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The Nicaragua Immersion Experience: Program Concept and Impact

(Joe Orlando)

The Nicaragua Immersion Experience for Faculty and Staff at Seattle University began as a pilot program in March of 2001, when 15 participants traveled to Nicaragua for a nine-day educational trip.  This successful pilot was followed in June, 2002 by an immersion for the executive leadership of the university, initiated by President Stephen Sundborg, SJ, and including the president, vice presidents, and selected deans and trustees with spouses.  An annual program of the Office of Jesuit Identity & Mission since that time, and funded by the Office of the President and a university wide Mission Fund, a total of 5 immersion trips have brought 70 SU faculty (40) and administrators/staff members (30) from a broad range of disciplines and departments to the country of Nicaragua for an intensive learning experience.  The program is organized in partnership with the Center for Global Education of Augsburg College, and the trip includes significant engagement with colleagues at the Universidad Centroamericana in Managua (UCA), leading to a number of collaboration projects.

The program drew inspiration from the October, 2000 address of Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, SJ, with his challenge that Jesuit universities advance their commitments to “the service of faith and the promotion of justice.”  In the case of faculty and university leaders, Fr. Kolvenbach suggests an invitation to a deeper understanding of the poor and marginalized:  

By preference, by option, our Jesuit point of view is that of the poor.  So our professors’ commitment to faith and justice entails a most significant shift in viewpoint and choice of values.  Adopting the point of view of those who suffer injustice, our professors seek the truth and share their search and its results with our students.1 


There are a number of ways that faculty and staff can develop a deeper connection to the poor and marginalized, such that they feel prepared to “educate the whole person of solidarity for the real world” as Fr. Kolvenbach explains in another part of his text.2  The local and national contexts of the United States provide many possibilities, as do international immersion experiences in the developing world.  The latter carry with them the additional potential benefits of providing insights into the global context with its dramatic inequalities and challenges, and promoting international collaboration between Jesuit institutions, ideas Fr. Kolvenbach advanced in his May 2001 address in Rome to the International Meeting of Jesuit Higher Education.3

The Nicaragua Immersion Experience was designed with three goals in mind:

· to provide participants with an international experience that explores global justice issues in the context of a developing nation

· to further participants’ understanding of the mission of Jesuit higher education with its emphasis on education for justice

· to encourage the application of the experience into participants’ curricular and program responsibilities

The nine-day program includes two travel days and seven program days in country.  The Center for Global Education staff, led by Mark Lester, provide a broad range of essential services for the SU delegation, including both organizational needs (transportation, translation, housing, meals, etc.) as well as collaboration on the program design and implementation, building on their educational experience and extensive in-country relationships.  In addition, Kathe Welles, Director of International Relations at the UCA, is an essential collaborator on the program week, guiding the involvement and engagement with UCA in Managua and promoting the opportunities for collaboration.  

The educational program includes a major section devoted to linkage with the UCA.  There is one day of on-campus meetings with colleagues at the Jesuit university, as well as another day visiting UCA programs in the field.  These programs include the UCA microlending program (Local Development Fund, of the NITLAPAN Institute), the law school clinics in Managua police stations, the Agriculture and Agronomy Development Program (ADAA), and other initiatives.  Another section of the program week explores broader issues in the Nicaraguan reality, particularly those regarding development needs of the country and challenges facing the poor.  This program component is accomplished through meetings and on-site visits focusing on selected topics including economic development, free-trade zones, the coffee crisis, the feminist movement, CAFTA, etc.  Finally, there is a program component that seeks to facilitate the deepening of the experience for SU participants through small group discussion, special encounters (such as meeting with a Base Christian community), and providing discipline-related experiences (e.g. law professors meeting with Supreme Court justices).

