MayaWorks
Cross Generational Economic Development and Education
THE NEED

Guatemalan women face serious financial and social obstacles that can have lifelong consequences for them, their families, and their communities.  To address these obstacles, MayaWorks pursues three major goals: 

· Build economic security for indigenous women

· Provide Maya women expanded educational opportunities 

· Galvanize women to strive for global economic justice

Guatemala’s long history of civil and armed conflict has created a disparity among the indigenous people and greater Guatemalan community.  Indigenous communities are typically located in rural areas, limiting access to work, education, healthcare and other such valuable resources. The statistics indicating impoverishment are staggering: six out of ten indigenous women are illiterate; the majority of households survive on less than $1 per day; 48% of children suffer from chronic malnutrition.

Indigenous women are particularly vulnerable to the complex and gendered inconsistencies that an isolated geographic location fosters. They suffer from high domestic and agricultural workloads, lack of access to education and information, and lack of access to productive resources such as land and other economic outlets like jobs.  Domestic violence also is prevalent but inaccessibility to independent financial support renders the women immobile. Thus a culture of inaccessibility, illiteracy, economic dependency, and discrimination is perpetuated. 

TARGET POPULATION

MayaWorks works with over 125 low income indigenous women in the central highlands of Guatemala. Their average age is 38 years old.  70% are Cakchiquel and 30% are Tzutujil.    Seventy percent are from extremely poor and remote hamlets of the Chimaltenango and Sololá areas.  

MayaWorks artisans tend to marry very young and, on average, have six children.  Many are single mothers working to support large families on their own.
Most have not completed their primary education.   Forty percent are illiterate.  Given these factors, they are ill-equipped to support their children in their education.  

PROGRAM DESIGN

MayaWorks believes the economic stability of women is the first step to securing safety, education and productivity for indigenous Guatemalan women and their families. To that end, the MayaWorks model consists of two primary programs: economic development and education.

Economic Development

Textiles are an integral part of the Mayan culture.  Weaving is an ancient tradition passed down from mother to daughter.  Young girls often learn to weave even before they start school and continue to weave throughout their lives.  MayaWorks social venture builds on these skills as a means of financial support for indigenous women.

The MayaWorks social venture exists to open markets in the U.S. for the sale of traditional Guatemalan handicrafts under the Fair Trade model. By selling their woven products, indigenous women have a source of income generated directly by their skills.  This income allows women to provide better food for their families, take them to the doctor when they are sick and pay for their daughters to attend school. 

Education

MayaWorks understands, to break the cycle of poverty, it is not enough to provide ongoing work and a steady income; we must provide education and training opportunities so that women have more options in life.

To that end, MayaWorks coordinates the following educational programs:

a. Literacy classes

Most MayaWorks artisans have not completed their primary education. Furthermore, they do not speak Spanish as their primary language.  Forty percent are illiterate.  It is important to read and write Spanish to conduct business in Guatemala.  Often, because indigenous women do not speak the national language, they are taken advantage of in business transactions.  

MayaWorks partners with CONALFA, the Comité Nacional de Alfabetización (National Committee on Literacy), a Guatemalan entity, to provide literacy training.  MayaWorks hires a CONALFA trained teacher who comes to the artisans’ communities three times per week to teach reading and writing.  The course is three years long and CONALFA provides most of the materials.  At the end of the course, women read at a sixth grade reading level in Spanish.  By 2015, 85% of MayaWorks artisans will read at a sixth grade level.

b. Capacity building training

MayaWorks is committed to providing ongoing training to its artisans so that they acquire the skills necessary to make new products.  The more weaving and sewing skills an artisan has, the more products she can make resulting in increased income for her and her family.  Groups receive at least three capacity building trainings per year.

c. Scholarships for daughters of artisans

The educational system in Guatemala is poorly structured and largely unsupported by the national government.  The United States Agency for International Development reports that Guatemalan children on average attend only four years of schooling and only three out of ten students graduate from sixth grade.  Less than 20% of all Guatemalans graduate from high school.  MayaWorks recognizes that an important element in ending a woman’s cycle of poverty is education.  To that end, MayaWorks provides partial annual scholarships for the daughters of artisans in an effort to keep them in school for as long as possible.  The remainder of the tuition is paid by artisans from their MayaWorks wages.
d. Academic support and enrichment services

MayaWorks supports tutoring centers in all six of its artisan communities.  At the centers, which are open two to five days per week during the morning and afternoon hours to accommodate staggered class schedules, tutors coordinate enrichment and tutoring services for over 125 students.  MayaWorks provides three levels of academic support: 
Tutoring targets core subject areas:  language arts, math, science, and social studies.  Students receive focused help in weak subject areas and have access to a small MayaWorks-funded computer lab for further support.

Academic enrichment projects help students build on what they learn in school and explore experiential and cooperative learning opportunities.  Tutors meet with the students’ teachers to keep abreast of the curriculum and tailor activities to support what is being learned in school. 

Writing, reading, and research skills are incorporated into all program activities. By the high school years, students have experienced higher level reading, analysis, research, and writing.  

Parent workshops deliver information and create broader awareness of the importance of school attendance.  These hands-on workshops help parents support their children’s learning through topics such as creating environments conducive to achievement, overcoming obstacles, building family support systems, and creating better communication between children and parents. 

