History
After three years as community members in Playa Potrero Costa Rica, Meradith Leebrick and Drew Ragland began to realize there was lack of educational resources and extra-curricular activities available to community members.   Children had nowhere to go after-school, no creative outlets, and many community members had never used a computer! Meradith and Drew saw a need in the community for extended learning, and they decided to dedicate themselves to improving the current educational situation by creating an afternoon program offered to the entire community, at no cost.  

Starting from a meager beginning with only their personal finances and a handful of resources, the partners launched the first Abriendo Mentes class on June 8th, 2009 in a local, open air restaurant with just 15 students.  Community members fondly recall the early days of hearing local children shout the names of colors and shapes in the center of the village.  With the help of many volunteers, supporters, and donations, AM has grown to include more than 25% of the community and has accumulated over 1,000 class hours.
Mission
The mission of Abriendo Mentes (AM) is to empower rural Costa Rican communities through providing innovative educational, social, and technological programs to the people who need it most. 
Community Need
The AM program serves an area of the Chorotega region with a poverty rate of 29% (www.inec.go.cr).  The people of this region are densely packed into haphazard wooden structures, and have little exposure to the luxuries of the developed world.  This community faces two major obstacles to achieving economic stability: lack of educational resources and unemployment. In a region where education is fast becoming a requirement for many jobs, these issues have become intricately linked.  

The program is run in the rural village of Playa Potrero, where the only educational resource for children is a small, dilapidated, four room public school that offers classes a mere three hours per day, 85 days per year. The school provides very limited English instruction, no computer instruction, and no extra-curricular activities.  The lack of energy and funding for public education leads to apathy in the students, fosters a negative view of school and learning, and discourages children from pursuing a higher education.  

The adult community members have no access to training and development, and thus are unable to secure a job; in this area the unemployment rate is an alarming 40% (www.cepiacostarica.org).  A substantial change in the labor market over the past 10 years has shifted the economy from a primary focus on agriculture, to an overwhelming interest in the service and tourism sector, leaving the citizens with unprofitable skills and cultivating the massive unemployment gap.   

In the “new” Costa Rican economy, skills such as English fluency and computer competency are required as basic job qualifications to be a competitive applicant.  Obtaining a job in this sector is of paramount importance, because the positions can yield monthly incomes of up to $1,300/month.  As of 2010, the poverty line in terms of per capita/monthly was set at $135, making a salary earned in the tourism sector 5.5 times higher than the poverty line.  

The problem is that most of the adults in this community have very little education, and thus are not eligible applicants for these high paying positions.  They have never been taught English and have never used a computer; a condition that renders them helpless in the face of this new opportunity and forces their children into a life of poverty.
Community Demographic
Stats about community go here!
Program Overview
Children’s Program
In order to compete in this changing economy, the youth of today need to be taught skills in English, computer literacy, and a global awareness.  AM’s ultimate goal is to teach these critical skills to Playa Potrero’s youngest citizens, with the hope that this knowledge will allow them to pull themselves out of poverty, and create a healthier, happier future for their community. 

In an effort to supplement the lacking public education, AM has implemented a highly innovative program not otherwise available in rural Costa Rican communities.  AM utilizes cutting-edge teaching techniques that emphasize creativity and literacy to build on the skills and knowledge learned in the public schools during the after-school hours.  This method engages and motivates children through a combination of auditory, visual, and tactile activities that differ from the traditional rote methods of teaching currently used in classrooms. The program reaches 80% of the students that attend the Potrero public school and serves children ranging in age from 3 to 12.  

The AM Children’s program focuses on three core areas: 

Impact
AM’s innovative method has proven successful through the results of pre and post surveys: 

· 100% of participants said they want to attend a University
· 100% of participants said they will attend AM the following year
· The average student increased English scores by 15%

Impact of English Classes
Our exciting and creative teaching approach generates excitement about education and encourages continuation of schooling into High School and beyond. It also fills the after-school hours that would otherwise be spent idle without any structured educational activities. 

