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Bruno couple helping kids in Guatemala

“Project has Peiffers working from painting to tutoring”  Bob and Margaret Peiffer, who live near Bruno, spent last winter in Guatemala.

That’s not unusual – for them.  They’ve done the same thing for five years. The warm days and cool nights of Central America are an attraction, as are the friendly people of this colorful, colonial city and the volcanoes and tree-covered hills that surround it. But that’s not what brings them back. The real attraction is the kids. Big kids. Little kids. Kids with quick, warm smiles, enormous appreciation – and not much else. These are kids too poor to attend school. Kids who, without schooling, are doomed to a life of poverty.

The Peiffers volunteer each winter at The GOD’S CHILD Project, a Bismarck, ND,-based non-profit charity that pays poor kids to go to school. And one that allows them to earn part of what they get – an approach to welfare unique to U.S. thinking. Founded by Patrick Atkinson, a Bismarck, North Dakota, native and Moorhead State University graduate, The GOD’S CHILD Project is paying school expenses for 920 boys and girls in 87 schools all across Guatemala. Atkinson started his project here eight years ago.

The Peiffers have worked here for the past five years. They have watched and helped the project’s headquarters grow from a former garbage dump to a complex of administrative office, community development center, medical clinic, educational building, kitchen, sports facility and playground. Children in the Antigua area go to regular schools, and then come here for play, a mid-afternoon snack, after-school tutoring, and study. Their parents come for free medical services, legal assistance, and help with emotional problems. Meetings are held in its Community Center on sanitation, hygiene and family planning. The region’s first Spanish language AlAnon group, started this year, has grown to over 100 family members of Guatemalan alcoholics. The work the Peiffers do varies. They painted ceiling tiles when buildings were under construction. They have tutored kids during study periods. Bob, this past winter, handled special projects and correspondence. Both have put together packets of school supplies, given children each January when the Guatemala school year starts. Margaret this year was in charge of school supplies, making sure each student got the pencils, paper, tablets, and etc. needed for each grade. A retired journalist, she has written newsletters which go each month to project donors in the U.S. and abroad.

Both help pass out scholarship checks to kids. Children from here as well as all over Guatemala come to Antigua each month to turn in grades and pick up checks based partly on need, partly on earnings. The need part is determined according to each child’s individual situation – an amount calculated to cover tuition, uniforms, food, transportation and similar expenses. The earnings part is an incentive. Each child earns extra money by doing well in school. Those who get “A’s” are paid a little more than those who get “B’s”, those with “B’s” more than those with “C’s”. That motivates children to study harder. It also motivates mothers to make sure their kids do their homework. As a result, report the Peiffers, about 40% of all of the GOD’S CHILD Project students make the nation’s honor roll. Records show that 80% of those who complete at least one year under project sponsorship graduate from high school. Of those, half go on to college, far above national average. Generally, only 35% of Guatemalan children get past the sixth grade. The Peiffers work for free, which, again, is not unusual.

The GOD’S CHILD Project depends on volunteers like the Peiffers. Except for a small paid staff of key Guatemalans, long- and short- term volunteers under Atkinson’s direction administer the program. Short-termers, those here for less than two years, pay all their own expenses. Those here two years or longer get help with part, but not all, expenses. Atkinson, who takes a minimal salary, offers the partial allowance to encourage longer commitments – those here longer function with less supervision. As a result of this close-to-the-bone approach, The GOD’S CHILD Project puts a tremendously high percentage of donated money into its stated purpose of “breaking the chains of poverty through education and formation”. Its 1999 audited annual report shows management and general expenses at a razor-thin 4% and fundraising at 3%. “That means 93% of all monies raised went to help children and their families,” points out the Peiffers. In addition to education the current 920 kids, largest number ever, an estimated 5,000 family members are given assistance in a year’s time. More than 20 nonprofit organizations such as religious and legal groups, and the Boy and Girl Scouts, use the Walsh Community Center each month.

Eighteen volunteers were working at The GOD’S CHILD Project when the Peiffers left. Ten were from the U.S., eight from Holland, Germany, Switzerland, Denmark, and Canada. A big Service Team (house-building volunteer group) from North Dakota, Kansas, Iowa, and New Jersey was due in shortly after the Peiffers left. Here for two weeks, they build homes, showers, and outdoor toilets for very poor project families – a program started six years ago by The GOD’S CHILD Project. Such activities bring the Peiffers back each year. But it’s mostly the need. And the opportunity to help. “Our goal is to bring joy, happiness, and love to others,” says Bob. “We want to share what we can with kids who have needs,” adds Margaret. “And do it through a caring organization which gives as much as possible – and more.”

Editor’s note:
For more information, contact:

The GOD’S CHILD Project,
PO Box 1573, Bismarck, ND, 58502-1573.
Phone: 701-255-7956.
Email: godschld@btinet.net
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