Saint Catherine Academy – Belize 


The options for a study abroad program were Japan/S. Korea, France, China, or Belize.  Each program had its own pros and cons.  Two programs, Japan/S. Korea and France, were offered through the business school, which only lasted about two to three weeks.  The trip to China was also only for two to three weeks through the history department.  The last choice given was Belize, which was brought to my attention from my business teacher Barbara Parker.  The deal seemed much better since it was the same price – all the other trips costs were equal to the amount of Belize – but for the period of three months.  I did not think twice about it and had to find out more about Belize, where it is, when the program starts, what to do for it, and most importantly about my placement in Belize.  I hardly could wait to go to Belize.  The meetings each week at spring quarter made me want to go then and not wait until the fall quarter.  Every day took me closer to the thought of going to Belize and work at Saint Catherine Academy (SCA).  Fortunately enough I had also a chat with Tara, who was placed last year at SCA.  The conversation with Tara made me even want to go earlier and not wait for the day of departure, which was on August 27.  I was ready and slowly but readily getting a little impatient to the new adventure in Belize. 
The departure day was tomorrow and I was nervous about Belize since I did not do well at my GMAT test and was thinking that I might miss something out in Seattle.  The choice was clear after a heart-to-heart talk with my mom, I wanted to go to Belize and not miss something bigger – I would have missed the best experience of my life at SCA.
The first step into a new world was a routine I was going through again.  Coming to the States and start living on my own three years ago was almost the same thing except that the States was not considered a “Third World Nation” and that the population was not so ‘tiny.’  Belize had everything that was exciting about itself.  A small nation in the heart of Latin America whose primary language is English.  I thought I was lucky because of no language barrier – no learning of Spanish.  Stepping out of the airport and seeing all the people waiting for their kids who came from Germany from the meeting where all the Catholic youths went, was the right day to come to a foreign nation.  Seeing so many Sisters at the same time was a first time experience.  However, the second thing I noticed was the weather.  At Seattle a calm warm weather, which turned to humid up to extremely humid at the Belize International Airport.  I do not want to sound racist but it was interesting to see Sister Mercy in the pile of the Belizeans who were colored.  Even before entering the plane at Dallas/Ft. Worth, I saw the mix of the ethnicities that we talked about in the spring quarter about the Creols, Mestizos, Lebanese, and Chinese.   
The drive to my home away from home was interesting.  Seeing all the different advertisement from Coca-Cola to Subway was interesting and funny.  It was funny because I did not accept to see the same kind of fast food restaurants as in the States, here in this case Subway.  The roads were not at the best shape; however, I expected something similar to it.  People driving above the speed limit were very common and in the future stay of my days at Belize, I saw it many more times.  Rules and regulations existed but no police officer was tedious enough to punish the speeders and the not seat belt wearers.  There were signs about the speed limits and not littering but people did not care.  The culture was different then the States and much more different then Germany and Turkey.  
Culture

The culture shock I did not experience that much.  My stay at Belize was not long enough to experience a culture shock.  However, there were so many bad things I did not like about the Belizean culture.  I would like to point out just a few since I want to focus more on other experiences that have more value.   
The first thing noticed was that Belize is a male dominated society.  Now, as a man either you can say it is a good place to live or you could see it from a different perspective, through different eyes, the perspective of the women.  Men tend to be lazy and control everything at their homes.  Most families would have the man working and bring the food to the table, best-case scenario.  And at other families, the man being lazy and just using his ‘power’ and the money from his wife.  The woman would work either because the man is not working or because the man is lazy and sitting on the street all day long.  Men are not encouraged to help their wives to help at the kitchen or do any of the housework.  If you are a man you do not help your wife with the housework – I think that is branded into the man’s brains.  When the boys are boys and the girls are girls, the different treatment would start right there.  Most of the time boys out on the street playing and fooling around; whereas, the girls would be either at home or buying grocery and do, of course, the housework.  However, not all adults would stay with that mentality.  The teacher I met and who became my friend, Raffael Torres, would help his wife either cleaning the house, cooking lunch/dinner, and help with the laundry.  There are always people who beg to differ and I knew right there that there are exceptions. 
Another thing that bothered me big time was the littering problem that Belize has.  I am not an extreme environmentalist, however, as a human being who has common sense and morality I would not drop the garbage on the street, at the park, or whatever place but would put the garbage in the trash.  Even at the yearly costal clean up with the girls from SCA at the BTL park, I felt bad about the environment and was sad to see the garbage bins full of garbage that the girls collected.  No Belizeans seemed to care about the environment.  Even the girls from SCA littered at the Independence Day march in which I participated.  What good is it when you teach the population and even the girls from SCA not to litter and they still do it?  What good does it do when the police does not give fines and is not tough on crime, littering and driving under influence?  
