to thank everyone that 
made this trip possible and impossible to 
replace. Thank you to Eli, Ceci, Sharon, the 
VanderbÉÌÔ Ȱ%ÃÕÁȱ 'ÒÏÕÐȟ *ÅÎÎÙȟ ÍÙ ËÉÄÓ 
from Casa Hogar, and especially the Nich-
ols. I could not have asked for a more per-
fect month. I challenge anyone reading this 
to do something unexpected, because you 
never know where you will find what you 
are looking for.  
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Jessica Aviles  
Ecuador 
 

The Nichols Humanitarian Fund 
provided me with the opportunity to go to 
Ecuador and volunteer in a clinic in a rural 
town outside of Quito. Through the pro-
gram Practicas Hospitalarias, I was able to 
work alongside doctors and nurses to lend 
my assistance. Some tasks that I performed 
were initial patient checkups upon arrival 
at the clinic, aiding staff with paperwork, 
and filling prescriptions. Volunteering at 
the clinic helped me to come to the realiza-
tion that although developing countries 
need help from wealthier nations, there are 
still some things that they can teach us.  
 )Î %ÃÕÁÄÏÒȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÈÅÁÌÔÈ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȟ 
there are many basic problems that can be 
solved with money. Clinics are under-
staffed, undersupplied, and lack basic ne-
cessities. In my experience, two doctors 
each saw a total of 30 patients a day, work-
ing in poor conditions that were seemingly 
insurmountable. Three days out of five 
there was no running water, which meant 
ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÃÔÏÒÓ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÓÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ hands 
ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÉÌÅÔÓ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ 
ÆÌÕÓÈÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÔÈÏÄÏÎÔÉÓÔȭÓ ÍÁÃÈÉÎÅÒÙ 

ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎȢ $ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȟ 
patients were still being provided with 
quality care and given the prescriptions 
they needed ɀ totally free of charge.  
 In addition to free care, the govern-
ment seemed to have a good idea of the 
problems in their country and a plan on  

 
how to fix them in the upcoming years. In 
the clinic, the doctors keep track of pa-
tientsȭ diagnoses, which are then sent to a 
statistician and tallied over the year and 
submitted to the government. Using this 
system, they can keep track of major prob-
lems like frequency of disease and rate of 
teenage pregnancy. Also, one day a week, 
one physician from the clinic goes out into 
the community and does home visits for 
people who may live too far out in the 
countryside to see the doctor for check-
ups. On that same day, the other physician 
stays behind and does check-ups for the 
children in schools near the clinic. Because 
υπϷ ÏÆ %ÃÕÁÄÏÒȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ 
in school, they are targeting a major source 
of illness and using it as a vehicle to teach 
about basic hygiene. This is an innovative 
idea that I believe other countries can ben-
efit from. One day we saw two cases of 
hepatitis that could have easily been 
spread to the other children in the class 
and the school, but was prevented since 
they went to the doctor that day. The kids 
also learn about their bodies and how to 
stay healthy and receive vitamins.  
 Doing a full time service project was 
great because we got to explore the city af-
ter the day was over and I felt like I was 
making a difference and helping out as op-
posed to just taking classes abroad. I think 
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that service trips 
allow you to get 
integrated into
your environment 
and really see first 
hand what the 
problems are. 

My trip gave 
me a lot of insight 
into what are con-
sidered third world 
countries. Although 
Ecuador is small 
and still develop-
ing, they have a 
novel system in 
place that allows 
them to observe 
what issues are af-
fecting the country and deal with them. Many people consider the care to be substandard to 
that of the United States, but when I was ill, I was seen by the physicians in the clinic and 
was able to recover with the same medications that I would have received if I was home. 
Though the people of Ecuador do need help in dealing with things like lack of manpower 
and lack of medical supplies, there is a lot that can be learned from the system they have 
put into place to deal with the health of their people. Ecuador is not a rich nation, but it still 
manages to provide free care to everyone that needs it. I learned that not everything is 
what it appears to be at first and that it is possible to learn from a nation that is not as well 
off. This insight would not have been possible without the Nichols Fund and for their help I 
am grateful. I hope to travel to other countries on similar health related service trips in the 
near future.  
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Alice Bator 
Uganda 

 
With the support of the Nichols 

Humanitarian Fund, I was granted the op-
portunity to travel to Uganda and volun-
teer for the Kasiisi 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ 'ÉÒÌȭÓ 3ÕÐÐÏÒÔ 
Program. The people and experiences of 
daily life deepened my understanding of 
and appreciation for the culture, lifestyle, 
ÎÅÅÄÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÁÕÔÙ ÏÆ Ȱ4ÈÅ 0ÅÁÒÌ ÏÆ !ÆÒÉÃÁȢȱ 
Volunteering alongside Vanderbilt alum, 
Scott Krenitski, we worked towards three 
ÇÏÁÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ +ÁÓÉÉÓÉ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ 'ÉÒÌÓȭ 3ÕÐÐÏÒÔ 
Program. We worked with Dr. Musaazi and 
Technology 4 Tomorrow to build the foun-
dations for a MakaPad employment site in 
Western Uganda, we met with local organi-
zations in Kampala to gather local materi-
als and teaching aids for the community 
nurse in Kyanyawara, and we monitored 
ÔÈÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ +ÁÓÉÉÓÉ ÇÉÒÌÓȭ ÐÒo-
gram one year after implementation. My 
personal mission was to push the program 
to the point of sustainability, and I believe 
afteÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÕÍÍÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ +ÁÓÉÉÓÉ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÇÉÒÌÓ 
support program is well on its way to need-
ing minimal outside aid thanks to the sup-
port from the Nichols Fund.  

After arriving in Uganda, we quickly 
had to adjust our clocks to accommodate to 
the different resources and the slower pace 
of life. This change of tempo meant contin-
ually adjusting our approaches to accom-
plish our goals in the most effective man-
ner, and most importantly, constantly re-
minding ourselves to be flexible. This 
summer marked my second trip to work 
for the Kasiisi Project in the capital, Kam-
pala, and in the western district, Kabarole. I 
loved landing in Entebbe, walking through 
customs, and feeling secure that I knew my 
way around a country so distant and dif-
ferent from my own. The familiarity of the 
smells, sounds, and sights meant that I 

could spend more time learning and less 
time adjusting to the culture. I was not 
shocked by the boda-boda drivers on the 
sidewalks in Kampala, the buses that do 
not leave until they are full, or the baboons 
trying to get into my room at the field sta-
tion in Kabarole. Rather, I learned more 
about subtle cultural differences, such as 
those of the relationships I formed as long 
as four years ago when I first met many of 
the teachers from Kasiisi Project. One of 
the most thrilling aspects of working in a 
foreign place is that this learning progress 
is not limited to standard workday hours. I 
learned the most from long conversations 
with Dr. Musaazi as we rode from Kampala 
to Ft. Portal, from a brainstorming session 
over tea with a current Peace Corps volun-
teer, and an afternoon with Lucy, the nurse, 
talking to her and observing her teach a 
lesson to P5-P7 girls at Kiko Primary 
3ÃÈÏÏÌ ÓÈÅ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄȟ ȰÂÒÅÁËing the silence.ȱ  

We made significant strides incor-
ÐÏÒÁÔÉÎÇ $ÒȢ -ÕÓÁÁÚÉȭÓ -ÁËÁ0ÁÄÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅ 
into the Kasiisi project. Starting this Sep-
tember, the Kasiisi Project will commence 
the donation of MakaPads to the schools in 
place of the imported American brands. 
This adjustment will open up room in the 
budget for other costs, support a local 
business, and help with conservation ef-
forts near the Kibale National Forrest, 
which are all central to the +ÁÓÉÉÓÉ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ 
mission. In order to develop the foundation 
for a MakaPad employment site in Ka-
barole, we worked with Dr. Musaazi, solic-
ited donations of white paper waste in the 
Ft. Portal area, and discussed business 
strategies with all stakeholders. One day 
while Scott and Matthew Koojo (a Kasiisi 
scholar who just graduated college) taught 
reproductive health classes to the boys in 
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P7 at Kasiisi Primary School, I met with the 
principals, representatives of the parent-
teacher organizations, and representatives 
of the school management committees of 
the five affiliated primary schools. After 
other presentations by Kasiisi staff, I pre-
ÓÅÎÔÅÄ $ÒȢ -ÕÓÁÁÚÉȭÓ -ÁËÁ0ÁÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ 
production as a form of employment for 
parents of school children and as a means 
to subsidize the operating costs for the 
girls support program. As a result of this 
meeting and other meetings with members 
of the board, the future of the MakaPad 
project lies in the hands of the parents, 
teachers, and faculty of the Kasiisi schools.   

