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Nepal
Stitching a brighter future
In Morang District in eastern Nepal, 
Rita Mandal uses the skills she gained 
through sewing classes run by MCC 
partner Brethren in Community 
Welfare Society (BICWS) to earn 
money for school fees for her chil-
dren and to help support her fam-
ily. After completing training through 
BICWS, she began working alongside 
her sister to design, cut and sew gar-
ments for women and to mend clothes. 
After about six months, she was able 
to purchase her own sewing machine 
and now earns around $50 or more a 
month from her sewing.

Syria
Continuing to reach out
Through the years of the Syrian con-
flict, Al Safina, an MCC partner and 
L’Arche community, continues its 
efforts to serve nearly 60 people 
with disabilities in the capital city of 

Damascus. Workshops are held in the 
mornings and afternoons to accommo-
date as many participants as possible. 
Participants (names not used for secu-
rity reasons) work on crafts geared to 
their skill level, including drying fruits, 
and the final products are sold at a 
Christmas market.

Ethiopia
Growing a flock
Around the world, MCC’s work to 
help people earn income often is woven 
with other efforts, whether in food 
security or education. Miselal Haftu, 
right, shown with her mother Mulu 
Gabriel Hiwot, is part of an education 
project of an MCC partner, the Anna 
Hofer Education and Family Support 
organization in northern Ethiopia. 
About four years ago, Hiwot, a widow, 

and other students’ parents and guard-
ians received money they could use to 
generate income. She purchased sheep, 
resulting in a flock that continues to 
benefit the family today.

Bangladesh
Access to markets
Finding new ways to grow crops is 
only the first step. Farmers also must 
be able to sell what they grow. In 
Bangladesh, an MCC-supported proj-
ect with partner Grameen Unnayan 
Prokolpo provides farmers such as 
Abdul Majid with training on how to 
control insects without using pesti-
cides. The project also set up a buying 
center to purchase pesticide-free veg-
etables from farmers and make them 
available for consumers, creating a 
market for the new crops.

Find more news at 
mcc.org

MCC 
news

Lend a hand — Comforters and blankets
G I V E  H O P E  A N D  C O M F O R T.  A  H A N D M A D E  C O M F O R T E R  P R O V I D E S  N O T  O N LY 

W A R M T H  B U T  A L S O  A  TA N G I B L E  M E S S A G E  T O  P E O P L E  T H AT  T H E I R  N E E D S 

A R E  N O T  F O R G O T T E N .

Use new or nearly new material

Single/twin size preferred (approx 
60 x 80 in); double/full size accepted 
(approx 82 x 90 in)

Winter weight preferred (please use 
new quilt batting)

Knotted with crochet cotton (not more 
than 4–8 in apart) 

Purchased blankets (twin or full size) 
and new, flat twin sheets (for hospitals, 
schools and orphanages) are also 
needed.

Go to mcc.org/comforters to find a link 
to more detailed instructions. For 
drop-off locations, contact your nearest 
MCC office (see page 2) or go to mcc.
org/kits.
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You are a part of this transformation
J  R O N  B Y L E R 

M C C  U . S .  E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R

Therefore encourage one another and build up each 
other, as indeed you are doing. ( 1 Thessalonians 5:11)

Each year, we choose a Scripture for MCC staff mem-
bers everywhere to focus on together. This verse is our 
text for 2019, and I can think of no better words to sum 
up MCC’s work around the world in building relation-
ships among partners, project participants, churches, 
volunteers and supporters of all kinds.

In this issue about MCC’s work with economic 
empowerment in Bolivia, Rwanda, India and else-

where, you’ll read stories about encouraging and assisting people in bettering 
their own lives.

In Montero, Bolivia, teen Vania Chavez Abrego, after seeing her mother devel-
op new skills and open her own hairdressing business, takes hairdressing classes 
after school and hopes to use her earnings to pay for university studies. She calls 
her mother her inspiration.

In Kolkata, India, Debasish Ghosh is learning to operate a metal lathe, training 
he could not have afforded without MCC’s help. Ghosh says he is doing his best 
to achieve his goals. He thanks MCC for supporting him and he says, “You are 
part of my life and I will never forget what you have done for me.”