There are two key ways to assess the impact of the Nicaragua program – through participant evaluation/feedback, and through the initiation of collaborative projects or influence on research and curriculum.  In terms of the former measure, participant evaluations have consistently expressed overwhelming satisfaction with the program experience.  More specifically, faculty and staff participants have expressed a value in the exposure to justice issues provided by the program.  One faculty member wrote that the seminar was “very valuable in experiencing a developing country and being able to see first hand what the reality is in relation to education, economics, religion, etc.”  Another, a professor of economics wrote “Being exposed to the severe poverty in Nicaragua was the most valuable for me. It really opened my realm of reality and what people in third world countries are up against, both in terms of those in poverty and those working to reduce poverty.”  A staff participant wrote the following:  

The personal stories that we heard and people we met made this such a rich experience. Meeting with the coffee farmers – cooperatives and single-family operations; pottery artists; law school students working in the jails; the list goes on.  I have become more aware of the struggles of attaining economic growth and stability and the powerful impact of grass-roots organizations and individual efforts.    

Additionally, participants identified a significant impact upon their understanding of and commitment to the Jesuit mission of education for justice.  One faculty participant noted: “For me, the experience at the UCA (and learning how the university is organized) helped me to see the mission of Jesuit education in a different light. We, too, can take current U.S. problems and organize our research and scholarly efforts around them!”  A staff participant expressed it this way: 

 Because of this trip, I am much more aware of the presence that the Jesuit Catholic educational mission has in the world.  It is exciting to be part of such an amazing and dynamic network.  I am awed by the steadfastness of the Jesuit Catholic tradition and recognize that it is the commitment to Catholic principals that has built such a solid mission.

Interestingly, nearly all of the participants describe a valuable aspect of the program as the “collegial” experience they share with faculty and staff from across the university.  The immersion experience provides a rare opportunity for SU colleagues to meet across disciplinary and departmental lines, to understand one another at a deeper level, and to grow as partners in mission.  One wrote the following: 

This experience was invaluable for me as a faculty member of the Seattle University Community. For a whole week, I shared with my colleagues thoughts about what justice meant not only in words but also deeds. It was wonderful that this experience was across disciplines and was shared with staff and administrators. Just being together, day and night, for a solid period of time was great.

Another wrote: “I consider this trip extremely valuable for several reasons.  I met colleagues that I had never seen on campus let alone know their name, their department, their life goals, or passions.”  This “collegial” component of the trip has proven to be an important and valuable aspect of this experience, contributing to the efforts to develop a sense of “shared mission” across areas of Seattle University.  


The second measure of the program impact is in new collaborative ventures, and in the influence on research/curriculum for participants.  In the case of influencing curriculum, many faculty members report adjustments made to their courses in light of the experience.  For example, one faculty member on the most recent trip explained “I plan to integrate some material on environmental justice issues in Central America into the environmental history course I teach every year.”  A faculty member in the College of Education introduced interaction with a Montessori school in Managua as part of his curriculum.  An economics professor on the 2005 trip notes: “I am working on incorporating a section on poverty into my microeconomics course and am following two lines of research (on microlending and fair trade coffee).”  Faculty members from a wide range of disciplines have found ways to introduce their educational experience in Nicaragua into their teaching and research.


In terms of collaborative projects and new initiatives, there are a number of ventures that have engaged members of the SU community and our colleagues in Nicaragua.  While other projects have been explored or are in the planning stages, the following are significant examples:  

1. Law School collaboration – the SU and UCA law schools have pursued faculty and student exchanges as a result of the immersion trips.  Two SU faculty members have traveled to the UCA for brief presentations to law school students and professors, and an UCA law professor visited SU for one month to participate in a training on trial procedures.  5 SU students have traveled to Nicaragua during the past three summers for 6-week internships alongside UCA students in the police station law clinics, and preparations are being made for an UCA law student to join the SU law school for a semester of study in 2006.

2. Science & Engineering initiatives – Three major collaboration projects have emerged since the immersion program began.  An SU chemistry professor has linked up with an UCA chemistry professor and Catholic Relief Services to study coffee fermentation and develop a simple test to improve coffee quality (recently awarded a National Science Foundation grant); an SU biologist has partnered with an UCA biologist to study freshwater shrimp in Nicaragua on a Fulbright grant; and an SU civil engineering professor is developing an Engineers Without Borders project to build a structure for a Jesuit elementary school in collaboration with an UCA architecture professor and students from both institutions.

