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Abstract - This study represents a critical reflection upon  professional development programs that were implemented in a 
collaborative effort in two countries : Belize, Central America and USA. The programs involved in the exchange were the 
Student Study Aboard Programat Washburn University, Kansas  conducted by a faculty member. The Professional 
Development Seminar for Teachers that was conducted by a faculty at Park University, Missouri.This paper shares how the 
programs have contributed to mutual educational benefits for both parties. 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION  
 
Improving students’ success and college completion 
in higher education in the USA, educational practices 
such as community-based learning has been 
highlighted. The community-based learning provides  
more student centered,  interactive, and experiential 
learning experiences which are considered as a core 
component of authentic learning. Along with the 
increase of importance of learning in college,  
continuing education opportunity for teacher  is a key 
to succeed  in teaching.   
 
The Washburn University Student Study Abroad in 
Belize program in Topeka, Kansas in the United 
States of America provides unique opportunities for 
under-graduate students to connect with Belizean 
diverse communities and cultures in Central America.  
Washburn University’s Department of Education has 
sponsored the Washburn University’s Study Abroad 
in Belize Program every year for the past 8 years.  
Anywhere from six to twenty-two students participate 
in the annual program. Dr. Judith Lynne McConnell-
Farmer, Professor of Education at Washburn 
University developed and directs the student study 
abroad program. The Professional Development 
Seminar for Teachers that was conducted  in 2015  as 
a two-day event  that was designed to collaboratively 
discuss and find strategies to implement technology 
use and authentic assessment in the  teaching process. 
The participants in the seminar were K-6th grade 
classroom teachers.  
 
II. STUDENT STUDY ABROAD PROGRAM IN 
BELIZE, CENTRAL AMERICA  
 
Washburn University’s Student Study Abroad 
Program in Belize, Central America 
This program is a two-week intensive, cross-cultural 
adventure. It provides first-hand experience for 
students as they volunteer and tutor children at the 
Dorothy Menzies Child Care Center, a public 
orphanage in urban Belize City, and in two island 

communities, Caye Caulker and San Pedro, Belize. In 
Caye Caulker the students tutor children at the La Isla 
Carinosa School, an elementary and middle school 
(The San Pedro Sun) and at the Savior Bible Church 
in San Mateo, on the island of San Pedro, Ambergris 
Caye. 
 
Dr. McConnell-Farmer provides structured and 
guided reflections on the meaning and broader 
implications of the program’s activities by leading 
daily evening reflection seminars that encourage 
students to think on a deeper more personal level.  
Each of these reflective seminars last approximately 
an hour.  While in Belize students attend the Belizean 
International Education Symposium, a 3-day 
gathering of faculty and students from around the 
world which is held yearly in Belize City.  At the 
symposium the Washburn University students benefit 
from interchanges with education professionals and 
present their own research in a group presentation 
during the Student Day of the seminar.  
 
In Belize City and on the mainland and islands the 
school, orphanage, and church community partners 
benefit from the volunteering ad tutoring provided by 
the students and, in addition, they benefit from the 
approximate 1,200 pounds of donations carried from 
the United States of America in the students’ luggage.  
The learning outcomes of the Washburn 
UniversityStudent Study Abroad in Belize program 
includes students being able to, 1.) Demonstrate 
evidence of adjustment in their attitudes and beliefs 
because of volunteering and learning from a diverse 
community and culture. 2.) Being able to demonstrate 
abilities in self-awareness and reflection, and, 3.) 
Demonstrate their ability and commitment to 
collaboratively work across and within community 
context and structures to achieve a civic aim.  The 
overall program integrates academics and practical 
knowledge.  Through excursions to an ancient Mayan 
temple, the Belize Zoo, and visits to educational 
institutions, students combine academic rigor with 
experiential learning through lessons in the history 
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and culture of the host country. Students interact with 
the local community, observing and tutoring in 
classrooms, and engaging in interactive educational 
activities with students.   
 
Preparation to Study Abroad in Belize 
Each year during the fall semester, all students in this 
student study abroad program are required to enroll in 
a three-credit course titled, ED 474: Study Abroad in 
Belize Program.  The students choose the day and 
time for the fifteen class meetings.  The purpose of 
these two-hour class sessions is to prepare the 
students for their tutoring and volunteering 
experiences in Belize. 
 
