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What is a buildOn Community Team Trek? 
 
buildOn’s Trek program is a unique opportunity for groups to travel to a buildOn partner village 
and volunteer to help with the construction of a school. Trek teams commit to raising the money 
to build the school prior to their travel and then spend a week working on the project in-country.  
Far from a vacation, Trek can be as challenging as it is rewarding.  Volunteers stay with local 
host families and experience everyday village life.  When you’re not working in solidarity with the 
community to build the school, you will participate in Cultural Workshops arranged in 
partnership with the community to educate you about local culture and life.  The beauty of the 
Trek experiencing is profoundly moving, as is the incredible strength over adversity displayed 
every day by the local people. Volunteers have a direct and lasting impact on the education of 
the community and come home with a positively, unforgettable experience. 
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Trek Covenant 
 
The below Trek Covenant must be signed and agreed to as part of the Trek 
Paperwork Process. 
 
The purpose of a buildOn Trek is to allow individuals to: 
● Help break the cycle of poverty, illiteracy and low expectations by volunteering in the 

construction of a buildOn school 
● Be immersed in and learn about a new and different culture. 
● Bring buildOn and the Trek experience back to their communities. 

Volunteer commitments:  
● Raise the necessary funds to contribute to the construction of the school, cover the cost of 

the Trek, and airfare (costs depend on Trek location and dates). Funds are to be raised 
according to the timeline set by your Community Teams Manager. 

All funds donated to buildOn are tax deductible and non-refundable. Failure to meet the 
fundraising benchmarks may compromise your trek participation. buildOn is a 501(c)3 
organization. Our Federal Tax Identification number is 22-3128648.  
 
● Complete all necessary paperwork 60 days prior to travel, and communicate in advance any 

potential health concerns that may limit a volunteer’s participation 
● Participate in all buildOn scheduled Pre Trek Orientations  
● Live in a rural village and participate in the cultural exchange 

including:  
o Living and working alongside the villagers to build their 

school  
o Eating local foods  
o Sharing with the community and respecting the local culture 

and people  
o Respect buildOn’s Trek Methodology and abide by buildOn’s Guidelines for 

Responsible Trek Travel (See Trek Guide)  
● Obtain a valid passport, necessary immunizations, and visas prior to departure  
● Act as unofficial ambassadors for the US and buildOn while in the project country  
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buildOn commitments:  
● Provide a Wilderness First Responder certified and 

experienced Trek Leader to accompany your group  
● Arrange host families, supplies, and in-country staff for your 

group  
● Arrange accommodations and transportation to/from the 

village  
● Purchase International Medical & Evacuation Insurance for 

volunteers  
● Provide a vehicle for emergencies to stay in the village at all 

times  
● Coordinate travel dates with school groundbreaking and 

construction  
● Offer support throughout the fundraising process  
● Lead one Info Session and one Pre Trek Session prior to the 

Trek and provide assistance with paperwork, visas and all 
other logistics  

Flight policies:  
● Arrange & book international flights (High School groups only) with the following restrictions 

and limitations:  
● buildOn will arrange International Airfare for Trek Teams to travel as a group with an Adult 

Chaperone  
● Departure/return city will be determined by buildOn, except when a Community Team funds 

an entire school and does not combine with another Chapter  
● Participants will be responsible to arrange airfare/transportation to/from the departure/return 

city at their own expense  
● The group’s meeting time is 4 hours prior to your group flight’s departure time. Domestic 

flights should arrive no later than 5 hours prior to the group flight, and depart no earlier than 
3 hours from the return of the Group flight. buildOn is not responsible for delays or 
cancellations of transportation arranged by volunteers.  

● Participant’s flights will be reserved and confirmed when a $500 deposit is received  
● buildOn will designate adult supervised modest hotel accommodations near the airport for 

participants needing to arrive the night before departure and/or depart the day after 
returning. Costs will be the responsibility of the participant.  

● Participants will be responsible for the full cost of an international ticket if cancellation occurs 
less than 100 days before the scheduled departure day  

● All volunteers must depart and return from the hub city as a group. Deviations from the 
group ticket are not permitted.  
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Why We Trek – buildOn’s Trek Methodology 
 
buildOn’s Trek program was established in 1999, and thrives on a methodology that is 
intended to unite our diverse array of Trek volunteers.  It is critical that all Trek 
volunteers recognize and understand this tie that binds, as it is critical to getting the 
most out of the Trek experience, and the success and sustainability of our International 
Programs depends on it.  Please take the time to read and understand the following 
buildOn Trek Methodology. 
 
Trek is an experience facilitated by buildOn staff to engage Trek volunteers in the construction 
of a buildOn school and immerse in a different culture. Trek is not a vacation, a cultural tour of 
poverty, a necessary labor for school construction, or a charity. Trek is an act of solidarity to 
live, work and learn together with our International community.   
   
Trek is intended to challenge volunteers to step away from their daily routines and “walk in the 
shoes” of the host community. Volunteers live with host families, eat local foods and participate 
in all aspects of rural community life. Volunteers are expected to work hard on the construction 
site to demonstrate their compassion, commitment and belief in access to education for all.  
Volunteers should leave valuables at home and rely on human interaction to be driven primarily 
by local materials. 
    
buildOn adheres to Guidelines for Responsible Trek Travel, including the buildOn Gift Policy, to 
ensure that every action of the Trek team is sustainable and empowering. All buildOn staff & 
Trek volunteers are expected to behave in a culturally-sensitive manner. buildOn promotes 
the importance of gender-equality through the covenant by requiring both boys and girls to 
attend the new school in equal numbers. Trek volunteers celebrate the role and work of women, 
and model gender-balance. The buildOn Trek Leader is responsible to ensure Trek Team 
members are following buildOn’s Trek Methodology, in addition, to ensuring the health, safety 
and security of the Trek Team. All Trek volunteers should defer leadership to the Trek Leader.   
 
The success of the Trek depends on Trek volunteers’ openness and willingness to embrace 
and learn from the experience. buildOn staff encourage and push all Trek volunteers to immerse 
themselves fully in the experience in order to have the best Trek experience possible. 
Throughout Trek, the community and volunteers engage in a genuine cultural exchange; as 
volunteers seek to learn more about their host culture they also share aspects of their home 
culture. Reflections, discussions and cultural workshops conducted as a team are intended to 
enhance the exchange and help volunteers think critically while emphasizing the importance 
and impact of education. 
  
Trek volunteers return to their home countries empowered with an expanded sense of 
possibilities and a greater sense of civic and academic engagement. Trek volunteers 
develop both personally and socially and return with and understanding that they gained more 
from the experience than they gave. Trek volunteers have a sense of responsibility to share 
their experience with others to multiply their impact and spread the word about the 
importance of education.   
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Guidelines for Responsible Trek Travel 
 

Over the years buildOn has developed the following guidelines to protect both you and the 
community while on Trek. Of course, buildOn cannot predict every situation that may arise and 
create a guideline for every possible scenario. There is no substitute for sound judgment and an 
understanding of the heightened elevation of risk when faced with decisions on Trek. Listen to 
your Trek Leader, and let the following be a guide for how you will keep yourself and the 
community safe:  
 

Clothing 
Dress more conservatively than you might 
at home; you’ll feel more comfortable and 
attract less  unwanted attention this way.  
Skirts should be ankle length, and 
shoulders should be covered.  Leggings, 
shorts and tight-fitting clothing are not 
appropriate. Please see the packing list for 
further details on appropriate attire for your 
Trek country. 
 

Swimming 
That river near your village may look like a 
great place to take a dip, but water often 
carries unpleasant diseases and pollutants 
that won’t be so pleasant when you get sick. Due also in part to hidden currents, the threat of 
submerged objects, and the fact that buildOn staff are not lifeguards, swimming is prohibited on 
Trek.  
 

Alcohol and Illegal Drugs 
The possession or use of illegal drugs at any time during your Trek is considered unacceptable.  
The possession or consumption of alcohol by minors under the age of 21 is prohibited. Alcohol 
consumption is also strictly prohibited while in the community and during road travel for all Trek 
team members.  buildOn understands that adults age 21 and over may choose to consume 
alcohol while in town. Rather than prohibit this potentially dangerous activity, we strive to foster a 
culture of personal responsibility so that the consumption of alcohol by legal adults may be done 
in a responsible manner.  We strongly encourage that any alcohol consumption in town be done 
only at establishments recommended by buildOn staff. 
 

Food  
Food from home should only be brought to the community for special dietary needs and should 
be discussed with your Trek Leader beforehand. Keep in mind that part of your Trek is 
immersing yourself in the local culture and living like a member of the community. There will be 
plenty of fresh and healthy food prepared for you three times daily.  Replacing meals with 
snacks from your bag may offend community members, prevent your Trek Leader from keeping 
track of your health, and encourage insects. There may be a small store in the community 
where you can buy thinks like Coke and chips; it is fun to try the local junk food, but keep in 
mind that community members likely can only afford an occasional treat. Please be mindful to 
consume all the food on your plate and not to waste food.  
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Water 
Drinking plenty of water is critical to your health on Trek, but make sure you are only drinking  
filtered or bottled water. Your Trek 
Leader will carry a Katadyn Expedition 
Water Filter to purify drinking water, and 
you will get to know it well as water is 
pumped every day in the village. When 
you are in towns, it’s better to use 
bottled or filtered water to brush your 
teeth, and stay away from ice in your 
drinks.   
 

Trash 
On Trek, buildOn follows a leave-no-
trace policy. All trash brought into the 
community must be packed out and 
disposed of in town, as there is no rural trash collection in the areas where buildOn works. Only 
toilet paper and feminine products can be tossed in the latrine. 
 

Animals 
That little puppy in the village may be adorable, but please do not touch! Animals in buildOn 
communities are not cared for like pets in developed countries, and they generally do not 
receive vaccinations. Feeding them should be left up to the community and petting them is an 
easy way to contract fleas, parasites and other potentially fatal diseases such as Rabies.           
 

Transportation 
This is statistically the most dangerous part of any international trip, so it is important that you 
follow the instructions of your Trek Leader regarding vehicles in country.  Riding in the bed of 
pick-up trucks, though tempting, is not safe on Trek.  Also, please refrain from riding motorcycles, 
horses, donkey carts, bicycles, etc. It just isn’t worth the risk!  Please stick to buildOn-approved 
transportation. 
 

Worksite 
Closed toed shoes are required at all times on the worksite.  Work gloves may be required for 
some activities and are strongly recommended at all times.  Additionally, we ask that 
participants refrain from sitting on the worksite (excluding medical justification). buildOn hopes 
to exemplify a strong work ethic, and sitting down will simply make you tired and send 
unintended non-verbal  messages.   
 

Punctuality 
Being on time for Trek activities is a priority.  Punctuality on the part of Trek participants sets a 
good example for the community members and sets the tone for a productive day.  If you are 
late, it sends the message that something may be wrong, and you won’t have a cell phone to be 
able to communicate to your Trek Leader.       
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Trek Itinerary 
 
Depending on your departure city, additional travel time may be necessary (most US origins 
require a departure 1 day early)- the below schedule is a typical Trek Itinerary in Nicaragua. 
Community Team Trek Teams spend 6 nights in the community:
  
Day 1  
 

● Arrive in Nicaragua 
 
Day 2   
 

● Travel to Village 
● Welcome Ceremony and Covenant Signing 
● Spend first night with host families  

Day 3-7 
    

● Work on the construction of the school 
● Live with host families 
● Daily cultural workshops 
● Daily group reflection, journaling and 

reflection activities 

Day 8 
 

● Leave village 
● Shopping 
● Final Dinner 
● Overnight in Town 

Day 9   
 

● Depart Nicaragua
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A Typical Day on a buildOn Trek  
  
On Trek, the day starts with the sunrise. By 5:30 am the compounds are bustling with activity, 
the women are carrying water and preparing food for breakfast, while the children are busy with 
morning chores. Depending on the season, they may be very busy with their work in the fields.  
The villagers are almost exclusively subsistence farmers. After the morning rituals and 
breakfast, half the group will head to the worksite to begin work on the school and the other half 
of the group will assemble for a Cultural Education Workshop.   

 
Worksite: The work consists of digging, 
picking, sifting, mixing concrete, making bricks, 
carrying water, and tying rebar.  It is physically 
hard work.  Everything is done by hand and 
you will surely have blisters and sore muscles.   
 
 
Cultural Workshops: The workshops will 
consist of conversations and/or activities with 
the village leaders, the midwife, a group of the 
women, the schoolteacher, a visit to the local 
market, a trip to the fields, listening to local 

music, or attending a local cultural event.  The workshops are different in each village based on 
the resources of the community and interest of the group. 
 
 
Free Time:  There is time spent enjoying your host community when you’re not at a scheduled 
activity. You will get a chance to prepare food, play games with the children, do laundry, carry 
water, and learn the local language.  After dinner, the favorite pastimes may include checkers or 
cards and everyone will crowd around to watch the fun.  No matter what the activity or the time 
of day, many hours will be spent repeating simple local words and teaching basic English. 
 
7:00 am    Breakfast (as a team) 
8:00 – 12:00 pm   Worksite (Group A) 

Cultural Workshop & 
Water Pumping (Group B) 

12:00 pm   Lunch (as a team) 
1:00 pm    Group Reflection 
2:00 – 5:00 pm  Worksite (Group A) 

Cultural Workshop & Water 
Pumping (Group B) 

5:00 pm   Return to host families &  
Dinner with host families 

9:30/10 pm    Go to bed 
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On the Worksite 
 
Each day we will spend about four hours contributing labor to the construction of the school. 
This is inevitably the most challenging aspect of the Trek for most participants. Physical labor is 
foreign to most of us so we need to prepare ourselves in advance for this challenge. Physical 
training between now and Trek is highly recommended. Any activity which builds strength or 
endurance will make your time on the worksite easier and more enjoyable. However, physical 
strength is not the only important quality to have on the worksite. Manual labor requires a lot of 
mental strength as well. A positive attitude and a commitment to the construction of the 
school are essential.  
 
Possible jobs may include: digging the foundation, digging piers, digging the latrine, mixing 
cement, making bricks, clearing land, sifting sand, carrying rocks, sorting rocks, carrying water, 
watering bricks, turning bricks, 
tying rebar, cutting rebar, 
transporting materials, painting 
beams, and leveling the interior 
floor of the school.  
 
Interacting with community 
members: The worksite is a 
meeting place, as many villagers 
will participate to help build the 
school and to interact with the 
team. We encourage you to work 
in partnership with members of the 
village. This is a great opportunity 
to practice your language skills 
and to connect through some non-
verbal communication. Take 
advantage of this opportunity!  
 
Safety on the worksite: The worksite can be a wonderful place to interact with the community, 
but it can also be the place with the greatest safety risks. It’s important to remain alert at all 
times. There will be many people working at the same time, so be aware of what’s going on 
around you. You don’t want to be surprised by a swinging tool. There will also be deep holes for 
the foundation and the latrine; watch your step. Lastly, be sure not to overestimate your abilities. 
The villagers on the worksite are used to physical work, so don’t try to match their strength. The 
villagers will be more impressed by your ability to work hard throughout the entire shift than they 
will if you exhaust or hurt yourself before the shift is out. Make sure to drink plenty of water! See 
the Trek Worksite Guidelines for a more detailed list of expectations.  
 
Leave a good impression: As a result of stereotypes, and the nature of being a guest, 
community members will not always expect our team to work continuously and do the grueling 
tasks. Defy expectations! Even if you are not as strong, or not as experienced, a positive attitude 
and a desire to assist will go a long way. We want to leave the village with the impression that our 
team is hard-working and committed to the school building process. Not only will this help inspire 
the community to complete the school when we depart, it will also leave a lasting impression on 
the work ethic necessary for the children who attend the completed school to succeed.  



14 

   
 

 
Living In the Host Community  
 

In the community, you will stay in basic but comfortable accommodations. Examples 
include staying in tents, unoccupied homes, empty or unused school classrooms, etc. 
Accommodations will likely be communal, but will have full privacy, safety, security and 
access to a private bathroom and shower. The buildings are typically small with dirt 
floors and earthen, brick, or wood walls. There will be a cot, hammock, mat, or bed to 
sleep on and we will have gone to great lengths to give you as much privacy as they 
can. buildOn will provide you with a mosquito net for your sleeping comfort and safety.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Most likely your accommodations will be a small section or room inside the family’s home.  The 
homes are typically small with dirt floors and earthen, brick, or wood walls.  There may be a cot, 
hammock, mat, or bed to sleep on and the family will have gone to great lengths to give you as 
much privacy as they can.  You will probably have chickens, cats, and dogs walking freely in 
and out of the house.  buildOn will provide you with a mosquito net for your sleeping comfort 
and safety. 
 
The struggle to communicate with the community members will fill your days with endless 
laughter and yes, sometimes frustration. However, despite the language barrier, the connection 
will be profoundly rewarding and surprisingly intimate.  Be prepared to laugh, sing, act, and be 
silly in your attempts to communicate with the community.  Leave your self-consciousness at 
home and come with an open heart and open mind to experience the wonderful, fun-loving, and 
gentle local people.  
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buildOn Trek Staff 
 
There is a whole team of buildOn staff working to make your Trek experience a success!   
Here are some of the folks you will be working with:  
 
Nicaragua-based Trek Leader/Manager: A buildOn Trek Leader from the 
U.S. will be your group leader while in-country.  He/she is responsible to 
coordinate and lead the experience.  He/she is a trained Wilderness First 
Responder and will help ensure the health, safety and security of the 
team.  He/she will be in the country and community about a week in 
advance to prepare the host families, supplies and all the details for your 
arrival. He/she will meet you at the airport  
 
International Trek Coordinator: Each country has an in-country Trek 
Coordinator who works in conjunction with the Nicaragua Trek Staff to 
prepare the community for your arrival. He/she acts as a liaison between 
the team & the community. He/she is an excellent resource to learn more about the country, 
community and buildOn! 

 
Translators: Each Trek team will have 
1-2 translators to accompany them 
throughout the time in the community. 
Translators will be present at the 
worksite and cultural workshops and 
will also visit you in the evening when 
you are spending time with community 
members.  

 
 
 
Cook: Depending on the country, while you are in the village, you will 
have 2-3 meals daily prepared by a local cook. Your cook works hard to make sure you have 
local, healthy and SAFE food throughout the Trek. 