3. Artisan Crafts Project  -- the SU Bookstore (www.seattleubookstore.com) is marketing pottery and wooden crafts made by Nicaragua artisans, each of whom are recipients of microloans from the Local Development Fund of the UCA (NITLAPAN Institute).  The project was initiated through a student feasibility study, a class project guided by a management professor from the first immersion program.  Other universities are beginning to order products as well through the NITLAPAN institute, which serves as an exporter for the artisans.  Plans are now being made for a research project on the economic impact for the producers. 

4. Seattle University Investment in Microfinance – In spring 2005, Seattle University invested $100,000 of working capital in the first securitized microfinance investment offering on Wall Street (offered by Developing World Markets).  This effort was led by an SU trustee who participated in the executive leadership immersion in 2002, and became interested in the possibility of engaging Seattle University in supporting microfinance institutions like the Local Development Fund of the UCA.  While NITLAPAN was not part of the initial investment, it is expected to be part of a future round for Developing World Markets, who are interested in attracting other university investors like SU.

The Nicaragua Immersion Experience for Faculty and Staff at Seattle University has been a very valuable program for faculty and staff development for mission since its inception in 2001.  With the strong support of the president and university leadership, and excellent partners in the Center for Global Education and the Universidad Centroamericana, the Nicaragua Program has invited participants to a deeper understanding of and commitment to the Jesuit mission as articulated by Fr. Kolvenbach in his Santa Clara address.  The program has helped advance our university collaboration with the UCA, and has made a substantial contribution to broadening our university commitment to international education in the developing world.   

The Nicaragua Immersion Experience:  Reflections on Partnership for Mission

(Mark Lester)

Mission:

Seattle University is dedicated to educating the whole person, to professional formation, and to empowering leaders for a just and humane world.

The mission of the Center for Global Education at Augsburg College is to provide cross-cultural educational opportunities in order to foster critical evaluation of local and global conditions so that personal, organizational and systemic change takes place leading to a more just and sustainable world. 


There is basic compatibility between our two missions.  As institutions that share this common goal of educating to create a more just world, we bring different and complementary gifts to the task. Center for Global Education (CGE) learns from the Seattle University (SU) institution-wide commitment to effectively integrate the promotion of justice in their entire educational enterprise. The results of that effort are seen in the fact that SU professors from fields of biology, chemistry, economics, engineering, law, nursing, psychology, social work, and history are all involved to some extent in projects in Nicaragua. Even the bookstore manager is involved in marketing quality crafts from small-scale producers. On the other hand CGE offers SU our nearly 25 years of networking and experience relating to institutions, organizations and communities in what is commonly known as the Third World, but what we feel is more accurately called the impoverished world. We bring a wealth of experience to the myriad of linguistic, cultural, political, economic and logistical issues that are an important part of the sub context of any relationship between institutions that cross borders.

 Our Center is part of Augsburg College, a Lutheran college located in Minneapolis, MN, but our programming takes place in the impoverished world, and has been directed at students and faculty in higher education in US and Canada since our founding in 1982. However, since we opened a permanent presence in Nicaragua in 1984, we have a long history of collaboration with the Jesuit community in Central America on a number of fronts, which has helped us to both shape and implement our mission over the years. A brief overview of that history serves to understand the context for the current relationship with Seattle University. 

When I joined the Center staff in 1987, after having served two years with Maryknoll in Nicaragua, Cesar Jerez, SJ, former Provincial Superior and then President of the Universidad Centroamericana (UCA) in Managua was an important resource for our programming. In spite of his duties as President, he maintained a close relationship with the Base Christian communities, and met frequently with our groups to talk about them, the situation of Church and State relations in Nicaragua, and the role and responsibility of Christians to work for justice on an international level. I remember that it was Cesar who told us that the makers of the Oscar winning movie “The Mission” originally intended it to be about the Jesuits in Central America, but that they had suggested that the movie be made about the Jesuit work in Paraguay with the Guarani Indians in the 18th Century instead, because the situation was “too hot” for the Jesuits in Central America at the time
. Yet the situation of the Jesuits in Paraguay at that time, and the resultant slaughter of the people they were working with by the colonial superpowers of their day, strongly paralleled what was happening in Central America.

