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I went on this trip with the intention of studying the 

education system in Nicaragua. I learned novels of information 

on the subject, but I feel like the more important things I learned 

on this trip had nothing to do with education at all, except maybe 

for the fact that it was a huge educational experience for me. 

With that, let me begin to try to put into writing an experience that was simply beyond words. 

My first views of Managua, as we drove down the nighttime streets from the airport to our final 

destination at the “Casa Canadiense”, challenged every concept of reality I had ever had at home. I was 

shocked by the rusted aluminum roofs, the broken-looking shacks and the barbed wire-donned fences 

that lined the streets of the city. In all honesty, I had very few expectations going into the experience, 

but I was completely unprepared for what I saw in the first few days and the culture shock was huge and 

immediate – I had read the word “poverty” and had been warned about being served “rice, beans, and 

rice and beans” every day, 3 meals a day, many times. None of this had registered in my mind before the 

trip in quite the same way it hit home when I took my first looks at Managua and began having my first 

interactions with the people of our little village. 

Education 

Going into the village, I expected to find a 

dingy little school with poor attendance and a general 

attitude of indifference among the people. 

Fortunately, the trip was set up so that I had many 

opportunities to talk with my host family and other 



villagers about the subject, and my views were quickly corrected and replaced with inspiring and hopeful 

truths. We even had a meeting with the principal of the local primary school. As it turns out, almost all 

of the kids in the village go to the school, girls and boys alike, and about 80% of those kids go on to high 

school. The 20% of them that don’t pursue further education usually do so for lack of money or the need 

to work, but the importance of education is a topic of significant importance to the people and slowly 

but surely, attendance and success rates are improving. All the young women I talked to expressed a 

desire to go to school and become educated. In fact, during my entire visit I only met one child who was 

not registered in school.  

 

I had two siblings in my Nicaraguan host 

family who quickly became very important to 

me: an 18-year-old sister Gloria, and a 17-year-

old brother Lester. They took time to explain to 

me their situations regarding their schooling. 

Gloria graduated from high school last year and 

she wanted to go on to university, but she was 

unable to do so because the family cannot afford it. Additionally, Gloria had become pregnant and now 

has a 6-month old son Samuel. I was surprised to learn that Lester hadn’t really been encouraged to go 

to high school until last year – he had taken years off after primary school to work in the fields with his 

father, and now that Gloria is out of school, he’s going into secondary 2. Through conversations with 

people, the group and I more or less came to the conclusion that, contrary to our initial suspicions, 

women tend to pursue their education over men in the community, and that’s due in large part to the 

fact that the men are needed to work in the fields with corn, sugar cane and beans. It broke my heart to 

learn that Lester and my host dad Emilio work a combined 5 days a week for just over 60 cordobas a day 



– that’s less than $3 a day! They are on the lower end of the poverty scale compared to the other 

villagers. Education is essentially free in Nicaragua now thanks to contributions by the government, but 

it still costs a primary school student about 1000 cordobas ($50) a year to buy supplies and uniforms. 

The Community 

There are a million things I want to say about how much I fell in 

love with the community! The first thing I noticed, after acknowledging 

the visible signs of extreme poverty around me, was how close-knit the 

village was. It was, in many ways, one big happy family, and it teemed 

with love in ways I’d never seen before back home. Canadian, big-city 

social interactions differ enormously from the small-town Nicaragua 

interactions I witnessed and that contributed in a huge way to my 

culture shock. When my host mom, Dora, first tried introducing me to an array of children at our 

welcoming ceremony, I had a hard time distinguishing nieces and nephews from cousins and friends and 

other relatives— and they just kept coming! Little girls were constantly picking up and walking away 

with other people’s babies, people were coming and going in and out of other people’s houses all the 

time, and everyone just had so many siblings.  Throughout that week, I became more and more aware of 

the fact that the 8-year-old girl living next door to us could hold and handle a baby better than I could. 

There was something to put perspective on the phrase “it takes a village to raise a child!” 

The people I met in the village were so full of love that it overwhelmed me completely within a 

day. Since my Spanish communication skills were not yet particularly adequate, I spent a lot of time in 

silence with my family and I got to observe a lot of beautiful interactions in the main room of the house. 

My sister Gloria would be sitting on the hammock, holding her baby, when Lester would walk in and sit 

down in there with her, looking at her with love in his eyes and then transferring that look to little 

Samuelito in complete silence. That scenario, in contrast to the regular daily interactions we observe 



between 17-year-old Canadian boys and their 18-year-old Canadian sisters, simply blew my mind. 

Similar scenarios continued to unfold before my eyes for the entire duration of our stay in Los Jovitos 

between people of all kinds. It was absolutely magical, and I feel unbelievably privileged to have been 

able to witness the familial and friendly love that these people were so rich with, in spite of how little 

they had in material riches. Every time one of my family members blessed me with one of those loving 

looks, I secretly cried the next time I had a moment alone because all I could think was: “This family 

doesn’t have half of what I have, and yet they have more in that they have each other, and they are the 

most genuine people in the world.” 