 
 
Emergency Driver: An emergency car and driver will be in the 
community at all times, available and ready for any urgent needs that 
arise while in the community! 
 
 
 

 
In-country Staff: Each country has a team of staff: Country Director, Finance Officer, Education 
Officer, Field Coordinators, Office Managers, etc. You may have an opportunity to meet and 
work with some of them while you are on Trek. Take some time to learn more about buildOn 
from them and about the work they do building schools every day!   
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Preparing for the Weather 
  

The weather in buildOn’s Trek countries varies greatly depending on the time of year. 
Use the following as a general guide for what to expect, and talk to your Trek Leader 
about more detailed weather expectations. Please note the following statements are 
based on averages and may vary from the conditions on the ground. Check out 
weather.com for current weather conditions. 
 
Nicaragua 
Temperatures in Nicaragua remain generally consistent throughout the year, hovering in 
the 80’s during the day and 15-20 degrees cooler at night. Temperatures may drop well 
into the 60’s at night, especially in the mountains where nighttime temperatures tend to 
be cooler. The rainy season in Nicaragua runs from May to November, but it is not 
uncommon for it to rain at any time of the year, especially in the mountains where 
buildOn tends to build schools. Participants are recommended to pack knee-high rubber 
boots for the rainy season, though they may be necessary at other times so always 
come prepared for rain. Boots may also be purchased in the country, though it is nearly 
impossible to find sizes larger than a men’s size 10. 
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Trek Packing List 
 
Some things to keep in mind: 
● Leave ALL valuables at home; buildOn is not responsible for 

any lost or stolen items.  
● Clothes should be lightweight and fast drying.  
● You will be getting dirty every single day. 
● You will have the opportunity to hand-wash your clothes. 
● Read through the weather guide on the previous page to 

check the weather averages for the time you will be on Trek. 
● We strongly discourage purchasing new clothes and 

equipment for this trip! 
● LESS IS MORE, please limit your packing!   
 
On a Cultural Note 
Community members who live in the rural part of the country 
dress and act more conservatively in accordance with religious 
and cultural traditions.  We, as visitors, will respect the modest 
dress code. 
● No strappy tank tops.  
● No tight-fitting clothing. 
● No shorts or leggings. 
● All shirts must cover your stomach and undergarments at all times.   
● On a safety note, you must always wear something on your feet. 

 
Whatever you pack you should be able to carry (not wheel) for ½ mile! 

 
Carry-On Bag 
❑ One form of I.D. other than your passport 
❑ 1 empty 1-liter durable and wide-mouthed water bottles 
❑ Spending money (we will convert to local currency in country) 
❑ Malaria medication and any other prescription medications 
❑ Watch 
❑ Basic toiletries (toothbrush, feminine products, etc. Toiletries over 3 ounces should 

go in your checked bag!) 
❑ 1 set of clothes (in case your checked 

bag is lost) 
❑ 1 lightweight jacket or long sleeve t-

shirt  (airplanes can be chilly) 
❑ Sunglasses (make sure to have a pair 

with plastic lenses for safety on the 
worksite) 

❑ Reading material or a deck of cards 
for the plane or layover time in airport 

❑ Personal camera and replacement batteries 
❑ Flashlight w/ extra batteries (Headlamps or wind-up flashlights are best) 
❑ 2 small carabiners (optional – to hook water bottle or camera to belt buckle) 
 

All liquids, gels and aerosols must be in three-ounce or 
smaller containers. Larger containers that are half-full or 
toothpaste tubes rolled up are not allowed. Each container 
must be three ounces or smaller. 
All liquids, gels and aerosols must be placed in a single, zip-
top, clear plastic bag. Bags that are not zip-top such as fold-
over sandwich bags are not allowed. Each traveler can use 
only one, zip-top, clear plastic bag.  
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Checked Bag 
❑ 2 pairs of lightweight pants for work (these will get very dirty!) Please, no shorts. 
❑ 1 pair of lightweight pants for hanging out around the community. Please, no shorts. 
❑ 1 ankle length skirt for hanging out (optional) 
❑ 5 t-shirts (3 for getting dirty on the worksite, 2 for travel)  
❑ Outfit for final dinner in town (something you keep clean!) 
❑ 1 pair of sweatpants/pajama pants for sleeping  
❑ Sneakers (these will get dirty!) 
❑ Flip flops (for bathing) 
❑ 5 pairs of socks 
❑ 5 pairs of cotton underwear 
❑ 2-4 bras (including 1-2 sports bras) for girls 
❑ Work gloves 
❑ Hat, visor or bandana 
❑ Gift for your host community or school (see “Community Gifts”) 
❑ Small bath towel  
❑ 2 Sheets for sleeping or light sleeping bag/blanket and 1 sheet 
❑ Small sleeping pad (optional – buildOn will provide something to sleep on, but it may be 

a hard surface)  
❑ Toiletries over 3 oz. (toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, deodorant, shampoo, feminine 

products) 
❑ Sun block SPF 30 or higher 
❑ Insect repellent with at least 30% DEET (NO aerosol spray cans) 
❑ 1 roll of toilet paper 
❑ buildOn Trek Guide and Personal Journal 
❑ Small pillow (optional – you can always roll up a sweatshirt) 
❑ 1 additional durable and wide-mouthed water bottle (1 liter) 
❑ Light drawstring bag to carry items around village (could use carry-on bag) 
❑ Hand sanitizer or baby wipes (optional) 
❑ small zip lock of powdered laundry detergent or laundry soap tablets 
❑ 1-2 extra gallon zip lock bags for garbage 
❑ Extra plastic grocery bag for dirty laundry 
❑ Battery operated alarm clock (if your watch doesn’t have an alarm) 
❑ Powdered Gatorade or liquid water enhancers to flavor water 
❑ Small combination lock for bag- avoid key locks if possible due to lost keys 

(recommended)  
❑ Rainy Season: poncho or rain jacket! (see weather)
 
 

 
 

Remember, if you are buying new items to take on Trek (such as disposable 
cameras, toothpaste, or baby wipes), unwrap them before packing.  The items 
will take up less space and, more importantly, you will have less trash to pack 

out of the village.  Anything we bring in, comes out with us! 
 

The exceptions to this rule are used toilet paper and feminine products. 
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Community/School Gifts 
 
It is appropriate to give to the community or school a small token of appreciation for 
their hospitality. Remember, the key is to keep it simple, NOT EXTRAVAGANT, and 
enjoyable by all community members. The greatest gift you will be leaving behind is the 
school! The best gifts are often things you can do with the community members Total 
value of all gifts should not exceed $20. It’s important to respect this policy so no one 
host community has significantly more than another. Before you decide on what to 
bring, please read “The Art of Giving” on the following page. 
 
Here are some ideas for gifts: 
  
● A photo (or small album) of you and your 

group  
● A picture book from home  
● A game that you brought to play with the 

community  
● (Jenga, UNO, deck of cards, soccer ball, 

or other games that can be played without 
English)   

● Pencils, pens, erasers, notebooks, or 
paper for school 

● Hair accessories (elastics, barrettes) or 
nail polish 

● Coloring books/crayons/colored pencils  
 

 
PLEASE DO NOT BRING: 
 
● Money 
● Candy/food 
● Alcohol 
● Packaged items (remove packaging of items in the US to respect our ‘Leave No 

Trace’ policy.) 
● Technology or battery-operated items – video games, electronic gadgets, battery-

powered flashlights 
● Items that will quickly become or create trash  
● Violent or war-related gifts – toy guns, handcuffs, water pistols, etc.  
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The Art of Giving 
 
On Trek, it is natural to want to give many 
of your possessions away.  However, it is 
important to remember that you will have 
already given something to every person 
in the community: the brand new buildOn 
school! The school and the commitment 
to education are a much larger and more 
valuable gift than anything else that you 
could bring from home or give from your 
bags. buildOn strives to keep the focus on 
the school that will last for many 
generations. Although you may be 
tempted to leave everything behind, we 
ask that you help keep the focus on education too. 
   
As a reminder, under NO CIRCUMSTANCES, can you leave money for anyone in 
your community. buildOn takes great pride in our method of working with the 
community and asking them to provide the unskilled labor necessary for the 
construction of a school.  If any money is left for anyone, it may be confusing to other 
community members or even to other communities throughout the country.  Not only 
can this cause controversy and conflict within the community, it can also create more 
work for our international staff when past and future communities ask for money too.  So 
please, be very careful in what you leave behind.   
 
It is very important that we continue to focus on the school as the greatest gift we can 
give even after our Trek experience is over.  Remember that you are traveling as a 
representative of buildOn, and buildOn is working to empower communities to develop a 
greater sense of self-reliance.  By promising to send money, or even supplies and 
materials after your Trek experience, you could be unintentionally promoting a sense of 
dependency that will damage buildOn’s work abroad.  If you are motivated by your 
experience to continue supporting your host community, please speak with your Trek 
Coordinator about more sustainable ways to give.  buildOn appreciates your help to 
support our mission, which focuses on the importance of education to increase 
independence in the communities where we work. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
Paperwork and Medical Concerns 
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Passports and Travel Documents – Nicaragua 
 
To Apply for a Passport 
US Citizens can apply for a passport at most post offices, a 
passport agency, or the county clerk's office.  The most up-to-
date information about applying for a passport can be found 
by visiting http://travel.state.gov. Passport applications can 
take up to 8 weeks; please apply ASAP, or consider 
expediting the process if you have less time. 

 
Non-US Citizens check with your government or local 
embassy to ensure your passport is valid for travel to your 
Trek destination. 

 
If You Already Have a Passport  

1. Is it valid for at least 6 months from your dates of travel?   
a. If the answer is “no”, then you will have to renew your passport. 

2. Do you have 2 blank Visa pages? 
a. If the answer is “no”, then you will have to submit your passport to receive 

additional pages. 
 

Visas & Entry Requirements 

1. US Citizens - do not need a visa for stays of 90 days or less; however, be 
prepared to pay a $10 tourist fee upon arrival (US Currency is accepted). See the 
most up-to-date information about traveling to Nicaragua for US Citizens here: 
http://www.travel.state.gov. 

2. Non-US Citizens – please check the Consulate website in Washington DC: 
http://consuladoniwdc.blogspot.com/2009/09/visas.html or your nearest 
Nicaraguan consulate: http://consuladodenicaragua.com/consulate.asp. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  

For assistance with Passport or Visa issues, please contact a buildOn Trek 
Staff member ASAP.  Failure to secure necessary travel documents may 
impact a volunteer’s ability to participate on Trek.  It is the volunteer’s 
responsibility to secure all necessary documentation. 
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buildOn Enrollment Form and Legal & Medical 
Paperwork 
 
All volunteers will be required to complete buildOn’s online Trek Enrollment Form and 
buildOn’s Legal & Medical Paperwork in order to participate on a Trek.  Everything is 
required to be turned in at least 60 days before travel.  Failure to meet this 
deadline may result in the removal of a volunteer from a Trek Team.   
 
Online Enrollment Form – Each Trek Team will receive a unique link to an online 
Enrollment Form prior to, or during, your scheduled Information Session.  We ask that 
this form be completed 48 hours after the Information Session as this form 
enrolls each volunteer into our system.  
 Without this form completed, we have no record of your participation on the team.  A 
unique form must be completed for each family member.  This form should take 
approximately 30 minutes to complete.   
Have the following documents ready when completing: personal Health Insurance card, 
Passport (if you do not yet have a passport, you can still complete the form without a 
passport, but you will have to go back later to submit your passport information). 
 
Legal & Medical Paperwork – Upon completing the Enrollment Form, you will receive 
an automated email, which will include our most up-to-date Legal & Medical Paperwork.  
You must print this paperwork and some of the forms must be brought to a physician to 
complete.  Here is an overview of the forms (this list is subject to change): 
 
Paperwork Important Things to Note 

buildOn Medical Form This form captures all of the required medical 
information including your prescribed anti-malaria 
medication name and any other prescription 
information. 

buildOn Trek Travel and 
Release Form 

This form must be signed in the presence of a 
notary. 

 
Submitting Forms - The automated email received after completing the Enrollment 
form will also include an individualized link that you must use to upload your paperwork 
once completed. You should also submit a copy of your flight itinerary using this link. 
Please label the uploaded forms with your first and last names.  
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Vaccinations 
 

To ensure safe travel, buildOn advises Trek participants to obtain vaccinations as 
recommended for international travel by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) @ www.cdc.gov. 
Please visit your family doctor (if they are familiar with travel medicine) and/or a travel medicine 
specialist to answer your questions and make specific recommendations for you. 
Recommendations for vaccines and medicines depend on many factors that are specific to each 
person. 
 
Your physician must complete the buildOn Medical Clearance Form, Vaccination and 
Medication Form, Medications Checklist and the Asthma Action Plan (if applicable). Some 
travelers may receive an International Certificate of Vaccination otherwise known as the 
World Health Organization's WHO Yellow Booklet (photo below), but it’s not required. buildOn 
provides general recommendations below, but cannot give you specific advice. The Center for 
Disease Control (CDC) recommends the following for international travel: 
 
* Please note that some vaccinations may not be required for your specific country. 
 
● Hepatitis A (all travelers) 
● Hepatitis B (all travelers) 
● Typhoid (all travelers) 
● Rabies (travelers who may have direct contact with animals) 
● Meningococcal  (varies, please check; recommended for some travelers to Burkina Faso, 

Mali & Senegal from December - June) 
● Yellow Fever (varies, please check; required for all travelers to Burkina Faso & Mali & 

recommended for Senegal) 
● Japanese Encephalitis (recommended for some travelers to Nepal during certain seasons) 
●  Anti-malaria medication (required for all travelers) 

 
In addition, ROUTINE immunizations for the following should be 
current: 
 
● Measles-Mumps-Rubella (MMR) 
● Diphtheria-Tetanus and Pertussis  (DTAP) 
● Influenza (Flu) 
● Polio 
● Varicella (Chickenpox) 
● Rotavirus 
● Hib 
● Pneumococcal 
● HPV 
● Shingles (adult) 
 
*Per the CDC, routine vaccines are recommended even if you do not travel. Although childhood diseases, such as 
measles, rarely occur in the United States, they are still common in many parts of the world and are highly contagious. 
A traveler who is not vaccinated would be at risk for infection. 
 
Please see your physician and visit the CDC website @ www.cdc.gov for country specific 
information. 
 

IMPORTANT: PLEASE SEE YOUR PHYSICIAN AT LEAST 4-6 WEEKS BEFORE 
YOUR TRIP TO ALLOW FOR VACCINATIONS TO TAKE EFFECT.  
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Trek COVID-19 Policy 
buildOn’s first priority with regard to Trek is a safe, secure, and empowering experience 
for all involved.  Given the prevalence of the coronavirus pandemic, in all corners of the 
world, appropriate safeguards are necessary.  buildOn wants to make you aware of the 
following guidelines to protect buildOn from liability, to promote safe and responsible 
travel, and to ensure respect for buildOn's methodology. 

 
MASKS 

● buildOn is strongly encouraging all Trek Participants to obtain and use high quality 
masks for use during Pre-Trek and Post-Trek Travel.  

● On Trek, buildOn does not require masks in outdoor and highly ventilated areas, 
although any participant is welcome to wear a mask at any time. 

● The participant is responsible for bringing their own masks for use on Trek.  The 
best masks have been proven by science and research to be N95 or KN95 masks.  
buildOn strongly recommends bringing masks for Pre and Post Trek travel, in 
order to ensure adequate protection or in the event of a mask becoming unusable 
or damaged. 

VACCINATIONS 

● buildOn is requiring all Trek Participants to have a full vaccination for SARS Cov-2, 
including a booster shot (if the individual is eligible for a booster) administered at 
least 2 weeks prior to departure for Trek. 

● The Trek Participant is responsible for submitting proof of their vaccinations to 
buildOn. 

TESTING 

● buildOn is requiring all Trek Participants to obtain a negative PCR Coronavirus 
Test Result no more than 72 hours prior to your departure flight time. 

● The Trek Participant is responsible for submitting proof of their negative test result 
to their Trek Manager via email prior to the departure for Trek. 

● Any Trek Participants who test positive on this test will be allowed to join a future 
trek for no additional cost. 

○ Any costs incurred to change flights or other plans will be the sole 
responsibility of the Trek participant(s).Antigen tests are not accepted 

● The PCR negative test result prior to departure is required to participate in Trek.  If 
an individual arrives without first submitting a negative test result, they will not be 
allowed to join the group in the community.  Any accommodations in the Trek 
country or return trip logistics will be the sole responsibility of the Trek participant. 

We hope that you find a buildOn Trek to be an unforgettable cross-cultural experience and will 
feel empowered to continue supporting the development of education in our partner countries.  
buildOn has been focused on our mission to provide education to some of the poorest countries 
on the planet since our incorporation in 1991, and we greatly depend on the reputation we have 
developed as the result of our methodology.   We thank you in advance for continuing to honor 
our history and respecting the methodology we have developed if you remain in touch with 
buildOn communities so we may continue to build schools until there is no longer a need.   
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Medical Concerns 
 
Traveling in a developing country means that there will be an increase in the chance of 
contracting mild sicknesses. Most of these sicknesses are due to changes in diet and climate. 
Travel health is all about prevention and common sense: being aware of health issues that may 
arise and taking appropriate measures to prevent illnesses and injuries when you are travelling. 
 
In order to ensure that volunteers remain healthy and safe, buildOn will do the following: 
● Discuss in detail all necessary health and safety precautions with Trek volunteers to prevent 

illnesses (e.g. what foods to avoid, how to purify water) 
● Eat in safe restaurants and in safe homes 
● Carry an extensive medical/first aid kit; buildOn Trek Leaders are Wilderness First 

Responders and have undergone a 72-80 hour curriculum of the essential principles and 
skills required to assess and manage medical problems in remote environments 

● Keep copies of all participant medical forms and insurance plans on file in the U.S. 
● Require volunteers to carry original documents and turn in to Trek Leader in-country 
● Establish regular contact between buildOn Staff in the U.S. and abroad throughout the trip 
● Have access to an Emergency Vehicle in the village 
● Have the ability to access our medical and evacuation provider 24 hours a day 
 
SOME ADVICE FOR MENSTRUATION 
 
● Air travel, time changes, stress and heavy manual labor can bring on your menstrual cycle 

unexpectedly. 
● You will not be able to purchase supplies in-country. Please bring everything you need for 

your monthly cycle with you. If you run out of supplies, there is usually enough to share 
within the group.   