I have seen the same tenacity that Ghosh and Abrego express in so many other 
people I have met through MCC’s work around the world. With assistance from 
MCC, entire communities are improving their lives for themselves and for their 
families.

You are part of this transformation. Your support encourages and builds up 
community efforts like these, serving as a foundation for MCC’s relief, develop-
ment and peace ministries in 57 countries. This is our work together in the name 
of Christ. Thanks be to God!

 

J  R O N  B Y L E R ’ S  E M A I L  A D D R E S S  I S 

R O N B Y L E R @ M C C . O R G
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BOLIVIA

4  A COMMON PLACE WINTER 2019 A COMMON PLACE WINTER 2019  5

Cover
story

Skills for life
MCC-supported workshops 
equip Bolivian women with 
practical skills to support their 
families.
S T O RY  B Y  R A C H E L  B E R G E N 

P H O T O S  B Y  M AT T H E W  S A W AT Z K Y

I
t’s 6 p.m. and Irene Abrego Paraba greets a client out-
side her home in Montero, Bolivia. As the sun sets, she 
pulls a chair and small table from her house and deli-
cately sets down a hairbrush, comb, clips and a blow 
dryer. She’s ready to get to work.

Paraba furrows her brow in concen-
tration as she blow-dries Moe Isakari’s 
hair, brushes it and clips sections to 
begin French braiding, creating an 

attractive up-do for a party. When she finish-
es, Paraba proudly holds a mirror in front of 
her client, eliciting a bright smile from Isakari.

Just a few years ago, Paraba’s life looked a lot different 
than it does now.

The mother of five was in an abusive relationship with her 
husband and scraped together a bit of money by washing 

clothes for people in the community. 
Paraba says her children didn’t have a 
healthy diet. They were afraid of their 
father who yelled and sometimes hit 
them. The family couldn’t afford all 
their school supplies.

Paraba realized something needed 
to change. She left her husband and 

Working outside her home in Montero, 
Bolivia, Irene Abrego Paraba styles 
Moe Isakari’s hair. Hairdressing provides 
extra income that she uses to support 
her family. Isakari, in addition to being a 
client of Paraba, is a one-year volunteer 
at MCC partner El Comedor de Niños 
through the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency.

began to envision her life differently.
“I realized I needed to do something for my family,” Paraba says. 

“Modeling a different way of being a Bolivian woman is for my 
family.”

In 2011, she walked by a center of El Comedor de Niños (the 
Comedor), an MCC partner which has two children’s community 
centers and whose name translates as The Children’s Dining Room. 
The organization was started to improve health outcomes among 
children from low-income households and now provides care for 
children and workshops for adults. Paraba learned about the train-
ings available in things like cooking, baking, hairdressing, plumb-
ing and electricity and even self-esteem and decided to sign up.

 I think I’d 
still be washing 
clothes if it wasn’t 
for the Comedor.”



To date, Paraba has taken seven dif-
ferent workshops, courses that range 
in length from five to 10 months, and 
she is using her new skills to supple-
ment her income and support her chil-
dren on her own.

Because of her experience with the 
training modules on electricity and 
plumbing, she was able to get a clean-
ing and maintenance job at the center. 

And the skills she learned in doing 
manicures and pedicures and cutting 
and styling hair mean that, on a typical 
weekend day, she can earn an addition-
al $7 to $10 — more than twice what 
she would make for a day of washing 
clothes.

Now Paraba can afford to buy her 
children school supplies and fruits and 
vegetables. She says she’s also grown as 

a person and become more confident.
“I think I’d still be washing clothes 

if it wasn’t for the Comedor,” Paraba 
says. “I think I’d still be a timid, sub-
missive person.”

For the last 20 years, the Comedor, 
which has two centers in different 
neighborhoods, has worked to bring 
change to the lives of families in 
Montero.

Today the centers provide a safe 
place for children to go after school to 
have their homework supervised and 
learn about nutrition and hygiene. The 
children garden together, learn about 
fruits and vegetables and even take 
home a share of the harvest.