Impact of Computer Classes
The computer curriculum offers a creative, constantly changing educational outlet that stimulates motivation and allows for individualized interactivity. In contrast to the isolating, traditional classroom situation, computer classes allow students to access information and communicate with people all over the world.  This ultimately increases the ability to think critically, analytically and globally.  

Impact of Extra-Curricular Activites
Engaging in extra-curricular activities gives the children an opportunity to discover their strengths, build their self-esteem, and create a world-view that encompasses life outside of Playa Potrero. 

Adult Program
The AM Adult program focuses on two core areas:

Impact
English Classes
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Evaluation Methods
Progress in students is measured through periodic testing and monitoring school report cards.
Community Partnerships
CEPIA association for Culture and Education in Guanacaste
Las Catalinas Development
Sugar Beach Hotel
Bahia del Sol Hotel
Unique Adventures Costa Rica
Ecotrans Shuttle Service
La Escuelita de Esperanza
Tamarindo Surf School
Point Break Surf School
La Paz Community School
Womanars.com
Omprakash Foundation
UNC-Chapel Hill Business School
Beyond el Campo in Amherst College







Budget

Abriendo Mentes Fiscal Year 2010-2011 Budget

	Income
	
	

	
	Individual Donations
	13,597

	
	Grants
	1000

	
	In-Kind Donations
	12,255

	
	Total
	26,852

	Expenses
	
	

	
	Program Delivery
	

	
	Facilities
	9900

	
	English Curriculum
	1000

	
	Classroom Materials
	2500

	
	Trans./Excursions
	3500

	
	Workshops
	2000

	
	Computers
	3200

	
	Furnishings
	1000

	
	Utilities
	420

	
	Personnel
	21,000

	
	Misc.
	250

	
	Total Program
	44,770

	
	
	

	
	Administrative
	

	
	Fundraising & Marketing
	3,000

	
	Personnel
	15,000

	
	Misc.
	500

	
	Total Administrative
	18,500

	
	
	

	
	Total
	63,270

	
	
	

	Net Total
	
	36,418





English Classes


Group English classes are divided into two competency levels: Basic and Intermediate.


Computer Classes


Group classes are conducted on: Basic Computer Skills, Typing, Word Processing, and Internet usages.


Classes are held in the evenings, twice weekly, in groups of 5-15.  The class is led by the Project Director with the aid of volunteers.  


Curriculum is based on vocabulary and concepts that are applicable to daily life and occupations.  Workshops are conducted on different skill areas and professions. 


The classes start as a group to introduce the concept, and then students are divided in groups of one or two per volunteer to practice the lesson.  


Workshops are conducted on the four subject areas in two-week blocks. 


Adults sign up for a workshop that meets twice per week, in the evenings, in groups of 4 students. 


Classes are led by a volunteer computer teacher and overseen by the Project Director.





Increase Learning Opportunites.	


Generate excitedment about learning.	


Encourages children to pursue a Higher Education


Allows them to obtain higher paying jobs.


Pulls the community out of poverty.






English Classes 


Group ESL classes are held in the community classroom, and run by the Project Director with the aid of volunteers.  


Computer Classes	


AM students sign-up for 30 minute daily sessions, in two week blocks of time. 


Extra-Curricular Activities


AM offers a variety of activities that focus on developing creativity, critical thinking, physical activity, and environmental and global awareness.  The extra-curricular activities are:


AM teaches classes 200 days a year, with an average of 1.5 hours per day, resulting in 300 hours per year.  This totals more than the amount of time the kids spend in the public school.


The classes are conducted in small groups of four students by a volunteer and overseen by the Project Director. 


Classes are conducted on the following topics: Internet Usage, Typing, and Word Processing.


Art Classes, 


Pen-pal Program


Experiential Learning Excursion


Sustainable Garden Project


Beach Clean-ups






