
storage unit made for just 
over $200.  It keeps the 
equipment and supplies 
safer and gives Pedro and 
Felipe an increased sense of 
professionalism.  That was 
how my week started. 

     Over the next 4 days 
when we didnõt have pa-
tients to see, we invento-
ried everything as we or-
ganized things in the display 
case.  We saw 10 patients 
ranging from a 10 year old 
boy who had been injured in 
a sling shot accident (heõs 
going to need cataract sur-
gery) to an inspiring 87 year 
old woman who was there 
to be checked for reading 
glasses. (You can read about 
her in the inserted special 
section.)  We used each 
patient as a teaching tool.  I 
intentionally have Pedro 
and Felipe do the work  

Continued on page 2 

     The village of Santa 
Maria Tzejá (SMT) lies qui-
etly in the lush hills in the 
jungle rainforest of the Ix-
cán region of Guatemala.  
Quiet, because there is very 
little traffic on the one 
gravel road through the 
village, there are few tele-
phones, no one owns a car 
and there are only 217 fami-
lies scattered through the 

hills just off the dark, broad 
green Tzejá River.  This is 
the home of our eye health 
promoters, Pedro and 
Felipe. 

     After 12 years of annual 
visits to SMT, I almost ex-
pect to find it old and bor-
ing.  But, to the contrary, I 
always come away from my 
week there exhausted and 
exhilarated.  Exhausted, 
because I work with Pedro 
and Felipe 8 hours a day for 
4 days in often intense jun-
gle heat and humidity using 
my mediocre Spanish.  Ex-
hilarated, because their 
dedication, interest and 
willingness to learn always 
motivates me.  This year 
was no exception. 

     In the past, all the òeye 
equipmentó (instruments, 
glasses, etc.) was in plastic 
and cardboard boxes in a 
back room of the health 
post and had to be pulled 
out one box at a time on the 
days set aside for eye ex-
ams.  It was with a great 
deal of pride that Pedro 
showed me the new 4 foot 
long glass display case, on 
wheels, which now holds 
nearly all the supplies and 
can be moved about with 
ease.  We had talked about 
something like this for 2-3 
years.  Using the money 
theyõve taken in, $1-$2 at a 
time, for exams, glasses and 
sunglasses, they saved up 
enough to have this rolling 
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Pedro and Felipe holding new EI banner in the SMT health post 

 

I am Enfoque 
Ixcanõs new 

Quetzals logo.  
A special thank 
you to Joyce 
Gabriel for 

creating me. 



gery patients to the City, heõll 
pick up the glasses and bring 
them back to be dispensed. 

     One day during the week 
we went to a Guatemalan 
Ministry of Health hospital 
about an hour away.  The eye 
health promoters and Enfoque 
Ixcán have yet to be able to 
work together with the hospi-
tal, but we keep the wheel 
greased for a time when coor-
dination will be possible.  
Weõre hoping someday that 

a Mexican radio show, Inter-
SEXiones, which fomented 
discussions about sexual and 
reproductive health between 
youth and their peers and par-
ents.  Dr. Billings also has 
worked with the North Caro-
lina Department of Health and 
Human Services to develop a 
community-based lay health 
advisor program aimed at 
newly established Latino com-
munities.   

     Debbie has her PhD in So-
ciology from the University of 
Michigan and is an Adjunct 
Associate Professor in Mater-
nal and Child Health at the 
University of North Carolina, 

repatriation.  

     She works as a Senior As-
sociate in Research and 
Evaluation at Ipas, an interna-
tional organization dedicated 
to women's reproductive 
health and rights.  Since 1995 
she has worked with public 
sector health systems, 
women's organizations, and 
media in countries throughout 
the world to develop research 
and training on abortion, post 
abortion care, gender-based 
violence, sexual violence, and 
sexual and reproductive health 
and rights of young peo-
ple.  She served as the Coordi-
nator of Research and Evalua-
tion for Ipas Mexico from 
2000- 2006 where she devel-
oped a program that focused 
on intervention and action 
research.  At the same time, 
she managed a Small Grants 
Program, which funded initia-
tives that facilitated women's 
access to reproductive health 
services, collaborated with the 
Alliance for the Right to De-
cide and helped to coordinate 

     Debbie Billings lives in 
Columbia, SC during the win-
ter months and in Cuer-
navaca, Morelos, Mexico 
during the summer months, 
when the heat is unbearable in 
Columbia.  She and her hus-
band, Jim, have a 20-month 
old son, Diego who travels 
well and will visit the Ixcán 
sometime soon in his 
life.  Debbie was the inter-
preter/accompanier for the 
Needham delegation to Santa 
María Tzeja during seven 
trips.   

     During the early 1990s, she 
collaborated with Guatemalan 
refugee women and NGOs in 
southern Mexico to develop 
workshops on sexual and re-
productive health and 
rights.  Working with health 
and education promoters in 
refugee communities, she 
helped to produce a manual 
and video, Playing to Grow: 
Creative Education Workshops for 
Children, aimed at helping 
children in their process of 

while I talk them through it 
and tell them my thoughts as 
we go along so they can learn 
how to think through prob-
lems and ideas. 