Skills workshops like the ones Paraba 
took fill an important gap in a commu-
nity where finding formal employment 

is difficult and many people resort to 
selling produce, driving motorcycle 
taxis or cleaning.

But the Comedor also helps women 
face challenges beyond earning a liv-
ing.

In Montero, women have especially 
high illiteracy rates and are some-
times subject to exploitation and dis-
crimination because of their socioeco-
nomic status and gender. According 
to the Center for Information and 
Development of Women in Bolivia, 
seven out of 10 women in Bolivia’s 
Santa Cruz region, where Montero 
is located, have experienced violence, 
often within their families.

Sometimes, husbands are reluctant 
to see their wives go to workshops at 
the Comedor or to start to think about 
working outside the home, says Nathan 
Toews of North Newton, Kansas. He 
and his wife, Leidy Muñoz, serve as 
MCC representatives for Bolivia.

“When women leave the home to 
go to workshops like the ones the 
Comedor offers or go to work, some 
men see it as a threat to the idea that 
they can take care of their own family,” 
Toews explains.

The Comedor has psychologists 
who work with families, and staff plan 
activities that include husbands and 
fathers.

Trainings in self-esteem strive to 
boost the confidence of women and 
help them feel empowered in their 
families.

But another powerful way of pro-
moting self-esteem and confidence is 
through the workshops on topics like 
hairdressing, electricity, plumbing, 
cooking and baking.

It’s a humid afternoon, and wom-
en clad in white clothes and hairnets 
gather around an electric mixer as an 
instructor cracks eggs and stirs in flour 
and sugar. They are making a beautiful 
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At El Comedor de Niños, baking 
instructor Martha La Fuente de Brun 
leads participants through the steps 
of making a dulce de leche cake.

Using the baking and cooking skills she 
learned at El Comedor de Niños, Jakelin 
Castillo Montero now prepares pizza rolls and 
other food items that she and her daughters 
sell in various locations around town.



They split the profits equally. More than 15 years later, the 
group is still going strong. (Read more about a participant 
on p. 10.)

That kind of long-term growth is what Paraba dreams 
of as she plans for her own salon. She’s slowly paying off a 
piece of property in Montero and wants to build a home-
based business complete with a specialized chair, mirror and 
sink for hair styling.

Paraba’s daughter, Vania Irene Chavez Abrego, 15, is 
planning to go into business with her. The teen has been 

taking classes at the Comedor after school 

and wants to use her skills to earn enough money to attend 
university. She sees this as a way of reaching her goal of 
becoming a journalist, and her mother is her motivation.

“There isn’t another woman like my mother. I feel very 
proud of my mom,” Abrego says through tears. “She’s my 
inspiration.” 

Rachel Bergen was a writer for MCC Canada through 
November 2018. Matthew Sawatzky is a photographer in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba.

Give a gift — Where needed most
Your gift supports MCC where it’s needed most around the world, including helping 

people develop new skills and find ways to better support their families. Send 
contributions in the enclosed envelope, give online at donate.mcc.org or contact 
your nearest MCC office (see page 2).

dulce de leche cake — and they are building experience they 
can soon translate into income.

That’s how it worked for Jakelin Castillo Montero.
She took part in cooking and baking workshops at the 

Comedor, going back to learn new recipes to expand her 
repertoire.

For the last three years, Montero has woken at 5:30 a.m. 
to prepare dough for pizza rolls, doughnuts and empana-
das. Later in the morning she works with the dough and 
prepares trays and trays of desserts and snacks.

Once the food is ready, Montero’s daughters, who are 19, 
21 and 22 years old, sell it at clinics, a hospital and market. 

It’s because of her daughters that Montero started her 
business in the first place. She says she wanted to be able 
to support them to get higher education. Montero cur-
rently helps her eldest, Carla Guzmán Castillo, who is 
a law student at the local university, pay for books and 
some school fees.

What women learn at the Comedor can pay dividends for 
years to come. 

