
Kenny Short 
IE3 Global Internship 

Long Way Home, San Juan Comalapa, Guatemala 
Final Report 

9/25/2007 
 

 The first day of my internship with Long Way Home was to be typical of many 

work days to come.  However, it was immediately evident from that first day experience 

that I was going to have to work hard on improving my Spanish language abilities, 

along with my general cultural comfortability and sociability with the Guatemalan and 

Comalapan people. 

 On that first morning, Ben Poston, a former Peace Core Guatemala member and 

long-time Long Way Home supporter and contributor, took us to a practice for the 

Comalapan champion grade school girls basketball team.  The North Americans had 

been called in to provide basketball expertise, which was a perfect way for me to ease 

my way into development work.  At the start of the practice I was immediately 

introduced to a new ¨basquet¨ vocabulary, which was limited enough for me to pick it 

up and use sufficiently during the two hour session.  This group of basketball 

vocabulary words has stuck with me and has grown.  It has served me well over the 

course of my three month internship, as I later organized and coached an all-girls, once 

a week, basketball training day at Parque Chimiya. 

 After the hoop practice Ben took us on our first tour of the Comalapa 

municipality.  He introduced us to local development collaborators, important 

community leaders and familiarized us with the local cultural conventions of the 

primarily indigenous Comalapa community.  My biggest personal challenge of the 

internship became very apparent as I observed Ben seamlessly and confidently 

transition between ¨shop talk¨ with a local welder, to neighbourhood gossip with an 

elderly female shop-keeper, and then switch to professional mode when discussing an 



appropriate technology project proposal with the anxious recipient.  Considering that 

development work in the third world largely involves refined and localized people 

skills, I knew on that first day that it was an imperative of a successful internship at 

Long Way Home to quickly grow comfortable in confusing and sometimes awkward 

social situations.  And, to develop solid professional and personal relationships with the 

key Comalapan development partners of Long Way Home.   

 Therefore, over the course of my internship I worked hard, first and foremost, to 

get my Spanish to a level that would be thoroughly understood and respected around 

town.  In addition, I made a special effort to positively and actively cultivate every local 

relationship and connection I made.  For example, I revisited people I had met early on 

in my internship time even if we had not worked with that person since, reminding them 

of our development efforts and their welcomed ties with Long Way Home. 

 As my first day continued in Comalapa we realized as we were walking through 

the street market that we were in the midst of some sort of political rally.  As it was the 

height of the election year we were not surprised, but what did surprise and please us 

was who the rally was for.  In a moment I will always treasure, the former Nobel Peace 

Prize winner, Guatemalan national hero, internate
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understand the true face of third world poverty it lost the novelty of my ignorance and 

gained the proper respect and dedication from my new-found reality.  Thus, Guatemala 

and Guatemalans became less and less a poor people, and more and more just plain and 

simple people living in an unfortunate situation. 

 Finally, in the afternoon of my first day we returned to the ecological park in 

Chimiya where I was to live and work for the next three months.  I began with some 

physical labour that is a requirement of a Long Way Home internship.  The Long Way 

Home founder and on-site director, Mateo Paneitz, delegated jobs in the garden, nursery 

and around the living quarters.  In this moment I was faced with two more big 

challenges of the internship experience. 

 The first, was the amount of effort and toil it requires to simply eat, work and 

maintain sanitary living conditions in the developing world. For example, a 

contaminated local water supply meant that potable drinking water had to be ordered 

and delivered each week.  No on-site refrigerator meant that fresh food had to be 

purchased every market day or we would go without vegetables and fruit.  No washing 

machine meant that a half of one weekend day was spent washing clothes.  All of this is 

to say that adjusting to the life of a development worker is a chore and not an easy one, 

but it is part and parcel of living among a developing community which needs your 

help. 

 The second challenge posed me by Mateo´s delegation of duties was the 

autonomy and self-motivation that a development worker needs in order to identify, 

plan out, execute and follow through with a needed community development project.  

Mateo of course had existing projects going in which we had to step in and fill the roles 

needed in order to get things done.  But, in addition, he challenged me to advertise the 

Long Way Home tree nursery in the community and attempt to liquidate its stock of 



over 2,000 trees before the end of my internship.  He encouraged me to do this by 

seeking out community connections that were interested in using the trees for needed 

reforestation projects.  While this particular project goal proved to be a difficult one to 

completely achieve, the message sent by Mateo stuck with me.  And thus, the other 

Long Way Home development projects benefited from the independence and 

confidence with which I was allowed to pursue my work. 

