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What is MAIA and why does it exist?

MAIA (formerly known as Starfish) is a social impact organization that unlocks and maximizes the potential of young women to lead 
transformational change. A growing body of data shows the cascade of positive outcomes associated with girls’ education. Literally 
every area of development–from addressing climate change to world economic prosperity–is dramatically improved when girls 
participate fully in society.
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Arrested talent

MAIA focuses its efforts in Guatemala, a 
country with the worst gender equity gap 
in the Americas. As recent headlines 
show, Guatemala is a country in dire need 
of new talents and perspectives. MAIA 
focuses its direct services on a population 
that has been excluded from participating 
in Guatemala’s political, social, or 
economic spheres: indigenous girls born 
into quadruple discrimination (poor, rural, 
indigenous, female). Just 1 in 10 young 
Maya women complete high school. 
Predictable cycles of early and frequent 
pregnancy create shackles of 
intergenerational poverty and exclusion 
that have kept this talent on the sidelines 
for centuries. For too long, this population 
has been perceived as the problem, while 
all evidence shows that it is actually the 
solution.

Proof of concept: Legacy Program

From 2008-2019, MAIA operated an innovative wraparound program supporting 
first-generation indigenous girls attending local secondary schools. This program 
demonstrated the critical importance of often-overlooked elements such as 
socioemotional support, family engagement, non-academic content, and access to 
safe social spaces in securing sustainable success. Over 200 girls (“Girl Pioneers”) 
and their families reached academic milestones rarely seen in rural Maya 
Guatemala. Data from this program showed the impact of what can happen when 
talent can access opportunity. An external study commissioned in 2018 showed the 
unparalleled impact of this program:

Over 90% of the graduates of this program avoided early marriage and 
motherhood. 

Over 50% of the graduates, who average 21 years of age, have already 
broken out of centuries-old patterns of intergenerational poverty.

Graduates of this program are 60 times more likely to attend university 
(compared to the general demographic of Maya females).

Graduates are leading change. As pioneers, they are bringing their voice 
and talents into areas where this perspective is desperately needed.



The MAIA Impact School

MAIA, which draws its name from one of the brightest stars in the 
night sky, was designed to explore the question How far can she go? 
While Girl Pioneer graduates of the legacy program demonstrated 
incredible talent-driven trajectories, MAIA realized they were 
achieving success in spite of their education. The second-rate 
education afforded to Girl Pioneers represented an obstacle, not an 
asset. According to the Ministry of Education, in 2018 just 11% of all 
high school graduates in the country were considered proficient in 
math. In the department of Sololá, where MAIA is based, this figure 
is just 6%. MAIA could not silence this burning question: What if Girl 
Pioneers had an educational opportunity commensurate with their 
talent? 

In 2015, we began designing a secondary school to explore the 
answer. Opened in 2017, the MAIA Impact School is an innovation 
hub and laboratory and Central America’s first school specifically 
designed to unlock the talents of Maya girls. We draw from 
international best practices and contextualize them into rural 
Guatemala to create an innovative and holistic educational program 
never seen in this country. In 2019, the MAIA Impact School was 
recognized as the “most innovative and inclusive school in the 
Americas” by the Zayed Sustainability Prize.

https://www.maiaimpact.org/blog/esters-experience-uae


What makes us MAIA?

MAIA tends to do things a bit differently. We are a learning organization designed to respond quickly to new information, challenges, 
and innovation. Several organizational attributes speak to MAIA’s unique design:

One of the main concepts MAIA is proving is the power of local talent to unlock local talent. Studies in the US show the 
exponential impact of having just one same-race teacher. MAIA is among just a few organizations in Guatemala led and run by 
women from the communities it serves. 

Fail fast and learn fast: MAIA is never a finished product. As an organization built to achieve “firsts,” we are constantly iterating 
upon good ideas to make them more effective. 

While our ideas are often original, many of our approaches are not: We try hard to avoid reinventing the wheel. Instead, we find 
experts who have already figured out a way to, through, or around the problem. 

We are not for everyone: MAIA’s approach focuses on a specific profile of girl and family. Our theory of change subscribes to the 
idea that by focusing our intensive services for a group of transformational leaders, they will catalyze change on many.