A group of women who met there between 2003 and 
2006 learned to knit, sew and weave aguayo, traditional 
Bolivian fabric with colorful patterns, and they began mak-
ing wallets, purses and clothing. As their skills improved, 
the women analyzed the quality of their products and even-
tually decided to start an artisan collective called Mujeres 
sin Limites (Women Without Limits). 

Each month, members put aside 10 percent of their 
earnings to buy supplies and grow the 
business. Together, they’ve been able 
to buy three sewing machines. 
Savings also pay for trans-
portation and food when 
one member represents 
the group at fairs 
around the country. 
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Vania Irene Chavez Abrego, 15, is coached 
by instructor Raúl Aica Ibarra as she 
practices her hair-cutting skills on her 
younger brother, Jorge Daniel Chavez 
Abrego, 10. The teen takes classes at El 
Comedor de Niños after school. She plans 
to go into the hairdressing business with 
her mother, Irene Abrego Paraba, to earn 
money for college.

Outside of a clinic in Montero, Bolivia, 
Graciela Guzmán Castillo sells baked 
goods prepared by her mother, Jakelin 
Castillo Montero. Proceeds from the food 
support the family in various ways, 
including helping pay for books and school 
fees for her sister Carla Guzmán Castillo, 
who is studying law at a local university.



I
n 2003 I first came to El Comedor de Niños, an MCC 
partner which has two community centers provid-
ing care for children and workshops for women (and 
whose name translates as The Children’s Dining 
Room). My husband was the only one working, so we 
didn’t have much money. I left school in seventh grade 
and didn’t really have any skills.

Normally here in Bolivia, the hus-
band works and the wife stays at 

the house. The mother takes care of the 
children and can’t leave the house because 
there isn’t someone to take care of the 
children. My husband is quite a machista, 
(someone who has a strong sense of tradi-
tional gender norms where the man is the 
head of the house) and he didn’t want me 
to leave the house.

I went to the Comedor for a year with 
my children and took workshops without my husband 
knowing.

I decided I needed to do this when I saw my children were 
suffering from malnutrition and being underweight. We 
didn’t have enough money to buy nutritious food, and we 
didn’t have enough food.

At the Comedor, my children were cared for and given 
snacks, lunch and nutritional supplements, while I took 
workshops in sewing and making handicrafts out of a col-
orful traditional fabric called aguayo. I also took a self-

esteem workshop and learned to speak up for myself.
In 2004 my husband found out. He never hit me, but he’s 

a very big man and spoke very forcefully. He would yell at 
me and tell me I couldn’t leave the house and got very angry.

For those that knew me when I first came to the Comedor, I 
couldn’t even talk. I had a lot of shame in talking and I would 
sometimes cry. The change in me has been very drastic.

I told my husband, “If you don’t want 
me to leave (the house to take workshops) 
and be able to grow, I’ll divorce you.” 
He was very angry, so I went and made 
a report to the Defensoría de la Mujer 
(Women’s Public Defender, a state agen-
cy). We talked with a psychologist there, 
who talked with him about the children 
being cared for at the center.

In time, he saw that I wasn’t doing any-
thing wrong by going to the Comedor to 

learn these skills and, actually, it was good. He changed his 
tone and his position and became repentant for how he was 
acting.

He began to support me and eventually actually helped 
me with my sewing. He started to see what I was doing was 
not just for me, but was for the well-being of the family. It 
was good for him, good for the kids and good for me as well.

In 2008 I started working for the Comedor as a social 
worker with the children. I do that three days a week. 
During the rest of the week I make handicrafts out of 

aguayo with a group called Mujeres sin Limites (Women 
Without Limits). I’m the president of the group. We all met 
at the Comedor and now make handicrafts to sell at a mar-
ket in Montero and at fairs around the country.

I thought I couldn’t do anything other than be a mother. 
I’ve opened my eyes and have been able to do many things 
that before I wouldn’t have even dreamt of doing. I’ve taken 
many workshops over the last 15 years and always want to 
learn more.

