
From December 27th to January 10th, I completed my self-designed experience, Service Learning in Guatemala. The first week of the experience, from December 27th to January 2nd, I shadowed at a community clinic in Mixco, Guatemala. During this week I had a wide range of cultural experiences including visiting the capital, attending mass, buying produce at the local markets, visiting Antigua, and celebrating the 4th of July. However, the majority of my time was spent at the Clinica Comunitaria de Daniel Comboni. At the clinic I learned the logistics of its operations, the main community health concerns, all the different programs of the clinic, and I was able to shadow a nurse and a family practitioner. During this first week, I lived with Sister Sarah Mulligan, a Sister of Charity. In the evening we would share meals together and during this time I was able to learn more about Guatemalan history, politics, and social conflicts. The second week of the experience, from January 3rd to January 10th, I worked with Serve Beyond Cincinnati (SBC) in coordination with Homes from the Heart, a division of Habitat for Humanity. The first two days I stayed in a convent hosted by the Carmelite Sisters. During the day I worked at a local orphanage to build a system of stoves that had outdoor ventilation. The third day was spent in Antigua where I had the opportunity to revisit the local artisan market, mingle in the central square, and explore the ancient cathedral ruins. Then the fourth day I moved location to a mountain village in between Patzia and San Andres Itzapa where I helped to build four chicken coups for local families. The final days were spent in Patzia, another mountain village, to help finish building a house. On the final day I visited Lake Atitilan. The day started in San Pedro and then SBC took a boat across the lake to visit San Pedro.

My experience in Guatemala was very similar to most of the expectation I had prior to the trip. The main activities of each day were planned in advance which allotted a certain level of comfort during the experience. I knew that my time at the clinic would be spent shadowing and I knew that during my week with SBC I would be doing manual labor. I expected these experiences to teach me firsthand about Guatemalan culture and health care, which I can confidently claim they did. My experience in Thailand taught me that I would build deep and authentic relationships with the people that I worked with, and before the trip I was most excited for this aspect. While prior travel experience and thorough planning gave me a general sense of preparedness, I was still overwhelmed with experiences that I did not plan for. These unplanned events were by far my favorite part of the trip and ranged from the trivial to the most impactful. To begin, the temperature in the mountain villages ranged between 40-55 degrees Fahrenheit. I only brought one sweatshirt, and needless to say was not prepared for the temperature. This unplanned occurrence turned out to be a blessing. The SBC group came together to share supplies and to bond as a team through our mutual coldness. I got to experience kindness from my hosts through lending of blankets and the like. It showed me during times of weakness it gives others the opportunity to show strength and kindness, and I can only hope that I will rise to the occasion in similar situations. Another unexpected occurrence was who I built relationship with. In Thailand I got to know the staff of the organization that I was working with, in Guatemala I got to know the children and families in the villages that I worked in. This was by far the most significant experience of the trip as well. To depict what these relationships were like, and their impact on me, I want to share my favorite memory of the trip. 


The second day in Patzia was my hardest day of work. We started digging the foundation of the house around 7:30 am, then proceeded to mix concrete, draw water from the well, and carry gravel up the mountain. I was sore all over, but pleased with a hard day’s work. After I had finished working for the day all I wanted to do was curl up in my bed with my book and drink some warm tea. As soon as I had climbed on my bed my little friend Diego ran into the room and yelled “It’s time to play soccer!” I then looked out the window and saw that he had gathered about 30 children from the village and was collecting the SBC group. I quickly got ready. All the children from the village were so excited to play and so we all ran the 15 minute hike down the mountain to the soccer field. Once we made it to the field the girls grabbed my hand and started to explain the game we were going to play. Before I knew it I was spinning in circles with them and laughing so hard I was crying. Every time a new game would start they would fight over who got to hold my hand. When the sun started to set we hiked back up the mountain. I had one kid on my shoulders and four holding onto my fingers. As we walked up the mountain we watched the sun set behind the volcano and the children sang traditional songs. The afternoon made me feel like I was truly a part of their community and I was overwhelmed by the majesty of the moment. 