Gathering local materials for Lucy, 
the community nurse for the 5 primary 
schools, proved more difficult than we ex-
pected, but successful nonetheless. Mango 

Tree, an organization founded by a peace 
corps volunteer had a few wonderful items, 
and Fountain Publishers, UNICEF, and Ox-
ford Bookshops filled other gaps. Observ-
ing the development of the programs and 
the allocation of funds I raised was an 
amazing feeling. Seeing girl-friendly l a-
trines being built at Kiko Primary School, 
watching nurse Lucy, whose salary is paid 
through GlobalGiving funds, getting girls 
excited to talk about important issues, and 
feeling excitement build around the Maka-
Pad project is something I will never forget. 
I cannot thank the Nichols Fund enough for 
allowing me to have this incredible experi-
ence and to push myself to gain a deeper 
and more meaningful appreciation and un-
derstanding of Ugandan culture and life.  

 
 
Dear Mr. and Mrs. Nichols, 
I cannot thank you enough for your generous support through the Nichols Humanitarian 
Fund. The opportunity this year to return to Uganda and work with the girls support pro-
gram of the Kasiisi Project was not only an incredible learning experience for me, but also 
important for the development of the program itself. Last summer, my classmate Sarah 
Quirk and I spent seven ×ÅÅËÓ ÉÎ 5ÇÁÎÄÁ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ Á ÂÁÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÉÒÌÓȭ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȢ /ÎÃÅ 
I returned home, I spent the year fundraising over $74,000 for the development of the pro-
gram. The Nichols Humanitarian Fund allowed me the chance to work in Uganda this sum-
mer to discern where funds are best allocated, to gather local materials for the community 
health worker for the peer education program, and to work toward developing a MakaPad 
employment site in Western Uganda. My goal this summer was to push the program to the 
ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ) ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ +ÁÓÉÉÓÉ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÇÉÒÌÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÉÓ ×ÅÌÌ 
on its way to needing little to no outside support thanks to the support from the Nichols 
Fund. 
  
Thank you so much for allowing me to have this incredible experience and to push myself 
to gain a deeper and more meaningful appreciation and understanding of Ugandan culture 
and life. Your generosity is unbelievable and I am so inspired by the experiences you have 
personally given so many students like myself. 
 
Best Wishes, 
Alice M. Bator 
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Colleen Cummings 
Ecuador 
 

I have always prided myself in being 
rational, rather than overly emotional.  Alt-
hough I certainly respond with my heart, I 
have learned I can accomplish more with 
well-founded actions than with equally jus-
tified outbursts.  Despite my normally col-
lected mentality, I found it difficult to re-
main so reasonable during my time in Ec-
uador.  I was constantly in situations that 
tugged on my heartstrings.  Both my ser-
vice and personal experiences in the coun-
try pushed me to new limits, forcing me to 
re-evaluate many of my long-held beliefs.   
 The service I engaged in provided 
many of these valuable learning opportuni-
ties.  I worked weekdays in the childcare 
section of a nonprofit organization that ca-
ters to the very low-income residents out-
side of Quito.  The majority of the children 
in this center, all aged 18 months to 5 
years, are the products of single-parent 
households that average less than $240 a 
month.  The organization, Cristo de 
Miravalle, only functions due to generous 
donors in the United States and the fruits of 
volunteer labor.  I had worked in a daycare 
center during high school, and have had 
jobs with children ever since.  Naively, I be-
lieved I knew what I was getting myself in-
to. 
 I quickly learned that this day care 
center was unlike anything I had ever en-
countered in the United States.  Firstly, 
class sizes ranged between 20 and 25 stu-
dents, with one teacher, even in the young-
est age group.  Secondly, many of the chil-
dren had severe behavioral or health issues 
that require extensive individual attention.  
!Ó Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒȭÓ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ 
be focused on a handful of children each 
day; the majority of the class had little in-
teraction with this sole adult.  This had se-

vere and obvious impacts on the emotional 
and social development of the children in 
the center. 
 I learned even more once I partic i-
pated in the home visits that the organiza-
tion conducted.  Each August, there are be-
tween 25 and 40 openings for new children 
as the 5 year olds move on to public ele-
mentary schools.  In order to determine 
×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÄÅÓÅÒÖÉÎÇȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ 
spots, the directors pored over applications 
to decide which families would even be 
considered.  Since parents were asked to 
contribute $20 a month, while the actual 
cost per child hovered around $200, pov-
erty was a clear indicator.  But income 
alone was not enough to gain admission; 
the safety of the child was also an influen-
tial factor.  For example, I saw a case of an 8 
year-old girl who stayed home to take care 
of her 3 year-old nephew.  She had never 
even set foot inside a school, since the 3 
year-ÏÌÄȭÓ ÍÏther desperately needed a 
caretaker.  This family took a spot from an-
other single mom, also earning less than 
$240. Similarly devastating situations were 
commonplace, as we attempted to weed 
out the poorest of the poor.  I perpetually 
left home visits choking back tears, won-
dering how the directors dealt with these 
types of conditions on a daily basis. 
 Home visits taught me that all 120 
of the children in the day care center lived 
in one-room houses, with no running water 
or bathroom facilities.  Electricity was rare, 
as were kitchens or stoves.  Entire families 
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slept in twin beds, or children lay on the 
dirt floors with a single sheet as their bed-
ding.  Their enÔÉÒÅ ÄÁÙȭÓ ÎÕÔÒÉÅÎÔÓ ÃÁÍÅ 
from the meals and snacks they received at 
Cristo de Miravalle.  The trough-style sinks 
were the closest these kids would come to 
hygienic conditions.  Despite the fact that 
everything was stacked against these chil-
dren, they met every day with a smile, and 
truly reveled in the simplest joys, like long 
hugs and warm glasses of powdered milk.  I 
immediately recognized my ignorance 
when I got frustrated at trivial things, like 
the elevator taking too long to reach the 
Towers lobby or the Rand salad bar run-
ning out of chickpeas. 
 The lessons I learned from the day 
care center became instantly relevant to 
my personal life. My youngest brother, 
Matthew, was adopted from Ecuador when 
he was 10 months old.  As I traveled the 
streets upon which he was abandoned, and 
the orphanage 
where he sub-
sequently 
lived the be-
ginning of his 
life, I realized 
how much dif-
ferent his life 
would have 
been if he had 
remained in 
Ecuador.  I have no doubt that he would 
have lived in situations as substandard as 
those I encountered, if not worse.  This in-

sight brought me to tears numerous times, 
and continues to choke me up to this day.   
 The Ecuador Project was more than 
a service trip to 
me: I benefitted 
more than any 
child I met.  It 
was a way of 
learning the im-
pacts of true 
poverty, beyond 
anything I had 
encountered in 
the United 
States.  I devel-
oped a true pas-
sion for community-based solutions to 
pressing social issues, as opposed to reli-
ance on the government intervention pro-
grams that have become commonplace in 
the U.S.  Ecuadorian children will never 
have access to anything like Medicaid, but 
the good will of a few community members 
provides them with toothbrushes and 
toothpaste.  Moreover, I acquired a greater 
sense of global responsibility.  I have 
learned to feel accountable for the prob-
lems beyond those that I am continuously 
exposed to. I finally understand my place in 
creating further awareness of crises that 
are not so readily visible.  I have realized 
that I must pursue issues that create this 
sort of unrivaled passion in me, for these 
strong feelings will prove a true motivator.  
And I hug my brother a little bit closer eve-
ry time I see him.   
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Katie Dean 
Tanzania 