For me this project has been like my university, my school 
and my education. I was not able to finish school, so this 
was a good opportunity. But it’s also good for my family. 
We learned more about nutrition and now I cook with more 

vegetables. My oldest two sons are studying in university, 
and I’m able to support them. My youngest son is still in 
high school, but I hope to see them all graduate from uni-
versity and become professionals.

For me, the Comedor is not just the place where I work. 
It’s a home. I don’t ever think about leaving this place. 

María Elena Algarañaz de Masabi participated in MCC-
supported workshops at El Comedor de Niños in Montero, 
Bolivia. She now works with a group of women she met 
there to sell clothing and other items they have sewn at the 
market and at fairs. She also serves as a social worker at 
the Comedor.
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Cover
story

First person

María Elena Algarañaz de Masabi
A participant in an MCC-supported 
economic empowerment program talks 
about how her life has changed.
A S  T O L D  T O  R A C H E L  B E R G E N

 For me, this 
project has been 
like my university, 
my school and my 
education.”



RWANDA
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Culinary arts for a brighter future
In Kigali, Rwanda, an MCC-supported 
program is training students to work in 
a growing market of restaurants and 
hotels.
S T O RY  B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R 

P H O T O S  A N D  I N T E R V I E W S  B Y  O W E N  M C C U L L U M

Feature
story

Whisking vinegar into a salad 
dressing, culinary student Alaise 
Mukagasana hones the skills that 
she plans will help her start her own 
restaurant and hotel.

S
urrounded by shelves of bowls, grat-
ers and other tools of her trade, 
18-year-old culinary student Alaise 
Mukagasana whisks vinegar into a 
dressing of oil, parsley, onion and salt, 
making headway on the day’s lesson on 
salads.

Over the past two decades, the num-
ber of restaurants and hotels in Kigali 

and other parts of Rwanda — along with the country’s tour-
ist industry — has grown dramatically, and demand is high 
for workers with skills in these areas.

In 2016, MCC partner Mwana Nshuti, whose name 
means My Child, My Friend, added culinary classes to its 
vocational training program, offering new opportunity for 
people like Mukagasana.

Students start with food hygiene and safety, learn about 
storing ingredients and then move on to focus on certain 
foods — from fruit, vegetable and salad preparation to tech-
niques for pasta, sauces, meat, bread, cakes and pastries.

“I get skills to prepare a buffet or to make a meal for 
many people,” Mukagasana says.

And at Mwana Nshuti she’s getting hands-on practice in 
those skills each day.

Instructor Gaudence Nyirasafari begins lessons at a black-
board in a classroom, guiding students through a particular 
dish or technique as they take notes.

By late morning, though, students are in the kitchen, 
focused on preparing the foods they talked about earlier.

“What I am excited about in my learning is practice,” 
Mukagasana says, “especially when I prepare (a dish) doing 
each and every thing.”



vide a caring, inclusive environment.
Weekdays begin with a half-hour 

devotional time, a space that Umwiza 
treasured for sharing testimonies and 
learning about God together. 

Teachers and leaders encourage and 
advise students in whatever struggles 
they may face. Umwiza recalls that 
when she was hospitalized after a car 
accident, “I loved the way they came 
and visited me.”

Today, as she works to build her 
future, Umwiza also is reaching out to 
care for others.

In additional to supporting herself, 
saving money to start a business and 
occasional help for family and friends, 
each month she donates a portion of 
her salary to help a widow with two 
children pay school fees.

The 22-year-old dreams of one day 
teaching the culinary skills she’s honed 
to other women and is eager to learn 
more herself.

“In the culinary arts you can’t stop 

learning new things,” she says. “Every 
time you learn new things, those new 
things, new skills make me want to 
keep following my dream.”

For Mukagasana, the dishes that she 
and others learn to make at Mwana 
Nshuti, along with classroom sessions 
or visits to hotels and markets, all bring 
her a step closer to her dream — of one 
day having her own restaurant and 
eventually her own hotel.

And she’s relishing the journey of 
practicing alongside other students 
and sharing ideas together. “I like to 
be with them,” she says. “And I see 
how everyone is busy in order to know 
about what we are preparing. It makes 
me happy.” 