I do not like the way Belizeans continue on their lives where women have no chance but to stay with their abusive husbands, who have more than a woman and are the sole provider of food.  Another big shortcoming is the littering problem that Belize is facing, which should be brought under control as soon as possible for the sake of future generation.  And if possible, programs or jobs to educate the men and have them do something instead of being idle.

A very positive experience was when I attended the different church services through SCA, which were the English, Spanish, and Garifuna mass.  The priests all had their own different messages to the girls and tried to connect to them either by saying that the devil tempts them to go after them and have them as their ‘girlfriends’ or by saying that the girls are courage’s in fighting over a boy from Saint John’s College.  The best mass was at school, which was the Spanish mass, with the priest connecting to the girls the best.  Unfortunately, the girls are inclined not to listen to the messages about not having a boyfriend until graduation or not wearing anymore their mini skirts.  However, the sadder part was when at the monthly faculty meetings one of the sisters was saying that some of the girls from our school still end up in abusive relationships.  

Work experience


The work at SCA was the most amazing and the best ever experience in my life.  It was not only because of the work itself or because of the interaction with the teachers; it was mostly because of the interactions I had with the girls in class and outside of class.  
Admittedly, the first month seemed not the best start at all.  The work with Sr. Rose, updating the database was boring, at first.  Nevertheless, I took the step ahead in befriending myself with the teachers, so I could interact with the girls more often.  First, I was going into the math classes with Mr. Torres.  It was interesting to see the girls and the interaction that the teacher had with them.  We were trying to make a deal by figuring out when I would teach the girls.  But then came the accident between that project where Mr. Torres ended up being absent for two months due to his injury at his foot.  The result was that I ended up taking over his classes – all of them, the sophomores, juniors, and senior math classes.  I was thrown in, into teaching without any preparations.  And yet I had the help of the department of math, Miss Quetzal, and the other teachers who came into my classes to keep the girls in check for the first two weeks.  It was amazing to experience teaching but the strangest part was that I had no problems teaching to the seniors and the sophomores but the most trouble with the juniors.  The experience with the juniors did not last very long, after a week or two Miss Quetzal stepped into that classroom to continue on teaching them.  Teaching the sophomores was the easier part since they were an advanced class and were going over algebra, a subject easy to explain.  I fell in love teaching to the girls, especially to the sophomores and seniors.  Other steps as a teacher were to come up with quizzes and test questions.  These were not easy and many times, I had to ask for the help of Miss Quetzal.  She willingly helped me and always prepared me before class going over the subject I was going to teach.  Through her help, I learned a lot about teaching.  Even though, I had the help of Miss Quetzal, the more and more I could take my own steps and come up with quiz questions, correct the tests, and quizzes myself without the help of Miss Quetzal.  

The interaction in class was going well without any problems.  There was once the situation with the sophomore were I ended up doing a different way on how to come up with the solution where most of the girls lost me.  I did not know what else to do so I had to ask the girls how Mr. Torres did that.  Luckily enough one of the girls stepped up and showed the way Mr. Torres did it on board.  We lost valuable time there but the girls ended up understanding the part again the way they used to do it.  That experience showed me that I have to be careful as a teacher on how to present a (new) material.  The following classes I checked with Miss Quetzal about the material on how the girls were presented this and that material to make sure not to have a confusion at class and not to lose valuable time.  I also encountered the different tactics of the girls to delay a quiz or even have it the next class period.  Admittedly, the girls are smart when it comes to things they want to avoid i.e. a quiz or a test.  At one instance, at the seniors, I announced before class that we were going to have a quiz after checking the homework.  Therefore, the girls ended up asking question about each of the numbers assigned to them, which lead to no time for the quiz at all, for that day.  The girls worked me pretty well that day in delaying the quiz to next class.  After class, I had my usual chat with Miss Quetzal who laughed at me hearing the story about not being able to give the quiz that day.  She advised me on many topics referring to the girls and one of them was giving quizzes to the girls.  At another occasion was with the sophomores where they almost ended up not having a quiz either.  However, that time I was stricter and did not listen to them going my way and telling them to stop talking and to put away their math books and notebooks.  Even though, they had only about ten minutes left I went ahead with the quiz because they had the break after the class session.  That day I succeeded doing it the way a teacher would do it.  The next class, the sophomores started to complain to me saying that I gave every class a quiz to them.  It was true that I ended up, almost, giving each class a quiz to the sophomores.  Mr. Torres, their previous teacher in absence, did not really push the sophomores and was not giving quizzes as regularly as I was.  Miss Quetzal and I had a talk as usual about the girls in which she assured me that it is perfectly ok to give quizzes that often and not to listen to the girls about that complain. 