  

 
Located more than 
eight thousand miles 
away from Nashville, 
Moshi Tanzania is a 
town of roughly one 
hundred and forty-
five thousand people 

located at the base of Mount Kilimanjaro.  
While most individuals visit Tanzania for 
the thrill of climbing Mount Kilimanjaro 
and the spectacular wildlife found in the 
neighboring Serengeti, the picturesque 
scenes depicted in travel books and maga-
zines do not adequately represent the lives 
of local Tanzanians.  Although Tanzania has 
made great strides in recent years, it is still 
a country plagued by poverty, HIV/AIDS, 
and insufficient education systems.  With 
over eighty-five percent of the population 
working as small farmers, generation after 
generation of families are stuck in a vicious 
cycle in which due to a lack of funds they 
are unable to send their children to school. 
Yet without an education the only option 
for these children is to continue working 
on the family farm.  For many individuals it 
is hard to imagine spending your entire life 
on a family farm, yet in Tanzania these 
children are considered lucky; unlike chil-
dren who are orphaned due to HIV/AIDS or 
the inability of their family to provide for 
them, they have a home, a family, and a 
source of food.  It was through the Nichols 
Humanitarian Fund that I was able to visit 
Moshi, Tanzania with the hope of making a 
difference in the lives of individuals living 
in such difficult situations.   
 While abroad I not only had the op-
portun ity to teach and aid those that I was 
working with, but I also gained invaluable 
learning experiences and a greater under-
standing of the culture, lifestyle, and prob- 

 
lems of Tanzania.  My primary responsibil-
ity as a volunteer was working as a teacher 
for children three and four years old.  The 
ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÄÁÙ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÁÔ ÅÉÇÈÔ ÏȭÃÌÏÃË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
morning and ended when the students 
went home for lunch at noon.  School days 
consisted of teaching the children numbers, 
letters, simple addition and subtraction, 
and increasing their motor development.  I 
also worked with the adults at the school to 
help them understand the needs of the 
children and ways in which they could con-
tinue to improve the quality of the stu-
dentsȭ education.  Through working with 
the adults I was able to implement a daily 
schedule for the classroom, provide them 
with teaching tools, and help the adults 
recognize the importance of working with 
each child individually.  It was a goal of 
mine to help the adults of the school in 
ways that would enable them to continue 
the work and pro-
gress that was made 
during my time in 
Moshi.  So often indi-
viduals spend time 
initiating change and 
making progress, yet 
once their physical 
presence is gone, too 
often locals quickly 
return to their old ways.  By focusing on 
the adults who were in charge of the 
school, as well as the children, I was able to 
provide the adults with ways in which they 
could continue to improve the quality of 
the school.   
 I also had the opportunity to visit 
multiple different orphanages and interact 
with children of all different ages, suffering 
from a variety of different physical and 
mental disorders.  While each orphanage is 
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different and unique, all are similar in that 
the children lack sufficient supervision, 
care, and love.  The orphanages most often 
lack adequate housing and food, yet it is the 
sense of love and trust that the orphans 
crave the most.  My role at the orphanages 
was simply to give the children attention 
and interact with them.  This included play-
ing outside, reading them stories, coloring, 
helping serve them food, and providing 
them with the sense that they are im-
portant and cared for.   
 I went to Tanzania with the hope 
that I would leave feeling as though I made 
a difference in the lives of those that I 

worked and interacted with, yet I never an-
ticipated the ways in which I have been af-
fected and changed and how much the local 
people of Moshi taught me.  Through my 
work at the school I realized that I have a 
passion for teaching and hope to further 
pursue teaching as a career.  Interacting 
with children on such an intimate level en-
abled me to better understand the ways in 

which children develop and the basic needs 
that must be met.  Visiting the orphanages 
and talking to the lo-
cals gave me a deeper 
understanding of the 
global health crisis 
and the severity of the 
health issues affecting 
Tanzania.  Many indi-
viduals lack the most 
basic health necessi-
ties and have no 
means of improving their quality of life.   

I believe that living in Moshi gave 
me a more realistic view of the health prob-
lems that many countries in Africa and 
around the world are facing, and a better 
understanding of what these individuals 
need and the best way to meet these needs.   
Living in Moshi only deepened my passion 
for helping others and understanding the 
ways in which different cultures live and 
operate. The Nichols Humanitarian Fund 
provided me with the opportunity of a life-
time and enabled me to connect with a cul-
ture that will be a part of me for the rest of 
my life.  I am currently working with a local 
Tanzanian, whom I met while volunteering, 
to open a school for orphans and know that 
the experience I had this summer is just the 
beginning of my time and work in Tanza-
nia.  The opportunity I was given provided 
me with the foundation to make a differ-
ence and change the lives of individuals in 
need.   
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Cherie Fathy 
Egypt 
 

To allude to one of my favorite lines 
from my Big Fat Greek Wedding, if com-
plaining were an Olympic sport, Egyptians 
would easily take home the gold medal 
(with my family leading the division). If you 
×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÒ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÕÐ ÉÎ #ÁÉÒÏȟ ÙÏÕ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ 
have to go no further than your next taxi 
driver or the denizens of a local coffee 
shop. Taxi drivers, who indisputably know 
the city of Cairo best, can easily launch into 
a tirade of epic proportions. As I sit in the 
back seat of the cab and listen to my aunt 
and the driver complain about how the 
streets have become parking lots (cars in 
%ÇÙÐÔ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÊÕÓÔ ÐÁÒË ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ 
space, even if this means clogging up entire 
roads), ) ÒÅÁÌÉÚÅ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ 
in their kvetching.  

While most of us complain for the 
sake of giving expression to our somewhat 
nebulous frustrations, Egyptians complain 
with a purpose. In fact, one could say the 
process has even become streamlined, con-
sisting of three main steps: Step 1) Identify 
ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÔÁÒÇÅÔ ɉ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÒÁÆÆÉÃȟ Õn-
employment, economic stagnation, the tar-
gets are endless) Step 2) Begin polemic 
worthy of an Academy Award and, finally, 
Step 3) Pinpoint a myriad of solutions to 
the problem that has ruined your morning. 
Step 3 functions as the critical criterion 
that distinguishes Egyptian complaining 
from its close relatives. It seems that al-
most every Egyptian, except for those in 
public office, knows exactly the root of eve-
ry problem that plagues the country they 
call home.  