Requirements of the course include each individual 
student writing a research paper and presenting an 
oral report on some aspect of Belizean life, such as, 
the culture, political system, religious beliefs, climate, 
etc.  A midterm exam and final exam is composed of 
questions based on these research papers and 
different aspects of our anticipated flights, lodgings 
and activities while in Belize. As part of this course 
each pair of students develop five paired activity 
plans including teacher-made materials to use in their 
tutoring of children in Belize.  These activity plans 
and accompanying materials are laminated and 
donated to teachers and caregivers in Belize.  
 
As a group our student study abroad program met at a 
hotel near the departing airport in Kansas City, 
Missouri, the night before our flight to Belize. 
Meeting prior to our flight to Belize gave us an 
opportunity to gather for a two-hour planning session.  
We weighed all check-through luggage and packed 
the luggage with donations to the maximum of fifty 
pounds each. After being sure that everyone had their 
passports in hand we discussed our departure to 
Belize the next day and procedures to follow at 
Customs once we walked down the airplane steps to 
the tarmac at the Philip SW Goldson International 
Airport in Belize. 
  
Why Students Study Abroad 
One of the most highly impactful transformational 
experiences of a student study abroad program is 
volunteering and collaborating with individuals in the 
host county, such as in Belize.  More students are 
realizing the value of adding an international 
experience to their program of studies.  U.S. student’s 
participation in study abroad is a growing 
phenomenon in higher education.  The 2015 Open 
Doors Report shows that 304,467 U.S. students 
studied abroad for academic credit in 2013/14 (the 
most recent year available), an increase of 5.2% over 
the previous year.  U.S. student participation in study 
abroad has more than tripled over the past two 
decades.  In addition to the 304,467 U.S. students 
who received academic credit for study abroad in 
2013/14, 22,181 U.S. students participated in non-

credit work, internships and volunteering abroad.  
The Washburn University Study Abroad in Belize 
Program fits the national trend.  It is an example of a 
successful short-term program that combines 
volunteer service on an international level, providing 
a truly transformational experience for students.  
 