● In the community, it will be okay to drop used supplies into the latrine – some communities 
don’t dig their latrines very deep so they don’t like them loaded up with paper; be conscious 
about what waste goes in the latrine. Keep in mind that women in the community use cloth 
that they wash out and reuse so they have no waste. 

● Wet wipes, not alcohol or anti-bacterial wipes, are recommended for the bathroom. These 
can be tossed down the latrine as can toilet paper.  
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Health Risks and Diseases for International Travel  
 
MALARIA is a serious disease that is transmitted to humans by the bite 
of an infected female Anopheles mosquito. Malaria symptoms will occur 
at least 7 to 9 days after being bitten by an infected mosquito. Symptoms 
may include fever and flu-like illness, including chills, headache, muscle 
aches, and fatigue. Individuals who have traveled to malaria infected 
regions and have these symptoms should seek immediate medical 
attention. 
 
CHOOSING A DRUG TO PREVENT MALARIA 
For many destinations, there are multiple anti-malarial medication options available. Factors to 
consider are the patient’s other medical conditions, medications being taken (to assess potential 
drug-drug interactions), the cost of the medicines, and the potential side effects. For your 
convenience below is a list of possible medications. Please speak with your physician at least 4-
6 weeks before Trek to determine which one is appropriate for you. Take anti-malarial 
medication on schedule without missing a dose before, during and after international travel. 
 
 

 

Anti-Malaria Medications *information from CDC @ www.cdc.gov 
 

Below is some general information on anti-malaria medications.  Side effects vary from person to person based on your medical history.  It is important 
that you and your physician discuss these options to determine the most appropriate medication for you. 

Medication 
*brand 
name 

Dosage Reasons to Consider 
Use 

Reasons to Consider Avoiding/Some Possible Side 
Effects 

Country 

Atovaquone/
Proguanil 
*Malarone 

Begin 1-2 days before travel.  
Take daily at the same time 
each day while in malarious 
area and for 7 days after 
leaving area. 
 

Begin only 1-2 days before 
travel, some people prefer to 
take a daily pill, you only take 
medicine for 7 days after 
traveling, well tolerated-side 
effects uncommon/rare.  

Tends to be more expensive than others, some prefer not to take 
daily pill. The most common adverse effects, though rare, are 
abdominal pain, nausea, vomiting, and headache. 

Burkina Faso, 
Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, 
Nicaragua, 
Senegal, Mali 

Doxycycline Begin 1-2 days before travel.  
Take daily while in malarious 

Begin only 1-2 days before, 
inexpensive, some prefer 

Must take 4 weeks after travel. Possible sun sensitivity, upset 
stomach & yeast infections. 

Burkina Faso, 
Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, 
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area and for 4 weeks after 
leaving area.  

antibiotic to prevent other 
illnesses.   

Nicaragua, 
Senegal, Mali 

Mefloquine 
*Lariam 

Begin at least 2 weeks before 
travel. Take weekly on the 
same day of the week while in 
the malarious area and for 4 
weeks after leaving areas. 

Inexpensive, weekly pill Must take 2 weeks before travel and 4 weeks after travel.  Has been 
associated with rare but serious reactions (such as psychoses or 
seizures) gastrointestinal disturbance, headache, insomnia, 
abnormal dreams, visual disturbances, depression, anxiety disorder, 
dizziness, mood changes, panic attacks, forgetfulness, confusion, 
hallucinations, aggression, paranoia. Cannot be used by those with 
certain psychiatric conditions or seizure disorder.  Use with caution in 
persons with history of depression, psychosis, or anxiety.  Not 
recommended for persons with cardiac conduction abnormalities, or 
seizures.   

Burkina Faso, 
Haiti, Malawi, 
Nepal, 
Nicaragua, 
Senegal, Mali 

Chloroquine  Begin 1–2 weeks before 
travel. Take weekly on the 
same day of the week while in 
the malarious area and for 4 
weeks after leaving area. 

Weekly pill Must take 1-2 weeks before travel and 4 weeks after travel. May 
exacerbate psoriasis. Reported side effects include gastrointestinal 
disturbance, headache, dizziness, blurred vision, insomnia, and 
pruritus, but generally these effects do not require that the drug be 
discontinued.  

Haiti, 
Nicaragua 

Primaquine Begin 1-2 days before 
travel.  Take daily while in 
malaria area and for 7 days 
after leaving area. 

Begin only 1-2 days before 
travel, and continue for 
only 7 days after travel  

Cannot be used in patients with glucose-6-phosphatase 
dehydrogenase (G6PD) deficiency. Cannot be used in patients who 
have not been tested for G6PD deficiency. There are costs and 
delays associated with getting a G6PD test. There are Some 
concerns about potential of an upset stomach. 

Nicaragua 

 
DENGUE is a virus that is transmitted to humans by the bite of an infected mosquito. Dengue 
hemorrhagic fever is a more severe form of the dengue infection (DHF). It can be fatal if 
unrecognized and not properly treated. DHF is caused by infection with the same viruses that 
cause dengue fever. The general symptoms are high fever, severe headache, severe pain behind 
the eyes, joint pain, muscle and bone pain, rash, and mild bleeding. DHF is characterized by a 
fever that lasts from 2 to 7 days, with general signs and symptoms consistent with dengue fever.  
When the fever declines, symptoms may include persistent vomiting, severe abdominal pain, and 
difficulty breathing.  There is no specific medication for treatment of a dengue infection. Persons 
who think they have dengue should use pain relievers with acetaminophen and avoid those 
containing aspirin. They should also rest, drink plenty of fluids, and consult a physician.  
 
To Prevent Dengue: Travelers should avoid getting bit by mosquitoes; both during the day and 
at night.  See Preventing Mosquito Bites below.  For more information, visit: 
http://www.cdc.gov/Dengue/ 
 
CHICKUNGUNYA: Chickungunya is a viral disease that is transmitted to humans by infected 
mosquitos of the Aedes species. Symptoms usually begin 3‒7 days after being bitten by an 
infected mosquito, with the most common symptoms being fever and severe joint pain, often in 
the hands and feet. Other symptoms may include headache, muscle pain, joint swelling, or rash. 
Most people infected by Chikungunya feel better within a week, but long-term joint pain can 
remain well after infection. People with medical conditions such as high blood pressure, 
diabetes, or heart disease are at increased risk of severe symptoms. There are currently no 
antiviral medicines to treat Chikungunya, but pain relievers with acetaminophen can be used to 
reduce fever and pain. 
   
To Prevent Chickungunya: There is no medicine or vaccine available to prevent 
Chickungunya virus infection. Travelers should take precautions to avoid being bitten by 
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mosquitos; both during the day and at night. See ‘Preventing Mosquito Bites’ on the following 
page. For more information, visit: http://www.cdc.gov/chikungunya/ 

Preventing Mosquito Bites 
 
Mosquitoes carry a range of diseases. Generally we protect ourselves against mosquitoes at 
night because that is the time they are most bothersome; however, it is just as important to keep 
yourself protected in the day as well as the night. Remember to take extra care all the time, but 
especially during early morning and early evening. Here are some simple and easy things that 
you can do to help prevent mosquito bites while on Trek:  
 

● Wear light-colored clothing, long sleeve shirts, pants and a hat.   
● Use an insect repellant containing DEET. Adults and children over the age of two 

months can safely use repellents containing up to 35% DEET. The higher the 
concentration, the longer it repels.  Reapply after excessive sweating.  
 
Note : Although there are repellents available with more than 35% DEET, the duration of 
protection does not increase proportionately to the DEET concentration.  

o 10% DEET: 1-3 hours,  23% DEET:  4-6 hours, 35% DEET:  6-8 hours 
● It is possible to protect yourself from insects and the sun at the same time.  Apply 

sunscreen first, and follow with insect repellent. Note that combined use of repellent and 
sun block appears to reduce the effectiveness of the sun block by 33%.  Reapply sun 
block more often and/or use a higher SPF when using in conjunction with insect 
repellent. There are also sunscreens that contain mosquito repellents. 

● Pre-treat your clothes with the insecticide permethrin. *Do not apply permethrin directly 
to the skin.   
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● Use a mosquito net while you sleep.  buildOn will provide you with a mosquito net while 
in-country. 
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Traveler’s Diarrhea 
 

Traveler’s Diarrhea is the most common cause 
of illness during travel. People get traveler's 
diarrhea because their stomachs are adjusting 
to a new diet or to eating food or drinking water 
that contains microbes (germs). Traveler's 
diarrhea is rarely life-threatening for adults. It is 
more serious in children as it can frequently lead 
to dehydration.  
 
Good personal hygiene practices (including 
frequent and thorough hand washing), proper 
food handling, and water purification are the 
most effective methods to prevent infection.  
 

Your doctor may prescribe an antibiotic medication for the treatment of diarrhea. If you 
are prescribed a medication, please notify your Trek Leader before taking it.   
 
The following recommendations can help prevent traveler's diarrhea: 

 
Water: 

▪ Drink water only that is filtered by buildOn. 
▪ Do not use tap water for brushing teeth. 
▪ Do not use ice made from tap water. 

 
Other beverages: 

▪ Do not drink milk or eat dairy 
products, unless they are 
pasteurized.  Most milk and dairy 
is NOT pasteurized in buildOn 
villages.   

▪ Drink bottled drinks only if the seal 
on the bottle hasn't been broken. 

▪ Hot/boiled drinks are generally 
safe (tea, coffee). 

Food: 
▪ Do not eat raw fruits and 

vegetables unless they can be peeled,  
cooked or washed thoroughly in treated water. 

▪ Do not buy food from street vendors. 
▪ Eat hot, well-cooked foods.  

Sanitation: 
▪ Wash hands often with soap and water, including before every meal.  
▪ Do not bite fingernails or put your hands in your mouth.   
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Rabies 
 
Rabies is a viral infection transmitted through the saliva of infected animal bites and scratches 
which affects the brain and the spinal cord, and may be fatal. An animal bite is a serious 
incident and may require evacuation from the community and possibly from the country. 

 
Key Facts from the World Health Organization:  
● Rabies occurs in more than 150 countries and territories. 
● Worldwide, more than 55,000 people die of rabies every year. 
● 40% of people who are bitten by suspect rabid animals are children under 15 years of age. 
● Dogs are the source of 99% of human rabies deaths. 
● Wound cleansing and immunization within a few hours after contact with a suspect rabid 

animal can prevent the onset of rabies and death. 
 
Transmission: People are infected through the skin following a bite or scratch by an infected 
animal. Dogs are the main host and transmitter of rabies.  Bats, foxes, raccoons, skunks and 
other wild carnivore species are rare.  
 
Symptoms:  

● Incubation period for rabies is typically 1-3 months, but may vary from <1 week to > 1 
year. 

● Initial symptoms are fever and often pain or an unusual or unexplained tingling, pricking 
or burning sensation at the wound site. 

● As virus spread through the central nervous system, progressive, fatal inflammation of 
the brain and spinal cord develops. 

● After a few days, death occurs by cardio-respiratory arrest. 
 
Treatment: Any animal bite or scratch must be washed repeatedly with copious amounts of 
soap and water. Seek medical attention immediately. Effective treatment soon (within a few 
days, but as soon as possible) after exposure can prevent the onset of symptoms and death.    
Persons who have not received the pre-exposure shots need five (5) injections in addition to 
rabies immune globulin (RIG). RIG is in short supply around the world and may not be 
available in remote areas. If a traveler has had the three pre-exposure shots, they will only 
need additional two shots; they do not need RIG. 
 
* Access to these shots vary from country to country and may require an evacuation 
from the country.  

Awareness:  Animal safety is different abroad than at home, even a small bite can 
be cause for evacuation and disruption of the trek.   
 
Prevention:  DO NOT TOUCH, FEED or APPROACH ANY ANIMALS.  Even 
animals that look like healthy pets can have rabies or other diseases. 
 
Response:  Participants should notify Trek Leaders IMMEDIATELY if bitten.  Rabies 
can be life-threatening and even with the rabies pre-vaccinations (which are 
expensive), additional treatment will be required.   
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Food on Trek 
You need to eat!  We will be doing a lot of hard labor on the work site. Your body needs the 
nutrients and energy that comes from the food you eat.  Even if you are not working on the 
worksite until after lunch, you need to eat a good breakfast and lunch. Your body depends on 
this to maintain good health. If you are not accustomed to eating three good-sized meals a day, 
you may want to start getting used to this now. Food is also a critical part of staying hydrated.  
You will learn about hydration on the next page, but remember, water alone cannot keep you 
hydrated and healthy! 
 
 

 
MALAWI 

 

 
HAITI 

 

 
NICARAGUA 

 

 
SENEGAL 

 

 
BURKINA FASO 

 

 
NEPAL 

 
The food will consist of 2 or 3 basic dishes – typically a carbohydrate such as rice or pasta with 
either a protein or a vegetable stew. We will be served a variation of these options at each meal.  
This food will be prepared by an in-country staff member or someone in the community.   
Depending on which Trek country you are traveling to, 1-3 meals will be taken together as a 
team each day.   
 
It may be difficult for you to adjust to these new foods and eating habits, however it is very 
important that you make every effort to do so.  Not only is it important for your health, but food 
can become a very sensitive issue with the host families and community members:  1) It is 
disrespectful not to eat the food that is prepared for you; 2) Community members will become 
extremely worried if you are not eating and 3) Many of the people around you will be suffering 
from malnutrition and do not have the option or luxury of eating all the foods you will be given.  

 
 
PLEASE DO NOT BRING SNACKS ON TREK!   
buildOn Staff will occasionally provide snacks for the Trek team.  By not 
bringing snacks we are also solving the problems of: 1) bringing more 
waste into the community, 2) flaunting inequity towards the community 
members and 3) monitoring exactly what team members eat.  
 
NOTE: If you have dietary restrictions that require you bringing snacks, 
please inform your Trek Leader or Trek Manager prior to your departure so 

that they can accommodate you.  
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Water on Trek 
 
Drinking enough water to keep your body healthy and hydrated is sometimes the 
greatest challenge on Trek.  It is challenging both physically and mentally.  Often the 
weather is hot, the water is warm, you might feel full, you might feel sick, etc.  However, 
dehydration can quickly lead to life threatening situations, so drinking water becomes an 
absolutely critical part of the Trek experience.   
 
Each Trek participant will drink approximately 5-8 liters of water a day!* 
*Note- this amount may be adjusted by buildOn staff to reflect the environment 
 
“The water in your body, the fluid that keeps you alive and active, leaves you at an 
alarming rate. It is estimated that an average person at rest on a normal day loses 
between 2 and 3 liters of water. However, the fluid lost in perspiration during periods of 
strenuous activity can be as high as 2 liters per hour.” – The Wilderness First 
Responder 
 
Signs and Symptoms of Dehydration: 
▪ Headache                            
▪ Nausea  
▪ Dizziness 
▪ Thirst 
▪ Infrequent urination 
▪ Disorientation 
▪ Irritability 
▪ Combativeness 
▪ Lethargy 

 
To ensure that you remain healthy, water on Trek is not a joke!  You will be expected to 
drink approximately one liter/hour while on the worksite.  At home dehydration is rarely 
life threatening, but because of extreme heat, physical exertion, the remote location and 
lack of medical facilities, dehydration is absolutely life threatening on the 
Trek! buildOn Staff will work closely with each of you to monitor your health 
and hydration throughout the Trek.  It is extremely important that you 
remain proactive and drink your water.   
 
Helpful Tips: 
 

1. You MUST bring 2 sturdy one-liter wide mouth water bottles.   
* Nalgene is a very reputable brand.  Their water bottles are virtually indestructible.  
They can be purchased at many major sport stores or online (REI, EMS, Target, etc.)  

2. START PRACTICING NOW! Start drinking more water. Save the environment 
too by purchasing your reusable water bottle and filling it up with water instead of 
drinking sugary soft drinks and juice. Try to drink 1 liter of water in a one-hour 
period. It will be difficult; you might have to build up to it. 

3. Monitor how much water you drink on an average day. This will help you realize 
how much more you need to drink during Trek.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 Pre Trek Preparation 
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Pre Trek Preparation 
 
How will you get ready for your Trek? 
buildOn will help prepare your team for your Trek as follows: 
 

1) Hosting a Parent Information Night (for High School Community Teams) or Trek 
Info Session at least 6-7 months before the Trek to discuss paperwork, safety, 
logistics, expectations, etc. 

2) Providing a Trek Guide (this is it!) 
3) Hosting a Pre Trek Workshop (for High School Community Teams) or Pre Trek 

Meeting at least 1 month prior to the Trek to discuss what to pack, country 
specifics, etc. 

4) Answering any questions you may have throughout the process 

 
Where and when? 
Your Trek meetings may be held at school, on the phone, or in another location 
depending on the needs of your group.  Stay in touch with buildOn Staff to make sure 
you don’t miss any important meetings!  
 
What else can I do to get myself & my team ready for Trek? 

1. READ this Trek Guide!  
You’re halfway there, keep reading! This Trek guide is an invaluable resource 
filled with information and answers to all your questions. 

2. Take time to set goals for yourself & your team! What are your expectations of 
your Trek experience?  

3. Be physically active and start drinking water regularly- these are skills you will 
need on Trek! 

4. Go beyond the “Articles of Interest” in this Trek Guide and seek out books, films 
and web resources to learn as much as you can about the country you will be in! 
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5. Get to know your team! You will be journeying through this experience together;  
it’s great to establish a strong support system amongst each other! 
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“Coming together is a 
beginning. 

Keeping together is 
progress.  

 Working together is 
success.” 

 
Henry Ford 

Circle of Trust 
Use this circle to brainstorm guidelines for how your team plans to treat one another! Do’s go 

inside the circle, don’t outside.  How can you support each other throughout this journey? 
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Personal Goals 
Set some goals for what you hope to accomplish throughout the Trek experience! 
 
Pre Trek Goals-  How will you prepare? How will you fundraise? 
              
