I think I can easily say that my time in Guatemala was one of the best experiences, if not the best experience of my entire life thus far. This experience primarily consisted of volunteering and helping the local Guatemalan community, participating in Spanish classes and education and of course immersing myself in the culture and experiencing first hand the Guatemalan culture. Throughout the week on Tuesdays through Thursdays we would volunteer at a local school called “Brillo de Sol” (which translated to the “brightness of the sun”). This school is a place for kids who have learning disabilities, depression, or even familial problems to come and have the opportunity to receive an education that the public school system will not provide for them because of their disabilities. When we would go to volunteer, we would either help the kids with their English or work specifically with students that had more of a disability than the other kids to ensure that they could keep up with the work. Other days we would also help the professor with any tasks she needed help with whether it was grading or creating homework assignments for the kids as well. During our last week of volunteering we tried out our artistic ability by painting on the walls of the classrooms to make them more aesthetically appealing to the students. When we weren’t doing any of this, during recess we would play and interact with the kids, whether it was through building sand castles or playing soccer. Throughout the weeks the kids really began to warm up to us and loved having us play and joke with them. On our last day there, all of us volunteers really did feel loved and that the kids and other workers there were going to miss us. I know for a fact that I was going to miss them. Apart from volunteering we also took classes everyday for about 4 hours to improve our Spanish. This class was one-on-one with a professor we were assigned to, and needless to say I came to grow very close not only with my professor but also many of the other professors there as well. Not only that, but my Spanish improved significantly to the point where I could joke with these professors on just about anything. Finally, we traveled and experienced other parts of Guatemala and the city on the weekends and after these commitments as well.  For me, what was both the most significant part of my trip and what differed from my expectations the most were the number of close relationships I made with the people there. Everyone I interacted with, from other students, to my professors and even my host parents I felt like I created a genuine connection and relationship with these people over the course of the four weeks. The most incredible part for me was that all of this was achieved through solely being able to speak another language to people. It amazed me and pushed me to think at how much of a barrier language is. Frankly, there are so many different people in different parts of the world that I will never be able to communicate effectively with due to my lack of being able to speak their language. I was fortunate enough to be able to experience and meet all of these people and experience their culture first hand through my knowledge of Spanish, all of which fits under the first of my learning outcomes. Moreover, my time volunteering helped me understand my role as a global citizen. Guatemala is clearly a third world country that is really lacking basic necessities that all parts of the United States take for granted.  Being so fortunate and privileged to come from the country I do, I realized that me helping and volunteering was almost, in a sense, and obligation. If my time volunteering ends up going a long way in this country, even to impact a few people or kids, then it was totally worth it. Volunteering and giving these kids the basics that I take for granted helped me realize how great of an indifference there is in the world and all of the opportunities available for individuals and citizens. 

One of the most important pieces of theory that I used on my trip was my Spanish class called Latin America Today, which I took throughout my time in Guatemala. This class presented us with the history and progression of Central America throughout the last 60 years. Not only was this class enlightening, it also really put Guatemala in a great historical context for us. Personally, I feel that understanding and knowing the history of a country is key in comprehending the country and why it is in the current state it’s in. Moreover, it helped me understand the perception that the majority of Guatemalans have towards the United States as well as the fact that the perspective we are taught in school is not necessarily the right one. But above all other academic theories, the most important concept I utilized while in Guatemala was of course the language of Spanish. This was of course the basis of what I wanted to learn and improve throughout my time in Guatemala and of course my primary means of communication. The only times I would really use English was amongst other students from the University of Cincinnati. As a result, all of the information I acquired about the culture, people and just basic knowledge about the area was through this language. Without this skill, my time in Guatemala most likely would not have been as successful and rewarding to me as it was. As I mentioned above, the language of Spanish allowed me to really connect and make true connections with the people of Guatemala, which is what I valued more than anything during my time there. Without this ability, I wouldn’t have been able to connect or get to know any of them nearly as well. I would’ve had to resort to relying on other individuals to convey my points and I feel as if my time volunteering would not have been nearly as rewarding, seeing as how I probably would not have been able to grow nearly as close to the kids as I did. As a result, the language of Spanish was the most useful tool and as ironic as it is, it helped me improve upon itself just by using it throughout my trip and being one of my most useful tools abroad. 

I have begun to integrate these experiences yet again through the language aspect. I am currently attempting to read an entire book and Spanish and really do anything and everything I can do to make sure my language level does not decline and ideally only improve. This experience has taught me how great and unique language itself actually is. Coming from a bilingual set of parents, I never learned my parents native tongue and felt like I was really missing out on a cultural aspect of my life. Through Spanish I am able to experience what I thought I had missed out on (while not my mother tongue) it certainly truly made me understand and appreciate language and what a significance it has on our society and world as a whole. While in the classroom setting, you never truly experience Spanish in a practical setting, it’s more of an academic setting where once you leave the classroom one can go back to their comfort zone and return to Spanish only when it pertains to their grade. In Guatemala, there never really was an opportunity to leave the comfort zone. In reality, speaking Spanish became your comfort zone and that is something I hope to transition with me during the school year when I begin to take more Spanish classes. I hope my perspective has changed from treating this language as only an easy grade to a very real and important way to interact with other people and truly connect with them in a way our English language wouldn’t be able to provide. My primary method of dissemination was through posting on my blog, and posting this link on various methods of social media. As a result my audience were all of my friends on these social mediums and even some relatives and old professors. I think from their perspective, they were able to learn and comprehend to some degree what another country is really like, especially one that is considered a third-world country through my blogs and various photos I posted. What I gained from disseminating in this manner was a multitude of different things. For one, naturally I’m pretty timid on social media. But posting and showing the internet what I was doing really allowed me and taught me to let go and not worry. Being hundreds of miles away also eased me into not worrying about what people thought of my posts and photos. In essence, the blog itself became and outlet for my thoughts and immediate experiences and in sense has become a memento of the entire trip. Years from now I most likely will not be able to remember how I was exactly feeling on a certain day but because of this blog I will have something to remind me of all the minute details. Finally, what I learned from this blog was how interested some of my friends were in my time abroad! I would’ve never guessed that they would’ve read it as much as they did in order to see how I was doing throughout my time there. It was the final touch on an awesome trip knowing that even from a different continent I had friends that were caring for my safety and well being which is a great thing to learn while in college, that you have people to count on. 
