            

 

Children of Hope: Health Care & Education in the Two-Thirds World

A series of J-term travel courses
 

 

"Children of Hope: Health Care & Education in the Two-Thirds World” is a series of Gustavus Travel Courses on the education and health care of children in the Two-Thirds [developing] World. The courses in this series focus on the urgent need for health and education in both urban and rural settings, and on a variety of approaches to meeting this need, including policy, pedagogy, promotion, community organizing, and clinical work. The role of the United States and the role of religion are important ancillary themes. The whole series is rooted in an ethical, political, and pedagogical commitment to global justice, and in the conviction that on-site, experiential learning is the most effective and worthwhile way to nurture this commitment.

Our neighbors in the Two-Thirds World face formidable challenges as they seek to meet the health care and education needs of their children. Gustavus students are entering the teaching and health care fields at a time of increasing linguistic and ethnic pluralism in U.S. society. As citizens and as individuals who plan lives of service and leadership, Gustavus students will join in making decisions about how our resources should be allocated, within and beyond our nation’s borders. “Children of Hope” opens a door that enables Gustavus students to discover first-hand who our neighbors are and what they need, so that such decisions can truly take our neighbors into account.  Only in this way will their children as well as ours truly be “children of hope.”

While the courses are aimed mainly at students interested in vocations in health and education, anyone who is interested is welcome to join us. The travel courses to Latin American (El Salvador) and African (Namibia) sites are planned jointly by Professor Mary M. Solberg and the Center for Global Education (connected with Augsburg College), which has nearly 20 years’ experience organizing and guiding such trips, and has permanent staff on site. 

 

El Salvador (2001, 2002) 
 

The following account is taken from a commentary published in the St. Paul Pioneer Press on our return from the 2001 Children of Hope travel course to El Salvador:

 

“I have just returned from a two-week sojourn in El Salvador: a ‘J-term’ (January Gustavus Adolphus College travel course planned long ago for Jan. 10-23, 2001. I took a co-leader and 16 students, all young women, most of whom are studying nursing, education or pre-med, some of whom knew some Spanish, many of whom didn’t.

 

“I thought them a pretty special bunch even before we left.  Who expects students to choose a J-term course that is likely to challenge everything and every way they know?

 

“Perhaps you can imagine how much our experience of the earthquake on Jan. 13 intensified our experience of El Salvador’s daily reality.

 

“We were in the countryside fairly near the coast, 15 to 20 miles from the epicenter of the quake, which measured 7.8 on the Richter scale.  Even the Salvadorans who had lived through the 1986 quake said they had never felt anything like this.  The physical damage to the capital, San Salvador, was modest, but practically everything an earthquake could destroy in the capital itself had already been destroyed in 1986.

 

“I was moved by the depth of vision our students manifested.  Their reflections, as we gathered together every few days to talk about what we were experiencing, demonstrated the openness of their hearts, minds and spirits; their willingness to risk stepping out of their ‘comfort zones’ to really listen, really attend to, the stories of those who could teach them: not only the university-educated resource people who took time from their national emergency responsibilities to talk with us, but perhaps even more movingly, the poor, the unlettered, the marginalized, even by their own government and the well-off of their (and our) society.

 

“Small children, old women and men, young people, mothers and fathers took us in, fed us, shared their music, their meals, their stories, their living space with us. These folks who have so little gave so generously, and always without calculating the return.

 

“Those who asked anything at all of us asked only that we not forget, that we tell their stories, the stories of El Salvador, to our friends, families, communities, political representatives when we got home.  Can we do any less?

 

“The greatest damage occurred in the countryside, much of it in remote rural areas with little contact with even modest-sized towns.  I’m sure there are areas of disaster that won’t even be discovered for a time.  And there were, too, very dramatic tragedies, like the collapse of the side of a mountain on top of a new middle-class housing development in Santa Tecla, close to the capital…Many bodies won’t ever be found.  Tragedy on a less grand scale took other forms; bamboo-and-mud-constructed houses in the countryside and along the seacoast caved in; hospitals fell apart.  Now there is danger of the kinds of epidemics that spread when death is all around and the earth has shuddered, driving dust and everything else into the atmosphere.