Marla Pierson Lester is managing 
editor of A Common Place magazine. 
Owen McCullum of Plattsburgh, 
New York, is serving at Friends Peace 
House through MCC’s Serving and 
Learning Together (SALT) program.

The combination of classroom time 
and kitchen experience “helps us to use 
our hands and our brains,” she says.

That mix is at the heart of Mwana 
Nshuti — a combination of practical 
experience and specialized knowledge 
that can help a student step into a cer-
tain trade or business, often in a matter 
of months rather than years.

But it’s only part of a recipe 
for success.

Vocational training pro-
grams also need to help stu-
dents develop the range of 
skills that will best serve them 
in building a career.

At Mwana Nshuti, that 
means that culinary students, 
in addition to studying cook-
ing techniques, take additional 
classes in entrepreneurship, 
customer care, math, accounting, 
English and Swahili.

“With entrepreneurship you find 
how to create your own business, how 
to (work with) your customer, how to 
manage the money you get in order to 
improve or to get to the purpose that 
you have,” Mukagasana says. “Also, 
English helps me in communication 
with those who come to me who don’t 
speak Kinyarwanda. English will help 
us to understand each other better.” 

English, French and Swahili are 
three of the four official languages 
of Rwanda. But most people speak 

Kinyarwanda, the other official lan-
guage, best and use it most often.

Being able to communicate with visi-
tors who don’t speak Kinyarwanda is a 
selling point that helps graduates find 
a job or make their own businesses 
more successful.

So are the lessons in customer 

care, says Grace Umwiza, who fin-
ished classwork at Mwana Nshuti in 
December 2017.

“They taught us how we can wel-
come different people,” Umwiza says, 
including welcoming and working with 
customers who are angry or upset.

Those skills, along with culinary 
knowledge, paid off for Umwiza.

Mwana Nshuti helps students 
arrange internships after their six 
months of classroom and kitchen les-
sons. Umwiza became an intern in a 
hotel in Rwanda’s Eastern Province, 
rotating through working in the kitch-

en, in customer service and in areas 
like cleaning.

After two months, the hotel recruit-
ed her to work full time in customer 
service. “That’s where I’m still work-
ing now,” she says.

The job has made a powerful differ-
ence for Umwiza, who signed up for 

the program knowing her fam-
ily could not afford university 
studies.

Before, she’d rely on her 
mother for anything she needed. 
“Sometimes she would buy it, 
or she couldn’t buy it,” Umwiza 
remembers. “So now I’m able 
to buy things by myself and I’m 
able to serve my family . . . Those 
kinds of little things with which 
I’m able to help, I try to help.”

That financial independence 
is precious. Some men, she says, may 
take advantage of young women liv-
ing in poverty, pressuring them to have 
sex in exchange for financial support. 
Because of her training and income, 
she says, she does not need to fear this 
exploitation.

Staff seek to provide more than just 
financial opportunity, though.

Mwana Nshuti is a program 
of Friends Peace House, a faith-
based organization founded by the 
Evangelical Friends Church of Rwanda 
(Quakers). With small class sizes and 
committed teachers, it strives to pro-

 In the culinary arts you 
can’t stop learning new things. 
Every time you learn new 
things, those new things, new 
skills make me want to keep 
following my dream.”
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Culinary classes and lessons 
in customer service and 
entrepreneurship paid off for 
Grace Umwiza, who landed a 
full-time job in a hotel.

Sauteed garlic, onions and pili pili 
peppers will be combined with a 
potato mixture as a filling for 
sambusas, a stuffed pastry that is a 
common snack food in Rwanda.

Gaudence Nyirasafari, right, has been a 
culinary arts instructor at Mwana Nshuti 
since 2016, working with students 
including, from left, Françoise Niyigena, 
Jean Claude Ndayishimiye, Xavier Misago 
and Claudine Umutoniwase.

Mwana Nshuti culinary students 
Joshua Ninziza, left, and Innocent 
Mpitabakana show the banana bread 
they made during the day’s lesson.

