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More than an education

El Salvador scholarship program
“Today”, Sister Marcia Gatica said in

a reflection during the Provincial Chapter on
July 27, “Matthew’s Gospel speaks to us of
the Reign of God, which is like a treasure
hidden in a field. A person finds this treasure
and sells absolutely everything in order to buy
the treasure. Also, the Reign of God is like a
merchant who finds a precious pearl and is
moved to sell everything in order to buy the
precious pearl.”
Following Sister Marcia’s reflection, Sister
Marita Capili shared “how our community
missioned in El Salvador discovered the
hidden treasure and the precious pearl.” She
related the story of how a community of four
Sisters of Providence – Sisters Marita,
Marcia, Kathryn “Kitsy” Rutan and Marilyn
Charette – joined together in December 2014
to reform and to refocus the Providence
community in mission in El Salvador. Less
than two years later, Sister Marita, president
of the Providence Beca Scholarship Program,
can report that their eﬀorts are bearing fruit.
The sisters are bringing more than the
possibility of an education in reach of young
people in El Salvador; they are bringing hope,
the vision for a better life, and some of the
tools needed to achieve it.
“Our first six months were the most
diﬃcult,” Sister Marita said: transition as
a new community with a revised mission,
closing houses and moving to a single
residence, dealing with a new language and
cultural diﬀerences, not to mention grappling
with heat, dust, mosquitoes and the fear of
gang violence.
Despite it all, the sisters
hold fast to one of the most
important goals of the Beca
program: to build solid
relationships of trust and
confidence with the students,
parents, community and the
schools they attend. l
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creates active, engaged citizens

p Beca Program scholarship recipients, sisters and associates who manage
the program, and in the center, a special guest: Norma Shuller Gayoso,
a Chilean chef who provided sandwiches and musical entertainment.

Iin thef youSisters
are fortunate enough to receive a scholarship
of Providence Beca program in El Salvador,
no one hands you a check and says “Good luck! See you
when you reapply next year.” This evolving program not
only seeks to put access to education within the reach of
young Salvadorans from villages in the Bajo Lempa/
Jiquilisco region; it aims for much more.
“This is education in its broadest sense,” Sister
Kathryn “Kitsy” Rutan, one of the founders of the
scholarship program, said in a recent
interview. “This is education put into
action by becoming engaged citizens.”

➺➺
t Dynamic activities during the
Beca meeting build friendship,
community and self-confidence.
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Provincial Chapter

l

Perpetual vows

t Students are
interviewed about
their projects.

Tutoring is an amor
solidario project. u

Use of technology is
essential to preparing
project reports. q

Technology is the
international language
shared over snacks. u
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T he first scholarships

were awarded in the mid-1990s, but the
program was re-energized in 2015 to
more clearly focus on the mission of the
program and on the active engagement
of the students and their families in
improving their quality of life through
education and collaboration. Today, the
Sisters of Providence who are part of
the Torogoz local community (named
after El Salvador’s national bird) are
uniquely suited for this ministry
role. Sister Marita Capili, president
of the Council of Administration
for the Providence Beca Program,
has a professional background as an
administrator in an international
hotel chain. Sister Marcia Gatica, a
student in social psychology at the
Jesuit University of Central America,
brings an understanding of processes
of motivation and evaluation for
personal and group projects, including

their impact on the person and on the
community. Two former scholarship
recipients, Delmi Ayala, PA, and Tulio
Mancia, PA, contribute their personal
and cultural experience, as well as
administrative and technical expertise.
Together, they walk students
through the application process and
the required criteria, which include a
cumulative grade-point average of 7
(the equivalent of a C-plus or B-minus),
and passing in all grades. Those who
receive a scholarship – 120 in 2015
– still have hurdles and challenges to
overcome, evidenced by an attrition rate
that took that number down to 84.
“There are risk factors in this
program,” Sister Kitsy explained.
“Students drop out because their life
situation changes.” For a young woman,
that could mean having a baby or being
needed at home to care for siblings; for a
young man, it could mean being needed
to help in the fields or being encouraged
by a parent to cross the border into the
United States, find work and send money
home. Occasionally, a door that once
seemed closed remains open. That could
be the case for a scholarship recipient
who left to take care of her newborn but
who plans to reapply, or for a young man
who returns home after being deported.

t Sister Marcia Gatica (right)
joins in entertainment in
formation section of program.