Experiences like that one allowed me to advance towards one of my learning outcomes, Interact with individuals from different cultures and express a sensitivity, appreciation and respect for the complex range of experiences of diverse peoples. When I was in Guatemala many of the things I wanted to learn started with “Why?” Why is there such widespread poverty, why is the government not meeting the needs of the people, why is there a social stigma against the Mayan populations? And while I feel like these questions are important, I should do more than learn about the social systems, I should get to know unique individuals. Playing with the children taught me about their personalities. I learned what makes them laugh and what makes them sad. I saw how sibling and best friends interact in an organic setting. These experiences but the larger “Why” questions in perspective, and I still value what I learned about the social systems. The government of Guatemala is a democracy and each term is four years without reelection. There are seven main political parties, which altogether creates a very rapid rate of turnover. This in conjunction to corruption has led to growth of monopolies and poor public systems such as public education. The government supports education up to the sixth grade, however, in the 1970’s there was a major earthquake which destroyed most of the buildings. The government has not rebuilt the schools and so all public education is half day. There is very little educational opportunity for the native Mayan populations that lives in the mountains and does not speak Spanish. There still remains undercurrents of discrimination against the Mayan from the Genocide in the 70s.  The main health concerns are a mixture of first and third world issues. The chronic first world diseases include: diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease. The third world health concerns include: pulmonary disease from wood burning cooking in the homes, skin diseases and parasites from dirt floors, diarrhea, typhoid, diseases from fertilizers, and dental concerns. In addition, the government stopped funding and creating baby vaccines in June. 

I also learned about the assets of the community. Families play a very central role in daily life, with utmost respect for the elders in the community. Education is highly valued in the family unit, and many sacrifices are made so that the children can go to school instead of working. Communities take care of each other during times of hardship and sacrificing to support one’s neighbor is common. Everyone is friendly, each passerby is greeted and given a smile. Hospitality is also very warm; a host will go above and beyond to make sure that their guest has everything that they need. 

I also advanced towards another learning objective, Participate in a global society and understand the role of a global citizen. One of the lessons this trip taught me was the power of presence. When I would play with the children all they wanted was to hold my hand. They did not care that my Spanish is flawed or that I am not yet a doctor. All they wanted was to play and they were simply happy that I was there. I think I put a lot of pressure on myself to become someone who is has a wide range of skills so that I can “make a difference in the world”. But the reality is that I can make a difference by simply being there. My willingness to go where I am called is the only true skill that I need. Granted I am going to keep working hard, but I also understand that I am qualified just as I am currently. Being in a community and truly accepting them and loving them is what makes a global citizen. I am a global citizen now, and I will be a global citizen for the rest of my life. Extra degrees will simply allow me to change the role that I play. 

To prepare for this experience I read a variety of materials, however, one book in particular was most impactful. Mountains Beyond Mountains, written by Tracy Kidder, is a biography of Paul Farmer. After reading the book Paul Farmer is my favorite person to live this century. I have since gone on to buy the majority of books he has written. I chose to read this book because Farmer has spent a significant amount of time working in Guatemala. What I did not know was that the book was more about Farmer’s world view than individual case studies. Farmer questions health care triage and cost efficiency models. He believes that every patient deserves the right to health. He also believe that the right to health includes the right to clean water, the right to education, the right to food, and the righto housing amongst others. He believes care should be free and that it be provided by trained locals. Beyond that Farmer is both a physician and an anthropologist. He believes in truly understanding a community of people and to use medicine as an intervention. He will not sit by and watch the poor and powerless by taken advantage of. He challenges the world to expand preconceived notions of what is truly possible. But most importantly, he challenges me to determine what sacrifices I am willing to make to achieve the world view that I have. 

During my experience in Guatemala, I tried to have the view of both an anthropologist and a physician. I used a history lens to view current systems and culture. I tried to understand that the way things are today are influenced by the ways things were years ago. The Mayan people are living in poverty today because of political strife years ago. The nation speaks Spanish because of conquistadors from Spain. I also challenged myself to truly become one with the culture. I ate every piece of food offered to me no matter the smell, I took a cold shower every morning, I woke up when our host did and went to sleep early. I also challenged myself to see pathologies of power and to dream of medical interventions. What would a perfect public health system look like in Guatemala? I also challenged myself to reflect on the duality of power and wealth. The streets of Antigua swarmed with tourists (from both Guatemala and abroad) brandishing the latest and greatest cameras, purses, shoes, phones, and other signs of wealth. At lunch tourists ate huge servings of meats, sweets, dairy, and eggs (products too expensive for the poor). Ten feet out the door of the cafe were local selling goods that will most likely benefit only those at the top of the pyramid scheme. Beggars roamed the streets and hungry children tug at your elbow. Ten miles out of Antigua were locals who have to work on the national holiday because they could not afford to take a single day off. Cement and tin roofs are the most common living quarters, and corn tortilla is the main food. How can such a duality exist?