My Family  

My brother Lester became my lifeline and best 

friend in the village. For some reason, his pronunciation 

of consonants was clearer to me than that of his mother 

and sister, and he would jump in and repeat phrases for 

me when I couldn’t understand what the others were 

saying. He was patient with me and he shuffled through 

my English-Spanish dictionary more than once to find me words that would be helpful. In the first few 

days when I was at risk of getting lost, he walked me from our house, across the stream and over a 

bridge to where the group was meeting several times a day. When I started getting to know my way 

around, he tagged along anyway and kept me company, sometimes rotating with his mom and sister 

because (I suspect) they were getting jealous. I learned that he liked to read and write, and that he was 

going into his second year of high school only this year because he had taken a few years off after 

primary school to work in corn and sugar fields while his sister was going through high school. In the 

time I spent with him, I got to know him and found that he was very mature, that he was becoming 



increasingly motivated to finish high school, that he was very quick and eager to learn new things (like 

languages), and that he had a big heart. 

One day, Dora told me that Lester had taken a 6-month metalworking and soldering course and 

that he possessed the skills to make a better living and support the family. I was ecstatic for him, and 

when I asked him about it, he showed me his course manual and we spent a good half hour going 

through pictures of gorgeous fences and doorways that he was able to make. His enthusiasm was 

beautiful; I could tell that he had an artistic eye and a passion for this type of work! 

My communication skills had improved considerably 

within a few days and I was able to understand most of 

what my family was saying to me (particularly when Lester 

was around to help). But I wanted to have more in-depth 

conversations with the members of my family about things 

like work, Lester’s soldering courses, and Gloria’s desire for 

post-secondary education and her situation with her baby, among many others. What we ended up 

doing was writing to each other in Spanish – using my dictionary, I managed to write down my questions 

about the family and my feelings about everything I was learning, and Gloria, who wrote best out of all 

of them, would write me back. It was this way that I learned that Gloria had been raped by her cousin, 

and she had baby Samuel in part because of the anti-abortion laws in Nicaragua, and in part because she 

was too afraid to tell Dora what had happened to her. It broke my heart to know that this wonderful 

human being had been through such pain, and even more so to know that she wanted badly to go to 

university and to be educated, but that a law and other circumstances out of her control would probably 

prevent her from ever being able to do so. 



Through these written communications, I also learned that Lester was certified to work in the 

trade he loved, but that he would continue to work in the fields like his forefathers because the family 

didn’t have the 11,000 cordobas ($500) he would need to buy his tools. That night, I wrote in my journal: 

“I love these people, this family, like my own. God. If there is a God, why are these wonderful 

people allowed to live this way? Why can good and bad people alike obtain everything they desire, 

important and insignificant, from birth to death in some parts of the world, and yet those same kinds of 

people in other parts of the world can’t? Why am I so lucky and so privileged? 

What is it about human nature that permits people to exploit others to ridiculous and horrific 

degrees, yet not see it and not be troubled by it in the face of profit? How can a man operate a company 

in North America, employ families in Central America in factories for $3 a day, and just not see what the 

consequences are?” 

Final Thoughts 

I could go on for days about all the wonderful people I met, and all the stories but I want to sum 

up what I took out of the experience.  Gloria’s story made me cry, the fact that not all kids could afford 

to go to school also made me cry, and I spent many hours wishing that I could make things right and give 

Gloria and Lester everything they wanted.  Although I was deeply troubled by many of the things I 

learned from day to day, I was always surrounded by smiles and laughter. The people around me were 

at peace with their places in the world, and they accepted their realities without blinking an eye and 

continued living with a surreal understanding of what really matters in the world: family and love. It 

made me reflect on how, in our world, we work and live busy lives and concern ourselves with what has 

been and what is coming, always working towards improving our lives by getting better jobs, better 

homes, better means of transportation… But we’re never satisfied and we don’t really ever take the 

time to enjoy the things we have. Nor do we take time to enjoy the people around us. 



Los Jovitos made me stop in my tracks and actually live every moment instead of worrying about 

how many things I needed to accomplish within a given day. It was in doing that that I began to feel how 

much nothing I do back at home matters much by comparison to what matters most to people who 

have almost nothing. All the Nicaraguans need to be genuinely happy and enjoy their lives is each other, 

and I think that sums up to everything that really matters in the world, in the end. 

Nicaragua was a perspective-altering experience of a lifetime and I took more from it than I could 

have imagined going in. On top of everything I learned, I believe my Nicaragua experience isn’t quite 

over yet.  I am keeping in touch with people in the village, as well as my new family that I love with all 

my heart and I anticipate many more trips to visit them all in the future! 

 

I’d like to conclude with another excerpt from my journal that says a lot about my experience:  

 

“Through the whole trip, almost from the very first day, I wasn’t 

seeing the clay walls, the dust, the poverty, the holey roof. I was in 

a beautiful place. My eyes adjusted almost instantly and I really 

had to look hard to actually see the differences between my 

Canadian house and the house I was staying in. In a lot of ways, I 

felt more comfortable and more at home in that little clay house in 

Nicaragua, with the rickety wooden doors, the concrete latrine and 

the plastic-bag-wrapped bucket-shower stall, than I do at home.” 

 
 

 