His successor at the UCA, Xabier Gorostiaga, SJ, was a frequent speaker to our delegations on Nicaraguan economic policy as founder of CRIES
. Later, after he was named President of the UCA (91-98), and when the Center won the contract to provide international programming for the Kellogg National Fellowship Program, Xabier agreed to be our keynote speaker for both their program in Central America and their program in the Caribbean. Both Xabier and we at the Center shared the goal of forming young professionals who would work to change a system that generated more inequality in the relationship between the so-called developed world and the impoverished world. It was in a meeting with him in 1994 to prepare for those programs where I first heard Xabier talk about his dream to have collaboration between universities of the South with universities in the North to train professionals to “overturn the champagne glass”.
 Because of our position and history as an educational organization, he saw this as part of our institutional calling, and encouraged us to play more of a role in higher education circles in the US. 

One of the emphases of Xabier´s successor at the UCA, Eduardo Valdes, SJ, was to promote a process of consensus building around a national development plan, an effort headed by NITLAPAN, the Research and Development Institute of the UCA. Not only did many of our delegations meet with NITLAPAN to hear about that process and the proposals developing out of it, but we also took steps to garner financial support for the Local Development Fund of NITLAPAN, a practical initiative in response to the bottlenecks to development identified through their research
. Through our collaboration with the Winds of Peace Foundation, we promoted the Local Development Fund internationally in socially responsible investment circles.  In fact, the first year that NITLAPAN was invited to speak before institutional investors at the annual meeting of the Interfaith Center for Corporate Responsibility in New York, I was asked to make the presentation on their behalf, when a snowstorm prevented NITLAPAN staff from arriving on time. 

Through our recommendation the NICA Fund of the Wisconsin Coordinating Committee on Nicaragua began to diversify its investments in Nicaragua by investing in NITLAPAN, and since 1997 we have facilitated more than $2.5 million in both Program Related Investments and Mission Related Investments in the Local Development Fund from the Winds of Peace Foundation
 and Third World Friends. 

Fr. Fernando Cardenal, SJ, has been a long-term friend of the Center, and agreed to be the keynote speaker for our 15th anniversary some 10 years ago on the Augsburg College campus in Minneapolis. He is a constant presence in our programming, very inspiring to educators and young people, and when invited to the US has asked my Co-Director Kathy McBride to be his translator. In the last 3 years he has spoken annually at Boston College, and in 2004 also went to Fairfield. This year, the 25th anniversary of the Literacy Campaign that he organized and directed, he has agreed to speak at an Augsburg College Convocation about that experience. 


Our relationship to the Jesuits in El Salvador began when we opened an office there in 1988. Our delegations had frequent meetings with the Human Rights Institute and different professors at the UCA, including those who would later become known as the Jesuit martyrs. After their murder we worked to get a book of the writings of Frs. Ellacuría, Martín Baró and Segundo Montes published by Sheed and Ward, that allowed their thought and writings to reach a more traditional audience than that served by publishers most known for these type of books.  Our staff person in El Salvador during the offensive of 1989, Kevin Murray, later went on to work for Jesuit Refugee Services in El Salvador. 

Since that time the Pastoral Center and a visit to the Rose Garden has been a constant in our programming in El Salvador. Our current staff person, Cesar Acevedo, was asked for his help when Santa Clara University decided to open Casa Solidaridad. He provided advice based on our experience with our own study abroad program, introduced the initial directors to community leaders, NGOs, civil society and governmental contacts we have developed over the years, and also provided them with a copy of our syllabus. 


Given our long history of collaboration with the Jesuit Universities in Central America, we were very happy to be invited some five years ago by the Office of Jesuit Identity at Seattle University to contribute to their effort to internationalize their understanding of the commitment to justice.  As a result of that successful collaboration with their faculty, we have since provided similar programming to faculty from Boston College, as well as theology students from St. Louis University. 