The places I worked in were no ex-
ÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ 2ÁÂÁÁȭ !Ì-Adewaya Hospital, a 
small charity hospital geared towards 
providing services at a lower cost than oth- 

 

 
 
 

er private hospitals, put this theory to 
×ÏÒËȢ 2ÁÂÁÁȭÓ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÍÁÄÅ Á ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ 
listening to its patients and what they 
found, and what I would quickly learn, was 
that the actual illnesses the patients came 
in for only embodied a superficial repre-
sentation of their problems. Like the organ-
ization that I represented in Egypt, Hands 
Along the Nile, said, poverty is actually a 
complex situation with many factors at-
tributing to its chronic existence. My first 
ÄÁÙ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÁÔ 2ÁÂÁÁȭ ÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÏ× Ác-
curate this theory was. My mentor, a doctor 
working on the inpatient floor, dropped a 
stack of files on my lap the size of a small 
mountain. Each one of those files contained 
the information of patients diagnosed with 
gestational diabetes. A disease that usually 
occurs around the onset of pregnancy, it 
causes high blood sugar in mothers that 
can lead to complications during birth for 
both the mother and the child. The con-
stant medical attention and the high num-
bers of women with gestational diabetes 
has depleted the hospitÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ 
reserves according to the doctor. The hos-
pital quickly learned that just trying to 
treat the patients whenever they came in 
with gestational diabetes (some had been 
diagnosed three or four times), would be 
like trying to bail out a sinking  ship by in-
effectively scooping out pails of water 
 

During a midnight tour of Cairo in the world-renowned 
open-air souk or famous Khan el-Khalili market, hon-
oring Egypt's past by decking out in traditional garb 
with a heavy load in my hands!    
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versus finding the source of the water.  
3Ï ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ %ÇÙÐÔÉÁÎ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉn-

ing came in handy! Doctors began to listen 
to the very pregnant moms while they 
were examining them and they told me to 
do the same. We saw the same trends in 
the conversations each time: large families, 
complicated by a shortage of income. While 
kids may put a financial strain on a family, 
ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ %ÇÙÐÔȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÖÅrished, 
children also bring in much-needed extra 
sources of income. Families with more 
comfortable living standards in Egypt, es-
pecially those with higher levels of educa-
tion, tended to have smaller families and 
ɉÉÎ 2ÁÂÁÁȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅctive) have less docu-
mented cases of gestational diabetes.  

Thanks to the Nichols grant, I was 
able to put this theory to the test. In addi-
tion to comparing the healthcare systems 
in charity and for-profit hospitals in Egypt, 
) ÓÐÅÎÔ ÔÉÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ %ÇÙÐÔȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ Òe-
markable NGOs that focused on economic 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ %ÇÙÐÔȭÓ ÐÏorest 
communities.  

The Rabaa Hospital was actually 
housed in a center that had both a vintage 
and modern approach to this theory. Flank-
ing the hospital, the Lagnat al-Zakat build-
ing opened in the wee hours of the morning 
to anticipate the rush of people that filed in 
everyday as they had for time immemorial. 
Lagnat offered people most at financial risk 
monthly allowances to help augment their 
ÉÎÃÏÍÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÉÒ ȰÃÌÉÅÎÔÓȱ ÒÁÎÇÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ Õn-
derprivileged university students to al-
yateema (young women who had lost par-
ents). I had the opportunity to work with 
yateema women who were requesting 
money from Lagnat to support their up-
coming marriages. The women told me the 
extra income allowed them to put less of a 
strain on their families and focus on devel-
oping their own lives. The true beauty of 

Lagnat lied in its stance against mere 
handouts. It only had one request from its 
members: that they fully commit them-
selves to bettering their situation, especial-
ly by advocating the merit in working.  

Its next-door neighbor, although 
charged with the same goal, approached 
the issue of poverty differently. Started by 
recent AUC graduates, Zedny focused on 

the nouveau-chic idea of human develop-
ment training. They offer courses to stu-
dents that rival those offered by successful 
multinational corporations on all topics 
from business, personal development, to 
team building at a fraction of the cost! 
Zedny reaches out to a younger generation 
of almost 17,000 kids, often dubbed the 
ȰÌÏÓÔ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ %ÇÙÐÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÆÆÅÒÓ ÔÈÅÍ 
avenues for inspiration and a new way of 
ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÅÄ ÁÎ ÅÖÅÎ 
ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÖÏÌÕÎÔÅÅÒÓ ÆÒÏÍ %ÇÙÐÔȭÓ ÔÏÐ 
universities to help lead classes, mentor 
students, and play an active role in devel-
ÏÐÉÎÇ %ÇÙÐÔȭÓ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȢ 

College campuses represent a hub 
for social and economic development ap-
proaches. I had the opportunity to work 
×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ !5#ȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁÌ Ïr-
ganizations, some even started by inspira-
tional AUC students! The Goldman Sachs 
initiative recruits top -ranked professors
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and student volunteers 
to lead courses on busi-
ness development for 
women from rural Egypt 
to implement back in 
their communities. One 
of the most successful 
NGOs in the country was 
started right on campus 
by a dedicated AUC 
graduate. She believed 
that a reality of a better 
Egypt would only come if 
passion and true devel-
opment were spread out 
equally throughout the 
entire community and to 
all cities, both rich and 
poor. Alashanek Ya Bala-
dy (For You My Country) for Sustainable Development has since received international 
recognition and accord, including by her Majesty Queen Rania who lauded the organization 
for its leadership in providing positive social change through civic engagement.  

As a person deeply interested in the interrelation between healthcare and social de-
velopment, Egypt provided a strong ɀ and much needed ɀ lesson on their intricate relation-
ship. I learned that in order to be most effective in medicine, the social world cannot be 
separated from the field of medicine. Fortunately, the Nichols grant allowed me to experi-
ence this lesson in person and enabled me to actually play an active role in this learning ex-
perience. Sure, I could have read on the quandaries of quasi-development in my textbooks 
or attempted a massive internet search for the stories of Egyptians in personal blogs or 
random news articles. But nothing beats the learning experience and the amount of inspi-
ration I garnered in a little over a month half a world away. The conversations I had, the 
people I met, and the remarkable organizations I worked with motivated me to bring their 
stories back home and to be a part of the change they have committed themselves to every 
single day. I guess, in the end, a little complaining can go a long way. 
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Ryan Frye 
Guatemala 

 
The Nichols Humanitarian Fund 

provided me with one of the most memo-
rable experiences that I have had thus far 
in my undergraduate career at Vanderbilt 
University. I was enrolled in a biomedical 
engineering course entitled Service Learn-
ing in Guatemala. In addition to normal tui-
tion fees, there was an additional estimated 
$2000 a person that needed to be acquired 
to go towards the plane ticket, food costs, 
and other necessary expenses for the trip. 
While we did group fund raising, including 
Á ÂÏÏË ÄÒÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ Á ȰÇÉÖÅ ÂÁÃË ÎÉÇÈÔȱ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
local Chilis, we were struggling to raise the 
necessary amount of money to fund the 
trip. Thanks to the Nichols Humanitarian 
Fund, I, along with 9 other students and a 
faculty member, were able to go to Guate-
mala for Spring Break 2010 for a service 
learning experience.  
 While in Guatemala, the team of 
nine biomedical engineers and a chemical 
engineering student, along with our bio-
medical engineering professor, travelled to 
three different hospitals. The first of the 
hospitals that we travelled to was in Gua-
temala City, Guatemala. The last two hospi-
ÔÁÌÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎ !ÎÔÉÇÕÁȢ /ÕÒ ÔÅÁÍȭÓ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÉÎ 
Guatemala was to repair medical equip-
ment at the various hospitals and to help 
them with any engineering related prob-
lems that they were having. The staff 
brought us carts full of broken equipment, 
including oximeters, x-ray units, patient 
monitors, autoclaves, and much more. It 
was extremely evident that there was a 
large need for engineering work in the 
hospitals. While the hospitals did have 
equipment from previous donations, much 
of it was very old and needed numerous 
repairs. In addition, for the few machines 
that actually had manuals with them, they  
 