 While Mateo thoroughly encouraged all of his volunteers to pursue development 

work with a selfless passion and an independent spirit, he also made sure that we 

participated in projects, community events and Long Way Home traditions which 

helped to acclimate us to our new environment and made us immediately feel like 

contributing members of the Comalapan community.  With large reforestation projects, 

for example, Mateo had us trained and educated on the local tree varieties and their 

individual qualities, on planning formations and techniques, and on the particular 

reforestation situation we were addressing.  All of this was provided by Mateo and the 

park’s forestry technician, Cesar.  In addition to informal forestry classes, Mateo also 

gave me appropriate development-related reading assignments, like Banker to the Poor 

by Mohammed Yunus, and also held weekly classes for the first half of the internship in 

order to familiarize us with the Long Way Home history, its development philosophy 

and its position within the greater Guatemalan and global development community.  

Mateo, along with my campus coordinator, provided me with enough education, 

guidance and support for me to be successful in my long term goals and requirements of 

the internship, while also helping on a day to day basis. 

 However, in terms of setting my daily schedule Mateo purposefully provided 

relatively less assistance.  While he gave us lists of regular park maintenance jobs and 

the upcoming development projects´ schedule, I was in charge of setting my daily 



routine.  So, for example, when I woke up and taught an hour long Latin American 

history class at 9am twice a week to fifth and sixth graders, I was the one who 

determined which school and what time I would be doing it.  But since Mateo required 

an hour a day of work in the botanical garden and tree nursery, and since it usually rains 

in the afternoon during the rainy season in Guatemala, this called for me to be at the 

park and working most mornings before lunch.  The agricultural training in Spanish 

from our park technician, Cesar, combined with my history classes in helping to expand 

the scope of my Spanish vocabulary, while requiring me to be constantly working to 

add words and phrases to my daily verbiage.  In this way, and without formal Spanish 

classes, I was able to provide a structure and assessment mechanism to my language 

learning at Long Way Home.  Thus, by the beginning of the third month of my 

internship my language ability reached a level where it improved my morning history 

classes and my connection with my students.  With my improved Spanish speaking 

ability my local development ties and personal connections also grew stronger, and thus 

I became an integral on-site asset of the Long Way Home organization.   

 After some daily house maintenance in the morning, like cleaning or going to 

the market, we would usually eat lunch and prepare for our second half of the day 

duties.  Often we had project meetings and consultations with local community 

members or organization leaders.  At 2pm twice a week we would have either soccer or 

basketball practice free for all the local children.  Most of the time we spent the early 

afternoons as a team, working on one specific project goal at the park or on-site in the 

community. 

 The late afternoon and evenings were generally spent studying project 

information, reading development education materials or working on Long Way 

Home´s administrative and computer-based needs.  This was when Mateo would give 



his Long Way Home ¨Development 101¨ class.  Otherwise, there were the day s when 

we would build a stove, reforest a hillside, go on a local school´s field trip or prepare 

Parque Chimiya´s soccer field for a large community event.  In these cases, we 

generally spent six to eight hours of a day on a specific job site.  And of course, in my 

everyday routine I spent at least an hour meeting mundane living necessities at Long 

Way Home, like cooking, washing dishes, writing in my journal, feeding animals and 

fixing leaking roofs.  The daylight period was generally packed with work and we 

usually went to bed early with the heavy seasonal rains and rose by at least 7 am with 

the roosters and dogs crowing and barking at the early morning sun. 

 Before coming to Long Way Home I wish I had known that development work, 

even in the field in a third world country, requires its fare share of written and 

administrative work.  In addition, I wish I had had a better idea of the leadership, human 

relations and time management abilities it takes to be a successful development worker 

and organization.  While these two unexpected realities I think will certainly prove to be 

the most beneficial rewards professionally of my internship experience in Comalapa, it 

did take some time for me to adjust my expectations and expand the scope of my goals 

for the internship. 

 The one thing I would suggest to all interns coming to Long Way Home, and the 

thing that I most benefited from personally during my three months there, was the 

historical, political and cultural knowledge and understanding that I came in with 

because of my university major and personal interest.  The work an intern does in 

Comalapa allows you to enter people´s homes and lives, and therefore much more of the 

social inner-workings of Guatemala are open to you as opposed to a regular tourist or 

language student.  This is why I believe it is utterly important that a new intern come 

with as much understanding about the socio-economic, political and historical 



exigencies of Guatemala.  Asking informed questions of the locals and showing a real 

interest in their perspective and insight is a principle way to earn the respect of the 

people you want to help and work with.  Plus you get a first-hand, primary source for 

information and opinion on the pressing matters facing Guatemalans and Guatemala, 

which will further refine your perception of the development needs that you are there to 

address.          

    

  


