Interview with Guadelupe Pos, Cofounder of Escuela de la Calle

I kept seeing children in the streets, taking drugs, sniffing glue, and I got together with two others, and we started to teach them letters and numbers – then we found an American here in Xela who joined us, and we sat down and said we have to do something. So we quit our jobs and started to do this. I was earning well at my job; here I was earning almost nothing. 
But it gave us a lot of energy to be with the children – the eyes of the children, the faces of the children, the need of the children, and to see the children so small, 6, 7 years old, sniffing glue, it was so painful to see, and nobody doing anything about it – so we began giving classes in the street. 

We contacted Spanish schools and restaurants and the restaurants donated food and the schools contributed other volunteers. That’s how we found Gavin, who was from England, and he joined us, too. We tried to organize a restaurant but that didn’t work. We had parties to raise money, we gave talks at the Spanish schools, and people began to help us. We rented a small house so we would have a place to house 4 or 5 children. Then with Gavin we had an idea to make trips to places where nobody had taken advantage of before – places like Tajumulco and el Lago and Santiaguito. I knew the trails so I taught them these first routes and they began doing it. We combined forces and began to do this. At first one trip a week with maybe 5 people – we didn’t have gear or anything, but people started donating gear and it began to grow. The first year we opened our first home for street kids. The second year we came here to the community and we met our first kids, kids of 10, 12 years who had never been to school. More kids came each year – then after 3-4 years we started getting more volunteers, and started doing two trips at the same time.

The clients liked it because everything we earned wasn’t for a guide or a guy from England but to pay teachers and a place for the children – so many people began to recommend Quetzaltrekkers. We began to make manuals for the guides to make the organization more professional.

In 1999 an organization from Denmark agreed to support us for nine year. During that time they bought the land and constructed 40% of the building. Then other organizations helped us to construct more – Quetzaltrekkers, a foundation from Spain and others – and each year we grew 15% more, until in 2007 we were full. Now we don’t have more space. There are more children who want to come but our classrooms are full. 

Within four years the American returned to his country, and another one of our founders left to take another job, so now it was just me and Miguel. For 10 years we ran the organization together until 2005, Miguel died, and now it’s just me. But all the teachers here are great teachers, great compañeros, and we have a committed team with a lot of energy and a lot of enthusiasm. Each year so many volunteers come to the school and to Quetzaltrekkers from all over the world.

So now we join these two cultures, the school and the trekkers, and we join our ideas, our experiences, our work, and we all learn. We learn from the kids and from the community. We reflect and think together every day about how to do our work better. We teach ourselves, we read a lot of books, we go to lots of conferences, we share our problems, and among ourselves we resolve our problems and we systematize our approach, always trying out new methodologies.

Our approach is very participative; we don’t want to fill the kids with a lot of data, we want the kids to be critical thinkers, to be problem solvers, to reason, to know how to learn, this is what we want of our kids. That what we teach here, we want to teach things that will be useful for their lives. The public schools here in general are like banks – they fill and fill the kids with data that aren’t useful for anything. When I was in primary school I learned a ton about different countries, about Europe, about the US, about rivers and mountains, and it didn’t really help me with anything.

I’m never going to go to those places. What we want to teach here is human, social values; natural values; that the children understand the problems we face. We have four main themes we emphasize: Human rights, including children’s rights; environment; interculturalism, which includes identity of different cultures and valuing our own; and research. 

We insist in a participatory methodology; we insist on this.

How have things changed over the years?

Fifteen years ago, many kids didn’t go to school, they just went to the fields or to work, and they didn’t want to go to school. Nowadays many kids want to go to school. Each year there are a lot of kids who want to come. Fifteen years ago there were very few kids who went to college; now there are more.

Can you explain to me the school’s approach to environmental education?

First, we are doing away with the usual schematic. We are changing the thinking and the consciousness of the adults. There’s no respect anymore for nature. The four elements: water, air, fire, land – these are essential for us. To change thinking, to change consciousness, that is our goal. 