 
were in English so they were not beneficial 
for the staff. All of the hospital employees 
were extremely excited for us to be there 
and openly showed their gratitude with 
smiles and hugs. We were able to fix 
equipment while we were there and it felt 
amazing to know that we were helping to 
improve the healthcare available to the 
Guatemalan citizens. 
 This trip was not only an opportuni-
ty to assist a community in need, but it also 
gave me, along with the other team mem-
bers, a chance to apply the skills that we 
have acquired in the engineering curricu-
lum at Vanderbilt. Although I had 
knowledge of many tasks, such as using a 
multimeter to check for current in a device 
and replacing fuses, I had not actually per-
formed many of these tasks on an actual 
machine. This service trip allowed me to 
see first hand see the circuitry in the ma-
chines and to use what I have learned in 
the past to make repairs. Repairing the 
equipment in conjunction with my profes-
sor and the other students was also ex-
tremely beneficial because I got to draw on 
the additional knowledge that they had.  
 Our service trip was not only limited 
to the hospitals, but we also attended a 
university in Guatemala City and ex-
changed presentations on some of the vari- 
ous engineering projects that each of us  
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have worked on. Not only was it great prac- 
tice to give a presentation to a group of en-
gineering students, but it was also extreme-
ly beneficial to attend their presentations 
and see the complexity of their projects, 
even though the university was located in a 
poor country. The drive that the students at 
the university had was extremely encour-
aging and motivating to witness. Another 
exciting activity that I got to experience 
while in Guatemala was climbing a volcano. 
This incredible experience really allowed 
me to take in some of the beauty that Gua-
temala has to offer. The Guatemalan food 
and living areas also allowed me to get a 
well-rounded experience of the culture and 
allowed me to 
acquire a deep 
appreciation 
for Guatemala. 
Another bene-
ficial part of 
going to Gua-
temala for me 
was increasing 
my fluency in Spanish. Most of the staff 
members at the hospitals and other indi-
viduals that I came in contact with did not 

speak any English. This required me to uti-
lize the Spanish that I learned in schooling 
and assisted me in becoming a better Span-
ish speaker. By the end of Spring Break, I 
was much more fluent in speaking Spanish 
which will likely be extremely beneficial to 
my future career.  
 Overall, this service learning trip 
was one of the most rewarding and educa-
tional experiences that I have ever had. I 
am extremely grateful to the Nichols Hu-
manitarian Fund who made it possible for 
me to be a part of this wonderful, life-
changing trip.  
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Karen Kagha 
Guatemala 

 

Studying abroad has helped to open 
my eyes to a lot of important ideas. In trav-
eling to another country, we so often think 
about how different it will be: different 
people, different food, different culture, dif-
ferent language, different living conditions, 
etc. Infrequently do we think about how 
alike we are as people despite being from 
different countries. This is what reflecting 
on my experience in Guatemala has ena-
bled me to do. At the end of the day, we are 
all human beings who want peace, love, 
and happiness. After peeling back all of the 
ÌÁÙÅÒÓ ÏÆ ȰÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȟȱ my experience in 
Guatemala enabled me to arrive at this new 
perspective. 

My service in Guatemala was cen-
tered on a health clinic called Primeros 
Pasos. This health clinic serves a poor rural 
community in need of health services. 
Many people of the community who live far 
from the city find it difficult to obtain ade-
quate medical attention because of the 
costs, lack of transportation, and many 
other factors. This is why this clinic is so 
important for the people. The clinic not on-
ly provides services for the poor families, 
but it also provides educational opportuni-
ÔÉÅÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 
program. These programs educate the 

people about health so that they can en-
gage in preventative measures to illness in 
order to maintain a healthier lifestyle. As a 
volunteer, I got to help facilitate the clinic 
check-in process, aid in the education of 
ÔÈÅ ÃÌÉÎÉÃȭÓ ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔÓȟ ÐÒÏcess patient data, 
and increase Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÉÎÉÃȭÓ 
goals and objectives. 

The Nichols Scholarship fund helped 
enable my trip to Guatemala, which will 
certainly help me achieve my academic and 
career goals. I am currently majoring in 
Medicine, Health, and Society with a minor 
in Spanish, so the VISAGE study abroad 
program in Guatemala catered to my inter-
ests well. In addition to volunteering at 
Primeros Pasos, I was also able to enhance 
my Spanish speaking skills by participating 
daily with native Spanish speakers. I was 
also able to conduct a research project in 
using pregnancy to compare the traditional 
system of medicine and the modern system 
of medicine. My host family and most of the 
Guatemalan natives with whom I interact-
ed do not speak English, so I was forced to 
engage in conversations using Spanish. 
This is different from the classroom expe-
rience. I began taking Spanish in seventh 
grade and have continued to do so. I have 
learned that students can learn every 
grammar rule there is in the classroom, but 
nothing can compare to the invaluable ex-
perience of spending time in the country, 
surrounding oneself with people who use 
the language, and immersing oneself in the 
culture of that country and language. Be-
cause healthcare will always be a necessity, 
and there is an increasing Hispanic popula-
tion in the United States, this abroad expe-
rience has better prepared me to under-
stand the population that I plan to someday 
serve. 
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My host family was a very important 
part of my abroad experience because my 
host family was my family away from 
home. I saw them everyday, and they took 
care of me while I was with them. Aside 
from ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÆÅÅÌ ÁÓ ȰÁÔ ÈÏÍÅȱ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȟ 
spending time with my host family also 
provided an educational opportunity for 
me. I had a grandmother in Guatemala who 
served as the head of a large family while I 
was there, and I enjoyed spending time just 
sittin g and listening to her stories. There 
was some familiarity in the sense that all of 
us can relate to that experience in which 
×Å ÃÁÎ ÅÎÊÏÙ ȰÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÉÍÅȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÕÒ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ 
who know how to tell the best stories. At 
the same time, I was able to gather a lot of 
information about how things operate dif-
ferently in Guatemala from her personal 
experiences. I would share this with anoth-
er student because part of what makes 
traveling to another country an amazing 
experience are the people you meet and 
what you can learn from them.  
 I am so thankful for the Nichols 
Scholarship fund. Spending time in Guate-
mala and encountering many people hin-
dered by economic instability further ex-
posed the fact that money is too often a key 
factor that stands between a person and an 
amazing educational and service experi-
ence. Money is far too often the factor that 
hinders people from making the thought 
about an experience like the one I had a re-
ality. The Nichols Scholarship helped ena-
ble me to make my study and service 
abroad wish come true, and I am forever 
grateful. 
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Leslie Labruto 
South Africa 
 

I had prepared for the moment I 
could set foot on a plane back to South Af-
rica since October of 2009. After venturing 
to South Africa last summer through the 
Vanderbilt Initiative for Scholarship and 
Global Engagement (VISAGE), I knew it was 
more than just a vacation spot, more than 
just a place I would go to through a Van-
derbilt program, and more than just anoth-
er stamp in my passport ɀ Cape Town, for 
me, has become a second home. 

As stated, I was fortunate enough to 
participate last year in the VISAGE pro-
gram. While I and eleven other Vanderbilt 
students helped adults learn computer 
skills and taught 6th and 7th grade children 
math and science in Manenberg (a town-
ship in the Cape Flat region), I quickly felt a 
strong connection to this country. First, be-
ing an engineer interested in renewable 
energy, I saw a world of promise. It has so 
many abundant natural resources that 
could be harnessed to achieve a more sus-
tainable, profitable, and stable economic 
and environmental future. Second, the 
country brimmed with leadership. Since 
South Africa is notably the most progres-
sive African nation, its decisions serve as a 
beacon of light for other developing na-
tions to follow. Third, I saw a nation that 
was ready. After talking to individuals 
about their futures, I realized that more 
opportunities could be made available 
through embracing renewable energy.  

After last summer, I was determined 
to ensure that the impact I had made in the 
summer of 2009 was sustained. Knowing 
that I wanted to learn more about renewa-
ble energy sources and how it connects to 
health, poverty, transportation, and even 
education, I sought out volunteer work at 
the Sustainability Institute in Stellenbosch, 
South Africa. I submitted my application 

immediately after I returned from South 
Africa last summer and was admitted to 
their volunteer program in the Sustainable 
Schools department.  

What I found after my first few days 
in Stellenbosch was remarkable. The Sus-
tainability Institute itself, which was the 
setting for my summer volunteer work, is 
actually located in its own eco-village. In 
this village called Lyndoch, building sus-
tainability was key. To have my workplace 
dually serve as my textbook where all or-
ganic waste is composted, the school has an 
indoor garden, all energy is acquired 
through solar power, no water remains un-
recycled, and a community supported gar-
den created my ideal sustainable sanctu-
ary. 