Reflections and Recollections by Washburn 
University Students 
The best way to express the effect of the program is 
through the reflections ad words of the students who 
attended the program. Students remarked on the 
transformational aspects of their involvement in the 
program as seen below in their words: 
Student A said, “Belize was an experience I will keep 
with me forever and will always be longing to go 
back. To this day I miss Belize. The food, people, 
scenery, and the lovely children. This was my first 
trip abroad and so it only makes sense that it has 
transformed me completely. I'm happy my first time 
abroad was a tropical destination because that is a trip 
everyone desires. Belize was transformational for me 
because the people on the island are so friendly. The 
place where it was the most prominent was Caye 
Caulker because it is where we spent the most time, 
so we got to know the people a little better and it was 
the first time to work with the children at the private 
school on the island. Seeing how happy people were 
with the little things inspired me to want to learn 
more about my desired career choice of education. I 
am now firm about getting a PhD in something that 
has to do with socio-culture. I think socio=culture is 
so interesting and plays a bigger role in education 
than others want to admit. I miss seeing a smile from 
strangers and fresh orange juice and so I truly have 
been transformed spiritually and emotionally because 
of Belize”. 
Student B has been a member of the program twice 
and her reflections are heart-felt. She said, “Although 
I have been on this trip before, this one was 
transformational in a different way. Last time it was 
transformational because it was my first time out of 
the country, but this time I got to soak everything in 
and not worry about the things I worried about last 
time. What really changed my life this time, was the 
trip to the Dorothy Menzies orphanage. It really hit 
me hard being there this time because I wasn’t 
worried about getting my activity set up and making 
sure it went well, I got to sit back and just hang out 
with the children. I observed the children being so 
happy, with what little they had. The children 
absolutely loved our attention and only wanted more. 
I got to spend some time with a girl named Lucy, who 
had some physical and developmental issues. Lucy 
was a very happy and curious girl, she found 
everything intriguing. I sat with her for maybe 30 
minutes, and the whole time we sat there, talked and 
held hands. She loved the feeling when I scratched 
my nails on her hands or tapped them on a metal bar 
near us. She also helped me cheer on the boys playing 
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soccer. This was a very sad time for me but also a 
joyful time. I was sad because these children thrived 
on this attention and loved every second of it because 
they do not get this often. They must depend on each 
other and 3 or 4 caregivers to give them any attention 
at all. I noticed a lot of them looked for attention in 
any way they could, whether that be good or bad. I 
just wanted to give them all hugs and make them feel 
loved, for even a few minutes. And it was joyful 
because the children were loving all the attention and 
just radiating.” 
Student C discusses the transformational impact this 
program has on her future as a teacher, as seen in her 
writings. “Going to Belize was a transformational 
experience to say the least. Since I have come back 
from Belize I have really been very grateful for all 
that I have, seeing the way that some people live 
there really puts thing into perspective. I also think it 
has changed me as an educator, I think more about 
how lucky these children are to have the tools that 
they have and the privilege to go school. I think that 
going to Belize has changed my life by having me 
look at the world in a different way, it has made want 
to give back to the world, and to possibly teach 
abroad someday. I enjoyed all my interactions with 
the children there. They were all so eager to learn and 
loved everything that we were doing with them. I 
enjoyed getting to see how excited they were and 
their faces when they got to try something new. I also 
really liked that they had so much fun, they truly 
enjoyed themselves and I think that is great that we 
were able to give them that, even if it was just for a 
short amount of time. This is especially relevant to 
the children of San Mateo and the children at the 
orphanage. I loved that I got to be a part of their lives 
for a little while and I hope I made an impact! When I 
reflect on the program I think about all the fun times 
that we had as a group, the children, and the culture 
that we got to experience.” 
Student D reflected on his time in Belize in 
comparison to his own childhood in Kansas, as seen 
in the following reminiscent.  “In my time with the 
children, so many things went through my mind that 
its hard to fit it all in and make sense of any of it 
briefly. I couldn’t help myself but feel sorry and 
guilty, because although I have always thought I grew 
up rough living with my mother who cared for my 
sister and I almost singlehandedly on a meager 
teacher’s salary, but my struggle was nothing 
compared to theirs. I often found myself feeling sorry 
for myself because I “had it rough” but seeing the joy 
that these children exuded really put things into a 
much better perspective. If they can find this kind of 
joy with nothing, why can’t I? I think back to them 
often, and it has really helped me stay positive when 
life gets a little difficult.” 
Student E  gave a thoughtful reflection of the 
transformational impact of this programin the 
following excerpt.  “This trip was transformational 
for me in several ways. First of all, it was 

transformational in my thought process. I went from 
thinking exclusively from thinking about myself, and 
how my decisions effected my life to thinking about 
the much bigger picture and how things here in the 
United States are so different than in other countries. 
I was also transformed in the fact that it reinvigorated 
my love for community service, and volunteer work. I 
came back from Belize (more ready then) ever to 
reach out and help those who needs are greater than 
my own. Belize helped to transform me in ways 
which can’t really be seen. Belize changed my life in 
a pretty great way, and it is continuously helping me 
to remember to go slow and cherish the small things 
in life. I will always be grateful for how this trip 
transformed my heart.” 
 
The Washburn University Student Study Abroad in 
Belize Program has a strong cultural component.  
Students interact with local Belizean adults and 
students at the orphanage, on the mainland in Belize, 
and with locals in Caye Caulker and San Pedro. 
During the visits to the Mayan temple and a variety of 
other excursions our students encountered diverse and 
various cultural perspectives, as detailed below: 
Student F said, “The adventure for today was the 
Lamanai boat ride. It was an hour and a half bus ride 
there then hour boat ride to the (Mayan) temples. 
Once we arrived the travel was worth it the Temples 
were beautiful and held such historic significance. 
This was my favorite excursion by far!”  
Student G recalled. “The people were calm and very 
friendly. In Caye Caulker especially everyone seemed 
to move slow. Their motto was “Go Slow.” Their 
culture was much different from our own. We got the 
best of both worlds within this trip. We got the 
chance to work in an orphanage and a school which 
was very important to me. We also got the chance to 
do fun recreational activities as well, such as 
snorkeling and kayaking.”   
Student H shared that, “One of the coolest 
experiences of this trip was being able to sort of be a 
part of the Belizean culture, even if it was just for a 
little while. I have always seen myself as kind of a 
positive, happy-go-lucky type of guy, but the genuine 
positive attitudes and hospitality of the Belizean 
people make me look like Ebenezer Scrooge. Even to 
this day, I catch myself smiling because I think about 
how friendly and genuinely happy to help Alberto 
and Tito were, the workers at the Iguana Reef Inn. 
Before this trip, I was a little nervous about going to 
Belize because so many people, both online and 
throughout the preparation process, had referenced 
how violent Belize City could be, especially at night. 
Luckily for our group, I did not hear of an instance 
that was anything of the sort. Every single place that 
our group went, we received the finest hospitality 
served with the biggest smiles. Their happy attitudes 
were contagious, and I feel that I learned that I want 
to continue to live my own life with that sort of 
contagious, positive attitude.”   