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              
             
             
              
 
Trek Goals- How will you make the most of your Trek experience? 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              
 
Post Trek Goals- How will you use and share your Trek experience? 
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Learning Service: A Volunteer’s Charter 
Copyright: PEPY Tours 2012 – granted to YOU today. Print it, copy it, give it away, write on it, paste it on 
walls, give it to friends…use it as you see fit and help us improve the way we all give our time in the world 
 
First there was “volunteering”. Then there was a movement called “Service Learning”, which 
identifies the need to learn while we serve. To “serve” effectively we have to learn first so we're 
advocating for volunteer experiences with a “learning first” approach. We call this “Learning 
Service” (see what we’ve done?). 
Volunteering at home is less complicated. You know the culture and the community and you are 
more likely to have transferable skills. Find a group that is well respected amongst your peers, 
give your time, and see the results! If the group is dishonest or the projects fail, you will be there 
to witness the results. You can change your actions and let other people know about your 
experience. Even though international volunteer travel is rooted in the same good intentions, 
when we go abroad to volunteer, a lot of those self-checking mechanisms fall apart. We don’t 
usually understand the culture as well, we rarely stay long enough to see the long term impacts, 
and are less likely to realize if our efforts are being ineffective or actually causing harm. Plus, it 
costs a lot of money to go abroad! So when we do go, it is even more disappointing to find our 
efforts were wasted than if we had been committing our time to a project around the corner from 
our home. 
 
Unfortunately the trend of encouraging SERVICE abroad before we encourage LEARNING 
abroad has led to many misguided actions and damaging results. It’s time for a change! But wait... 
I came to help OTHERS, not ME, you say. We understand! We felt the same way, but then we 
realized that only by learning and improving ourselves can we successfully help others. If we 
commit to learning first we’ll be more likely to harness our good intentions for great impact, and 
this charter designed to help you do just that! 
 
Learning Service 
No matter if it is ten kilometers from our 
home or ten thousand, to be of service in 
a meaningful way we need to learn about 
the place we are in, the current issues and 
resources in the area, the culture, the 
players working to make change, what 
support they are looking for, and the 
history of what initiatives have already 
taken place. More importantly, we need to 
do this BEFORE we dive in to ‘serve’. 
Once we understand the ecosystem of 
change around us, we can try to match our 
skills and experience to the solutions 
already in motion and the problems we 
now better understand. 
 
Six Steps to Learning Service 
Rather than entering a new situation with fixed ideas of what you are going to do and how you 
are going to help, try to extract a lesson from all aspects of the experience; especially the difficult 
parts! Being a sponge for new insights often means realizing that your original plan or attitude 
needs to be completely revamped. Though that can be frustrating, acknowledging your own 
limitations, dealing with the unexpected, and overcoming disappointment are lessons we can all 
use throughout our lives. 
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1. Adopt a ‘learning attitude’. 
Once your skills have been matched with the 
needs of the organization, agree on your ‘job 
description’ and get to know the office culture, 
hours, dress code etc. Setting expectations to 
ensure that both parties understand the 
limitations of the placement will allow you to be 
more realistic, both about what you can learn 
and how you can add value. Remember that 
sustainable change usually takes a long time. 
Aligning your actions to help support long-term 
changes, which might not all be visible before 
the completion of your work, will usually produce 
better overall results than aiming for the 
satisfaction of short-term projects.  
 
2. Ensure that both you and the organization’s management have the same expectations  
As you find ways to add value to the organizations or movements you are a part of, try to 
remember that you are not the only one investing time in these relationships. Your host 
organization is investing in you by supporting your learning, so take the time to acknowledge that. 
The best placements are ones where a culture of sharing and exchange is nurtured by all. 
 
3. Foster a culture of sharing and highlight the two-way exchange. 
Do the work that helps most, not just the work that is most interesting For your contribution to an 
organization to be most valuable, ensure that what you are doing helps support its vision in the 
best way you are able to contribute. Though direct delivery work “in the field” sounds exciting, 
consider that your skills might not be best matched to that work. You may add the most value by 
simply editing documents in your native language or performing other administrative tasks. When 
analyzing your impact, consider the costs incurred for you to fulfill your role, eg. translation or 
transportation costs. Also consider the impression having a short-term volunteer in a higher level 
position might give to beneficiaries or co-workers. 

 
Be flexible: remember that the needs and 
conditions may change and that you cannot be 
the central concern of the organization’s 
management, or else they will not be focusing 
on their mission. 
 
4. Your attitude is contagious: bring a 
positive one! 
The energy a person brings with them is 
contagious. It spreads through a family, an 
organization, and a community. Sometimes the 
best thing you can bring into an organization (or 
even a room!) is your positivity, your willingness 

to work hard, and your care for those around you. The impact of your attitude can spread further 
and faster than those infectious diseases your family is worried you might catch on your travels, 
so do not cause the spread of the whining disease! When comparing other work to Learning 
Service opportunities, many say that the highs are higher and the lows are lower so it is best if 
you know this going in! 
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5. Remember that “Learning Service” is a life-long commitment. 
Hopefully, if you have committed to giving your talents where they can best be used, you should 
be able to provide useful support to your partner organization during your placement. At the very 
least you should have the opportunity to make new friends, learn valuable lessons, and perhaps 
create an opportunity for cultural exchange. However, the positive impact from your experience 
does not need to end when you leave your role. Learning Service provides opportunities to 
practice improving our impact every day and throughout our lives. Weaving the principles of 
learning first, caring about those around us, and voting responsibly with our time and money, 
allows us to turn a short-term impact into a lifelong one. 
 
6. Spread the word! 
Around the world right now there are millions of people volunteering, some of whom you probably 
know. Could they use this list of reminders around how to shift attitudes and actions towards more 
positive Learning Service opportunities? Scale up your own positive impact by sharing this tool: 
Tweet it, share it with your Facebook, Friends, print it, discuss it, and help us start a dialogue! 
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Culture Shock 
Source:  US Center for Global Education 
http://www.studentsabroad.com/cultureshock.html 
In this section, you will learn what culture shock means and how you can overcome its effects. 
Experiencing new cultures, and obtaining a better understanding of your own culture, can result 
in some of the most positive, life-altering experiences students have while abroad. When going 
abroad, students will experience differences in manners, beliefs, customs, laws, language, art, 
religion, values, concept of self, family organization, social organization, government, behavior, 
etc. All of these elements combine to form your host country’s rich and unique culture. 
While the introduction to new and foreign cultures greatly benefits students, it can also be 
overwhelming. The new cultural elements a student encounters abroad may be so different that 
they seem "shocking" in comparison to cultural norms they are used to at home. As Bruce La 
Brack writes in his article, "The Missing Linkage: The Process of Integrating Orientation and 
Reentry,” 
 

"Just as you can't really describe the taste of a hot fudge sundae to someone who has never 
experienced one, it is difficult to actually convey just how disorienting entering another culture 

can be to a student without any cross-cultural experience." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Rhinesmith's Ten Stages of Adjustment 

Source: Returning Home, Canadian Bureau for International Education, 1984, p. 7. 
Culture shock and its effects can occur in a number of stages. However, culture shock is not an 
exact step-by-step process; not every student experiences culture shock the same way or at the 
same time. The following 10 steps of cultural adjustment outlined by Steven Rhinesmith show 
how culture shock can be like a roller coaster ride of emotions: 

1. initial anxiety 
2. initial elation 
3. initial culture shock 
4. superficial adjustment 
5. depression-frustration 
6. acceptance of host culture 
7. return anxiety 
8. return elation 
9. re-entry shock 
10. reintegration 

Riding the roller coaster of culture shock, a student actually follows a natural pattern of hitting 
peaks and valleys. The high points of excitement and interest are succeeded by lower points of 
depression, disorientation, or frustration. Each student will experience these ups and downs in 
different degrees of intensity and for different lengths of time. The process is necessary in order 
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to make the transition from one culture to another; it helps a student or traveler to balance out 
and adjust. 
 
Stages 1 through 5: Exposure to a new culture 
 
Prior to going abroad, students may be excited about new adventures to come. A student arrives 
in the host country and perhaps begins to develop increasing independence as he/she starts to 
experience the local culture or another country's culture. At first, a student's expectations may be 
too high. He or she may see things almost as a tourist would during the first few weeks in a new 
country. 
A student may be heavily comparing and contrasting his/her home culture with the culture abroad. 
It is common for students to focus on what they see as weaknesses in foreign cultures. Students 
tend to point out what a foreign culture lacks; this often leads to feelings of frustration over what 
is "missing" or what can't be obtained abroad in the same ways it can be at home. Students may 
be challenged on a regular basis by different ways of living abroad (banking, eating, relationships, 
etc.). Negative feelings and frustrations may reach a level where you begin to recognize you are 
going through "culture shock". 
 
Stage 6: Acceptance of a new culture 
 
As a student gets used to the host country’s ways, things that seemed like a "crisis" may now 
simply be seen as different ways of doing things. Most students gradually adjust their lifestyles to 
be balanced with a country's own cultural norms. The cultural traits that once annoyed or bothered 
a student generally come to be accepted as normal. Students usually begin to understand and 
appreciate the cultural differences between the United States and the host country. However, if 
significant problems arise, a student may briefly return to the "frustration" stage of culture shock. 
As a student begins to adapt more and more, he/she may have a new set of friends, may be 
traveling more, and may even be dreaming in another language. The "other way" may now 
become the "normal" way of living.  
 
Stages 7 through 10: Leaving a new culture behind 
 
As a student becomes integrated to the ways of the host country’s culture, the more difficult it 
may be to re-adapt to the United States upon return home. The United States just won't look the 
same way it did before leaving to study abroad; a student may see home with new eyes and may 
also be more critical of U.S. cultural traditions once thought to be "normal". This is called reverse 
culture shock. Fear of experiencing reverse culture shock should not deter students from trying 
to integrate as fully as possible while abroad. No matter how integrated a student becomes while 
abroad, he or she will probably still be "shocked" by differences noted at home after so much time 
spent abroad and the other countries to which you will be traveling. However, over time, a student 
will learn to re-adapt and reintegrate into his or her home culture. 
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Homesickness  
 
Homesickness is one of the most common adjustment problems related to culture shock 
and loneliness. Experienced by students from every country, homesickness is a universal 

side-affect to being away from home. Psychologists often refer to 
homesickness as “separation anxiety” because students—in 
particular those moving away from home—feel separated from all 
that is familiar. 
Feelings of homesickness may even start before you leave to study 
abroad and you may find yourself mildly depressed or anxious 
several weeks before leaving. The anticipation and preparation for 
this major change of lifestyle can trigger pre-departure 
homesickness, or sudden feelings that you don’t want to leave, or 
even a want to back out of your decision to study abroad. 
Some students might experience homesickness within the first few 

days or weeks of being abroad, while others might not be hit by homesickness until later 
on, or closer to the holidays. Holidays, birthdays, anniversaries, family events or even 
family illness or death can all cause you to feel homesick, or make you wish you were at 
home. Also, many students report increased feelings of homesickness during the winter 
months when darkness, rainy weather and the cold can lead to feelings of depression. 
The following are a few tips to help you cope with feelings of homesickness:  

● Don’t wait for homesickness to go away by itself. Confront your feelings by 
talking to someone (a counselor, family member, roommate, or another 
student, etc.) about your homesickness. Chances are that the other students 
in your program may be feeling the same way you are.   

● Bring some of home along with you. Be sure to pack photos of family and 
friends. 

● Make friends with locals and invite them to spend time with you. Creating 
such a support network can really help to alleviate homesickness while 
creating lasting friendships.   

● Be patient with yourself as you adjust to the unexpected realities of being 
abroad, and how abroad is not like home.   

● Get involved by seeking out opportunities that keep you busy and occupied 
so that you won’t think about home. 

Stress 
Stress has many definitions. Stress affects everyone differently. The 
additional/new kinds of stress you may encounter while abroad may 
lead to anxiety/panic disorders, depression, paranoia, eating 
disorders, and other phobias. Any mental health challenges you 
have prior to going abroad may become more severe once you 
experience the effects of culture shock. Even mental fatigue from 
constant language immersion and time change may cause the 
symptoms of culture shock to seem overwhelming. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
About Nicaragua: Facts & History 
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Map of Nicaragua 
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Nicaraguan Customs 
 
Food 
Food, at its most boring, will consist of rice and beans, commonly stir-fried together as 
gallo pinto. At the other extreme, you may find yourself up against some grilled iguana. 
In-between is stringy beef, all manner of tasty fruits, fried cheeses, and soups. Try them 
all, if for nothing more than the story you can tell later. If you aren't hungry or don’t want 
to try something, decline it with sensitivity, not with an, “ugh!” Remember that this is the 
food that the community members will eat every day and call their own. 
 
As food is valuable, you will find that people rarely leave uneaten portions on their plates. 
At the same time, your host family will likely give you huge portions. Try to avoid wasting 
by asking for less before you start eating. Practice some easy phrases with the buildOn 
staff and your teammates to communicate this. 
 
Greetings 
A simple "adios" or "buenos días" or "buenas tardes" when passing someone on the road 
goes a long way. Don't just smile. Speak! When going to someone's house, it's polite to 
announce your presence at the outside gate before entering. Remember that 
Nicaraguans are a humble people, and so, oftentimes, they will follow your lead. Don’t 
wait to be greeted; greet first! 
 
Language 
Rural Nicaraguan Spanish can be very open, with curses and colorful language common 
for anyone. It's not necessarily a good example to follow. Be aware of what you are 
learning, and if you have any doubts about the meaning of a phrase that some community 
members are trying to teach you (especially if they are laughing a lot when you say it), 
check with the buildOn Spanish speaking staff. 
 
Being a guest 
Your host family may feel more 
comfortable treating you as a 
guest, as a foreign "chele,” 
rather than a part of the family. 
Some easy ways to make 
yourself "feel at home" are 
taking interest in the cooking, 
learning to do simple chores by 
yourself (drawing the well water 
for bathing), playing with the 
kids or helping them with 
homework, accompanying the 
father out to the fields, etc. It 
may take repeated asking to 
help, but, in time, your 
persistence will be rewarded. 
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Gender roles 
Gender roles are traditionally defined in rural Nicaragua: Women cook and clean and men 
tend the fields. These roles play themselves out on the work site too, where, for example, 
women tend to carry water and men hammer nails. Don't let this discourage you from 
doing your own thing. Challenging gender roles in a respectful fashion is a valuable 
learning experience for the community members about American values. 
 
Female volunteers may find large groups of same-age Nicaraguans paying them a lot of 
attention, while male volunteers may find themselves being encouraged to talk to girls 
their age. Nothing ill-intentioned is meant by it, so respond kindly but be sure to establish 
clear boundaries. 
 
Animals 
Animals are beasts of burden in Nicaragua, not pets. Horses are for riding and dogs are 
for guarding the house. Animals are routinely and unacceptably mistreated. The house 
dog has probably never been petted and is more afraid of people than affectionate. Treat 
all house animals with more distance than you would in the US. 
 
Dress 
Even in the poorest and most rural communities, people will try to dress cleanly and 
nicely. When going to parties, church or visiting someone's house, they will wear a clean, 
tucked-in shirt, or a dress (women). Try to follow their lead. Stained and ripped clothing 
is fine for the work site, but clean and proper clothing at social occasions is polite. 
 
Religion 
Catholicism and Evangelical Protestantism are the two most common religions in 
Nicaragua. Be aware that Evangelicals follow a strict code of behavior that restricts things 
as innocent seeming as pants on women, dancing, and many kinds of music. There's no 
need for you to do as they do, but be respectful. 
 
Misc 

● Nicaraguans may try to tell you that taking baths in the afternoon will make you 
sick. If you want to take one, just do it. 

● Baseball and cockfighting are the two national sports of Nicaragua. Playing one of 
these sports is a great way of getting involved in the community. The other is not 

● No rural trash collection means that fields and street are often used as trashcans. 
Don't follow this example. Instead, collect your trash to pack out of the community, 
and, more importantly, avoid buying heavily packaged food products that generate 
a lot of waste 
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Nicaragua Country Profile 
 
Capital: Managua, est. population 1,083.000 as of 2022. 
  
Economy 
Currency: Cordoba 
GDP (purchasing power): $34.98 billion 
(129th in the world), 2020 est. - data are in 
2017 dollars 
Agricultural products: sugar cane, milk, 
rice, maize, plantains, groundnuts, cassava, 
beans, coffee, poultry 
Main Industries: food processing, chemicals, 
machinery and metal products, knit and 
woven apparel, petroleum refining and 
distribution, beverages, footwear, wood, 
electric wire harness manufacturing, mining 

 
 
Politics 
President: Daniel Ortega (since 2007) 
Former Colonial Power: Spain 
Independence Date: September 15, 1821 

 
People 
Population: 6,301,880 (2022 est.) 
Language: Spanish (official) 95.3%, Miskito 2.2%, 
Mestizo of the Caribbean coast 2%, other 0.5%; note 
- English and indigenous languages found on the 
Caribbean coast (2005 est.) 
Religion: Roman Catholic 50%, Evangelical 33.2%, 
other 2.9%, none 0.7%, unspecified 13.2% (2017 
est.) 
Primary Ethnic Groups: Mestizo (mixed Amerindian 
and White) 69%, White 17%, Black 9%, Amerindian 
5% 
Life Expectancy: Male: 72.56 years, Female: 77.11 
years 
Literacy Rate (age 15 and over can read and 
write): Total population: 82.6 %  

Male: 81% 
Female: 82.8% 

Unemployment Rate (youth ages 15-24): Total: 
8.5%, Male: 6.4%, Female: 12.9% 
Population below poverty line: 24.9% (2016 est.) 
Median Age: 27.3 years old.  
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Nicaraguan History   
Source: A Country Study: Nicaragua, Federal Research Division of the Library of Congress 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/nitoc.html  
 
There were two basic culture groups that existed in 
precolonial Nicaragua. According to traditional stories and 
linguistic evidence, the people of western Nicaragua 
migrated south from Mexico several centuries before the 
arrival of the Spanish. They spoke dialects similar to the 
language of the Aztec, and ate similar foods to early 
inhabitants of Mexico: corn, beans, chili peppers, and 
avocados. Chocolate was drunk at ceremonial occasions, 
and turkeys and dogs were raised for their meat. 
Nicaragua's Caribbean lowlands area (in the east) was 
inhabited by tribes that migrated north from what is now 
Colombia. The various dialects and languages in this area 
were related to languages spoken in northern Colombia. 
Food was obtained by hunting, fishing, and slash-and-burn 
agriculture. Root crops (especially cassava), plantains, and 
pineapples were the staple foods. The people of eastern Nicaragua traded with and were 
influenced by the native peoples of the Caribbean. This is shown by their round thatched huts and 
canoes, both typical of the Caribbean and Eastern Nicaragua. 
 