The things we see all around us – plastic toys, flowers, decorations – these are symbols of the failure of humanity. Because plastic flowers don’t have life, don’t have aroma, they have nothing – it’s just the thoughts of men, it’s dry, it’s pure trash, it doesn’t have consciousness, it doesn’t have a soul. Of course we’re recycling but this is just detaining. In the end it’s all trash. 

That’s just an example to show how humanity is creating this problem of trash, of pollution; it’s everywhere. We do lots of workshops with the kids and with the parents. In many schools when there’s a party they buy balloons and fireworks but here we don’t want that. We want to avoid all that. Here in Guatemala it’s very common when there’s a party that people cut the branches of the pine and bring in the fragrance and it smells wonderful – but we don’t want to do that, because we don’t want to cut the trees.

We’re teaching the kids and the parents to reutilize things like this picture frame made from trash, made by one of our mothers. These materials represent the failure of humanity and of businesses – they’re making money but they’re not seeing the consequences of what they’re doing. So we insist on changing the consciousness of the kids.

This is just an example of what can be done, but it’s not the solution. The solution is consciousness, changing attitudes, to value once again our environment. Every element, every animal, every plant, every tree, each one has a great meaning and value. 

I ground myself deeply in the Maya cosmovision, and this is nothing new for us. The new capitalism, the new society sees material things, money. In the Maya cosmovision, first comes the natural world, the air, the sun, the land. The elements are essential, they are sacred for us. But for the people here they don’t see anything sacred in a river; it’s just a river. It’s just something that passes through. They’ve lost all of this grand spirit. This is what we’re teaching – re-teaching to the children and the families. We’re really just barely beginning, and we have so far to go, because reopening consciousness and our way of thinking isn’t easy. 

And then of course there is the practice. There are many things outside that we’re asking the kids – to recycle their trash and sort it, for example, and to not make trash in the first place – but these are secondary things.

Can you talk to me about how you choose the students?

We have a social-family format we have to research the family’s social and economic situation, go to the house, to see where the father works, and we give priority to the children who really need us, maybe the father just earns very little every day – we give priority to those. There are others that we consider it’s a contradiction everywhere. There’s poverty and then there’s extreme poverty, when we see this that there are families who have possibilities we say can you try another school? We’re here to help those who most need us.

What challenges have you faced since the beginning?

So many – for example 15 years ago it was really difficult for a foreigner to come here – we still hadn’t reached peace, and there was a very hard way of looking at things, a lack of trust. When we went to the Lake with Quetzaltrekkers I remember in 2 years the community surrounded us with sticks and machetes – they thought we were guerilleros and they didn’t want us there. Since I spoke Quiche I explained to them we were an organization that was supporting a school and invited them to come but it was very difficult.

Second – it was economic resources. In the beginning I passed through moments when I regretted what I had done because I was earning a good salary and now I was earning almost nothing. We needed money for everything – notebooks for the kids, pencils, desks, chairs, furniture. The beginning was extremely hard in the economic aspect. 

In the aspect of human resources, too - We had experience in working with kids but we didn’t have any experience in directing an organization. I had experience as a teacher but not as a strategist, a planner, a developer, I didn’t have any of that experience. I continue learning to this day. 

Another challenge was with the kids; we had the shelter now, and there were 4 kids. One died of drug use, three died of alcohol, and we couldn’t help them anymore. It was so frustrating for us, because to attend kids of 14, 15 years old with drugs, glue, is so difficult. With the younger kids it’s easier but unfortunately we just couldn’t do it. It was a huge challenge to have adolescents with drug problems, with symptoms of social problems, and we didn’t have that experience. It was really hard.

We also had success in many cases.

Can you give me some examples?

Juan is a boy whose father died, and his mother died of cancer five years later. He was alone, his brother went away to work; he had three other brothers and sisters. His stepfather when his mother died practically abandoned them. When he left the hogar 18 years he went on to the next level and now he rents a room, a small house, he cooks, works in a printing company, he’s an adult of about 23 years and is totally independent now and doesn’t depend on anyone. He also helps and counsels other kids who have problems in the street. He’s a success.