While I was there, my volunteer 
work was three-fold. First, in the morning, 
we were able to work with children who 
were educationally disadvantaged due to 
poverty and were able to teach them the 
value of sustaining the environment while 
also learning math and science. At a young 
age, we were training them to be leaders in 
energy and environmental awareness to 
better their health, help elevate them from 
poverty, and provide them with a set of 
core strong values. Afterwards, in the af-
ternoons, the minds and creators of the in-
stitute would meet with the volunteers to 
discuss strategic plans for enhancing ener-
gy efficiency not only in Lyndoch, but also 
in Cape Town, where the government relies 
on the brilliant individuals of the Institute 
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to help bolster #ÁÐÅ 4Ï×ÎȭÓ environmental 
profile. Lastly, towards the end of each day, 
we would garden in the community garden 
to harvest local grown crops to bring food 
to townships where food is not in abun-
dance. 

The work I conducted, I firmly be-
lieve, left an impact. I created ties in a 
community that I know I will not leave be-
hind. I met with families to give them food I 
had helped harvest so that their children 
could have food on the table to eat for basic 
nourishment. My ideas and training as a 
civil and environmental engineer at Van-
derbilt were accepted and applauded by 
professors in Stellenbosch, many of which 
they took to officials to integrate into Cape 
4Ï×ÎȭÓ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÏÂÊÅÃtives. Finally, I 
was able to take a project I had helped 
grow in Nashville, Kilowatt Ours (training 
young students in Nashville the importance 
of environment and energy conservation) 
and applied it to a disadvantaged commu-
nity to ensure that a younger generation of 

leaders in sustainability for our Earth res-
onates for years to come. 

While there, I had an experience 
that I never could have expected or even 
thought would happen. At the Institute, I 
was working with a young man named Ad-
am. Adam is a graduate student studying at 
the Sustainability Institute through MIT 
and created a solar panel that is cost-
effective and sustainable. He was installing 

them in Lyndoch to see how feasible his 
panels were in South Africa. Wildly suc-
cessful, he asked me to help him apply for a 
grant given out by 
the Sustainable 
Energy for South-
ern Africa organi-
zation so that he 
could build more 
panels to install at 
a hospital in Lim-
popo, South Afri-
ca. This hospital 
had contacted the 
Sustainability In-
stitute since it was continually running out 
of electricity that was necessary to acquire 
hot water, perform many surgeries, and 
keep patients alive. Since I have had grant 
writing experience before, I offered my two 
cents. We submitted the grant, but before I 
knew it, my time in South Africa drew to a 
close. I was on a plane back to start an in-
ternship in New York City.  

Little did I know, four days later, I 
would be back in South Africa. At home, I 
had packed my bags to board a train to 
New York City. Stepping on the train, I got a 
call from Adam. He informed me that we 
had been awarded the grant offered by 
SESA. However, he told me that since I had 
participated in the grant writing, I had to 
be in South Africa to accept the award and 
continue with the planning stages. In that 
moment, I had to make one of the most sig-
nificant decision of my life; was I going to 
start my internship at a company in New 
York that would enhance by skills in the 
professional world that I had been looking 
forward to or was I going to head back to 
Africa to help doctors and patients at a 
hospital get the energy they needed to keep 
ÔÈÒÉÖÉÎÇȩ &ÏÒ ÍÅȟ ÉÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ require much 
thought. That Wednesday, I was on a plane 
back to South Africa.  
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The project ran incredibly smoothly, 
and it was most assuredly the best decision 
I have ever made. What I love most about 
my decision was that it embodied the spirit 
of a true receipt of the Nichols Humanitari-
an Fund. 

As the sun sets on my summer expe-
rience, I sit here feeling renewed, confi-
dent, and ready knowing that my skills as a 
civil engineer seeking to build a more sus-

tainable energy future for the world are 
valuable and effective. The Nichols gave me 
more than just funds to go to South Africa; 
they provided me the inspiration me to 
make the best decision of my entire life. My 
thanks cannot be expressed in words. Ra-
ther, it will be expressed through my deep 
commitment to creating positive change in 
the world in all that I do for years to come. 
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Chris Madison                                   
Guatemala 

Last fall I signed up for a biomedical 
engineering class called Service Learning in 
Guatemala which culminated in a service 
project during the 2010 spring break.  This 
class enabled students to learn and apply 
the skills necessary to troubleshoot and 
repair medical equipment in under-
resourced hospitals in Guatemala.  The ten 
students involved in the project met with 
professor Cynthia Paschal in November to 
discuss the details of the class and to begin 
fundraising.  We came up with creative 
ideas including a fundraiser dinner at 
Chili's, selling textbooks donated from our 
peers, and selling authentic Guatemalan 
jewelry and crafts.  These efforts were re-
warded with moderate success. They were 
time-consuming, yet still left us with much 
money to raise.    

Each of us pursued a letter writing 
campaign to friends and family to finance 
the rest.  The burden of raising enough 
money weighed heavily on all of us during 
the winter break.  What a relief it was to 
find out about the Nichols Humanitarian 
Fund!  Once the cost of the trip was cov-
ered, we were able to put the fundraising 
on the back burner and focus our attention 
on the project.  

Each of us was assigned three pieces 
of medical equipment that we were re-
sponsible for fixing once in the Guatemalan 
hospitals.  We researched the problem, 
sought donations from manufacturers, and 
prepared to do the repair work.  Many 
medical devices used in the developing 
world are donated second-hand from other 
countries which presents challenges.  Re-
placement parts are hard to come by for 
equipment that is no longer in production, 
and it is difficult to find an expert to talk 
with about your problem when dealing 
with international companies.  

  
 

We did our best to research and 
prepare beforehand, but upon arrival in 
Guatemala we came across equipment with 
problems we were not anticipating.  We 
applied the principles we have learned at 
Vanderbilt as much as possible including 
our technical skills in troubleshooting elec-
tronic equipment.  Our creativity was test-
ed when we were asked to bring several 
infant warmers back into service while an 
order for new parts was coming in. We 
fashioned makeshift sleeves (important for 
the warmers in keeping heat inside and 
germs out) by modifying Ziploc bags and 
attaching them to the warmer with rubber 
bands.   

We also learned more about what it 
takes to help these hospitals.  The hospital 
staff needs to be properly trained on and 
informed about the equipment.  This be-
came evident when the staff reported a 
heart monitoring system that occasionally 
gave an erratic read out.  After testing the 
device, I concluded that it was operating 
normally.  The problem was that it picked 
up electromagnetic interference from other 
equipment in the room.  I advised them to 
isolate this sensitive device from other 
electronics, making sure cords do not 
cross when in use. Without an operating 
manual, one autoclave sterilizer that had 
well -functioning mechanical parts was 
rendered useless because it would not 
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properly cycle.  Once we were able 
to track down an online operat-
ing/service manual, this multi-
thousand dollar machine could be 
programmed and put into service.  
On other sterilizers, we encountered 
broken gaskets allowing hot steam 
to escape; this presents a safety 
hazard as well as a decrease in effi-
ciency. When donating secondhand 
equipment, donors should consider 
making arrangements to instruct the 
hospital on its proper use, to include 
an operating/service manual, and to 
supply spare parts such as a rubber 
gasket to keep scalding steam in-
side, sleeves for the infant warmers, 
and water filters to ensure the water 
lines stay clear.  This would make a 
significant contribution to the 
productivity, lifetime, and safety of 
the devices for those who desper-
ately need them.  

