Slug: guatemala school
Perth high schools help brighten the lives of elementary school students in Central America
By Krista Johnston

Weekender
It doesn’t take much to bring a smile to the faces of the Guatemalan people.

In this developing country, where parents struggle to feed their children and where commodities such as running water and electricity are scarce, you would think that feelings associated with happiness would also run in short supply. 
But this is not the case.

As a group of gringos travelling across the countryside of Guatemala, we have seen just the opposite.
Families are quick to welcome our arrival to their villages and children always seem to carry a cheery disposition. This is because they know we have come a long way to make a difference in their lives.
Last Tuesday, about a dozen Lanark County residents set sail for a small elementary school in the village of Cantel, located at the top of a mountainous path, which could only be reached by riding in the back of a pickup truck.
The long and rocky journey was something we will all surely remember for years to come, but for the students, this is an everyday adventure. 

Pulling up to the schoolyard was an incredible moment for the group, as young children, their parents, teachers and even dogs from the neighbourhood, greeted us with illuminated smiles, countless waves and laughter that could be heard throughout the area.
The group of more than 60 students had prepared themselves for this event and with the help of their teachers, presenting their Canadian amigos with a short song and dance, followed by speeches from their educators. This was certainly a special day for the community and for the group from Lanark County.

Through special fundraising efforts, students from Perth and District Collegiate Institute and St. John Catholic High School in Perth, and J.L. Couroux School in Carleton Place, raised enough money and items to provide each student in this Guatemalan school with a backpack filled with enough school supplies for one year, along with many other luxuries, such as toys and personal hygiene items. 
These generous donors also collected numerous supplies for the teachers working onsite.

“Iwant to extend a very special thank you for the gifts that you have given each of the students from pre-primary to sixth grade and, at the same time, thank you for the materials you have brought for the teachers,” said Manuela Oldemita XilojColop, head teacher of Escuela de Autogestion Comunitaria del Caserio de Chuitziribal Segundo.
“The mothers of the families are very happy to see their children smiling with their new things. We hope that you will come back to see us and the children you have made so happy.”

For Huguette Côté, a supply teacher at J.L. Couroux School, the best part of the day was seeing the joy in the children’s eyes and knowing that the group was making a meaningful contribution to the school.
She extended her gratitude to the Grade 6 students at J.L. Couroux for raising $200 to build a masonry cook stove for a Mayan family and for donating items to this Guatemalan elementary school. 

“The mothers were really happy and mentioned to me that they didn’t have enough money (to buy these kinds of items) and that bringing these goodies will really make a difference,” she said. “I want (the people and businesses who contributed) to know that every little bit they have done has made the students and families happy.”

Students at PDCI raised about $450 to build a double cook stove at the elementary school in Cantel, on top of the funds needed to supply many of the backpacks.
All of the PDCI students on the trip to Guatemala say they are pleased to see how responsive their school community was to this initiative.

“After only three days, our school was able to raise that $450 and we were really surprised that we were able to do that in such a short amount of time,” said Tyler Valiquette, president of the PDCI student council.
“One of the most memorable parts of the day for me was when we gave the kids their backpacks and they all went into a room and exchanged their things,” he explained. “Even though they each got their own individual backpacks, they all shared with each other.”

St. John Catholic High School became heavily involved in the backpack project as well, and sent a multitude of items to Guatemala with student Erika Seidenbusch. 
For her, the experience at the elementary school in Cantel was hard to express in words.

“It was incredible,” she said. “It’s one of those things where it comes full circle and you see the real impact that any ordinary person can make.”
