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WHAT THE STUDENTS LEARNED Students were 
expected to learn about another culture. When 
traveling abroad, students always learn about the 
language, the geography, and a bit about the 
government. But the culture is what impacts them 
the most: the people, the food, customs, the socio-
economic status, social behavior, gender roles, the 
family system, history, and other cultural differences. 
They also surprised and influenced by the similarities.  
By traveling and living together, each student 
experiences small group communication and 
teamwork principles. Students develop a greater 
understanding of acceptance and making 
assumptions.  Ultimately, by knowing others, 
students are investigating themselves.    



PROJECT DESCRIPTION Before traveling, many students 
worked to raise funds and most earned a scholarship through 
Sinclair’s International Education Office. The students traveled 
with Transformational Journeys to San Lucas Toliman, 
Guatemala. The purpose was to learn about the culture and 
to build fuel-efficient wood burning stoves for a dozen 
families. Current cooking situations lead to burn accidents, 
respiratory issues for women and children as well as a need 
for a large amount of wood. By building the Transformational 
Journeys-designed concrete block stove, families spend less 
time gathering wood and increase efficiency in cooking as well 
reaping the health benefits. Students worked in pairs or trios 
with a local mason to build two stoves in four days. Other 
days were spent learning about the process, learning about 
local customs, and meeting Guatemalans who taught about 
immigration, sustainable agriculture, use of medicinal plants, 
and other customs and skills. Students visited other villages, 
cooked a Guatemalan meal, observed and negotiated in the 
marketplace, as well as took part in the town’s evening 
community activities. This team spent ten days traveling and 
living in Guatemala.   



RESULTS  Upon returning to Sinclair, students completed an 
Honors project within a class of their choosing. The students 
gathered often and spoke to classes and faculty about their 
experience. They wrote papers and gave presentations and 
created videos of their trip. Students met for further de-
briefing about two months after the trip. Having experienced 
some reverse culture shock, students were able to analyze 
their thoughts and feelings about the impressions they carried 
home with them.  Students spoke with the Sinclair Board of 
Trustees. Some were filmed by Sinclair to report on the 
success of the travel. Overall, the students were influenced 
and changed due to this ten-day experience.  

Students developed strong relationships with each other and 
with faculty and with the people of the village; the new stove 
owners and their children left an imprint.  

One student said, “When I signed up for this trip, I had no 
idea what the impact would be on my heart and mind. This 
service learning trip has forever changed my life.”  
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REFLECTIONS  A service learning project always 
enhances student success. However, adding the 
travel component enriches the experience to a level 
that is almost indescribable. It only takes a few hours 
for traveling students to bond and to begin to 
support each other at levels that professors work 
weeks to reach. Students show compassion and 
reflect in ways that do not happen often in the 
classroom. Students demonstrate encouragement 
and powerful inclusion strategies while traveling and 
living together.  

A student said, “These bonds that I’ve formed with 
my fellow travel partners [and] my friends in 
Guatemala are precious gifts that I will take with me 
throughout my life as well as the communication 
skills that I’ve honed that are imperative in my career 
as a social worker. “ 
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