Our group was eager to go to 
Guatemala and make a positive dif-
ference however we might be able.  
If I had doubts about whether our 
group was needed and wanted at these hospitals, they were cast out when I was asked to 
look at a piece of equipment our group had worked on last year.  During our last spring 
break trip, we tried our very best to fix this fetal ultrasound transducer, knowing that there 
is only one other working transducer for the whole hospital.  Though we did make pro-
gress, we were unable to put it back into service.  To our surprise, they had kept this trans-
ducer for the whole year, hoping for a replacement or a repair.  In the United States, this 
part would have been quickly thrown away and replaced with a new one. However, under 
these circumstances the slim chance that it could be revived was  enough to warrant saving 
it .  Even though we could not fix it this year either, the maintenance department was so 
grateful that we looked at their equipment and gave it our best try.  While we succeeded in 
our mission to fix broken equipment and to train personnel, more equipment will fail in the 
future.  However, the perspective we have gained from taking this trip will last us well into 
our careers.  
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Karina Mendez Keil 
Ecuador 

 

 
This past May I had the opportunity 

to travel to Cumbaya, Ecuador for a four 
×ÅÅË ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÔÒÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ 6ÁÎÄÅÒÂÉÌÔȭÓ %ÃÕa-
dor Project. I lived with an upper-middle 
class family right outside of Quito. Within a 
short twenty-minute bus ride, I was trans-
ported to my service site, a nearby indige-
nous farming community in the town of 
Lumbisi.  

My work was dedicated to assisting 
in the Comedor de Ancianos Maria Auxil-
iadora. This dining facility was built three 
years ago in an effort to provide a form of 
social relief for the largely neglected 
abuelitos. Provisions, resources and facili-
ties for disabled elderly citizens in rural 
Ecuador are extremely scarce. In fact, only 
23% of Ecuadorians over the age of 60 re-
ceive social security. Therefore, my goal 
was to provide additional support and ser-
vice for the elderly in Lumbisi.  

In the summer of 2009 this service 
site was first identified as a place where 
Vanderbilt students might volunteer. At 
that time the dining center was only open 
three days a week and was solely run by a 
local volunteer group. Luckily, by May 
2010, the comedor had received additional 
government sponsorship and was open five 
days a week. In addition, the government 
had employed more assistance for the cen-
ter.  

Since the structure of the organiza-
tion was different from what I had original-
ly anticipated there was an initial period of 
adjustment. It was difficult to know how I 
could be most useful given that there were 
now already some workshops in place. I 
realized that instead of only helping out 
with those activities, there was a need to 
structure the time between workshops and 
to provide the 40-60 abuelitos with engag-
ing activities when the scheduled employ-

ees for one reason or another did not show 
up. Therefore, I thought it would be benefi-
cial for Matthew (another Vanderbilt stu-
dent who later switched to my site) and I to 
have something tangible to work toward.  

I set as our goal a culminating talent 
show to be held on our last day of work at 
Lumbisi. This aim created an environment 
of excitement and anticipation and proved 
to be extremely helpful in inspiring the 
abuelitos to cooperate in the activities that 
we organized. Finally, when the day of the 
sÈÏ× ÃÁÍÅ ×Å ÈÁÄ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ Á ÍÏÎÔÈȭÓ 
amount of work for the grand celebration. 
Some of the abuelitos showed pieces of art 
that they had spent the past month detail-
ing. Others sang classic Ecuadorian songs 
accompanied by the guitar and violin tal-
ents of two abuelitos themselves. Another 
group of women dressed up in beautiful 
typical costumes and presented a series of 
traditional dances. In addition, we also had 
a series of games such as a tomato dance, 
ȬÅÇÇȭ ÒÁÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ Á ÔÈÒÅÅ-legged balloon con-
test in which everyone could participate. 

My experience in the Ecuador Pro-
ject while very challenging at times, ulti-
mately proved to be a tremendous oppor-
tunity for me to develop my cross-cultural 
leadership skills as well as my passion for  
service. I started off as the only volunteer 
at my site and therefore from the onset had 
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the responsibility of understanding and 
managing myself within the politics of this 
new community. I learned what it means to 
effectively communicate with a variety of 
groups and 
how to as-
sure that 
resources, 
both mon-
etary and 
time wise, 
are spent 
in the most 
effective way. The combination of my inde-
pendence along with the immense support 
and guidance from my Vanderbilt program 
supervisor, Elizabeth Berruecos-Reed, al-
lowed me to cultivate my own skills at ne-
gotiating my way in a third world country 
and moreover within a volunteer context.  

Furthermore, I was blessed with 
several fascinating excursions throughout 
the country as Elizabeth had already 
planned these trips for our group. Among 
the sites we visited was the Mercado Ar-
tesanal, an indigenous market in the city of 
Otavalo, a biodiversity research base along 
the Tiputini River in the heart of the Ama-
zon Rain-
forest, and 
several 
iconic land-
landmarks 
such as the 
Middle of 
the Earth 
monument 
and the famous Cotapaxi volcano. Not only 
did we bond as a group, but also we were 
able to gain a deeper understanding of the 
cultural and geographical richness of this 
country.  

In Ecuador you can be in the midst 
of the most biologically diverse patch of 
rainforest one day and the next day touch 

snow as you scale the ridge of a volcano. 
Although these expeditions had a focus on 
tourism, they at the same time gave insight 
into the immense cultural diversity of the 
country. Ecuadorians have a complex cul-
tural heritage, as there are over 17 differ-
ent ethnic group populations. I saw a 
glimpse of this as I interacted with indige-
nous Amazonian people, the agrarian 
population that inhabits Otavalo, the low-
er-class citizens of Lumbisi and then the 
more Westernized upper-class with whom 
I lived. Being afforded such an encompass-
ing view of all the people who make up Ec-

uador gave me valuable insight into the 
current political and social issues that im-
pact that country, as well as other similar 
Latin American countries.  

Although I had previously experi-
enced some international service work, my 
trip to Ecuador pushed me to grow and 
learn more than any other trip before. I will 
undoubtedly carry the awareness that I 
gained with me for the rest of my life, for 
going to Ecuador has developed my under-
standing of interacting, communicating and 
providing services to people in foreign 
countries. Moreover my trip has re-
affirmed for me the benefits of meeting, 
serving and learning from all different 
kinds of people and has inspired me to con-
tinue in this type of work.  
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Allison Morris 
Ecuador 

  

I applied for the Nichols Humanitar-
ian Fund to request funding for my sum-
mer volunteer position with the Manna 
Project International in Ecuador. I chose 
the MPI program in Quito hoping to learn 
more about how community development 
works. After spending a month helping to 
run community development programs 
with MPI, I have learned an enormous 
amount about not only community devel-
opment, but also foreign service and effec-
tive service strategies. In spite of all these 
revelations, I come back to the United 
States struggling to answer the question ɀ 
are foreign service and community devel-
opment helpful or hurtful?  
 Based on one month of service work 
with MPI, I lean toward hurtful. I found the 
Manna Project community development 
strategy to be extremely ineffective for 
many reasons. Although I disagree with the 
way MPI runs its projects, I was able to 
evaluate my experience to form my own 
ideas about the components needed for a 
successful community development project 
abroad. I narrowed it down to four key 
points: language, cultural understanding, 
continuity, and targeting specific problems. 
I still believe that foreign service can be 
positive and effective when done correctly, 
but the most important thing I learned 