     We dispensed 7 pairs of 
glasses and are having 2 pair 
specially made for patients 
with unusual prescriptions.  
These will be made at a clinic, 
Visualiza, in Guatemala City 
where we also send patients 
for surgeries.  The next time 
Felipe takes a group of sur-

eye surgeries will be per-
formed there, saving these 
people a long arduous journey 
to Guatemala City. 
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Patients served at the 
health post by our eye 
health promoters, 
Pedro and Felipe, have 
to pay for these ser-
vices and materials.  
The amount is small 
and our intent is to 
have the patients buy 
into the system and 
not see this as a free, 
welfare gift.  Besides, 
the exam and glasses 
patients can purchase 
sunglasses and hats for 
protection from the 
ultraviolet rays of the 
sun.  An average pa-
tient at the health post 
pays approximately 15 
Quetzales (Q15).  
Pedro and Felipe re-
cently bought a glass 
display/storage case 
for our eye care sup-
plies.  They paid 
Q1800 and were 
proud that they had 
raised the money for 
this on their own.  
How many patients 
did they have to see to 
pay for the glass case? 

 

A.  93 patients 

B.  115 patients 

C.  120 patients 

D.  124 patients 

TRIP REPORT CONTINUED... 

Pedro examining Bartolo  

Dr. Debbie Billings 



Hugo Quinilla is the director of 
the middle school in Santa Maria 
Tzeja.  His family has lived in 
the Ixcán since their village was 
formed in 1970.  Hugo attended 
grade school and middle school in 
Santa Maria, he had to leave the 
Ixcán region to attend high 
school, because there were no 
high schools in the Ixcán, and he 
attended San Carlos University in 
Guatemala City.  

 ~ By Hugo Quinilla 
Translated  

by Debbie Billings 
     
     Throughout time, educa-
tion has been an important 
component for the develop-
ment of a society. 
 
     Guatemalaõs political sys-
tem does not prioritize the 
education of its inhabitants, 
and pays much less attention 
to the people with scarce eco-
nomic resources.  There are 
mostly Maya, Garífuna and 
Xinca peoples who live in 
isolated parts of the country 
where agriculture is the only 
option for daily sustenance.  
In this text, I will speak spe-
cifically about the municipal-
ity of the Ixcán, where there 
are a variety of communities.  
Among them there are large 
differences in terms of econ-
omy, culture, development 
and organization, given that 
education does not reach all 
of the communities in the 
best or most real manner.   
 
     Some communities have 
managed to overcome the 
difficulties of the system, 
thanks to their level of organi-
zation and, for some, interna-

tional support.  They have 
understood how to use these 
toward social transformation.  
     Santa María Tzejá is an 
exemplary community that 
has lived through many times 
of suffering and joy, and 
which currently has profes-
sionals who support the com-
munity.  Since the 1970s 
when the community was 
founded, work has been done 
so that the children and youth 
would receive primary school 
classes.  After the suffering of 
the civil war in our country 
and the reunion of the found-
ing community members, the 
Institute for Elementary Edu-
cation for the Cooperative 
was created, after seeing the 
necessity and importance of 
academic formation for the 
children.  The contributions 
of the community have been 
important in terms of defining 
the quality of education for 
their children.  Since that 
year, various young people 
from their communities have 
graduated ð from Santa María 
Tzejá, Santa María Dolores, 
San José la 20, Santo Tomás, 
and others.  Various profes-
sional colleagues and 
friendsñboth men and 
womenñcurrently continue 
to study at universities and a 
large group of us are working 
in communities in the Ixcán.  
In Santa María Tzejá, there 
are teachers from the commu-
nity working to contribute to 
primary level education, 
helping the children to value 
their own culture, from the 
use and òrescueó of our cloth-
ing, to our Kõicheõ language 
and respect for the values of 

the elders.  We work at the 
Primary level, applying theo-
retical and practical knowl-
edge, acquired in educational 
centers in different parts of 
the country.  This knowledge 
can be useful and applied to 
life since what we teach can 
turn into seeds that will ger-
minate little by little and that 
will eventually bear excellent 
fruit if the process is fostered.  
 
     The basis for change that 
makes a difference and con-
tributes to supporting a soci-
ety is strengthening the 
knowledge of the context 
where one lives.  Therein is 
the importance of having a 
level of social conscience that 
demonstrates oneõs commit-
ment to society.  Yet this is 
not possible when education 
is conservative and limits it-
self exclusively to theory, 
with no relation to the practi-
cal context in which people 
live.  

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF EDUCATION IN THE IXCÁN  

òTHERE ARE 

TEACHERS 

WORKING  TO  

CONTRIBUTE  TO  

PRIMARY LEVEL 

EDUCATION , 

HELPING THE 

CHILDREN TO  

VALUE THEIR OWN  

CULTURE, FROM 

THE USE AND  

òRESCUEó OF OUR  

CLOTHING , TO  

OUR  KõICHEõ 

LANGUAGE AND  

RESPECT FOR THE 

VALUES OF THE 

ELDERS.ó  

PAGE 3 VOLUME 4, ISSUE 1 

Joy collecting patient data to 
help with eye exams 

Hugo Quinilla, director of the 
middle school in SMT 
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