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-9, Sep.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Cross-cultural Adventures in Education: Revelations and Reflection in Belize, Central America 
 

16 

Student I said, “Along with learning more about 
myself, the highlight of my experience in Belize was 
the stay at Caye Caulker. Caye Caulker was an 
amazing island unlike any place I had ever been 
before in my life. Two of the things I had the most 
fun doing was riding a bike to explore around the 
island. Along with riding a bike to explore, I was also 
able to rent a golf cart to drive from one end of the 
island to the other. It was a very strange experience to 
be driving the largest vehicle on the road, and that 
vehicle being a golf cart! Due to the small size of the 
island, I couldn’t help but be reminded of the 
atmosphere of a small Kansas town, where everyone 
knows the name of everybody else and anyplace in 
town can be reached by children riding bicycles. The 
other highlights of my experience in Belize were the 
vehicles that I was able to ride throughout the trip. 
During the trip, I was excited for my first ride in an 
airplane. The experience of taking off and landing 
was something that I will never forget, and even 
though I rode in four planes total, taking off and 
landing never grew old. I was surprised by how 
similar the riding in a plane at cruising altitude felt to 
riding in a school bus. The other vehicle that I was 
lucky enough to ride on was a jet ski. I had never 
ridden on a jet ski prior to the trip, so having the 
chance to drive one was a fantastic experience.”  
 
III. SEMINAR OF PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT FOR TEACHERS IN BELIZE, 
CENTRAL AMERICA 
 
The seminar as a professional development for 
teachers in Garden City Primary School, Belmopan, 
Belize was conducted as two sessions: Technology 
Integration and Authentic Assessment. In both 
sessions, the first part was a presentation by a faculty 
and the second part consisted of the discussion among 
participants.  
 
In technology integration, the main content presented 
was how authentic learning and high-quality lesson 
design can be powered by technology in a learning 
community.  As known in many cases, technology 
can easily dominate the whole learning process by, 
for example, excessive   use of advanced technology 
software without considering students readiness of 
technology use. This can be an example of misuse of 

technology in the USA. However, in Garden City 
Primary School, technology use was extremely 
limited due to lack of infrastructures. Student access 
of computer was difficult due to the fact that only two 
computers were available at the school library and the 
principal’s office. This limited access was  a major 
challenge in integrating technology in teaching ; 
teachers expressed that  it has been a challenge as 
well. 
In the Authentic Assessment session, the concept of 
authentic assessment was discussed and also diverse 
assessment tools that teachers can use in a classroom 
setting were introduced. Most of teachers in the 
seminar already demonstrated their understanding of 
the concept; however, teachers testified that 
administrative support should be preceded to utilize 
the tools.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
The Washburn University’s Study Abroad in Belize 
Program is an important and vital opportunity to 
travel away from what is familiar to our university 
students. Studying abroad can widen one’s horizons, 
expose students to the unfamiliar and give them a 
chance to  
learn from the unknown and different. After having 
experienced transformation traveling abroad many 
students resolve to make the world that they return to 
a better place. This spirit of transformation and 
resolve is seen in their reflections.  This is a 
sustainable program and plans are underway to return 
to Belize for the 9th year from December 27, 2018 to 
January 9, 2019. 
 
The Professional Development Seminar for Teachers 
can be revised to more appropriately serve teachers in 
Belize considering their current school situations. For 
further development of this opportunity,  
conversation with administrative leadership is 
essential.  
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