M
CC photo/Jam

es Souder



Technical training in India
With MCC support, students in India 
gain access to technical skills, opening 
doors to jobs in manufacturing and 
industry.
S T O RY  B Y  M A R L A  P I E R S O N  L E S T E R 

I N T E R V I E W S  B Y  AY E S H A  K A D E R 

P H O T O S  B Y  D AV E  K L A S S E N

A
gainst the soft hum of machines and 
the sharper sounds of tools shap-
ing steel, Debasish Ghosh takes his 
place at a metal lathe, ready to prac-
tice skills that will help launch him 
into a career.

For the past four decades, MCC 
has helped students who could not 
otherwise afford technical train-

ing to gain skills at Don Bosco Technical School and other 
institutions in Kolkata and the state of West Bengal in India.

It’s changing the future for students such as Ghosh, whose 
parents could not keep up with school fees when Ghosh 
first enrolled at Don Bosco. “My father is a farmer and the 
only earning member in my family,” the 23-year-old says. 

Today, though, with help from MCC, Ghosh is in his final 
year of a three-year vocational training course to become a 
mechanical engineering technician.

Around the world, an important part of MCC’s education 
work is supporting vocational training programs — helping 
young people gain specialized skills and learn trades that 
will give them new paths to employment and a chance to 
better support themselves and their families.

“We see education as literacy, basic reading and writ-
ing, math, but it’s more than that,” says MCC education 
coordinator Lynn Longenecker. “It’s also learning prac-
tical skills that will lead to jobs. It’s learning skills for 
thinking critically, for getting along with others.

“Education is all of these layers that empower a person to 
have a voice and have an active role in defining their life and 
contributing to their community,” he stresses.

In India, MCC currently provides assistance to nearly 400 
students to help pay fees and buy textbooks and other sup-
plies for vocational training programs in mechanical, civil 
and electrical engineering or in fields such as nursing and 
midwifery.

Access to training is only the first step. MCC also aims 
at improving the quality of the education students receive.

In addition to supporting educational tours to sites such as 
factories, MCC’s vocational training program in India has 
funded efforts to improve vocational school libraries, to pro-
vide special coaching classes in English and math and to offer 
skills training for teachers. The program has paid for school 
equipment ranging from machinery to computers.

The Indian economy has witnessed significant growth in 
the past two decades, and demand is great for workers with 
skills related to manufacturing and industry. But students 
often struggle to afford these courses of study.

“My father is a carpenter and unable 
to pay my fees,” says Amrito Biswas, 
who is part of a three-year mechani-
cal engineering technician course at 
Swami Vivekananda Institute of  Science 
and Technology in 
Baruipur,  West  Bengal. 
“Through MCC’s 
help, I can do a train-
ing like this.”

Since MCC’s 
vocational training 
program began in 
1975, it has touched 
the lives of approximately 9,000 young 
people studying in a variety of institu-
tions in the Kolkata area and through-
out West Bengal.

Courses provide a mix of class-
room learning and experience working 
directly with machinery and tools.

“My favorite part of this learning 
experience is the practical classes,” says 
Gulshan Burh, who is in his third year 

of a mechanical engineering technician 
course at Don Bosco Technical School. 
The more of these classes he can do, 
the more hands-on experience he’ll get. 
“I want to learn more,” he says.

Burh has seen that 
other students who 
have completed 
their training at Don 
Bosco have found 
jobs. He’s heard 
from graduates who 
have come back to 
the school to speak, 

and he knows that various companies 
recruit on the school campus.

The school estimates that about 80 
percent of the trainees find jobs in vari-
ous national and multinational orga-
nizations, and others are using their 
skills in their own businesses.

But behind these numbers are stories 
of students’ own determination and 
effort — whether it’s Burh’s enthusiasm 

for more experience or the persever-
ance others show in overcoming obsta-
cles to complete their learning.

Take Ghosh.
Each morning, he rises at 4:30 to 

spend more than two hours travel-
ing by train to Don Bosco. He returns 
home after 8 each evening.

So far, though, he is on track to grad-
uate in August of this year.

“After receiving MCC support, my 
family is very happy, and I am doing 
my best to achieve my goal,” he says. 

