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September 2001, Nine North Dakota clubs team up

to build Guatemalan educational facility

By Janet Park

The faces of poor mothers in Antigua, Guatemala, often reveal their despair at the struggle each day brings. You have the sense that the small children in tow have little chance of breaking free from the cycle of poverty. 

But due to the generosity of nine Rotary dubs in North Dakota, USA, many of these same mothers now see a tangible difference, embodied in a new facility called the Rotary Educational Center. The building houses four schools, serving impoverished families in Antigua’s San Felipe neighborhood. A fifth - a night school for children, adolescents and adults who work during the day - is scheduled to open in October. Designed and funded by clubs in western North Dakota, the schools provide free education and resources to some of the poorest children in Antigua, offer remedial education to older students, and conduct teacher training and development. 

Opened in January 2001, the Rotary building is the newest addition to the Dreamer Center, headquarters of the GOD’S CHILD PROJECT, a private charity that serves Guatemala’s most destitute children. Founded and directed by Patrick Atkinson, the organization currently finances the education of more than 2,500 boys and girls in 87 Guatemalan schools. 

The idea for the Rotary school was conceived in 1996 during an annual party, hosted by Atkinson’s father, Myron - a Rotarian - and mother, Marge, at their home in Bismarck. Robert Peterson, then governor-elect of District 5580, was at the open house, and he and Atkinson talked at length about the prospect of Rotary involvement in the Dreamer Center. Says Atkinson: “We began to work out an actual plan to ask the Rotarians to help us build what would eventually become the Rotary Educational Center.” The goal was to build a school for children denied access to inadequately equipped public schools in San Felipe. 

Atkinson first approached the Rotary Club of Bismarck, and its members endorsed the idea. Next, the Rotary clubs of Bismarck Far West, Bowman, Dickinson, Mandan, Minot, Minot Sunrise, Watford City and Williston were recruited, with Peterson’s help. He emphasized to the Rotarians that the Rotary Center could help propel thou​sands of indigent youths to steady employ​ment and self-sufficiency. 

Three members of the Rotary Club of Bismarck traveled to Antigua to assess the feasibility of the project and determine the cost of construction. The team - Dr. Gil Gonzalez, who served as a Spanish-speak​ing leader; Dennis Meyer, an engineer; and Steve Taber, an architect - estimated that the school could be built for U.S. $80,000. Each of the nine clubs agreed to pay a prorated share of this total over a period of three years, which ultimately led to a con​tribution of $55,000. A series of gifts and grants provided the balance of the funding. 

The Rotary Educational Center now looks almost palatial, with its stately, columned entrance and wrought iron railings bordering outside walkways on the second and third floors. The ceiling above the walkways is adorned with tiles, many of which have been decorated by the children. 

The first two floors house four spacious classrooms - each designed to accommodate 20-30 students. The entire third floor contains the region’s only public-access library. Steve Mittelsteadt, a Bismarck benefactor, volunteered to fund the library while Margaret Ahlness, of Bowman, and her family donated books in honor of her deceased husband, Paul, who was a Rotarian. “Children and adults come and use the library for workshops, reading and homework assignments,” Atkinson says. 

The Rotary Center is used six days a week, including evening sessions for adults honing their literacy skills. 

* Seattle-based freelance writer Janet Park recently visited the Rotary Educational Center in Antigua, Guatemala. 
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