The New World  
In 1502, Christopher Columbus arrived on the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua for the first time, and 
changed Nicaragua forever. When the Spanish arrived in western Nicaragua in the early 1500s, 
they found three principal tribes: Niquirano, the Chorotegano, and the Chontal. Each tribe had 
a different culture, language and occupied much of Nicaragua's territory. Their governments were 
a system of independent chieftains who ruled according to each group's laws and customs. Their 
weapons consisted of swords, lances, and arrows made out of wood. Laws and regulations were 
disseminated by royal messengers who visited each township and assembled the inhabitants to 
give their chief's orders.  
 
The Spanish settled in the west and highland areas. They almost completely wiped out the native 
population around them. This was not due to any weapons the Spanish carried with them but 
because the natives had no immunity to the germs and diseases the Spanish brought with them. 
Virtually all of those who survived were enslaved. In the east, where the Europeans did not settle, 
the indigenous groups survived. However, the English did introduce guns and ammunition to one 
of the local peoples called the Bawihka. The Bawihka later intermarried with runaway slaves from 
Britain's Caribbean possessions. Using their superior weapons, this Afro-indigenous group began 
to expand their territory and push other indigenous groups into the interior. They became known 
to the Europeans as Miskito, and those who they displaced were called the Sumu. 
Spanish Conquest  
In 1522 Spain conquered Nicaragua. Gil González Dávila led the military expedition and 
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encountered local societies with varying 
attitudes toward the Spanish. After suffering 
both illness and torrential rains, he reached 
the land governed by the powerful chief 
Nicoya, who gave González a warm 
welcome. Soon thereafter, Nicoya and 6,000 
of his people embraced the Roman Catholic 
faith. González continued his exploration and 
arrived in the next settlement, which was 
governed by a chief named Nicaragua, or 
Nicarao, after whom the country was named. 
Chief Nicaragua also received González as a 
friend and gave him large quantities of gold. 
Perhaps to placate the Spanish, Nicaragua 
also converted to Roman Catholicism, as did 
more than 9,000 members of his tribe. All were baptized within eight days. Confident of further 
success, González moved on to the interior, where he encountered resistance from an army of 
3,000 Niquiranos, led by their chief, Diriangén. González retreated and traveled south to the 
coast, returning to Panama with large quantities of gold and pearls. 
 
Another Spanish conquistador, Hernández de Córdoba, led an expedition in 1524 that 
succeeded in establishing the first permanent Spanish settlement in Nicaragua. He quickly 
overcame the resistance of the native peoples and named the land Nicaragua. To deny 
Gonzalez’s claims of settlement rights and prevent his eventual control of the region, Hernandez 
de Cordoba rounded the cities of Leon and Granada which later became the centers of colonial 
Nicaragua. However, the Spanish empire was more interested in exploiting the vast riches found 
in Mexico and Peru than Nicaragua. By 1531, many Spanish settlers in Nicaragua had left for 
South America to join Francisco Pizarro's efforts to conquer the wealthy regions of the Inca 
Empire. Native Nicaraguans settlements also decreased in size because the indigenous 
inhabitants were taken to work in Peruvian mines; an estimated 200,000 native Nicaraguans were 
exported as slaves to South America from 1528 to 1540. 
 
Colonial Rule 
During the period of Spanish rule, León was the capital of the Province of Nicaragua. An elite of 
creole (individuals of Spanish descent born in the New World) merchants controlled the economic 
and political life of each province. Spanish control was limited. Political power was centered with 
the local government or ayuntamiento, which ignored most official orders from the Spanish crown. 
Throughout the seventeenth century, trade restrictions imposed by Spain, natural disasters, and 
foreign attacks devastated the economy. Powerful earthquakes in 1648, 1651, and 1663, caused 
massive destruction in the Province of Nicaragua. Furthermore, from 1651 to 1689, Nicaragua 
was subjected to bloody conflicts with English, French, and Dutch pirates. In 1668 and 1670, 
these buccaneers captured and destroyed the city of Granada, center of the province's agricultural 
wealth. The Captaincy General of Guatemala was generally neglected by Spain. Within the 
captaincy general, the Province of Nicaragua remained weak and unstable, ruled by persons with 
little interest in the welfare of its people. 
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In the late 1600s, the Miskito, who lived in Nicaragua's Caribbean lowlands, began to be exploited 
by English "filibusters" (irregular military adventurers) intent on encroaching on Spanish influence. 
In 1687 the English governor of Jamaica named one of his Miskito prisoners, "King of the 
Mosquitia Nation," and declared the region to be under the protection of the English crown. This 
event marked the beginning of a long rivalry between Spanish (and later Nicaraguan) and British 
authorities over who controlled the Caribbean coast. 
 
Independence: 1821-57 
 
Spain's control over its colonies in the New World was threatened in the early 1800s by the 
struggle for national independence throughout the entire region. Weakened by domestic wars and 
upheaval, Spain tried to hold onto its richest colonies, which led to even further neglect of its 
poorer Central American territories. After the Province of El Salvador staged a successful revolt 
in 1811, a popular uprising soon broke out in Nicaragua. Violence and political rivalry prevailed in 
all of the Central American colonies during the ensuing decade. 
 
Establishment of an independent Nicaragua came in stages. The first stage occurred in 1821 
when the Captaincy General of Guatemala formally declared its independence from Spain on 
September 15. Nicaragua still celebrates this as their Independence Day. At first the captaincy 
general was part of the Mexican Empire, but the rest of Central America was not content. 
Separatist feelings grew, and five of the United Provinces of Central America--Costa Rica, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua--declared their independence from Mexico in 
July 1823. However, keeping these five provinces together was difficult because of inadequate 
communication and internal conflicts. The federation finally dissolved in 1837, and a Constituent 
Assembly formally declared Nicaragua's independence from the United Provinces of Central 
America on April 30, 1838.  
 
Foreign Intervention, 1850-68 
 
British and United States interests in Nicaragua 
grew during the mid-1800s because of the country's 
strategic importance as a transit route across the 
isthmus. British settlers seized the port of San Juan 
del Norte and expelled all Nicaraguan officials on 
January 1, 1848. The following year, Britain forced 
Nicaragua to sign a treaty recognizing British rights 
over the Miskito on the Caribbean coast. The start 
of the gold rush in California in 1849 increased 
United States interests in Central America as a transoceanic route (they eventually chose a canal 
in Panama instead), and Nicaragua at first encouraged a United States presence to 
counterbalance the British. 
The possibility of economic riches in Nicaragua attracted international business development. 
Afraid of Britain might attempt to make them a colony, Nicaragua held discussions with the United 
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States in 1849. This led to a treaty that gave the United States exclusive rights to a transit route 
across Nicaragua. In return, the United States promised to protect Nicaragua. British economic 
interests were threatened by the United States desire to build a canal across Nicaragua, and 
violence erupted in 1850. As a result, United States and British government officials held 
diplomatic talks and signed the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty without consulting the Nicaraguan 
government. Both countries had agreed that neither would claim exclusive power over the region 
or future canal. 
 
William Walker’s takeover 
 
Continued unrest in the 1850s set the stage for two additional elements in Nicaragua history: 
frequent United States military interventions in Nicaragua and a propensity for Nicaraguan 
politicians to call on the United States to settle domestic disputes. In 1855 a group of armed United 
States filibusters headed by William Walker, a soldier of fortune from Tennessee sailed to 
Nicaragua intent on taking over. Internal conflict opened the door for Walker's entry into 
Nicaragua. In 1853 conservative General Fruto Chamorro had taken over the government and 
exiled his leading liberal opponents. Aided by the liberal government in neighboring Honduras, 
the opponent returned with his army and entered Nicaragua on May 5, 1854. The subsequent 
conflict proved prolonged and bloody; Chamorro declared that his forces would execute all armed 
rebels who fell into their hands, and the liberals proclaimed that all government supporters were 
traitors to the nation. 
 
The liberals enjoyed initial success in the fighting, but the tide turned in 1854. The liberals offered 
Walker funds and generous land grants if he would bring a force of United States adventurers to 
their aid. Walker leaped at the chance. He recruited a force of 56 followers and landed with them 
in Nicaragua on May 4, 1855. 

As Walker's power and the size of his army grew, conservative politicians throughout Central 
America became increasingly anxious. Encouraged by Britain, the conservative governments of 
the other four Central America governments agreed to send troops to Nicaragua. In March 1856, 
Costa Rica declared war on the adventurer, but an epidemic of cholera decimated the Costa 
Rican forces and forced their withdrawal. Encouraged by this victory, Walker began plans to have 
himself elected president and to encourage colonization of Nicaragua by North Americans. This 
scheme was too much even for his puppet president Rivas, who broke with Walker and his 
followers. He sent messages to Guatemala and El Salvador requesting their help in expelling 
Walker.  
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Undeterred, Walker proceeded to hold a phony election and install himself as president. He made 
English the country's official language and legalized slavery. His call for Nicaragua's annexation 
by the United States as a slave state garnered some support from United States proslavery forces 
(this was only six years before the American Civil War began).  
 
Most Nicaraguans were offended by Walker's proslavery, pro-United States stance, and the rest 
of Central America actively sought his demise. They began a long and costly struggle to expel 
Walker and his army from Nicaragua. In the process, the colonial city of Granada was burned, 
and thousands of Central Americans lost their lives.  
 
The final battle of what Nicaraguans called the "National War" (1856-57) took place in the spring 
of 1857 in the southern town of Rivas, near the Costa Rican border. On May 1, 1857, Walker and 
his remaining followers, escorted by a force of United States marines, evacuated Rivas, marched 
down to the coast, and returned to the United States. 

 
Walker's forced exile was short-lived. He made four 
more attempts to return to Central America (in 1857, 
1858, 1859, and 1860). In 1860 Walker was captured 
by a British warship as he tried to enter Honduras. The 
British Navy turned him over to local authorities, where 
he was executed by a Honduran firing squad. Walker's 
activities provided Nicaraguans with a long-lasting 
suspicion that the United States wanted to control their 

country.  
 
The National War unified the competing political parties 
in Nicaragua. The capital was moved to Managua, and 
on September 12, 1856, both parties signed an 
agreement to join efforts against Walker.  
 
The devastation and instability caused by the war in 

Nicaragua, as well as the opening of a railroad across Panama, adversely affected the country's 
transit route. The opening of the Panama Canal in 1914 ended serious discussion of a canal 
across Nicaragua. 
 
Conservative and Liberal Regimes, 1858-1909 
 
From 1857 to 1893, Nicaragua experienced a period of relative economic progress and prosperity 
sometimes referred to as the "Thirty Years." A railroad system connecting the western part of 
Nicaragua with the port of Corinto on the Pacific coast was built, and roads and telegraph lines 
were extended. Exports of agricultural products also increased during this period. Nicaragua 
experienced dramatic economic growth because of the growing demand for coffee and bananas 
in the international market. By 1890 coffee had become the nation's principal export. The local 
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economic elites were divided between the established cattle raisers and the new coffee-
producers. Revealing their alliance with the coffee industry, the ruling conservatives passed laws 
favoring cheap labor that benefited mostly coffee planters.  
 
In 1893, Nicaragua came under the rule of a dictator named General Zelaya, who managed to 
stay in power for sixteen years despite foreign and domestic opposition (including the US). 
Nevertheless, he was responsible for the creation of a professional army and the growth of strong 
nationalist feelings. During his tenure, new roads and seaport facilities were constructed, railroad 
lines were extended, and many government buildings and schools were built. Zelaya opened the 
country to foreign investment, expanded coffee production, and boosted banana exports. By the 
early 1900s, United States firms controlled most of the production of coffee, bananas, gold, and 
lumber.  
 
Before Zelaya’s regime, the Caribbean region had been under British control. With support from 
the United States and the other Central American republics, control over the Caribbean coast 
region was finally awarded to Nicaragua in 1894. However, even today, the Caribbean coast 
remains culturally separate and physically distant from the western part of the country.  
 
Nicaraguan history has been heavily influenced by the political goals of foreign nations. Zelaya's 
anti-United States stance drove him to call upon the Germans and Japanese to compete with the 
United States for rights to a canal route. Opposition to these schemes from the conservative 
faction led Zelaya to increase repression. In 1903 a major conservative rebellion, led by Emiliano 
Chamorro Vargas, broke out. Finally an uprising in 1909, aided by British money and the United 
States marines, was successful in driving Zelaya from power. 
 
Sandino: 1927 - 1944 
Source: Britannica.com 
 
Augusto Nicolás Calderón Sandino was a Nicaraguan 
revolutionary and leader of a rebellion against the U.S. military 
presence in Nicaragua between 1927 and 1933. Labeled as a bandit 
by the U.S. government, his exploits made him a hero throughout 
much of Latin America, where he became a symbol of resistance to 
U.S. domination. Drawing the U.S. Marines into an undeclared 
guerilla war, his guerilla organization suffered many defeats, but he 
successfully evaded capture. U.S. troops withdrew from the country 
after overseeing the inauguration of President Juan Bautista Sacasa. 
Sandino was executed by General Anastasio Somoza García, who 
went on to seize power two years later.. Sandino's legacy was 
claimed by the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN), which 
overthrew the Somoza government in 1979. 
 
 
 
The Revolution of Nicaragua Today 
Source: Britannica.com 
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The Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) was founded in 1962 by Carlos Fonseca 
Amador, Silvio Mayorga, and Tomás Borge Martínez as a revolutionary group committed to 
socialism and to the overthrow of the Somoza family. Over 
the next 10 years the FSLN organized political support 
among students, workers, and peasants. By the mid-1970s, 
its attacks on the Nicaraguan National Guard from 
sanctuaries in Honduras and Costa Rica were serious 
enough that Somoza unleashed bloody reprisals against the 
Sandinistas. Fonseca and Mayorga were killed, and the 
FSLN split into three factions. The Nicaraguan revolution of 
1978–79 reunited the Sandinistas under Daniel and 
Humberto Ortega Saavedra. The FSLN, now numbering 
about 5,000 fighters, defeated the National Guard and 
overthrew Somoza in July 1979. 
 
A nine-member National Directorate, composed of three 
comandantes from each faction, was then set up to lead the 
FSLN and set policy for a governing junta that was headed 
by Daniel Ortega. Once in power in Nicaragua, the FSLN 
organized itself into local and regional committees and built 
up support through mass organizations of workers, young 
people, and other groups.  
 
To fight off the attacks of the counterrevolutionary forces known as the contras, who were based 
in Honduras and were in part armed and financed by the United States, Humberto Ortega created 
the 50,000-strong Sandinista Popular Army, and Tomás Borge organized a secret-police force to 
guard against espionage and dissent. The resignations of various non-Marxist members of the 
Sandinista leadership, chiefly over issues of political rights, pushed the party and therefore 
Nicaragua progressively to the left, and both became dependent on the support of the Soviet 
Union and Cuba.  
 
The Sandinista government confiscated the Somoza family's vast landholdings and nationalized 
the country's major industries, but the central planning typical of Soviet- style socialist economies 
was never adopted, and small and medium-sized private farms and businesses were tolerated. 
Having committed itself to political pluralism, the FSLN grudgingly tolerated moderate opposition 
groups and agreed to elections only after considerable pressure at home and abroad. In 1984 the 
FSLN won more than 60 of 96 seats in a new National Assembly and sent Daniel Ortega to the 
presidency in an election that was widely criticized. 
 
The Contra War 
Source: Britannica.com & Wikipedia.org 
 
The Contras is a label given to the various rebel groups opposing the FSLN government in 
Nicaragua that were active from 1979 through to the early 1990s. Among the separate contra 
groups, the Nicaraguan Democratic Force (FDN) emerged as the largest. In 1987, virtually all 
contra organizations were united, at least nominally, into the Nicaraguan Resistance.  
 
From an early stage, the rebels received decisive financial and military support from the United 
States government, initially supplemented by the Argentine dictatorship of the time. After U.S. 
support was banned by Congress, the Reagan administration tried to covertly continue contra aid. 
This is what led to the Iran Contra Affair.  
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During the war against the Sandinista government, the contras 
carried out many violations of human rights, and evidence suggests 
that these were systematically committed as an element of warfare 
strategy. Contra supporters often tried to downplay these violations, 
or countered that the Sandinista government carried out much more.  
 
American support both above and below the table, was not sufficient 
to turn the tide of the war in favor of the Contras. Both sides settled 
for a ceasefire in March of 1988 that was followed in 1990 by an 
internationally monitored election in Nicaragua. However, the 
Nicaraguan populace, weary of war and economic depression, voted 
for the 14 parties of the National Opposition Union, which formed a 
government while the Sandinistas relinquished power. 
 
Though reduced to an opposition party, the FSLN retained a considerable power base in the 
country's army and police forces. It also performed strongly in national elections; in 1996 the 
Sandinistas won 37 percent of the vote in parliamentary elections, and in 2001 the party captured 
42 percent of the vote and won 43 seats in the 90-seat National Assembly. The FSLN regained 
power after its leader, Ortega, was reelected to the presidency in 2006. The party also won a 
plurality of seats in the legislature.  
 
In 2011 Daniel Ortega was re-elected president for a third five year term. Previously the 
constitution had limited a president to two terms, however, Ortega was able to run after the FSLN 
controlled Supreme Court overturned the ban on consecutive terms. 
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Life in Nicaragua Today 
 

● According to data from the 2005 living standards measurement survey, 48.3% of the 
total population (just over 5 million people) live in poverty, with 17% living in extreme 
poverty. 

● Nicaragua population has extreme vulnerability to natural disasters: earthquakes, 
volcanic eruptions, drought, flooding and hurricanes. Hurricane Felix, forr example, 
which hit in September 2007, affected 33,000 families in 295 communities, leaving over 
100 people dead and nearly 80% of the infrastructure destroyed. 