Mauricio, from Momostenango – his father died, and his mother had schizophrenia. The first years he was in the hogar and continued studying – at 18 he became independent and he continued studying, continued working. Now he’s married and has a family and is doing well.

A boy who just who entered the first grade and his father was one of the first kids we worked with in the street – he was homeless and was sniffing glue. Now he’s working in the country – a simple job but he has a family, two kids, and one of them studies here. These are the things that make us feel good.

Three girls who have gone on to college; they were from other places, like about 55% of our kids. So these girls were from Cija – ending primary school, went on to secondary and we’ve heard they are studying to be accountants in the university. Also there’s a boy, Tomas, who will finish his degree in drawing and construction this year.

So there are a lot of things that give us joy.

In terms of the war, were you affected?

Yes, indirectly. When I was studying at the university it was very difficult because I worked in the country, this was from ’82 to ‘85 or so, and I studied at night. There were a lot of things I couldn’t really take advantage of because the environment was so difficult. There weren’t social groups like there are now, there weren’t many NGOs like now. A school like this 20 years ago would have been impossible, even 15 years ago, to talk about human rights, it was just very limited. And apart from that, my brothers who were older than me, experienced things much more directly. Fortunately we didn’t lose anyone.

How does the school system treat indigenous education nowadays?

At the national level, it’s very little – there are good intentions, there are governmental workers who respect multiculturalism and want to preserve traditional values but it’s very difficult. The media, globalization in general, has been extinguishing the traditional values in an accelerated way. The children don’t speak their native language anymore, because there’s a very distorted thought that the adults associate the Maya culture, practices, way of thinking as a step backward, and the media do a lot to spread that idea. So in this sense the work the government is doing to promote multicultural education is a step against the current. 

Apart from that, many teachers intentionally are not interested in the culture, the language, values, so it’s really hard. That’s why we’re working to try and re-value the culture again. We are working a lot with parents, if they don’t change the children won’t change either. But here we insist on teaching Quiche and also the Maya cosmovision and all the social and cultural values.

Did you encounter resistance from the parents in the beginning?

Yes because there’s a lot of distortion and rumors – for instance, if I am seen speaking Quiche or I’m seen wearing typical dress I’ll be seen as coming from a lower society that isn’t worth anything. So we’re working a lot with the idea of self-esteem, helping the kids to be proud of their culture. We’re insisting a lot on this.

How do the children react to this subject of culture?

We’re just re-beginning. There’s no resistance, it’s much easier with the kids. With the adults it’s harder. But in the family it’s a different form of work. The kids accept it easily but sometimes the parents don’t want to speak Quiche or talk about the culture.

The vision for the future?

We want to have the next level after sixth grade. My dream is that we expand this building and have high school Also we want to have our own home – we’re renting now and spending a lot of money on that and we want to have our own house.

We want to be self-sufficient in the future so the authorities and community accept us fully. We’d like to get government support so that the teachers can be paid better.

I’d love to see some of our students coming back and being teachers - We have a student who is now a teacher, which is something that makes us happy.

Anything else you’d like the readers to know?

Yes, we haven’t done a lot of publicity with the media or our authorities, so they don’t know a lot about us. But I think of this as a model project, a pilot project for others who would like to do a different kind of work. I’m convinced we have so many resources – human, natural, we have such richness – now we just need to open our way of thinking. It makes me sad that 15 years ago we were the first trekking company and now there are so many – and that’s ok that there’s competition, but it makes me sad that we as Guatemalans are sometimes taken advantage of by outsiders, and it’s something I’m trying to raise in the consciousness of our children that we are the first ones who should be taking advantage of these resources. But that’s just a dream for the future. It’s good too that there are experts and others who come to share what they know because we all just continue to learn.

