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Guatemalan women are the backbone of rural com-
munities, but they have long borne the burden of
inequity. One girl graduates from the sixth grade

for every eight boys. Some women never receive a birth
certificate. Banks view women as bad risks because they
lack collateral, work experience and cannot read the ques-
tions on a credit application.

T h a n k f u l l y, these pro blems are surm o u n t a bl e. By prov i d-
ing women the capacity to ove rcome social and economic
d i s c ri m i n a t i o n , CARE helps them change their lives and
expand horizons for their childre n .This also empowe rs them
to develop their communities and their countri e s .The ben-
efits are multi-generational and enduri n g .

In Guatemala, CARE identified access to credit and access
to education as two rights historically denied women and
gi r l s . The Proesa Xtani’ p roject is changing this reality and
i m p roving gender equity by providing small loans and
i n c reasing access to education.

Changing 
Lives
Around the world, poverty and illiteracy continue to be 
mostly female phenomena.Women earn 10 percent of the 
world’s income, and account for 70 percent of the 1.2 billion 
people living in absolute poverty. CARE works to correct 
gender inequity and help provide a better life for women,
their families and their communities.

EQUITY: 

equality 
fairness 

impartiality 

(left) In Guatemala,two-thirds of girls leave school before the fourth
grade. (right) Rosa Morales,12,will be the first in her family

to attend junior high school.
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“ Tradition dictates that females don’t need an education to maintain the home,
wash clothes and care for childre n ,” s ays Kirsten Jo h n s o n , d i rector of CA R E ’s pro-
grams in Guatemala. “This denies them the opportunity to lift themselves and their
families out of pove rt y.”

Proesa Xtani’– which means “ t riumph of gi r l s ” in the local Kaqchikel dialect – helps
women and their daughters understand and exe rcise their rights and achieve their
p o t e n t i a l . It also translates directly into improved employment opportunities and earn-
ing potential for wo m e n . “In the Guatemalan context, the goals of the project are
almost revo l u t i o n a ry,” s ays Juan José Notz, manager of the pro j e c t .

In the southwe s t e rn town of San Ja c i n t o, M a ria Morales, 4 4 , is one of thousands of
m o t h e rs in Guatemala working through Proesa Xtani’ to give her daughter an educa-
tion and the resulting opportunities denied to her.T h i rt y - f ive ye a rs ago, M o r a l e s ’ fa t h e r
f o rced her to drop out of school after the second gr a d e.

“It seemed like eve rything in my life that started out looking good turned out bad,” s h e
s ay s . Spending most of her life at home, Morales learned not to hope for an expanded ro l e
in life.After joining Proesa Xtani’, h oweve r, her outlook changed.

“ Working with CARE and other women has been a wonderful experi e n c e. I feel like
I’m a part of something good,” Morales say s .

Loans Bring Change
In each community where Proesa Xtani’operates, women organize into groups of 20

to 35 members. On the business front, CARE provides training to the women in how
to manage, save and earn money for their families. Each group then nominates a com-
mittee to manage a loan fund,which is initially funded by CARE.The members of the
group draw on the fund as a source of credit. Each member takes responsibility for her

(above, left to right)
CARE works to 
eliminate gender bias
in school and at home.
Girls who go to school
balance their studies
with household 
chores. (right) Young
women can now 
envision a life of
expanded opportunites.





own loan as well as collective responsibility for the g roup.
Some women buy cows to produce milk or chickens to

p roduce eggs. O t h e rs open small stores or we ave g ü i p i l e s
and other colorful garments to sell at marke t s .With their
e a rn i n g s , t h ey make payments on their loans and pay f o r
the education of their daughters . Per student, school costs
a p p roximately 400 q u e t z a l e s (about $50) a ye a r.

The women also hold regular meetings with school staff to
discuss their daughters ’a d va n c e m e n t .T h ey take turns pre p a r-
ing bre a k fast at school.T h ey become invo l ve d .

New A t t i t u d e s
In the classro o m , CARE works to eliminate gender

bias by encouraging teachers to include boys and girls in
c l a s s room discussion and promoting gi r l s ’ e n rollment by
s h owing videos and distri buting posters . Gender equity
messages promote equal treatment of boys and girls in
school and in the home.

“ CARE confronts the desire of mothers and their
d a u g h t e rs to change their lives in a way that truly mat-
t e rs and lasts,” s ays Notz. “These women have no access
to institutional cre d i t .The system keeps them trapped in
p ove rt y, u n a ble to afford the cost of food or medicine, l e t
alone education for their daughters . By organizing these
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(left) Women in San Jacinto, Guatemala,are successful entrepreneurs.
(right,from top) With their mothers’support,girls enjoy school.
Guatemalan women seek new opportunities for their daughters.

Quality education means a brighter future for all.

groups and opening their access to small loans, CA R E
gives women power in a country where they have tradi-
tionally wielded ve ry little.”

As women join Proesa Xtani’, the possibilities the pro-
gram provides are often approached with anticipation
and anxiety. For the first time, these women in
Guatemala have access to re s o u rc e s , p ower and opport u-
nity for themselves and their daughters . The experi e n c e
can be daunting.

The night before Maria Morales re c e ived her first loan,
she could not sleep. She wo rried that her business wo u l d
not succeed and that she would not be able to make her
re p ay m e n t s . By morn i n g , she was ready to back out. B u t
other women in her group encouraged her and con-
vinced her that, with their support , she would succeed.
When she accepted the money, her hands tre m bl e d . S h e
had never seen 700 quetzales (about $85) at one time.
She took the money and started her bu s i n e s s . She was to
m a ke re p ayments in small amounts eve ry 15 day s .

When she made her first pay m e n t , her hands tre m bl e d
a g a i n , this time with excitement. By the time Morales
paid off her first loan, she was a different pers o n .

N ow on her third loan, Morales owns and manages a
s t o re in front of her house. It is a bri g h t , a i ry room fur-
nished with a couple of wooden benches, a table and
re f ri g e r a t o r. She sells “a little bit of eve ry t h i n g .”

When not in school, M o r a l e s ’ 1 2 - year-old daughter
Rosa helps her, selling goods and handling money. B u t
R o s a ’s main concern is school: s t u d y i n g , l e a rn i n g . S h e
soon will graduate from the sixth gr a d e.

“ CARE has given me a business and has allowed me
to give my daughter an education,” Morales proudly say s ,
holding Rosa in her arm s . “She will be the first in our
family to go to junior high school.”

Her life and Rosa’s have changed foreve r.
M o n ey is a powerful re s o u rc e. So is education. A rm e d

with the firs t , a woman can achieve the second and
accomplish a lot for her fa m i l y. S i mu l t a n e o u s l y, she learn s
h ow to help her children and earns the money she needs
to act on her know l e d g e.

“ P roesa Xtani’ is much more than access to credit and
e d u c a t i o n ,” s ays Jo h n s o n .“This program works to ensure
that a gi r l ’s future is determined not by her gender, bu t
by her own interests and dre a m s .”

— A rt i cle by Allen Clinton;
P h o t o g ra p hy by Kimberly Conger