● Nicaragua has widespread underemployment, one of the highest degrees of income 
inequality in the world, and the third lowest per capita income in the Western 
Hemisphere. 

● Nicaragua is the second-poorest country in the Western Hemisphere with 45% of the 
population living on less than $1 per day. 3 out of every 4 live on less than $2.00 / day. 

● 65% of the population is un-and-underemployed. 
 
Issues facing children in Nicaragua 
 

● Five of the country’s 17 departments have chronic malnutrition rates of over 30% – and 
the rate exceeds 50% in the regions where most of Nicaragua’s indigenous people live. 

● Approximately 40% of the population has no access to health services (75% for the 
indigenous and Afro-descendent population), with the remaining 60% covered by low 
quality services. 

● A third of the population still had no access to sustainable sources of drinking water in 
2007, a figure that rises to 53% in rural areas and 79% in 
the autonomous regions. 

● 24% of children are not in the school system, and child 
labour affects approximately 10% of children and 
adolescents. 

● The annual HIV/AIDS incidence has increased from 4.1 
per 100,000 inhabitants in 2003, to 12.5 in 2008. 

 
Education 
 

● The Ministry of Education reports over 500,000 children 
not in school. 

● 21 out of every 100 children leave school in the first 
grade. 

● Average education level is 5.6 years—only 3.6 years in 
rural areas. 

● Only 4 out of ten children enroll in high school and only 40% of those students graduate. 
● Teachers earn only half the average salary of the rest of Nicaraguan’s workers. 
● Only 60% of those who enroll in primary school finish – out of the 87 % that enroll. 
● 33% non-literacy rate, one out of every three Nicaraguans is non-literate 
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History of Nicaragua Review 
 

1) What is the origin of Nicaragua’s name and who gave it this name?  
            
            
             
            
             
 

2) Match the people to their description:
 

 1. General Zelaya  
 
 
 2. Emiliano Chamorro  

Vargas 
 
 

 3. Anastasio Somoza  
Garcia 

 
 4. Augusto Nicolas 
 
 
 5. Daniel Ortega 

 
A. Revolutionary leader who became a 
symbol of resistance to U.S. domination 
 
B. Created Nicaragua’s professional 
army and opened the country up to 
foreign investment  
 
C. Led a major conservative rebellion in 
1903 and drove out Zelaya from power 
 
D. FSLN leader and current president 
Calderon Sandino 
 
E. Ousted President Juan Bautista

 
 

3) How did the Miskito become a superior indigenous presence within Nicaragua? 
            
            
             
            
            
             
 

4) What are 2 reasons the native Nicaraguan population decreased in the 1500’s? 
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5) Why was the United States government interested in Nicaragua in the mid-

1800’s? 
Why was William Walker interested in Nicaragua?  
            
            
             
            
            
             
 

6) Why do you think the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) took their 
name after Augusto Sandino? What characteristics of his do they strive to 
model?  
            
            
             
            
            
             
 

7) Why do you think the United States supported the Contras following the 
Nicaragua Revolution in 1990? 
            
            
             
            
            
             
 

8) How do you think you traveling to Nicaragua to help build a school will affect the 
Nicaraguan people’s perception of the USA? What will be important to keep in 
mind as a representative of the USA? 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Articles of Interest 
 

 

Sandinista Statue in Managua 
A freedom fighter with a pickaxe in one 

hand and weapon in the other. 
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To Roosevelt, by Rubén Darío (1904)  
Theodore Roosevelt was the very symbol of U.S. incursions into Latin America that outraged 
even nonpolitical poets such as Rubén Darío (1867-1916). Latin Americans had admired the 
energy, wealth, and democracy of the United States, but now they feared the bullying of their 
northern neighbor. President Roosevelt supported a 1903 revolution in Panama that resulted in 
the annexation by the U.S. of territory for the Panama Canal, and in 1904 proclaimed a corollary 
to the Monroe Doctrine which justified the use of the U.S. military to “police” Latin America. 

 
It is with the voice of the Bible, or the verse of Walt Whitman, 

that I should come to you, Hunter, 
primitive and modern, simple and complicated, 

with something of Washington and more of Nimrod. 
 

You are the United States, 
you are the future invader 

of the naive America that has Indian blood, 
 

that still prays to Jesus Christ and still speaks Spanish. 
 

You are the proud and strong exemplar of your race; 
you are cultured, you are skillful; you oppose Tolstoy. 

And breaking horses, or murdering tigers, 
you are an Alexander-Nebuchadnezzar. 

(You are a professor of Energy 
as today’s madmen say.) 

 
You think that life is fire, 
that progress is eruption, 
that wherever you shoot 

you hit the future. 
 

No. 
 

The United States is potent and great. 
When you shake there is a deep tremblor 

that passes through the enormous vertebrae of the Andes. 
If you clamor, it is heard like the roaring of a lion. 
Hugo already said it to Grant: The stars are yours. 

(The Argentine sun, ascending, barely shines, 
and the Chilean star rises…) You are rich. 

You join the cult of Hercules to the cult of Mammon, 
and illuminating the road of easy conquest, 
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Liberty raises its torch in New York. 
But our America, that has had poets 

since the ancient times of Netzahualcoyotl, 
that has walked in the footprints of great Bacchus 

who learned Pan’s alphabet at once; 
that consulted the stars, that knew Atlantis 

whose resounding name comes to us from Plato, 
that since the remote times of its life 

has lived on light, on fire, on perfume, on love, 
America of the great Montezuma, of the Inca, 

the fragrant America of Christopher Columbus, 
Catholic America, Spanish America, 

the America in which noble Cuauhtemoc said: 
“I’m not in a bed of roses”; that America 

that trembles in hurricanes and lives on love, 
it lives, you men of Saxon eyes and barbarous soul. 

And it dreams. And it loves, and it vibrates, and it is the daughter of the Sun. 
Be careful. Viva Spanish America! 

There are a thousand cubs loosed from the Spanish lion. 
Roosevelt, one would have to be, through God himself, 

the-fearful Rifleman and strong Hunter, 
to manage to grab us in your iron claws. 

 
And, although you count on everything, you lack one thing: God! 
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The Parrots 
by Ernesto Cardinal 
 

My friend Michel is an army officer 
in Somoto up near the Honduran border, 
and he told me he had found some contraband parrots 
waiting to be smuggled to the United States 
to learn to speak English there. 
 
There were 186 parrots 
with 47 already dead in their cages. 
He drove them back where they'd been taken from 
and as the lorry approached a place known as The Plains 
near the mountains which were these parrots' home 
(behind those plains the mountains stand up huge) 
the parrots got excited, started beating their wings 
and shoving against their cage-sides. 
 
When the cages were let open 
they all shot out like an arrow shower straight for their 
mountains. 
 
The Revolution did the same for us I think: 
It freed us from the cages 
where they trapped us to talk English, 
it gave us back the country 
from which we were uprooted, 
their green mountains restored to the parrots 
by parrot-green comrades. 
But there were 47 that died. 
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Women in the Revolution 
Source: Source: Inside Nicaragua, Rita Golden Gelman 
 
It is five-thirty on a Wednesday evening. Managua is always chaotic at that hour. The streets 
are filled with people coming home from work. Hundreds are hitching, spread out through fifty 
feet or so at either side of every bus stop- just far enough so that if a bus comes, they can run 
back and squeeze on. Occasionally a truck stops and people pile into the open back. 
 
Other people are trying to catch cabs. But most of the cabs are already filled, every inch of 
space occupied. Still other people are standing in lines waiting for buses, lines that sometimes 
stretch forty or fifty feet.  
 
I have been in line for twenty minutes, waiting for the 118; three 188s have passed without 
stopping; they were already backed beyond capacity. Each of them stopped about fifty yards 
past the bus stop to let out passengers; a few people ran and squeezed on.  
 
I grumble to the woman who is in front of me in line, “Que barbaridad el transporte.” How 
horrendous this transportation is! It’s the usual opener for conversations on crowded buses or in 
interminable bus lines.  
 
She is tall and thin; her black hair, permed, sticks out, making her face look tiny. Heavy blue 
eyeshadow and a light orange lipstick highlight her features.  
 
We begin to talk. Maria is twenty-five; she works for the government. Ten minutes into a 
conversation about where I’m from and what I’m doing, I discover that Maria fought in the 
mountains during the revolution. Two Cokes and two hours later, I let her go home. Maria tells 
me that she grew up in a family that had two maids, a cook, and a mansion. One morning in 
1978, when she was fifteen, she packed some things in her book bag, said her usual off-to-
school good-byes, and disappeared into the mountains. 
 
 “I couldn’t stand living the way I was living,” she says. “While my parents were partying with 
Somoza, while I was going to the best schools, while my friends and I were swimming at the 
club, there were thousands of campesinos [peasant farmers] starving. Babies were dying of 
malnutrition and diarrhea and diseases that could have been prevented. Even though I was 
young, I knew that Somoza didn’t care that most campesinos never even saw a doctor in their 
whole lives. He only cared about getting richer.  
 
“I first started thinking about poverty when I joined a church group. We used to talk about the 
cruelty of poverty and about the real meaning of religion and Christ’s message. We talked about 
how we all had a responsibility to change things, to help the poor.  
 
“That started me thinking about injustice. Through the church we organized some 
demonstrations, but nothing changed. The demonstrations would get broken up by the Guardia, 
and people would get hurt. In those days there was a lot of opposition to Somoza from 
practically the whole population. There were strikes and fasts and marches. But the more the 
opposition grew, the more the repression grew. It got so a lot of us got really frustrated and 
angry.  
 
“Then one day the Guardia killed a good friend of mine. She had been marching peacefully 
when the Guardia threw tear gas into the crowd to break up the demonstration. People started 
running and screaming. There were shots; and she was dead. She didn’t even believe in 
violence.  
 
“That’s when I decided that nothing was ever going to change until we took up arms. Somoza 
wasn’t going to change, and he certainly wasn’t going to turn over the power to anybody else. 
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Elections were a farce because the Guardia counted the votes.  
 
“I had a friend,” Maria continues, “who was a student in the university. He told me one day that 
he was leaving school and going to fight with the FSLN in the mountains. He arranged it so that 
I could go with him.”  
 
“Did you tell your parents what you were doing?”  
 
She laughs. “They would have locked me up.”  
 
The FSLN (Sandinista National Liberation Front) was a group dedicated to overthrowing 
Somoza and his Guardia and to creating a society in which there wouldn’t be such inequality 
between the rich and the poor. The majority of Nicaraguans were poor and powerless. The 
FSLN wanted to give land to the landless and “power to the people,” regardless of their wealth.  
 
The people in the FSLN called themselves Sandinistas. Because they were young they were 
called muchachos, the kids. And in 1978, when Maria joined, many of those young people were 
in the mountains, launching attacks on Guardia posts, stealing weapons, and trying to recruit 
campesinos to fight with them. They believed that change could only come through organizing 
the people- especially the poor- and fighting a revolution. “It was cold and wet in the mountains,” 
says Maria. “There were times I used to think that I’d never get dry or warm again. And we lived 
with fleas and mosquitoes, ticks and lice; and we went to the bathroom in the bushes. And we 
were tired, always tired. Tired, cold, hungry, wet. A lot of us had come from pretty privileged 
backgrounds. We had no idea what it was like to suffer.  
 
“And I learned what it meant to be hungry because sometimes we went days with nothing to eat. 
Mostly we ate the fruit that was growing wild; and we learned to eat monkey meat. “But one of 
the most important things we learned in the mountains was how to share. We were all in it 
together. We had to help each other; our lives depended on it.  
 
“Part of our job in the mountains,” Maria tells me, “was to tell the campesinos that they could do 
something about the way they were living. We told them that we were fighting to change the 
system- that when we won the revolution, we would give them their own land and a voice in the 
government.  
 
“Some campesinos joined us; they served as guides and they learned to use guns. But most 
were too frightened. People were getting killed.”  
 
I tell Maria that a week ago I met a young campesina who gave me a poem she had written 
when a young guerrilla fighter she knew was killed. I still had the poem in my bag. 
 
To a Guerrilla Woman 
 Alicia Yoreno Guido 
 

In the mountains of Estansuela 
I heard the songbirds singing 
Because they had met Tania, 
The woman guerrilla. 
 
Oh, woman, young and beautiful, 
You joined the guerrillas without concern 
Of losing your life. 
And you met the assassins who hated you. 
Oh, Tania, how beautiful you looked 
With your olive green suit and your carved boots 
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And your red and black scarf 
And your gun at your side. 
 
Oh, Tania, I watched you go by with 
your friends and I knew 
That some day you would be the first to die. 

“It could have been me,” says Maria as she hands me back the penciled poem. “We all lived 
knowing we could die.”  
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The Literacy Crusade 
Source: Inside Nicaragua, Rita Golden Gelman 
 
The new government, set up before Somoza left by a coalition group consisting of 
Sandinistas, businessmen, religious leaders, and interested foreign governments, began 
immediately to enact reforms. There were housing projects and health projects and land 

projects. But the biggest project of all was the literacy 
crusade. The new government had inherited a country in 
which nearly half of the people couldn’t read. Most of these 
people were campesinos, peasant farmers, who lived in 
places where there were no roads, no electricity, no schools.  
 
Within days after taking over, the government was making 
plans to teach the campesinos to read. Thousands of people 
were needed to do the teaching, people who could leave their 
homes and families for five months, people who were strong 
and healthy and enthusiastic. People who were flexible, who 
could adapt to a different way of life, who would see the 
experience as an adventure a s well as an opportunity. There 
was only one answer. Kids. Students. From 12 years old and 
up. They would be the teachers. The government would train 
them, prepare them, and send them out into the country 
where they would teach the campesinos how to read.  
 
The kids were up for it. Five months away from their homes. 
Five months away from their parents. Five months on their 

own, on a mission. They would serve their new government and show the world what they 
could do. 
 
But the parents were scared. They knew it was dangerous out there. There were horrible 
sanitary conditions, polluted water wild animals, perhaps even wild campesinos. Few of 
the parents had ever been to the places their children were going.  
 
The government went on a campaign to recruit young teachers. There were ads in the 
newspapers, on television, on the radio. There were billboards and posters. And 
speeches in schools and churches. A new army was being formed, an army without guns, 
an army armed with books.  
 
Schools were closed and workshops were set up to teach the kids to teach. All over 
Nicaragua young people were telling their parents, “Everybody’s going. You can’t make 
me stay home.”  
 
There were family fights at the dinner tables. Boys and girls lied to attend the workshops, 
saying they were going to the movies, to ball games, to visit friends. And they trained-
physically with exercises, mentally with how-to-teach-reading workshops, emotionally 
with games and drama and cultural preparation. And finally, on April 23 and 24, 1980, just 
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nine months after the victory, 90,000 teenagers were ready to teach Nicaragua to read. 
Some 30,000 taught in the cities; 60,000 got on buses and left for the unknown. 
 
Evenor Ortega was one of those kids. I interview him seven years later when he is twenty-
three and a sub-lieutenant in the Sandinista army. This is an official interview, my first 

and only, set up by a friend, an army 
officer, who works in the press relations 
department of the army. I am ushered into 
a room and someone brings in coffee and 
a pitcher fresca. My friend sits opposite 
me with a notebook on her lap. All official 
army interviews must have an observer.  
 
Evenor enters a few minutes later. He is 
handsome in his uniform with its silver 
bars on the shoulders. Handsome, but a 
little stiff when he first sits down. After five 
minutes of reminiscing about his 
experiences in the literacy campaign, 
there are tears in his eyes. When I got to 
the plaza around six in the morning, I 
discovered that people had been there all 
night long, singing songs and lighting 
campfires and just being with their friends 
because the next day they were leaving 

each other.  
 
All our parents were crying and giving us advice because we were very young kids. They 
were saying, ‘Look, don’t do this, don’t do that, obey the people you stay with, take good 
care of yourselves.’ People were saying things like we would have to sleep next to snakes, 
and we should put garlic in our pockets to protect ourselves, and lots of other things like 
that. I didn’t know what to expect from the campesinos. I thought maybe they would attack 
us or that they might boycott us. I was afraid because  
 
I didn’t know how I would be received. There were around twenty buses; and when we 
took off, we were waving and shouting and singing and scared. After a while, my bus 
became very quiet. People were crying and thinking about what was to come. But then 
we started telling jokes and singing and calling out slogans, and we were very, very 
happy. As young people we felt the experience would show that we were good 
revolutionaries with a real love for our country, and that as young people, we would prove 
how responsible we could be.  
 
The next morning we got up at four and it was incredibly cold. We got on trucks and we 
all went in different directions. My group was going the farthest, to San Jose de Bocay. 
En route, the truck I was in kept dropping people off along the way, so it took a long time. 
By four in the afternoon, we finally got to the end of the road; but we still weren’t at the 
villages.  
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We got off the truck with our books, our backpacks, our bundles. We were all wearing our 
uniforms - gray shirts, blue pants, and different-color backpacks. I was carrying the red-
and-black Sandinista flag of my squadron. It was there that we each learned where we 
were ultimately going. I had expected that a group of us were going to live in one house 
and we’d go off to teach reading during the day and then come back and be together 
every night, laughing, playing, and enjoying ourselves. But I discovered that we were all 
going to be with different families, and our houses were very far from each other. 
 
The leader of the village where a bunch of us were going came to meet us with five mules 
to help carry our packs. There were thirty of us and the packs weighed a lot.  
 
That trip was my first experience carrying my things and walking in the mountains. I was 
exhausted. Really exhausted! We had done exercises in the city getting ready for this trip, 
and we had done a lot of walking, but in the city we used to rest every ten blocks and 
have something to eat.  
 
At midnight we arrived in the village where we stayed that night. The house I slept in was 
falling apart, and all the animals were inside with us- chickens and pigs. It was a horrible 
first impression. They gave us a supper of an ear of corn and black coffee. In Managua I 
was used to eating a real meal for super: rice, beans, bread, cheese. It was a shock for 
us all. One ear of corn!  
 
The next morning we met all the campesinos in the village, and we were introduced one 
by one. The head of the village told everyone that we had come to teach reading; and 
then we were handed over to our families. Some of the campesinos had arrived with 
mules, but my family was too poor to have one, so I carried my backpacks.  
Before we left, the head of my group gave me a blackboard, chalk, notebooks, and pencils 
and said, ‘Okay, you know what your mission is. We’ll come visit you down the line.’  
 