We greatly appreciate our connection to the Jesuit universities and to their network in the north. Given our social location -- representatives of a US institution of higher education, but living in impoverished countries with long histories of US involvement -- for years we have felt like Sisyphus in the face of the very serious and urgent task of educating the future leaders of this country in the unipolar world of today. The current social, political, economic, and environmental global context heightens the urgency of changing higher education so that it produces future leaders committed to making another world possible, where everyone has a place. Connecting with this network of Jesuit universities who share a similar vision and commitment makes the task seem more possible. This is the only higher education forum we have found whose expressed purpose is furthering this type of work. 


In a certain sense the fact that we are not part of a Jesuit institution adds to the impact our relationship has on our common goal. It means that what we learn from you in this collaboration reaches an audience beyond the traditional Jesuit University circles. Our network for our study abroad programs includes over 200 US colleges and universities, and we have been contracted by over 75 of them to provide short term programming to add an international component to their courses, in a wide variety of disciplines. So what we learn from your own struggle to implement your institutional commitment to justice in the context of US higher education, we can use in our work with segments of other US universities - professors, administrators, campus ministers, etc. - who sense the need for a similar commitment in their institutions.

On the other hand, because we have been doing custom programming in response to requests from US universities over many years, our in-country contacts in impoverished countries are very broad and extensive.  Furthermore, in our pedagogical approach,
 in addition to the fact that we believe it is important to hear from at least two perspectives on any issue, we also put a high priority on ensuring input from voices not usually heard.
 The result of doing this kind of programming over the years is that we now have contacts in almost every sector of the countries (governmental and non-governmental) where we are working, and with grassroots groups and social movements all over the country. We then make those contacts available to Jesuit and other universities seeking international perspective and involvement. 

The most common result of encounters with these local groups, taken from the evaluations of participants in our program (regardless of the university they come from or the length of their program), is they become motivated to seek to promote justice in this world. Thus a few more people join those trying to push the rock uphill. 


The current version of globalization in the unipolar world of today, where economic, political and military power is concentrated in the country where our universities are located, places a special and urgent responsibility on us to collaborate as broadly as possible to awaken our constituencies and future leaders to the impact that dominance has on the poorest in our midst and in our world. 

.

 

1 Kolvenbach, P. (2000)  “The service of faith and the promotion of justice in American Jesuit higher education” (section on Research and Teaching), October 2000, Santa Clara University.


2 Kolvenbach address at Santa Clara University, section on Formation and Learning.


3 Kolvenbach, P. (2001), “The Jesuit university in the light of the Ignatian charism”, May 27, Rome.


� Later some of those Jesuits were killed when the US trained  (School of the Americas) Atlacatl Battalion attacked the UCA El Salvador campus on November 16, 1989.


� CRIES is the Regional Coordinator for Economic and Social Research founded in 1982 and brings together some 65 research centers in Central America, the Caribbean and South America www.cries.org


� Refers to graphic on cover of 1992 Human Development Report of the UNDP in form of champagne glass that illustrated the fact that the wealthiest 20% of the world population receives 82.7% of total income (represented by the cup of the glass), leaving the remaining 80%of the population sharing 17.3% (represented by the stem).


� One of the key bottlenecks identified was the lack of rural credit to small and medium producers, who at that time generated 60% of all produce, both for consumption and for export. So NITLAPAN started the Local Development Fund, which now is the largest rural credit program in the country with a portfolio worth over $25 million and an arrears rate of only 1.26% as of June 2005.


� Since 1994 The Center for Global Education has been contracted by the foundation to be its representative in Nicaragua. Its current priorities are funding projects of rural development and empowerment of women and indigenous peoples.


� http://www.augsburg.edu/global/Pedagogy.html


� See paper for panel 8 by T. Michael McNulty SJ called “Taking the Victims´ Side” for an excellent explanation of why we need to hear from these voices.
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