The Beca program is more than a
check to pay tuition and buy books and
supplies, Sister Kitsy said. It is a commitment to the required monthly scholarship meetings at the sisters’ house in
La Papalota, and to supply the required
documents: an oﬃcial report of current
grades, a voucher from the school or
university, and a detailed report on the
scholarship program’s most important
component, the Amor solidario project.
“Amor solidario is love in action in solidarity with others,” Sister Kitsy explained. “It
is mutually giving and receiving; sharing
with others and working together with
others for the common good.” Having met
these requirements, the students receive
an envelope with money to pay for the next
month’s schooling and a blank voucher for
the coming month. High school students
who are minors get a check made out to
an adult, usually the mother. If any of
the prerequisites are missing, there is no
check and the student has one week to
come back and supply what is missing.
The students’ Amor solidario projects
are the heart of the Beca scholarship
program. The questions developed by
Sister Marcia dig deep to guide the process:
What is the name of your project? What
is your plan? Who will be impacted/
transformed and how? How will you be
impacted/transformed and how? Early in
the school year, the plans for the projects
are approved, progress is monitored,
and the project sites are visited two or

families to encourage students to at
least stay in school until they earn a
high school diploma, which will give
them a better chance to find jobs. They
also will visit the mayor’s oﬃce to
encourage oﬃcials to collaborate on
meeting the students’ transportation
expenses due to the travel distance.

T

p Protecting
the environment
is a popular
amor solidario
project.

p Students enjoy a homemade snack during breaks.

three times. Students are instructed to
write their project reports on a computer,
to use Font 12, to post information and
photos on the program’s Facebook site,
and to include any words of aﬃrmation or
support they have received from others.
The project can be done by one student
or by a group of no more than six students.
Collaboration and networking with local
oﬃcials, neighborhoods and community
groups are encouraged. “This networking helps the youth to understand that
they need to work together,” Sister Kitsy
said. “In the process we are changed, and
the community is changed because of
working together on a common cause.”

E

xamples of student projects
make it clear why this Beca scholarship
program matters. In Linares, a poor
mountain village, students determined to
do something about garbage being dumped
on a riverbank where people bathe and
women wash clothes. They wanted to do
more than just clean up the garbage, but to
also help people learn not to throw it there,
Sister Kitsy explained. What was needed
was a place to collect the garbage and take
it elsewhere. The solution was to get a big
metal barrel, cut it in two and place it in a
turning stand on top of a concrete platform.
The barrel can be emptied by tipping it. Are
those students’ proud of their eﬀorts? The
sign painted on the barrel – “Providence
Beca Program - Amor solidario –” says it all.
Diplomacy was involved in another
student project to stop the flow of water
from the back of a house into a waste
dump. The students were careful not
to interfere with the resident’s privacy
and home life, but to encourage working
together with the Beca administra-

tion, the water service and the local
community oﬃcials to clean up the site.
Still another project involved two
students collaborating with a local
grade school to build an orchard on the
school grounds and seeking donations
to fund it. That fit nicely with one of the
students’ program of study in agricultural economics. Sisters of Providence
from the local Torogoz community
helped with money from their alms fund
and through the loan of a pickup truck.
Not every project is on that scale.
Some students have chosen to tutor
others, including one who oﬀered to
teach a man in his 60s to read and
write. The goal is change at some
level, whether the end result is short, medium- or long-term. The most
eﬀective projects are recognized, shared
and applauded at the monthly meetings.
“I’m proud to say that in 1 ½ years,
the Beca scholarship program has grown
along with the young persons who are
participating in it,” Sister Kitsy said
enthusiastically. “We are seeing progress
even as we are growing together.”
Sister Marita, Delmi and Tulio have
developed a statistical program and a
data bank that lists every applicant and
scholarship recipient, along with their
family information, age, income, school,
field of study and educational progress.
It oﬀers a vital tool for measuring results
over time and for writing references
for jobs and/or further education.
This year, the Beca Program is
adding a goal of reaching out to young
people and their parents in the department of Jiquilisco’s most rural areas,
where many young people do not go to
school beyond the ninth grade. Sister
Marita said they will visit schools and