The days passed and every time after I was finished teaching to the sophomores and seniors, as was Miss Quetzal, we ended up talking about the girls and about what happened.  She would always give me an advice on the different kind of topics that I was bringing up to her.  She would tell me what to do and to be careful here and there because of the fact that I was a male teacher.  The help from Miss Quetzal helped tremendously and I ended up feeling very confident teaching to the girls. 
Even during classes, I ended up joking around with the girls.  At times, one or two girl(s) would talk or do something else and I would put them to the spot, so they would concentrate on math again.  The sophomores were good about the topic math and were not bored and disinterred in math as the seniors.  Consequently, it was easier teaching to the sophomores and a little tougher to the seniors.  However, once I had the attention of the seniors about some other topic, they would be able to concentrate on the subject.  But this did not last very long.  As was the case I would have trouble to have the attention of the seniors.  The girls were the lowest math group in which some girls tended to understand very fast and others only through many examples.  I did various things with them for example putting them in groups of two to work on a paper, call them to the board to do a number from the book, and call them to the board to do the homework.  Only one girl at the senior level was troublesome.  She never took notes and ended up cheating at one exam.  However, during class, I had no problems with her not taking any notes.  Everything but math would have been ok with her to talk about, during class.  If I did not like it were the conversation was going, I would interrupt and come back to math.  The seniors would talk about all kind of topics from love to their business classes to their weekend stories.  At the very first classroom period, we ended up finishing faster than I thought about the material, so I let them ask me couple of questions.  The questions were interesting i.e. about my age, if I was engaged, if I had a girlfriend, where I was from, what I was doing at Belize, if I liked Belize, etc.
The best moments were when I was at the library during the lunch break of the juniors and seniors.  At the teachers lounge you would not end up talking to the girls as much as you would at the library.  The library was the spot were I was most, during lunch break.  I even ended up knowing some girls because I was present at the library were the girls printed their homework’s, asked for a copy, or were studying there.  The conversations I had with the girls were interesting since we were not in the classroom and the girls were more relaxed to talk to me.  At other times, I would end up talking to the PE teacher, Roger Favela, and the librarian/photocopier, Carlos Gongora, about religion, sports, etc.  
It was the PE teacher, Roger, who asked me even to help him out with the basketball team, which I ended up doing.  Mostly, I would go to the games at the Civic Center to keep the statistics and would participate at the practices.  The interesting part was that the basketball team ended up calling me ‘Dexter,’ as one of the cartoon characters at Cartoon Network.  Roger checked on me if I was ok with the basketball team calling me with that name and I assured him that I had no problems with it.  Unfortunately, our team ended up not qualifying even for the play-offs. 
The last month, the school ended up hiring a substitute teacher, who in return took all over my classes.  Hence, I ended up only assisting the math classes of Miss Quetzal.  I would go into the sophomore and senior classes of Miss Quetzal helping the girls out if they had troubles in figuring out the solutions.  The most interesting was the senior class where I ended up going alone for a week and in which a girl helped me out a lot.  She raised her voice and asked the other girls not to take advantage of sir (me) since Miss Quetzal was not present – the class was noisy and the girls would not wanted to do the handout I gave them.   
Another time was during the exam week when a girl would let us, Miss Quetzal and me, know about a girl who was attempting to cheat.  If I were her, I would not end up saying anything.  That girl was courageous to speak up and tell on somebody from her class.  That moment made me change, in relation to taking a test and a classmate ending up cheating.  Before, I would not end up saying anything but that experience showed me that it is better to speak up.  Everybody should have the same chance taking a test.  A classmate should never have a better chance receiving a better grade through cheating.  
Implication for my career
I still have a hard time to pinpoint in which area my career will be.  The choices are between pursuing a law degree, a MBA degree with a joint degree in law, or go even for a PhD in Economics.  Whatever the choice, I promised myself around the age of 45 to stop whatever I am doing and go into teaching.  The experience at SCA blew my mind.  If I had the option between staying for the rest of the school year without any problems coming into the US, I would stay.  I loved teaching and being around the girls was fantastic.  Even the question of Cindy Rodriguez, one of my seniors in math class, if I have a sister touched me deep.  I have an older brother but always wished to have a sister.  The girls from SCA were my sisters, which I loved very dearly and sincerely.  Teaching to the girls made me feel complete.  I am going to miss to help the girls and the satisfaction of helping the girls to move a step to their goals, to their graduation ceremonies, and their continued educations. 