No problem,’ I told him, and I left with the campesino and his son. It was around eight in 
the morning when we left. We walked and walked and walked. We climbed hill after hill 
after hill. I kept asking, ‘Is it nearby?’ And he kept answering, ‘Yes, very close.’ ‘Are we 
almost there?’ ‘Yes, he would say; and we kept walking.  
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After a while, they took my backpacks and I walked carrying nothing. I was still so tired. 
We just kept walking and walking and walking. Finally, just over a little hill, we came to 
the house, a poor little house with a straw roof, an earth cooking oven, a dirt floor. It was 
very small. I was so tired that I went right to sleep. When I woke up, I was very disoriented. 
It was all so strange. I didn’t know how I was ever going to adapt. 
 
My ‘father’ introduced me to his wife and his seven children, all of them small. I was the 
only big one. That night we talked a lot. I told them who I was and where I was from, and 
I talked about the books and the literacy crusade. They told me about themselves and 
what they did, and where the river was that they bathed in me a lot.  
 
When I had gotten to know them, I took out the books and asked who was going to learn 
to read. I taught two families, both parents and children. I taught the kids in the morning 
and the adults in the afternoon. 

 
They had never had a school there. Most of them had never held a pencil. It was hard for 
them. They were used to holding a machete, which is a large object; their fingers felt stiff 
and awkward holding a pencil. They kept tearing the paper.  
 

“Teaching for me was a real challenge. There was one man who used to say, ‘I 
can’t learn. I’m a very old man.’ And I would tell him, ‘You can do it,’ and I would work 
with him until late in the night with the light of a lantern.  

 
“The first thing I taught the campesinos was how to write their names. I would write 

a name on paper and explain that it was their name. And when I asked them to make the 
letters, they kept saying they couldn’t do it.  

 
“And when they finally learned to write the letters of their names, they wrote them 

everywhere: on boards, on the walls, on the dirt. They were so excited. And as they 
learned, they developed more and more confidence, and they discovered how great it felt 
to be learning.  

 
“I had one kid who was very smart. He was twelve years old and I used to help him 

a lot, even when he was sitting and relaxing. He learned how to write his name and how 
to read the vowels and syllables. He was the first one to learn everything. After a while I 
decided that he already knew how to read. But he kept saying he didn’t. “  

 
‘Emilio,’ I would say. “Tell me what this says.’  
“And he would say he didn’t know. And I’d say, ‘Come on, you know.’ And he kept 
saying he didn’t.  
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“Then one day his father gave me a ‘cow contract’: and I said to Emilio, ‘Your father 
gave me this cow contract for you to read.’  
“ ‘I can’t.’ he told me.  
“ ‘Read it,’ I said. 
 

“And he grabbed the contract and started to read. He couldn’t believe he was reading. He 
was so excited and so proud he could do it; and especially he was proud that he could 
help his father in business. Finally he understood what it meant to be able to read.  
 

“He ran around telling everyone that he could read, everyone he saw. He wanted 
to read everything. He would go to the store in town and read, ‘Hay café,’ there is coffee; 
‘Hay azucar,’ there is sugar; ‘Hay arroz,’ there is rice. He read every sign and every label. 
Everything he was buying and everything he was selling. Everything that was written 
down. And he couldn’t stop telling people, ‘I know how to read!’  
 

“The family was excited. Their oldest son had learned to read. And his excitement 
was the most beautiful thing! I couldn’t even begin to recreate it. I felt so fulfilled, so 
satisfied. And when everybody else saw him, they wanted to learn, too. I taught his father 
and the other kids and the neighbors. Everybody learned how to read.  

 
“After I had been there for a while, my mother wanted to visit to see where I was 

living and what I was doing. So my campesino family and I got some mules and went to 
pick her up. When she saw me she was astounded. There I was with my machete.  

 
“She brought books and dishes and clothes and medicines. And she explained t 

the senora how to cook noodles. But when my mother saw how I was living, she was 
upset. She looked at the house and said it was going to collapse, and she cried and told 
me I should go home with her.  

“It’s true. It wasn’t an easy life. It rained a lot, and it was muddy, and there was lots 
of wind. But I felt terrific. For me, everything was good. I felt so fulfilled.  

 
“I learned a lot from the campesinos too. In Managua I lived with my parents and 

four brothers and sisters. I guess you could say I was more or less spoiled. I never worked 
in my house. But in the country I did everything because part of our mission was to work 
in the fields. I learned so much. Wow, did I learn!  

 
“I learned how to plant corn and beans and how to harvest them. I learned how to 

pick coffee beans and how to milk cows. And I learned how to eat foods that were very 
different from the foods I ate in Managua.  

 
“But the first thing you learn out there is how to carry a stick and a machete when 

you’re walking. One day I was almost bitten by a poisonous snake. I stepped on a branch 
and the snake was crawling up my feet. The 12-year-old was behind me. When I jumped, 
he killed the snake with his machete. If I hadn’t jumped, he would have slashed my foot 
with the machete. I was so shaken I couldn’t eat. The snake was huge. It was a yellow-
bearded snake, and it could have killed me or affected my brain and left me crazy. The 
nearest doctor was four hours away.  



76 

 

 
“The longer I lived there, the more I learned to adapt to their ways. At first they had 

to take care of me and tell me what to do. But after a while, I didn’t need any help. It was 
really a beautiful change for me. It was marvelous.  

“When the crusade was over, we were all sad. My campesino family was crying. 
They made a great going away dinner with chicken and nacatamales [a sort of stuffed 
dumpling wrapped in a banana leaf] and corn on the cob. They gave me a chicken and a 
pig and corn to take home. And cookies for my mother.  

“The father told me that if I wanted I could come back and live with them. That they 
would give me a piece of land. He said I could bring my girlfriend.  

“‘This cow,’ he told me, ‘is yours whenever you want to come back.’” Evenor is 
tearful as he finishes his story. When he returned to Managua, he brought the father and 
son with him to show them city life. And he brought his souvenirs, his gifts, his new skills. 
But for him, as for the many other young people I spoke to, the greatest gift of the crusade 
was the pride they felt for having achieved their goals, he newfound confidence they had 
in their own capacities to change the world, and the success of their mission (406,000 
students passed the literacy exam).  

“There was so much more to do for the poor people of Nicaragua. The crusade 
taught us how to give. We knew that what was coming would not be easy, but we made 
a pact with the revolution,” says Evenor. 

HIMNO DE LA CRUZADA NACIONAL DE ALFABETIZACIÓN 
(Hymn of the National Literacy Crusade) 

Avancemos, brigadistas, 
guerrilleros de la Alfabetización, 

tu machete es la cartilla 
para liquidar de un tajo 
la ignorancia y el error... 
Avancemos, brigadistas, 

muchos siglos de incultura caerán, 
levantemos barricadas 

de cuadernos y pizarras, 
vamos a la insurrección cultural... 

¡¡PUÑO EN ALTO!! ¡¡LIBRO ABIERTO!! 
Todo el pueblo a la Cruzada Nacional. 

Ganaremos el destino 

de ser hijos de Sandino 
convirtiendo la oscurana en claridad. 

Avancemos, brigadistas, 
guerrilleros de la alfabetización, 

tu machete es la cartilla 
para aniquilar de un tajo 
la ignorancia y el error 

A vancernos, brigadistas, 
muchos siglos de incultura caerán, 

levantemos barricadas 
de cuadernos y pizarras 

vamos a la insurrección cultural
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Nicaragua Canal: China’s Strategic Presence in 
Central America  
By Scott Nicholas Romaniuk 
 
The $50 billion trans-oceanic shipping 
canal through Nicaragua, initial work for 
which began in December 2014, is now 
under construction. When completed, it 
is expected to bring major change to 
Central America and the surrounding 
region.  
 
The debate about China’s controversial 
canal project has led many to question 
who is actually behind the project. Is this 
a grand strategy of China’s government, 
or is the government merely playing a 
partial role in a private-sector initiative? 
Wang Jing, Chinese billionaire and 
chairman and CEO of HKND Group – a privately held international infrastructure development 
company based in Hong Kong – is leading the project. He enjoys support from numerous 
Chinese companies.  
 
Irrespective of who is actually in the driving seat, the project brings with it a significant foreign 
presence, which will also impact Nicaragua in social terms. While an economic boon for the 
country, it could also bring social fragmentation and a strengthening of social stratification.  
 
The project has already proven controversial, with perhaps most attention so far focused on 
threats to environment in Nicaragua. The introduction of alien species from both the Caribbean 
Sea and Pacific Ocean will be a serious threat to the biodiversity, structure, and function of the 
ecosystem in Lake Nicaragua, which will form a large part of the canal. Native species will be 
displaced and community biodiversity will be reduced. It is difficult to generalize about the 
impact, which will vary depending on the location. The opening of sea-lanes will affect Lake 
Atlanta, the San Miguelito Wetlands, Lake Xolotlan, and the many rivers that feed into and out 
of these bodies of water.  
 
As for the geopolitical implications, there has been much speculation about China’s intentions 
with the canal. China has active in Central America for years (even decades). It has been selling 
arms to Western Hemisphere states, while pursuing other initiatives to build military and 
economic relations.  
 
So much for the Monroe Doctrine. Clearly, this is a challenge to traditional U.S. pre-eminence in 
the Western Hemisphere, even if it remains uncertain whether it is a deliberate response to the 
U.S. rebalance to Asia. Given that the U.S. has military bases near China, there is strategic 
value for China in establishing its own military presence in Central America, above and beyond 
the economic considerations.  
 
How should the U.S. respond? It could rethink its current focus on Asia and the Middle East, 
reorienting back to Latin America to counter China’s growing presence there. 
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It could also do nothing. After all, the canal will generate considerable trade and even foster 
potentially positive competition with Panama. International commerce overall will benefit and the 
U.S. will profit from this. Yet Washington also needs to take into consideration the military element. 
The canal may attract Chinese military vessels looking to protect Chinese commercial interests.  

 

China has recently published plans to grow its navy by 351 warships, surpassing the U.S. Navy 
in sheer numbers at least by 2020. Whether it plans to deploy its ships to waters around China or 
use them to expand its presence elsewhere, like Central America, is unclear. Still, combined with 
its infrastructure investment, traditional assumptions of U.S. primacy are facing their greatest 
challenge in decades – even in a region traditionally considered its backyard.  
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Further Resources about Nicaragua 
General Travel Information 

● U.S. State Department – Travel and Living Abroad 
○ http://www.state.gov/travel/ 

● American Passport Information 
○ http://travel.state.gov/passport/index.html 

General Country Information on Nicaragua 

● U.S. State Department – Consular Information Sheet  
○ http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_985.html 

● U.S. State Department – Background Notes 
○ http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1850.htm 

● CIA World Factbook 
○ http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/nu.html 

● The Lonely Planet 
○ http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinations/central_america/nicaragua/ 

● Unicef’s Country Overview 
○ http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/nicaragua_2086.html 

● Infoplease 
○ http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0107839.html 

Interactive Links 

● The Nicaragua Channel 
○ http://www.nicaragua.com 

● Channel Chooser 
○ http://www.channelchooser.com/world.php?country=Nicaragua 

● Lonely Planet TV 
○ www.lonelyplanet.tv (search Nicaragua) 

● PBS Photo Journal 
○ http://www.pbs.org/now/politics/nicaragua.html 

Health and Safety 

● World Health Organization – Nicaragua 
○ http://www.who.int/countries/nic/en/ 

● Center for Disease Control – Mexico and Central America 
○ http://www.cdc.gov/travel/camerica.htm 

● U.S. Department of State travel warnings and public announcements 
○ http://travel.state.gov 

Newspapers on the Internet 
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● Resource Center of the Americas 
○ http://www.americas.org/index.php?cp=region&co=36 

● The Worldpress.org – Nicaragua in the News 
○ http://www.worldpress.org/profiles/nicaragua.cfm#news 

● BBC Overview of Nicaragua 
○ http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/country_profiles/1225218.stm 

Movies 

Carla's Song (1996) is a British movie directed by Ken Loach with screenplay by Paul 
Laverty.  
Set in 1987, it tells the story of the relationship between a Scottish bus driver, George 
Lennox (Robert Carlyle) and Carla (Oyanka Cabezas), a Nicaraguan woman living in exile 
in Glasgow. Searching for her past - her family and boyfriend -, Carla returns to war-torn 
Nicaragua with George, into the thick of the U.S. sponsored Contra war against the 
Sandinistas. 
 
Nicaragua Was Our Home (1986) filmed and produced by Lee Shapiro of the Unification 
Church, with funding from CAUSA International.  
This is a documentary about the Miskito Indians of Nicaragua and their persecution at the 
hands of the Nicaraguan government, The film features interviews with Miskito Indian 
people and some non- Miskito clergy people who lived among them concerning actions 
of the government against them, including bombing of villages, shootings, and forced 
removal of people from their homes. 
 
Nicaragua: No Pasaran (1984) Written and directed by David Bradbury. 
An examination of the past and future of Nicaragua, as seen through the eyes of one of 
the founders of the modern resistance to U.S. foreign policy. Examined are the challenges 
the Sandinista movement poses to perceived U.S. interests, as well as those of the 
Catholic Church. 
 
Fire from the Mountain (1987) Based on the Book by Omar Cabezas, Directed by 
Deborah Shaffer. 
Film documents the triumph of the Sandinistas over the Somoza regime through the eyes 
of Nicaraguan author Omar Cabezas. 
 
Books 
 
The Jaguar Smile: A Nicaraguan Journey by Salman Rushdie 
Bombay-born novelist Rushdie (Midnight's Children) visited Nicaragua in 1986 and here 
writes of poetry recitals, political rallies, meetings with peasants, soldiers and members 
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of the opposition. PW noted that Rushdie believes the Sandinistas have made mistakes 
but that "the Nicaraguan people have a right not to be 'squashed' by the United States." 

Hatful of Tigers: Reflections on Art, Culture and Politics by Sergio Ramrez 

One of the interesting by-products of Latin American revolutions of the Left is that literary 
figures are often the chroniclers of the conflict. This is especially true of the Nicaraguan 
Sandinista revolution of the late 1970s, which drew such important literary figures as 
Ernesto Cardenal and the author of this volume. A prominent literary figure of the Central 
American and Latin American "boom" in literature, Ramirez was an early supporter of the 
Sandinista revolution and served as vice president of Nicaragua under President Daniel 
Ortega. This volume is a translation of a 1986 Spanish-language publication of short, 
poetic descriptions and essays dealing with events of the revolution. Not a political 
account, the work focuses on the art and culture that came out of the revolution; the 
central figure of the volume is the Argentine writer Julio Cortazar, a prominent supporter. 

Bernardo and the Virgin (Latino Voices) by Silvio Sirias 

The author has done a magnificent job capturing the Nicaraguan people: their history, 
their humor, their hardships, and their faith. Don't let the title scare you, the book is not 
religious, but highly spiritual. Sirias has shown to have incredible insight into what it 
means to be a Nicaraguan. 

Fire from the Mountain by Omar Cabezas  

A frank and moving personal account by Cabezas of his days as a Sandinista fighter. In 
it Cabezas learns about life, about social injustice, about women, and about the difficulty 
of overthrowing a dictatorship. He struggles against nature; an infection he suffers from 
being on the mountain, puts his life in jeopardy. He overcomes numerous obstacles in his 
quest to bring down the brutal USsupported thirty year Somoza dynasty in an environment 
defined by terror and hope (such as the violent shootout between the military and the 
Sandinista militant Julio Buitrago). Cabezas' story is about an idealist man in a time when 
it meant something to be heroic. It is also known for being the first major work in the 
Nicaraguan vernacular, rather than formal Spanish.  

The Country Under My Skin: A Memoir of Love and War by Gioconda Belli  

The account is both intensely personal and informatively political. Belli (The Inhabited 
Woman) was no mere sympathizer or mistress to a compañero but an active militant and 
strategist in her own right. She smuggled weapons, ran roadblocks, formed factions with 
revolutionary tendencies, argued strategy with Castro and represented liberated 
Nicaragua at Third World conferences from Moscow to Tripoli  

The Earth is a Satellite of the Moon by Leonel Rugama Remarkable poems from a 
young revolutionary who was killed at the age of 20. 
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Articles of Interest Review  
 

1. After reading “The Parrot” and “Letter to Roosevelt” how would you describe 
Nicaragua’s perception of America? Why? 
            
            
             
 

2. In the article “Women in the Revolution” what are the differences between 
Somozas’ rule and the Sandinistas’ goals? 
            
            
             
             
 

3. In the article “Women in the Revolution” why do you think the mountains taught 
them the following: “the most important things we learned in the mountains was 
how to share. We were all in it together…We had to help each other, our lives 
depended on it.” How do you think this may relate to Trek? 
            
            
             
             
 

4. As Evenor remembers the ‘Literacy Crusades’ he talks about everything he 
learns from the campesinos. Who do you think learned more, Evenor or the 
Campesinos? Explain. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
Activities in the Community  
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No Regrets! 
 
You will only be in this village for a few days, so make the most of it!  Don’t waste any time.  You 
might be sitting around with your roommate (or by yourself) and feeling unsure about what you 
can do with community members.  Perhaps this thought crossed your mind, “How am I 
supposed to pass the time when we don’t speak the same language?”  Rest assured!  Laughter 
is universal.  The games to follow and the items in the To-Do List below will give you some 
ideas to get you started.  Each of these things has been tested out by Trek team members who 
have come before you.   
 
Don’t be shy!  Act silly.  Leave your inhibitions behind.  After all, this is not high school and no one 
is going to make fun of you.  By the time you leave the village, try to accomplish as many things 
on the list below.  Leave the village with no regrets! 
 

We have only this moment, sparkling like a star in our hand – 
and melting like a snowflake. 

