Life in Guatemala

Guatemala, bordered to the west and north

by Mexico, and to the east and southeast by

Belize, El Salvador, and Honduras, is a

beautiful, diverse, and culturally rich nation.

« Around 50% of Guatemala’s population is
indigenous, descending from Mayan, Xinca,
and/or Garifuna peoples.

« Although Spanish is the official language,
there are 23 other Mayan and Amerindian
languages spoken regionally.

| was placed in the province of El Quiché in

the western highlands of Guatemala. The

town | lived in, Chajul, was a unique

placement both geographically and culturally:

 Chajul is a rural town in the mountains,
the last stop on the road leading out from
the capital of El Quiche

« About 95% of Chajul’s residents identify
as Ixil, an indigenous Mayan people. Close
to 90% speak Ixil as their first or only
language.

 Due to its isolated location, Chajul has
maintained much of its traditional
culture, evidenced in the language, food,
clothing, and daily activities of its
residents.

Youth in Chajul

« 60% of Chajul’s population is under age 20
« About 10% of the population has a middle
school education or higher
* Many young people are required to leave
their studies prior to finishing middle
school to care for or work to support their
families.
« Young women as young as 14 may leave
their homes to start their own families
« Young men finishing 6t" grade often
leave school to farm for their families.
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Qutcomes

Skills Developed

Community entry and relationship
building

Connecting community leaders and
projects to better resource and
fund events

Youth participation practices
Grant writing

Languages: Spanish and Ixil

Classroom Connections

* Slow down. Entering a community
and earning trust takes time! Don’t
expect to be able to jump right in

and have people respond to you.
Listen. Productivity happened when
| listened to people’s desires for
their community, not when | tried
to impose my own desires.

Advice

 Know some history. Read up on
the history of the country you’re
visiting, and especially any roles
the U.S. has played in the country’s
history (e.g. colonialization,

development, wars, etc.).

Learn the language. Even knowing
greetings and a few phrases can
have a huge effect on how people
perceive you.

Career Connections

| would like to thank the U of M School of Social Work for including the Peace Corps
Masters International program as an option in the MSW program. I’d also like to
thank Katie Lopez, who guided me so much through the before, during, and after
phases of my Peace Corps service, and my fellow PCMIs, for their ongoing support.



