
Hola queridas y quer-

idos students and vol-

unteers past and pre-

sent. I hope you are 

all well and enjoying 

the end of your sum-

mers. Here at El Na-

hual we are working 

to complete the first 

step of our construc-

tion project for the 

new community cen-

tre. Back in June we 

received a two month 

building permit from 

the city of Quetzal-

tenango. A crew of 

two local construction 

workers along with 

various volunteers, 

lead by our wonderful 

Juan Pedro, has 

made great headway. 

In July, over 20 vol-

unteers came out for 

a Saturday construc-

tion day in which 

they completed the 

retaining wall, stairs 

up to the first floor 

and a ramp. Five 

years ago my wife 

Betty and I had a 

dream to build a com-

munity center and 

provide educational 

services to the local 

area. That dream in-

cluded the hope that 

some day - poten-

tially ten years down 

the road - we could 

buy a piece of land 

and build a school. 

With help from many 

wonderful volunteers, 

students and coordi-

nators who donated 

time and money, 

fundraised, and did 

publicity in their 

home countries to 

bring new students 

and volunteers to our 

community, we have 

been able to make the 

first part of this 

dream come true in 

less than half the 

time we ever hoped 

for. The local commu-

nity and I are thank-

ful to everyone who 

has supported us 

along this journey 

and who will support 

us in the future. We 

estimate that it will 

cost Q140 000 to com-

plete the first stage of 

building. We are 

working hard to raise 

these funds by vari-

ous means but we 

continue to need your 

help.  
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Meet the New Coordinators  

Nahual. After a short month here I 

am certain I made the right choice.  

The people that I am surrounded by 

here inspire me in big and small 

ways to be a better human being. It 

is evident right away that the people 

who come to volunteer in Xela and at 

El Nahual are looking for a different 

travel and volunteer experience. It is 

their work that makes my job so 

fruitful and possible.  

I will be here at El Nahual working 

as the International Coordinator 

until at least December. I am very 

excited about being part of an 

organization that does so much for 

the community.  

Our new community center is 

underway and we are hoping to have 

the first room within two months. We 

are also currently working on broader 

fundraising and awareness targeted 

at international universities and 

travel agencies.  

Thank you all for your time and 

continued relationship with the El 

Nahual community.  

Jennifer Martinez  

 

 

 

 

 

It was very evident that Guatemala 

made a huge impact on me on my 

first visit to the country last 

summer.  

Whatever it was, about the people, 

the country, I did not attempt to 

understand but I knew it was 

profound. A few months later I was 

finishing up my Masters Degree in 

Mexico City and was accepted to 

the U.S. Peace Corps for a 

volunteer job in Eastern Europe 

that was to start in September. But 

something didnõt feel right and in a 

scurry of indecisiveness I turned 

down the Peace Corps and a job in 

Ecuador and accepted the job of 

International Coordinator at El 
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Hello El Nahual alumni 

and supporters.  My 

name is Emily OõKeefe, 

and I will be the 

volunteer coordinator 

here until late August.  

Working with the 

students and staff and El 

Nahual for the past few 

months has been a real 

joy, and I will be sad to 

leave before having met 

many of the great people 

who make this 

organization what it is.  

This is my fourth visit to 

Guatemala, and my first 

to Xela.  In my previous 

visits I have volunteered 

on a community on Lake 

Atitlan, and it has been 

an interesting contrast to 

spend time in an urban 

Guatemala community.  

In the United States, I 

study International 

Development and NGO 

Management.  My 

studies have focused on 

Latin America, and I 

have enjoyed being back 

in the region and getting 

to know it better.   

Working with the 

children has been the 

highlight for me.  As I 

am sure you remember, 

the children are so 

willing to give affection 

and attention and are 

excited to learn.  Yes, the 

classrooms can be hectic 

and the students òhigh 

energy,ó but I wouldnõt 

want it any other way.  

Our current cohort of 

students and 

volunteers is one of the 

most impressive groups 

of people Iõve met.  

Every day I think of 

how lucky El Nahual is  
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Emily (right) and Jennifer (left) with Jaime at the construction site  

lucky to have such a 

diverse and dedicated 

community to support its 

work.  Thank you so 

much for your continued 

interest in and support 

of El Nahual!  



Taking your Spanish beyond the 

classroom through volunteer teaching  

 

It's perhaps the best kept secret of 

studying Spanish in Guatemala: That 

one of the most effective ways to 

improve your Spanish is to teach ð 

English. It sounds like a 

contradiction. But El Nahual  

volunteers know that it's not.  