As for now, I think I would very much like to become a medical anthropologist as well. I would study not only medicine, but also the people who receive the medicine. Anthropology has two sides, the ethnography and the theoretical/academic. I would use ethnography when I talk to community members and I would use art history as my academic study of the history of the people group. Then I would use medicine as an intervention to act upon what I learned. While it strikes me as odd, this trip has also pushed me more to learn about the Francophone world. I have found that being part of this community makes me wonder what communities are like in central and western Africa. Understanding the role of Spanish invasion in Guatemala has made me wonder about French invasion in Africa. In the future I would love to study French, and to understand both the interplay between Europe and Africa and the current health systems in Africa. 

In many ways I have been able to integrate my experience into my life in simple practical ways. One thing that I really enjoyed about the trip was the natural life style. I woke up when the rooster would start crowing outside my window at 6:30 and went to sleep with the sun. This pattern of sleep felt so refreshing and healthy. Furthermore everyday on the trip I did some sort of excise whether it was manual labor or playing with the kids. The foods were ate were natural and fresh. Altogether these factors created a lifestyle that I want to continue. Even though I am in school I should be able to sleep and eat in a healthy way. I also want to make changes so that I can continue to exercise a little bit every day. There are also lessons that I can integrate into my life. One main goal is to continue carrying on a willingness to serve. This can be done in a variety of ways, however, my favorite is through the Crossroad Volunteer Internship Program. Every week I have four hours to interact and build community with patients who live outside of my socio economic sphere. The reality is that these patients are also the victims of systems of power and oppression and I can love and serve them here in Clifton. Just as the children only wanted to hold my hand, I too can simply be present in the patient’s lives. 

Another practical step I have taken to apply this experience was to enroll in French 1001 for this spring semester. During my time in Guatemala, being able to speak Spanish was a huge advantage. It brought me closer to the community that I served and it connected me on a more personal level. It also allowed me more independence when traveling and navigating the cities that I visited. For these reasons I want to learn French before I travel to a French speaking country. 


One of my major Paul Farmer take-backs has been to question how willing I am to sacrifice to achieve the goals that I want to achieve. I claim that I believe that health is a human right, but am I humble enough to achieve that? Am I willing to live in poverty to serve those in poverty? If I want to serve others am I willing to be treated like a servant? I want to make steps every day to answering all of those questions yes. I want to start making more sacrifices through my time and finances to actively work towards a better world. Another Paul Farmer take-back has been to expand my understanding of what is possible. When I am at crossroads I often call patients to check up on referrals. If a patient does not respond or skips an appointment there is a checklist of steps that I take and if they do not work I move on to the next patient. Paul Farmer would never do that. Paul Farmer would hike all day to visit his patient at their home, and I give up after a missed phone call. When I am a physician I want to treat every patient like they are my only patient, and that mentality can start now. 


My final application of my experience is the practice of “breathing in and breathing out”. During the trip I spent most of my time serving and working. This encompasses breathing out; spending time and energy for working for the betterment of others. However, I also had three days of rest where I went to visit a touristy spot or to see a beautiful lake. These days were important because they gave me time to breathe in; I was able to refresh myself. I want to continue to live like this while I am at school. I need to make sure that I allow myself to have time to refresh and refuel so that when I serve and when I work I can do it whole heartedly. 


Since my return from Guatemala, I have been able to share my experience in multiple ways. The first way I shared my learning was at a GlobeMed chapter meeting. Mohammed, Anthony, Nate and myself presented to the rest of the chapter, about 40 students, for about 25 minutes. We shared what we did each day, what we learned, and how we are applying it to our life today. The audience was a group of individuals interested in health, social justice, and travelling. For this reason we geared the presentation to meet this international, humanitarian focus; therefore, the audience learned what an international service trip looks like on a daily basis and also what we learned about Guatemalan health care and human rights. This experience taught me how to share what I learned from the trip in an oral manner. When I returned from Guatemala, friends and family manly wanted to know the “what” of the trip: what did you do? Who did you see? Where did you go? They did not necessarily ask what I learned our how I am applying it to my life today. The presentation to GlobeMed forced me to put into words the “so what” and “now what” aspects of the learning experience. 

The main way I plan on sharing my experience is still in the process of being planned. Emily Heine and I are going to rent out the 8th floor courtyard of Old Chem for an art gala. We are going to share our experience in mid-February because this is the earliest time that we could coordinate getting the pictures printed and also have the space available. In this experience we are each going to print off 10 pictures of the experience that best capture what we learned. This is going to force me to truly reflect on which events, people, and places were most impactful. I will also summarize the photos that I choose to include in the gala in a caption. We will then invite peers, friends, and professors to come to the gala. This will teach the viewer about our experience in a visual manner. Emily and I will be there to explain why we chose each photo and also to explain what every photo is of. This is going to be a totally new experience for me. I have never presented in this manner and I am excited to learn the logistics of putting such an event together. 