Who do we serve?

MAIA knows that its intensive educational approach is 
not for everyone. MAIA targets outliers who when given 
an opportunity to flourish will set a bold new standard of 
expectations for other girls and women in Guatemala. 
We believe these innovators will illuminate the path for 
others. This is why girls in MAIA’s program are known 
as Girl Pioneers. They tend to have the following profile:

   -  Born into quadruple discrimination (female,        
       indigenous, rural, poor)

   -  Ages 12-18 (secondary school years)

   -  Parents have an average of two years of schooling 
   -  Evidence chispa (spark) and show high academic 
       aptitude, ambition, and resilience

   -  Come from committed outlier parents who seek to 
       deviate from the traditional path for girls in rural 
       Guatemala 

   -  Live within 90 minutes of MAIA’s Impact School 
       facility. Girl Pioneers travel back and forth daily 
       from school via public transport. 



Institutional goals of MAIA

Without metrics, measuring progress is impossible. Several years ago, we set out to define the word empowerment. As a result of 
this process, MAIA set four goals that drive all innovation, program design, and monitoring efforts:

1. ECONOMIC AUTONOMY
Graduates will be independent 
and upwardly mobile when they 
earn an average income of 
$4,000 per year (which 
represents the average salary 
in Guatemala).

2. A FAMILY ON HER TERMS
Our goal is that MAIA 
graduates will delay marriage 
and pregnancy until they are at
least 25 years old and in a
stable position to support
a family.

3. LIFELONG LEARNING
Our goal is that MAIA graduates 
complete 15 years of schooling. We 
know that each Girl Pioneer has 
different ambitions, so we work 
with them to find formal and 
informal programs that meet their 
unique needs after graduating 
from high school.

4. UNLOCKING LEADERSHIP 
POTENTIAL
Our goal is that Girl Pioneers are 
empowered to empower others.



Our Key Strategies

Direct Services: Redefine the word “education” through the MAIA Impact School curriculum:

Rigorous academics: On average, incoming 7th-grade students are at the equivalent of 
a 2nd-grade level. MAIA must achieve high academic growth through dynamic 
pedagogy, high-caliber content, and formative evaluation and data. For middle school, 
this means all students complete the 9th grade with foundational academic skills. For 
high school, this means students master transferable skills to thrive in university 
and/or the workplace. 

Constant family engagement: Motivated and connected families ensure that a Girl 
Pioneer does not have to choose between a prosperous future or her family—she can 
have both. MAIA’s mentorship program keeps families informed and inspired. 

Creating knowledge and know-how: Focus on mastery of 21st-century competencies to 
allow each Girl Pioneer to react and insert herself into a fast-moving labor market. 

The integration of essential non-academic content: The school also ensures that Girl 
Pioneers know how to navigate key areas such as reproductive health, civic 
participation, and financial literacy.

Local talent and leadership to demonstrate a sustainable impact: MAIA’s Human 
Resource design (all local) demonstrates that methods are replicable at a local and 
national level.



Systemic Change

MAIA scales impact through collective efforts and sharing best practices:

Be the portal between innovators 
and other schools and 
organizations; 

Proactively share out “what works” 
with other schools and 
organizations. From 2018-2020, over 
50 schools and organizations from 
across Guatemala have accessed 
improved practices via MAIA; and 

Organize like-focused coalitions to 
address common challenges.
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On the Horizon

Complete the build-out of the MAIA Impact School through 2022
MAIA’s primary focus is to continue to scale out its secondary school to maximum capacity. By 2022, the school will serve 
approximately 2,800 people directly (300 Girl Pioneers and their families in grades 7-12 and 50 incoming Girl Pioneers and families 
in the onboarding program each year). The school is divided into three phases:

Identifying the outliers: Recruit Girl Pioneers and families

Middle school: Set the table for advanced learning

A systematized recruitment program that effectively identifies high-potential Girl Pioneers and families 6 months before the 
start of 7th grade 

A rigorous academic onboarding program for future Girl Pioneers and families during the 6-month period prior to starting the 
7th grade

Start each 7th-grade cohort with highly committed Girl Pioneers and families (evidenced by retention levels)

A middle school program (grades 7-9) that provides the foundational skills that form the bedrock for more advanced learning: 
Through intensity (3x more schooling than public schools) and instruction (engaging, qualified educators), students will 
average 2 years of academic growth for each year of school. Girl Pioneers will be at grade level by 9th grade. 

