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The E-mundus project caught my attention on the website of my university because it said: ‘uitwisselingsproject met Centraal- en Zuid-Amerika’. I thought: ‘Finally some intelligent people who do indicate a difference between Central America and South America.’ I do experience in Belgium that people think there is only North America and a Southern part of America. So I was pleased that my university takes care of these ‘small’ differences which, in fact, make a big difference in culture for those people who actually live there. The website provoked even more joy, because by reading more carefully about the project, I found out that Guatemala is one of the participating associates. Guatemala is the country where my husband’s family is currently living.  
My interest in those countries situated in Central America, began a few years ago. I spend various months living in Mexico, Morelia (state of Michoacán). There I have been teaching English in a primary school (private sector). A great experience of course and it has been leading me to some serious reflections about education in Mexico. There is an enormous difference in pedagogical teaching methods, the educational materials are far from attractive and are not used in a challenging way. The teaching methodology was quite boring, as I may speak from my point of view. And the school did not show any initiatives for innovation. 
During the English classes, I experienced that the children loved singing, acting, doing stuff. They really enjoyed the active learning methods I was using. They were learning without really realizing that they were actually learning something. And every time I told them to take out their books to do some grammar exercises they put on their grumpy face!
At the end of the semester, I was asked to prepare evaluation for the children. So I started creating the exams and prepared it profoundly with the children. Result: more than 50% of my pupils failed for the exam. And of course I started reflecting about my teaching methods and preparation for the exam. So I discovered that the exercises we covered during classes in an active way that those results were actually pretty good. The exercises covering grammar from their books were not put up in a difficult way, but there I noticed that the pupils failed generally. I could say I was really shocked with these results. How was it possible that so many students failed my exams? The children told me that it also was because the previous teacher always wrote the right answers on the blackboard. On top of all this, the principle decided not to put the marks on their reports. So that was it. After investing so much time in those classes, preparations with the children! I found it really hard to accept the principles decision.
For me it was clear that the children didn’t study at home. They didn’t take their books at home, didn’t seem to grasp the importance of studying from the books. With the years of experience I have in the field of teaching in primary schools, I made the exams at the correct level for each group (and even attractive with different kind of exercises). Of course I could not blame the children for what happened. I could not blame myself completely. I could not blame the school for this. But then who was to blame for these kind of situations. 
In the end, I resigned. I got really demotivated after this experience. But it didn’t slip out of my mind. It kept me thinking of the reasons for such failures. I talked a lot with the teachers from this school and they assured me that they got demotivated as well. And the wages they get are not really a motivating factor. They work for a starvation wage and this doesn’t really motivate them to prepare their lessons profoundly, or try something new. I really admire these teachers. They work because they are convinced of the important of education. If it wasn’t for one of their relatives who do have good wages, they couldn’t even think about working in a school.
Later on I started investigating this subject by talking to different people who work in the educational field. They could only confirm the sad story about education in their country. While I travelled through the rest of Central America (from Panama to Guatemala) I was confronted with stories that were even more sad and devastating than the story I lived in Mexico. I got really concerned about education.
When I finally got back to Belgium I found this Master course about Education at the UA (Universiteit Antwerpen) and I didn’t doubt for a moment. So I decided to inscribe me for this course. At the current moment I am still studying (and working full time as coordinator for special care in two primary schools). My real aim for obtaining this specific Master Degree in Educational Science is to work for a NGO or any other organization which is concerned about the educational system in Central America. I, personally, feel the need to investigate more profoundly the educational situation in these countries, to find out which needs the children and teachers have to get to a level of intrinsic motivation.
So my main objective for participating in the exchange program of E-mundus to Guatemala is my personal interest and concerns I have regarding basic education in Central America. Next semester I will have to write my thesis about this object, so it would be desirable working in the field to get a better understanding, a better grip on the whole of the situation. At this moment I am negotiating with the ‘Wetenschapswinkel’ (shop of sciences of the UA) to find a willing NGO whit a meaningful mission about this subject, so I can provide them useful information to help them going forward.
Yours sincerely,
Van den Bulck Nele
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