Wherever and whatever my future career path might be, the experience at SCA taught me many things.  The one thing that made teaching easier to me was the advice of Miss Quetzal.  Without her, I would have been lost and would have big troubles in teaching to the girls.  It is alright to ask for help and even much better when the person is the head of the math department with a master’s degree.  One thing that I dislike the most at my classes at Seattle is to ask for help from other classmates.  The experience at SCA was a complete different one that cannot be compared to being a student.  In the workforce, to ask for help is ok but I think too much would make you dependable on one person.  I depended on Miss Quetzal a lot for the first two weeks, which made her work considerable more.  She ended up preparing herself always for double the classes she was teaching to.  Fortunately, for Miss Quetzal I was able to stand on my own feet and do the correction of the quizzes and tests the last two to three weeks.  The only problem that occurred was the way I was taught math in Germany and the way the girls were taught in Belize.  The different kind of methods and formulae were confusing but I adapted fast to the way the girls were taught to.  Adaptation to different situations is a great advantage that every person should bring into the working environment.  Things tend to change fast if you work for a big business with thousands of employees. 
The language barrier sometimes occurred when the girls were talking in Creol to me.  When that would occur I would either tell them to speak in a more clear way, their Creol, or talk to me in English.  Mostly I ended up telling them, “Please speak in English to me, I do not understand Creol.”  However, there were times when I understood the girls in Creol and had no problems talking back to them.  No matter where I go in the English speaking countries, there will be the language barrier because of the different accents, dialects, or broken English (Creol).  Again, the word here is adapting, and adapting to the languages of the nation you currently live is important and requires a lot from an ‘outsider/alien’ as myself.  I think in a period of an additional three to six months I would have figured it out and would be at least able to understand them in Creol, no matter how fast they would have ended up talking.  ‘Me’ talking in Creol, however, would have been another kind of topic.  
Final moments
Here I was at my last week, my last week at paradise, my last moment at SCA, my last moments to enjoy being around the girls.  The experience at Belize, to work for SCA and be around the girls, I will remember forever. 
I did not imagine to fall in love helping the girls at SCA or fall in love with Belize.  The unexpected happened when I started to teach to the girls.  I was clear about coming to Belize and working at SCA.  Furthermore, I knew that I would end up teaching to the girls or helping them out in any other way.  However, imagine to fall in love with the girls from SCA and wanting not to leave was never planned.  I took the opportunity to come to Belize to help the girls.  When I was talking to my business teacher, Barbara Parker, I would always mention that I wanted to give back to the bigger community and the work in Belize I considered that.  But I never imagined to fall in love with the work and not wanting to leave.  It made me sad to imagine the departure date because I loved the girls and wanted to continue to help them, at least for the rest of the school year 2005-2006.  Unfortunately, the departure day came faster than imagined.  The last month I familiarized with the school very well and had no problems talking to the girls and getting around.  I broke the ice between the girls and myself and the next moment I realized it was time to leave.  I felt sad. 
The experience at SCA was a once in a lifetime experience.  I grew through the stages of being a teacher and helping the girls out with their problems in math.  Helping people makes me feel better, gives me a great joy, and a sense of accomplishment.  The dress code at the school made me feel different about myself, too.  I was more used to dress up into my slacks and a nice t-shirt.  When I would wear my shorts outside of the school and my tennis shoes, I would feel strange.  Honestly, I was feeling better to dress up in my slacks than to wear my shorts.   
The great moments in life pass by fast.  When I would try to seize the moment and enjoy it, it would pass faster than lightening.  The weekends would last forever without the girls from SCA.  In contrast, weekdays would pass by as if it was only a day or a moment.
Teaching is the best drug I could ever experience.  The negative part is that the teachers, no matter which country, are not paid well enough who end up teaching the future generations who in return will take over the high positions be it as a minister, doctor, lawyer, a small business owner, accountant, or a manager.  The life of a teacher is difficult but worthwhile.  Through the experience at SCA, I have more respect and value for teachers.
I would like to end up my essay with my experience at the class session two weeks prior to my departure date.  Amanda, Miss Quetzal’s student from senior class, told me that I am a patient person in helping them individually out with their problems.  That day, I ended up walking through the aisles and helped each of the girls out who needed my assistance.  Even though I was sweating afterwards, it felt great to have helped the girls.  The experience made me a different person.  I walked out with the experience of being a teacher who had great joy in teaching and assisting to the girls.  The worst part was that my heart was broken to leave the girls behind and not able to see them anymore.  Mostly, I will miss the conversations with the girls, the joking around with them, the girls calling me ‘Sir,’ and the fulfillment of helping the girls with their math problems.  
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