Levels of family engagement that foster the creation of a family vision for their daughter

Fluency in MAIA’s level-one competencies: vocal empowerment, critical thinking, resilience, cross-cultural networking, growth 
mindset, excellence, and negotiation



On the Horizon

High school: Equip Girl Pioneers with transferable skills to pioneer the economic, social, and political landscape

A high school education (grades 10-12) emphasizing transferable skills, ensuring that each Girl Pioneer can adapt to change 
and meet the needs of employers. In addition to continued academic rigor, high school will also integrate high-demand  IT and 
English skills and an internship program. 

MAIA will prototype a school enterprise designed to give every Girl Pioneer the opportunity to explore entrepreneurship. 

Fluency in MAIA’s second-level competencies that pivot from internal focus (practice within a safe space) to external 
implementation (taking these competencies into the world)



Scale the impact through coordinating (not competing) with other organizations and companies 
operating in the ecosystem of girls’ education

From 2020-2022, we will continue to prototype ways to coordinate efforts with other organizations and networks to address systemic 
challenges beyond MAIA’s Impact School:

Proactively share best practices: In 2020, another organization will begin a full replication of the MAIA Impact School in a more 
remote region of Guatemala. MAIA will continue to convene other organizations and schools to access trainings in improved 
classroom instruction and vocal empowerment techniques. 

In 2019, MAIA co-founded a thematic group of four complementary organizations that all share a focus on indigenous women 
and girls. Together, this group conducted a door-to-door community survey among rural villages in Sololá to determine needs 
in the areas of girls’ education, women’s legal protection, reproductive health, digital access, and nutrition and explore how 
Girl Pioneers can be community-based resources in these thematic areas. 

In 2020, MAIA created a district of five NGO-run schools to align student assessment data and then identify areas of 
high-impact collaboration. The potential for the district is enormous (joint resource development, shared access to innovation, 
collective efforts to influence public policy, etc.). 

In 2020, MAIA, in partnership with She’s the First, will debut the Niñas al Frente conference in Guatemala to catalyze a 
long-overdue conversation between youth-focused NGOs (the talent) and the private sector (the opportunity). This conference 
will underscore the critical importance of including young women in this essential and emerging dialogue. Niñas al Frente 
represents a unique platform in which Guatemala can address the enormous talent gap between young women and gainful 
opportunities.



Success and Credibility

The achievements of Girl Pioneers and staff 
of MAIA have been featured in international 
news outlets like BBC, NPR, NBC, Vogue, 
BRIGHT Magazine, Forbes.com, and Malala 
Foundation, in addition to all of the significant 
media outlets of Guatemala. Girl Pioneers 
and staff have also brought their ideas and 
perspectives to the UN, the World Innovation 
Summit for Education, the United State of 
Women in DC, the Zayed Sustainability Prize 
in Abu Dhabi, and countless national events in 
Guatemala. Additionally, MAIA’s work has 
been featured in several academic books and 
publications. 

MAIA is a member of numerous international 
networks, including The Global Compact, 
Girls Not Brides, The Coalition for Adolescent 
Girls, Pathways to Prosperity, and She’s the 
First. MAIA is also a member of several 
rights-focused Guatemalan networks. 

www.maiagt.org

https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2019/10/11/769264644/6-young-women-went-to-the-u-n-with-a-bill-of-rights-for-global-girls
https://brightthemag.com/in-rural-guatemala-this-school-make-the-girl-effect-happen-kipp-maia-education-cbeabb429863
https://www.amazon.com/Theatre-Participation-Sustainable-Development-Routledge/dp/0415820499
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19443927.2019.1637371


https://www.charitynavigator.org/index.cfm?bay=search.summary&orgid=18199
https://www.guidestar.org/profile/68-0652444