Marie B. Ray  
 

❑ Help cook or prepare food with community members 
❑ Fetch your own bath water and carry it from the pump  
❑ Carry a baby on your back (carefully!)  
❑ Learn a traditional dance 
❑ Teach a dance (think hokey pokey, the macarena, 

the chicken dance) 
❑ Play hopscotch 
❑ Learn a traditional game 
❑ Create a family tree 
❑ Teach Dots and Boxes 
❑ Play Tic-Tac-Toe 
❑ Crow like a rooster! (and learn other animal sounds 

and teach them in English)  
❑ Draw a map of the village 
❑ Walk out to your family’s farm or garden 
❑ Learn a local song 
❑ Herd the goats with your host brother 
❑ Wash your own clothes with your host 

sisters/aunts/mothers 
❑ Carry fire wood 
❑ Freeze tag 
❑ Limbo 



85 

 

❑ Paddycake or other hand clapping games 
❑ Slap Game 
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Community Mapping 
 
This is a great exercise to introduce you to the village and village life.  It consists of trying to get 
as much information about the village and villagers as possible.  Don’t worry if you can’t get all 
the way through it; just do the best you can.  Also, don’t worry if you cannot understand everything.  
If there are some words that keep popping up try to write them down to ask a translator later.   

 
Map the village…this entails figuring out where different things are in the village.  Start by having 
a community member (or several for that matter) draw out on the ground (in the dirt) a map of the 
village.  They should include houses, schools, government buildings, fields, water supplies, 
religious buildings, community centers, fields for sport, etc.   
 
If they have something or do not have something, ask yourself (and them) why.  For example, 
they may not have a place for garbage… why is that? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Family Tree 
Host Family Activity 
 
 

Village Name 
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Family Tree 
Use the space to make a family tree of community members.  Encourage you’re a family to take 
you to the homes of family members who are on the tree.  Try making a family tree of them to 
share! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

Family Name 
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Animal Sounds 
 
What sounds do these animals make in the local language?  This is a time to have fun and be 
silly.  Start this activity off with your host brothers and sisters and see if you can get the adults 
involved too.  Don’t be shy!  When is the next time you will have the opportunity to quack like a 
duck? 
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Local Language and English 
 
With your a community member, find out these words in the local language.  At the same time, 
teach them the English words. 
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Tic-Tac-Toe 
 
When you run out of paper, use a stick as a pencil and sand as your paper. 
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Dots and Boxes  
 
The two players take turns to join two adjacent dots with a horizontal or vertical line. If a player 
completes the fourth side of a box they initial that box and must draw another line. 
 
When all the boxes have been completed the winner is the player who has initialed the most 
boxes. 
 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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Hopscotch 
 
Hopscotch is a very old game played by children in numerous countries. It can be played by young 
children and helps with learning to count. This is a very easy game with very few rules. Before 
you start, get your community members together and practice counting in the local language from 
one to eight! 

 
 
 
 
You will need a smooth stone or other small 
object that can be thrown onto the squares.  
● First, draw your hopscotch board (use a stick 
in the sand) 
● You start by tossing your token on the space 
marked #1.  
● You hop (on one leg) all the way down the 
boxes (up to #8).  Land on both feet on the two 
double squares.  When you get to #8, hop to turn 
around and then hop all the way back to where 
your token is. 
● Stop and bend down (still on one leg) and 
pick up the stone and jump off the board at the 
starting point.  
● Next, you toss your token to box #2.  
● You will repeat the steps above, but will pick 
up the stone at box #2 and then continue off the 
board. 
● You continue until you successfully toss your 
stone to #8 and make it through the board.  If you 
miss a toss, fall over, or jump on a line, it is 
someone else’s turn. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Have fun and be silly! 
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Interview a Community Member  
 

Select a student who attends the school, a friend from the work site or a member!  All of the 
questions may not apply.  Be respectful of the community member and your translators when 
requesting assistance.  Use the following page and/or the back of this Guide if you need more 
space.   
 
Community Member Name: ___________________ Date of Birth: ______________ 
 

Married? __________________Children? ____________________  
   
Profession/Occupation: _____________________ Money earned/day? _________ 
 
Hours worked per day: ________________  Full-time? Seasonal? ______________ 
 
Level of School Completed: ____________________________________________ 
 
Describe your typical day? ______________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
Do you think education is important?  Why or why not? ______________________ 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 

How will the school effect him/her? The community?  ________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
What are your life goals? ________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Think of 2 questions of your own to ask! 
 

1. ____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 

Don’t forget to thank your interviewee and your translator!  Ask if they have any 
questions for you ☺  Take a photo of the two of you together! 
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Cultural Workshop Notes 
 
Use this worksheet to take notes on a Cultural Workshop.  You may never have an opportunity 
like this again, so make sure you won’t forget it by writing it down!  Use the following page and/or 
the back of this Guide if you need more space.   
 

Description: _______________________ Location: ___________________________ 

Name(s) of presenter(s): ________________________________________________ 

List any details you learn about the presenter (age, children, education, etc.) 

______________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

What questions were asked and what were the responses? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

What surprised you?  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

What was the most interesting thing you learned during the workshop? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

Make sure to give the presenter a chance to ask you questions & ask if you can 
take a photo together for your memories! 
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Reflection and Journaling 
 
We encourage each Trek participant to use a journal to record their individual Trek experience in-
country.  The Trek staff feels very strongly that writing a journal will help each individual 
understand the learning experience, keep a record of the many things seen and done, and help 
prepare you to share your experience upon return.  There is no prescribed format for the journals, 
but journal time and reflection time will be a regular part of the daily routine in the host village.  
You can write stories, reflection pieces, paragraphs, bullets, words, poems, raps, draw pictures, 
etc.   
 
Here are some journal prompts to consider when in-country: 
 
The World Around Me 

● Write down your first impressions of the community, your family, and the team so far. 
(Revisit this the last day or so and reflect on what has been different, or how you have 
been surprised.) 

● Sketch: Draw exactly what you see in 
front of you- capture the moment. 

● Describe the moment you are in 
because you will never be here 
again: on a Trek, on this day of 20__, 
at age 16 (or whatever age you are), 
with a belly full of _________, or in 
this village.  

● What do you see, hear, smell, feel, 
taste, think about, anticipate, and 
look forward to? 

● What do you see from your bed or 
sleeping mat? 

 
Processing the Experience 

● What is one high and one low for today?  
● What's the funniest thing that has happened so far?  
● What’s the most difficult thing that happened so far? How are you dealing with it? 
● How is your family at home different than your ? What is similar? What characteristics of 

this culture's family life would you like to be a part of yours at home? 
● Look at the advice from former Trek participants, what can you learn from them? 
● When is childhood over?  Is childhood over the same time in the US and in this village? 

 
What if…? 

● What if you grew up in this village? How would your life be different right now? 
● If you could take one thing/person home with you, what would it be and why? 

 
Did that Really Just Happen? 
● A Foot in Two Cultures 

List images that combine two cultures (i.e. Tupac shirt on a local grandma, the village 
chief wearing his traditional robes and modern sunglasses, Michael Jackson blasting out 
of a packed bus...) 

● Make of list of things you have tried on Trek that you never did before: bucket bath, sit under 
a tamarind tree, pound millet, used a pick axe, poop in a hole, etc. 

For the Poet 
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● Write a poem that begins with "<Trek Country> is..." And follow it with a list of images, 
smells, people, tastes, textures 

● In <Trek Country>  sunrise/sunset means... 
● Write about yourself in relation to the four elements -air, earth, fire, and water. 
● Write a poem by listing the colors of the rainbow and what you see of each: RED -  bucket, 

shirt on a small kid, plastic plate, BLUE - sky, water bottle,  
 

What I’ve learned? 
● Write down all of the local language you know so far 
● Write down five life-lessons you have already experienced 
● How do I want to live my life differently? 
 
Self-Reflection 
● What is your life today, a drama, comedy or tragedy? 
● Things you learned today 
● Write about ritual in your life.  How does this compare to the rituals you’ve observed? 
● How is your life impacting others on Trek? 
● The one person in the village that I admire more than anyone else is ... 
● More than anything else in the world, I hope that ... 
● What did you dream about last night? 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
Post Trek 
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Strategies for Re-entry 
 
Re-entering one’s daily life after a life-altering experience such as Trek can be 
challenging. Here are 10 challenges to re-entry as outlined by the University of 
Colorado study abroad department:     

1. Boredom 
2. No one wants to hear about this 
3. “It’s hard to explain” 
4. Reverse homesickness 
5. Relationships have changed 
6. People see the “wrong” changes 
7. People misunderstand if I adopt elements of my host culture; they 

misinterpret my behavior 
8. Feelings of alienation; seeing home with critical eyes 
9. Inability to apply new knowledge and skills 
10. Fear of losing the experience, like storing it away in a souvenir box that we 

only occasionally look at. 
 
There are also steps to help cope with these challenges: 

1. Be reflective. Give some thought to your return, to the types of intellectual and 
emotional changes that you have undergone as a result of your time abroad.  

2. Understand the needs of others. Be patient with your friends and family who 
are trying to understand your recent experiences. Listen to them, too, about the 
changes they underwent during the time you were away.  

3. Expect some negative feelings about your "home" culture. You are viewing 
it, perhaps for the first time, from the perspective of a foreigner. A common 
tendency is to be highly critical of shortcomings that you did not see before. 
Remember that there are positive and negative aspects of all cultures. 

4. Accentuate the positive. Try to identify what you like about both cultures and try 
to incorporate the best aspects of these into your life.  

5. Plug in to international activities. Find ways to keep the "international" part of 
you alive, to make it part of the new you. This may mean becoming involved in 
clubs or activities on campus or in the community to maintain your language 
skills, doing volunteer work with ethnic or multicultural groups to use your cross-
cultural skills, or hosting a foreign student.  

6. Utilize your skills. Use the cross-cultural adaptation skills you developed abroad 
(e.g. keep active, maintain a sense of humor, expect differences, stay flexible) 
during your readjustment home.  

7. Set goals for your development. Realize once again that change can be 
stimulating and this could be your chance to develop in new directions. Set some 
long-term goals, which may involve finding ways to return abroad. Consider 
fundraising for the next Trek! 
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Trek Reflection 
 
Once you’ve returned home after your Trek, take some time to reflect on your 
experience. Read your journal, think back to your reflections, look at the photos you 
took, remember the conversations you had. Feel free to use the questions below to 
generate ideas for Post Trek reflection.   
 
● Describe the village. What were the sights and smells? What were the people like?  
 
● How was your community different from communities back home? 
 
● What was a typical day like? 
 
● Describe your favorite memory or a highlight of your trip, and tell us why. 
 
● Are women in the village educated? 
 
● What was the most meaningful lesson learned during a cultural workshop, and why? 
 
● What was one thing you learned from another Trek participant?  
 
● Think back on a person who lived in the village that was about the same age & 

gender as you. How is his/her daily life different in comparison? 
 
● What did you learn about the world during your Trek experience? 
 
● What did you learn about yourself during this time? 
 
● Has your experience caused you to think about what you want to do in the future? 
 
● How do you plan to create change after the experience you’ve gained from your 

Trek? 
 
● How did the local population prioritize education? How does this compare to how 

you and your family prioritize education? 
 
● What difference does buildOn constructing schools make? 
 
● Think about what you determine as a want versus a need. How have those ideas 

changed since your Trek?  Have your wants and needs changed? 
 
● What can you do now as an American consumer to have a positive impact on the 

global community? 
  



100 

 

Group Processing 
 
The great thing about Trek is that you did not experience it alone! There is a wonderful 
team of volunteers who went through the experience with you. If you all live nearby, set 
up a time to get together. If not, organize a Skype call.  Consider using the below reflection 
questions or try out one of the activities on the preceding pages. 
 
Some possible group discussion topics and questions: 
 

● Are you experiencing any frustrations with anything in the US that you didn’t have 
before? (i.e. with excessive waste, consumption in American culture, the choices 
we have, others not understanding your perspective.) 

 
● Have people been open and receptive to hearing about your experiences? 

 
● Since you may not be able to continually travel for international service, what are 

some ways that you might be able to continue to do this work? 
 

● Is there an issue (global health, education, politics, religion) you are more 
interested in now than before? 

 
● Is there anything about your experience on Trek that makes more sense now than 

before? 
 

● Are you doing, or thinking any differently about life since your return? (Discuss 
money, food, family, school, work, etc.) 

 
● What are some ways you can share your Trek experience? 

 
● How has this experience affected any future plans of yours?  Is there anything you 

wish to do now that you didn’t think about before? 
 

● Are you having difficulty deciding how to move forward after this experience? 
 
● Do you hope to stay connected to the community? The country?  How?  What else 

can you do to stay connected?  
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Activity #1  
If you are able to get together with your Trek team after your Trek, it can be helpful to 
have organized reflection activities on hand. The Swirling Closing Reflection Activity, 
detailed below, is a great way to end a day of reflection.  
 
To begin, ask everyone stand in a circle facing each other. You (the facilitator) are part 
of the group and you will be guiding the group through the process with your words.  
 
Time for Activity: 20 minutes 
Materials Needed: None 
Space: You will need enough space to move around: a classroom without chairs, a 
hallway, etc. 
Suggested Script: 
 
“I would like each of you to close your eyes, and try to be fully present here in this circle. 
This may be the last activity we do as an entire team. Please join hands. With your eyes 
closed, think about all of the memories we have shared. Think about our trip, all the 
travel, the crazy moments, how much we laughed, when we cried and everything in 
between.”  
 
Allow 1-2 minutes to come up with three memories. 
 
“Now I want you open your eyes. I am going to take us on a journey to reflect on our 
memories. Please continue to hold hands and follow the person in front of you. 
 
I want you to pick three memories, three moments; they can be just 1 word answers that 
you think of when you think of our trip. What do you remember most? What do you miss 
the most? As we walk, we will go down the line and everyone will say a moment, one 
person then the next then the next. We will go around three times, until everyone has a 
chance to say their three moments. Then I will close us out.” 
 
As the facilitator, let go of one person’s hand (everyone else continues to hold hands) 
and begin to walk in zig zags, circles, whatever design you want, timing it so that you 
end up with a circle facing out by the time the last round of memories is spoken. This 
should take 2-3 minutes. Then, rejoin hands with the others, completing the circle so 
that it is facing outward. 
 
“Those were beautiful. Think about how many memories we have shared. We came 
together not too long ago as almost strangers. Now here we are a family. I want to 
thank you for sharing this experience with me and with each other. It has been a 
pleasure. Now, let go of your hands. Here we are facing outwards, when for the whole 
Trek process we have been together through it all. We will all leave today and go our 
separate ways. Maybe we will see each other at service projects, maybe we will have a 
reunion. I hope so. But as we leave, remember that we are each better for having 
shared this experience. Thank you. 
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Activity #2 
 
Instructions for a second group reflection activity, Cross the Line, are detailed below. 
 
Time for Activity: 20 minutes 
Materials Needed: None 
Space: You will need enough space to move around, a classroom without chairs, a 
hallway, etc. 
 
Ask the group to stand in a straight line. As you ask the following questions, if the 
participant would answer yes, ask them to step forward. After each question, have the 
participants return to the line with the rest of the group. 
Cross the line if… 

a. You’ve had a dream about the community. 

b. You’ve used language skills by accident when talking to someone who 

you wouldn’t usually. 

c. You have communicated with someone from the community/country. 

d. You have shared pictures with someone in person about your experience. 

e. You’ve shared something about your experience with someone and they 

didn’t seem interested. 

f. You have experienced some form of culture shock. 

g. Somebody has asked you a silly question about your experience. 

h. You’ve called a Trek team member since we’ve returned.   

i. You’ve eaten any foods that remind you of Trek. 

j. You’ve thought about how you can go back.   
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Share Your Trek Experience 
 
Ways to share your experience! 
 
There are many ways to share your Trek experience and inspire others. 
  
Create a Trek presentation. Create a PowerPoint presentation to share at a school, 
church or other groups you are a part of. 
 
Use social or print media. Post photos or a video, write a blog post, do an interview, or 
write an article for your school or community newspaper. 

 
Host an awareness or fundraising event. There are a number of events you can host 
to share your Trek experience with your friends, family and supporters. Here are some 
ideas to get you started: 

● Photo Exhibits: Create your own art gallery at your school or local library. Or, 
ask a local coffee shop/restaurant if your photos could be the featured art for the 
month! 

● Dinner: Try your hand at cooking your favorite meal from your community and 
invite people to partake in the food and learn about your Trek experience. 

● Dance: Did your Trek involve more dancing than you’ve ever done before? See if 
there are any dance studios or groups that offer international dance classes near 
you. Ask them if they could host a special session featuring dances from your 
Trek country, and invite friends/family/supporters to participate.  

● Film Festival: Find a film (or a 
series of films) related to your Trek 
country or related to international 
education. Host a screening with a 
follow-up discussion relating the film 
to your Trek experience. 

● Coffee Night: Did you go to a 
coffee-growing community in 
Nicaragua? Host a coffee night, 
share some delicious Nicaraguan 
coffee and discuss what you 
learned about Fair Trade on Trek. 

● Yoga: Did you go to Nepal and practice yoga every morning? Talk to a yoga 
studio in your area about hosting an awareness or fundraising event during a 
yoga session.  
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Ways to Stay Connected  
 
To your Trek Team… 
✔ Connect on social media. Create a Facebook group or e-mail chain to keep in 

touch, share photos, memories, jokes, etc. 

✔ Arrange a get together. Host a potluck where each guest brings the food they 
missed the most on Trek, or cook your favorite Trek food together. 

✔ Commit to doing a service project together as a Trek Team. Show off your 
shoveling and construction skills by finding somewhere local to volunteer as a 
group! 

To your supporters… 
✔ Write thank you letters or postcards with photos of you on Trek to all the friends, 

family and businesses that supported your fundraising efforts. 
 

✔ Become a storyteller. Share the lessons you learned on Trek and the impact the 
experience had on you.  

✔ Share the impact the school is having on the community. Highlight your host 
brother or sister and how it will forever change his or her educational 
opportunities. 

To your community/Trek country… 
✔ Write a letter to your community or send printed photos. Talk to your Trek Leader 

about passing them on. 

✔ Share photos of the completed school with friends and supporters. 

✔ Learn more! Follow news updates, check out documentaries, films or books 
related to your Trek Country. 

✔ Investigate! Is there a community of people from your Trek country in your city?  
Perhaps you can connect with them and practice your language skills! 

To buildOn and our mission… 
✔ Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest. buildOn posts about 

new and exciting things happening every day! 

✔ Do it again! Start planning to fund another school. Think about the joy and 
opportunity the school brought to the community. What if you were able to help 
build one school every year? What impact could you have on the world if you 
continued to spread education and opportunity to more communities?  