from this experience is that good intentions 
ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅȢ  
 The Manna Project in Ecuador is led 
by a country director and, usually, 10 pro-
gram directors (PDs). The country director 
ÉÓ ÁÎ ȰÏÖÅÒÓÅÅÒȱ and relies on the Program 
Directors, who are the heart of the project. 
4ÈÅÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ -0)ȭÓ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ 
that year, the length of their contract. The 
PDs are not required to know Spanish and 
most begin to learn once they arrive in Ec-
uador. This is a huge flaw in the program 
because it creates a communication gap 
between MPI and the community they are 
trying to serve and puts their programs at a 
disadvantage. Additionally, PDs are en-
couraged to develop programs in the com-
munity based on their personal interests. 
This is problematic for many reasons. If 
PDs only focus on their own interests, they 
lose touch with the needs of the community 
they are serving and the purpose of the 
service. Also, since the contract is only one 
year, programs can easily be terminated if 
none of the incoming PDs is interested in 
running an old program. The one-year con-
tract is hard on the community because 
community membeÒÓ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ long 
term relationships with PDs who cycle out 
each year. Furthermore, the PDs live out-
side of the community they serve and bus 
in each day, making it difficult to form 
meaningful community relationships. The 
lack of communication and collaboration 
create a large divide between the PDs and 
the community. 
 Within this model, MPI offers a vast 
range of community programming ranging 
ÆÒÏÍ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÇÒÉÃÕl-
ture lectures. Based on program descrip-
tions sent with the application and conver-
sations with the PDs once in Ecuador, 
summer volunteers choose two or three     
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programs they want help with for the 
month long program. I chose to teach art 
ÃÌÁÓÓȟ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÓÉÓÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
library.  Art class was one of the most effec-
tive programs because it taught kids an 
important skill in a fun way. Creativity is 
not encouraged within the Ecuadorian 
school system, which focuses primarily on 
memorization. So art class was a way to 
encourage the students to think on their 
own. I had the opportunity to collabora-
tively create and teach three art lessons. 
Within these lessons we focused on South 
American artists. Each class we first taught 
about the artist and 
their style and then 
had an art activity and 
had the kids mimic the 
ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭÓ ÃÒeative tech-
nique in their own 
painting. It was a chal-
lenge encouraging the 
students to draw in an 
unrealistic manner, a 
direct contrast to the 
style demanded in 
school. I taught one of my lessons about 
Fernando Botero, a Colombian figurative 
artist who portrays his subjects with exag-
ÇÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÄÒÅ× ȰÂo-
tero-ÉÚÅÄȱ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Á ÐÈÏÔÏ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
Ecuadorian President. Many of the students 
found this exercise especially difficult and 
wanted to draw the image exactly as they 
saw it instead ÏÆ ÕÓÉÎÇ "ÏÔÅÒÏȭÓ ÓÔÙÌÅȢ "Ù 
asking them questions and connecting with 
them, I figured out that the students gener-
ally found abstract art ugly. Using my Span-
ish language skills and this knowledge I 
was able to then encourage students effec-
tively, boost their confidence and push 
them to think outside the box.  

I also worked with students at the 
library, where I played with and read 
books with them.  My ability to speak Span-
ish allowed me to easily talk with the chil-

dren and we became fast friends. The rela-
tionships I formed with the Ecuadorian 
children at the library and in my class were 
the most meaningful part of my experience 
in Ecuador. They were my culture teachers.  
 A fine line exists between helpful 
and hurtful foreign service. When the line 
is crossed service can turn from collabora-
tive to imposing. During my month serving 
with MPI, I never was truly able to under-
stand what our role was in the community. 
)Ô ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÍÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍunity 
needed from us, in fact, it appeared that we 
were fixing things we assumed were prob-

lems. Through this 
experience, I learned 
cultural understand-
ing and an ability to 
communicate with the 
population is essen-
tial.  
 Targeting a 
specific problem is 
equally as important 
for successful com-
munity development. 

-ÁÎÎÁ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÐÒograms spanned nu-
merous fields, instead of more effectively 
focusing on improvement in a specific area. 
Through my own research I learned that a 
higher level of education is recognized and 
rewarded within Ecuadorian society. If MPI 
had a single focus on educational programs 
it could really benefit the community. 
While in Ecuador I read a book about 
×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÅÍÐÏ×ÅÒÍÅÎÔ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ(ÁÌÆ ÔÈÅ 
3ËÙȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÏÆ Á ÓÕccessful develop-
ment project started by a Pakistani woman. 
An uneducated peasant woman herself, she 
recognized the problem of inequality be-
Ô×ÅÅÎ ÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ Á ÇÉÒÌÓȭ 
school in her village. Through investment 
ÉÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÅ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅ 
gender violence. Identifying a specific 
problem and developing a solution is much 
more effective than trying to treat a 

32 



 

dozen different issues 
at once. Continual 
treatment of the issue 
is also crucial to devel-
opment. Continuity is 
easily maintained by 
integrating community 
members into the pro-
ject. Another successful 
example I about read in 
Ȱ(ÁÌÆ ÔÈÅ 3ËÙȱ Äe-
ÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ Á ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÃÌÉn-
ic in Ethiopia that 
trains former patients 
to be nurses. By inte-
grating community 
members into the pro-
ject, the service will not 
only be sustainable 
once the organizations leaves, but it also empowers the community to take part in its own 
transformation.  
 This experience was very meaningful because it has helped me begin to understand 
the important pieces needed for effective community development. This is an important 
tool for me because once I graduate I hope to work in this field, either with the State De-
partment or with an N.G.O. The opportunity given to me by the Nichols Humanitarian Fund 
is invaluable for my future.  
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Naveed Nanjee 
South Africa 
 
 In South Africa, the apartheid struggle 
for freedom has left many citizens with 
highly developed activist skills honed in 
ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎÓ ÔÏ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÅ ȬÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÐÏ×ÅÒȭ ÔÏ 
challenge the apartheid state. Manenberg, a 
predominantly colored, Afrikaans-speaking 
township in Cape Town, South Africa is 
changing for the good. Manenberg has suf-
fered and survived from its first removals 
during Apartheid. Manenberg was initially 
established during the Apartheid regime to 
alleviate the severe housing shortage in the 
city of Cape Town and in the surrounding 
townships.  In these forty years there has 
been a history of violence, drugs, and gang-
sterism that has infested the community. 
Residents have re-created racial bounda-
ries blaming religious and cultural differ-
ence. In Manenberg, apartment blocks have 
created spatial boundaries and identities, 
which has turned into the establishment of 
gangs within each of the blocks. These 
apartment blocks are so densely construct-
ed that the spatial boundaries between the 
street and the domestic spaces are blurred, 
which has caused gangs to further fuel vio-
lent activities simply to claim ownership.  
 The community of Manenberg, de-
spite its history of struggle, has come to-
gether to further develop the community 
into a peaceful and vibrant suburb of Cape 
Town. The Proudly Manenberg Campaign, a 
community based organization in Manen-
berg, is attempting to move from negative 
opposition to constructive criticism, and 
create a space for dialogue in order to re-
establish a vibrant civil society.  
 The community of Manenberg has a 
tremendous education problem that has 
expanded beyond the transformation ca-
pabilities of the Proudly Manenberg Cam-
paign. In my time at Manenberg Primary, I 

witnessed the utter lack of qualified teach-
ÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ -ÁÎÅÎÂÅÒÇȭÓ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓ.  
The Nicholas Humanitarian fund allowed 
me to teach seventh grade in Manenberg. 
Teaching 7th grade in Manenberg has been 
a challenge because there is a wide range of 
academic levels, from students who under-
stand the literacy curriculum to those who 
simply cannot read. This wide range of ed-
ucation levels makes it difficult to progress 
in the curriculum; moreover, teachers tend 
to focus on the ones that are behind, in-
stead of attending to those who are ahead. 
There are also students who come hungry 
to school, and their hunger rather than the 
classroom material consumes them. Teach-
ers at Manenberg Primary also have a hard 
time maintaining discipline, as most of the 
seventh grade class sizes are around 45 to 
50 learners for one teacher. This learner to 
teacher ratio creates an environment 
where the teacher spends most of class 
simply trying to regain control, instead of 
progressing in the curriculum.  

There also is a lack of uniformity 
within the management at Manenberg Pri-
mary. The principal lets classes out earlier 
every day for staff meetings. I have not at-
tended these staff meetings; however, let-
ting the students out anywhere from an 
hour to two hours earlier then the sched-
uled time guts class time and does not al-
low for teachers to finish lesson plans or 
create consistency in their teaching meth-
od.   
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