his year, the Beca program
has 22 high school students who
are graduating and are interested in
pursuing technical and professional
higher education opportunities. Sister
Marita said the program is helping
students choose technical schools and
universities to enroll in and encouraging
students to take a free vocational test
given by Gerardo Barios University.
One of the first questions people in
the United States ask when they hear
about the Beca program is how they
can help and support it, Sister Kitsy
said. The answer is simple: DONATE.
“Mother Joseph Province has been very
generous” with the Beca program, she
said, funding capital expenditures to
improve the meeting space and oﬃce
by renovating and enlarging the house,
supplying a computer, adding air conditioning, and providing a new cement
floor and roof. “When you donate, your
contribution ensures that we will have the
3
necessary equipment to serve students
and enroll them in school,” she added.
The program’s annual budget is funded
by the province, and donations to the
ministry in El Salvador are recognized
as designated for the Beca Program.
In addition to the actual scholarship assistance and other program
needs, donations help to provide the
sandwiches and the natural fruit drinks
that are served to the students at the
monthly meeting, an idea from Sister
Marita that brought a new glow to the
students’ eyes. “You contribute to all
that,” is Sister Kitsy’s message to donors
to the Beca program. “Providence
of God, we thank you for all!” l



See photo gallery on the Sisters
of Providence website:
(www.sistersofprovidence.net)

Donations to the Providence
Beca Program can be made on
the website or by mailing a check
payable to Sisters of Providence to:
Development Oﬃce
1801 Lind Ave SW, #9016
Renton, WA 98057-9016

A walking stick helps
Sister Vilma Franco
keep up with the
mountain villagers
in Guatemala. u

Becoming a missionary

Mission trip in Guatemala leads

Sister Vilma Franco back to El Salvador

O n August 14,
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Sister Vilma Franco was missioned in
Seattle and then flew to El Salvador
on August 26 to take up ministry in
San Bartolome parish in the town
of Arcatao in the department of
Chalatenango. That mountain village
where she will be a catechist working
with children is her birthplace, a fouror five-hour drive from the coastal
department of Usulutan where she,
her mother and her sister relocated
after the civil war that claimed the lives
of her father and her six brothers.
“I was born there (in
Chalatenango), my father was killed
there, my family is buried there,”
Sister Vilma said. “I came to the
United States in 2006 to reconcile
with this country” because of its
role in the civil war that ravaged El
Salvador from 1980 to 1992. “I have
accomplished that.” She became a
U.S. citizen in January of 2015.
Sister Vilma first met the Sisters
of Providence ministering in El
Salvador and became a pre-candidate.
Discernment over the years has helped
her to discover that she is comfortable working with people, especially
the poor. She sought and received
permission to return to El Salvador to
minister and be a missionary to her
own people in their shared language.

“I have accomplished many things
on houses and installing pump mechaand created many strong relationnisms. In addition, Sister Vilma helped
ships,” Sister Vilma said, adding that
and provided translation for about 40
she has “mixed feelings” about her
doctors and nurses providing care as
next steps. “Now, I am diﬀerent, and
part of the international medical team.
El Salvador is diﬀerent, too. During
She learned in Guatemala not just to
the civil war there was violence, and
bring and give, but to follow up, collaborate
now there is still violence, and you
and partner with people, Sister Vilma said.
don’t know who’s good and who’s
“It was a privilege to be allowed into
bad. But I’m not afraid. My people
their lives, even for a day,” Sister Vilma
suﬀer. As a Sister of Providence, I
wrote to the sisters of Mother Joseph
have to suﬀer with my people. If
Province. She described going to homes
they’re not afraid, I am not afraid.”
and visiting with poor people, asking
Two recent mission trips to
permission to enter their sacred space
Guatemala proved to be excellent
and beginning a relationship with the
preparation for the return to El
families, using a translator to commuSalvador, she said. “My heart was
nicate in their dialects. “I asked myself,
calling me to something diﬀerent, and
how much do I have?” she said in an
the time in Guatemala changed my
interview. “They are so poor but they are
life.” The first time, last November, she
happy. They work together. I think we
traveled for one week with Providence
need to be more in solidarity with the
Health International as part of a team
poor. I was poor, and now I am going
helping to build latrines in a small
back to my roots. I continue to be poor,
village near Chicaman. She returned
because as a sister, what I have is not
to Guatemala for two months and was
mine. How much do we spend because
a group leader with Medical Teams
we need it or is it because we want it?”
International, working with 13 people
Sister Vilma said a niece asked her,
from Providence in Seattle to build
“Why are you coming back to El Salvador
clean-burning stoves for
families in the mountain
village of Monte Maria.
She also worked on a
“My heart was calling me to
water project in Capilla
something different, and the time
Chiquita, laying out PVC
in Guatemala changed my life.”
pipes to form gutters