 

“El Salvador has been the site of one disaster after another: most recently a 12-year civil war (that ended in 1992), the earthquake in 1986, Hurricane Mitch, and now this.

 

“All this in a country where the most common causes of death are diarrhea, respiratory illnesses, violence and poor nutrition; where 90 percent of the surface water is contaminated; where 17 percent of the population has access to health-care services; where maquilas employ cheap labor to assemble what turns into overpriced, U.S.-bound clothing (and Salvadorans are glad to find work!); where the economy, ‘dollarized’ as of Jan. 1. 2001, survives at all because of the $1.8 billion in remittances sent home each year to their families by Salvadorans in the United States, living with or without legal immigration status here, most of them working at jobs most of us wouldn’t consider doing.  El Salvador didn’t need another earthquake.

 

“Our trip logistics were arranged by the Center for Global Education at Augsburg College in Minneapolis.  It’s an outfit I’ve known for almost as long as they’ve been around; my first contact with them came when I hosted groups of North Americans or Europeans who had arranged to visit Central America to experience the reality of our neighbors there.  Many such groups came to spend a few hours in my home in San Salvador when I lived there from 1983 to 1986.  So I turned to the CGE to arrange this trip.

 

“The course title was ‘Children of Hope: Health Care and Education in El Salvador.’  It was the first of what I hope will be a series of J-term travel courses for students to visit different countries in the developing world…The goal is to plow the experiences back into the Gustavus community, so that our individual and community perspectives are truly transformed and vivified through our contact with the world’s impoverished majorities.

 

“This month, many of us wanted to stay in El Salvador—not just, or even mainly, to ‘help out,’ but perhaps to continue to live each day as we were living it during the short time we spent in El Salvador: not knowing exactly what would happen (who could have known an earthquake would shake our world?), learning to live through the fright and anxiety, taking care of one another, learning to accept the loving kindness of strangers who became our friends and guardian angels, giving what we could of ourselves, knowing it was received with gentle appreciation.

 

“What worried all of us—and still does—was how to come home knowing what and whom we now know.  We’re all glad to have a few days off now before the second semester begins.  Most of us will spend these days with our families, sleeping, sharing meals, getting pictures developed, telling the stories they remind us of, writing in our journals, jotting down ideas about how we can keep our promise to those who taught us in El Salvador: not to forget them, to tell their stories, to live our lives in a way that reflects what we have learned from them.  Please keep them, and us, in your prayers and thoughts.  It matters to all of us.”

 

Mary Solberg

 

On its return, this 2001 “Children of Hope” El Salvador group raised funds; collected and sent donations of clothing, supplies, and money to El Salvador; made dozens of presentations at churches, service clubs, schools, and classes at Gustavus during the spring semester of 2001.  In May 2001, this group received the Magnuson Award for Service to the community.


The 2002 “Children of Hope” El Salvador group comprised 20 students and was co-led by Prof. Solberg and Sonia Ramirez, a native Salvadoran resident in Saint Peter.  Many of the students on this trip were pre-med; others were humanities, education, and psychology majors. We were eager to discover whether signs of the 2001 earthquake remained; unfortunately, they were everywhere—as  were U.S. dollars, now “the coin of the realm.”  Remittances from relatives in the United States keep most families alive. The government’s campaign to privatize health care is being resisted by health care workers, especially those who serve in the few public hospitals and clinics that function for the benefit of the poor majority. (The only public hospital for adults in the capital, San Salvador, is housed in a field hospital donated to El Salvador by the army of Belgium in 1887!)

El Salvador & Honduras, 2005

Namibia (planned for 2006)
 

 

 

 