 

First and foremost, volunteer teaching 

gives you the opportunity to take 

stock of what you know. The process 

of immersion all but guarantees that 

you will be, at times, overwhelmed. 

This is a good thing. But in that 

overloaded state, it's easy to forget the 

progress that you've already made. 

When your students ask you 

questions en español and you can help 

them with the answers, you're doing 

something that you couldn't do that 

first day that you sat down to 

conjugate ser and tener. It helps to 

remember that.  

 

Volunteer teaching also gives you the 

opportunity to practice elements of 

language that you may not have had a 

chance to use at the market, on the 

chicken bus, or with your host family. 

What better opportunity to invoke the 

imperativo  than with a hypercharged 

classroom of patojos? Sientense por 

favor. ¡Pongan atención! Rolando, por 

el amor de dios, ¡no tires el cabello de 

tus vecinas! And if you teach a mixed -

age class, you get to work on honing 

the distinction, reflexive to native 

speakers, between tu  and usted. 

 

In addition to giving your Spanish a 

workout, teaching English is a great 

way to develop interlinguistic skills, 

the techniques and tactics that keep 

communication alive when grammar 

and vocabulary break down. There's 

no way to avoid it: From time to time 

you will come crashing up against an 

idiomatic roadblock. But with the 

right experience, you learn how to 

pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and 

carry on.  

 

Perhaps the greatest benefit of 

teaching language, is that in 

practicing patience with others as 

they struggle with the uncountable 

challenges of fitting their thoughts to 

a foreign tongue, you learn to be 

gentle with yourself as well. We all 

make mistakes. We all take turns as 

teachers and students. By dedicating 

some time to each role, you'll find that 

just as teaching English makes you a 

better student of Spanish, your time 

T for what? Into the Wild           Riley Lynch  

Free/Gratis  
Issue 7: Summer 2009  

Página 3 

two weeks were digging and clearing 

land for a future school. After a 

soaked-drenched afternoon with dirt 

and calluses on my hands, I could not 

have been happier.  

 

Of course, the two aspects of my El 

Nahual experience that I will treasure 

forever were the volunteer community 

and my host family. Taking language 

lessons and volunteering in a foreign 

country would have been drastically 

more challenging and daunting if my 

fellow classmates and volunteers were 

not there with me. But they were 

more than just a friendly face I would 

see at the school; they were my 

community for those two weeks. All of 

the foreigners, as well as many of the 

local teachers, fostered community by 

going on activities together, cooking 

together or even hanging out in the 

downtown bars together. Finally, 

saving the best for last, I cannot think 

of Guatemala without thinking of the 

When I decided to use my only two 

weeks of vacation to go down to 

Guatemala, I wanted to make sure 

that my time there was full of rich 

experiences that I would never forget. 

Participating in the El Nahual 

program turned out to be a perfect fit 

for me. The Spanish lessons I received 

every weekday morning were tough 

but incredibly effective for improving 

my Spanish. By the time I arrived, I 

could only blurt out some pathetic 

similarities of the language, but by 

two weeks, I was confidently 

navigating through the country all on 

my own.  Coupled with these classes 

were the volunteer afternoons which 

brought me great joy. It is my nature 

to want to help and understand the 

countries I visit, especially if there are 

serious needs that are not being met. 

The El Nahual mission provided me 

an opportunity to work with the locals 

of Xela as well as the other 

volunteers. My volunteering for those 

generosity and love of my host family. 

They took great care of me, whether it 

was feeding me and providing me a 

comfortable room for two weeks, or 

allowing me to play with their many 

children (who did not speak English, 

but they were great Spanish 

teachers). 

 

Ultimately, I learned a great deal 

during my brief stay in Guatemala. 

Obviously, I learned a great deal of 

Spanish, but I also learned of the 

wonderful work that El Nahual is 

doing for the Queztaltenango 

community, I learned about the 

beauties that Guatemala has to 

provide, and I learned about all of the 

great people of Xela. Most 

importantly, I learned that being back 

home in Philadelphia, while sitting 

through my graduate classes, I yearn 

to be back in Xela with my host family 

and the El Nahual community.  

Reflections from Home       A.J. Cabrera  



Weaving class with Guadalupe  

First Aid workshop by our volunteer, Lukas  

Don Jaime after a long day at the 

construction site  

Summer at El Nahual! 