“Thank you, MCC, for all your 
support. You are part of my life, and I 
will never forget what you have done 
for me.”

Marla Pierson Lester is managing 
editor for A Common Place magazine. 
Ayesha Kader is education coordina-
tor for MCC in India. Dave Klassen 
of Kitchener, Ontario, is a former 
MCC worker.

INDIA
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Debasish Ghosh, one of the 
students benefiting from 
MCC support at Don Bosco 
Technical School in Kolkata, 
India, practices his skills at 
a metal lathe.

Gulshan Burh works 
at a milling machine 
at Don Bosco 
Technical School.

Feature
story

 Through MCC’s 
help, I can do a 
training like this.”



Print more copies and see a recipe for salpicón uu mcc.org/hello

for children

My name is Jhonn Jahiro 
Capobianco Mercado
Age: 11 

Lives in: Montero, Santa Cruz department, Bolivia

In the morning, I brush my teeth and read, then get 
dressed and eat breakfast. I walk to school with my 
sister at 7 a.m. At school I study math, social stud-

ies, literature and grammar, religion, music, physical 
education, Guaraní (an Indigenous language spoken 

in the area) and English.

After school, I come to a community center of El Comedor 
de Niños (an MCC partner). I do my homework here and 

play. Sometimes we work in the garden together and harvest 
vegetables. My mom has taken workshops here in cooking and 
baking and she also volunteers in the kitchen. Since she’s come 
she’s gotten better at baking and she cooks more. What she 
learns at the Comedor she tries at home.

In my spare time I like to practice my multiplication tables and 
read. Sometimes I practice English.

My favorite food: salpicón (potato salad with carrots, 
chicken and mayonnaise)

My favorite subject: math

What I want to be: a businessman

BOLIVIA
How do you say hello in Spanish?

hola
(Say “OH-lah”)

B Y G Z N N X Z V D D O W F B
W R U O Y Z R A Q Z I D Y Q R
I L A N C G L T A R E A K W T
Z A N A H O R I A S N S S F H
Q M A Y O N E S A O T X O Y L
Z P Ñ K S O E Y B T E R Z X Z
U I A D A R U B W A S A C V F
S C M P P N R A N I C O C R I
V C F M O Í P W C W U F J S A
V R E E L D I P F X E K S C S
W Z P W L R V Y L K L L Y G R
N G U X O A L R F W A D G Y P
J H O S N J S Z R F K A M K D
X O X O M Z R H D R Y S L F B
N W Q X V P Q N L W Y U H G X

 leer (to read)

 desayuno (breakfast)

 mañana (morning)

 dientes (teeth )

 escuela (school)

 tarea (homework)

 mayonesa (mayonnaise)

 jardín (garden)

 cocinar (to cook)

 casa (home)

 zanahorias (carrots)

 pollo (chicken)

What can you spot?
Find the words in Spanish from Jhonn’s 
story. (See list at right.)
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Serving and Learning Together

Find your place
MCC has workers in Africa, Asia, 
Europe, Latin America and the Middle 
East, as well as in Canada and the U.S.

Go to mcc.org/serve, contact your 
nearest MCC office or follow  
@servemcc on Twitter to learn about 
current service opportunities. 

MCC workers are expected to exhibit 
a commitment to Christian faith, 
active church membership and 
biblical peacemaking.

M
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“Working in Haiti, I’ve 
seen how faith can inspire 
people from all walks of 
life to improve the lives of 
people around them.”

On assignment

Annalee Giesbrecht stands outside the 
MCC office in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. She 
worked in the office and traveled 
throughout Haiti to MCC projects during 
her time in MCC’s Serving and Learning 
Together (SALT) program and continues to 
do so as an advocacy and communications 
coordinator for MCC in Haiti.

Name: Annalee Giesbrecht

Hometown: Winnipeg, Manitoba 
(St. Margaret’s Anglican Church)

Assignment: I worked for MCC in 
Haiti as a communications assistant as 
part of MCC’s Serving and Learning 
Together (SALT) program in 2017–2018. 

Typical day: Some days I spent out 
hiking to remote communities or trav-
eling around Port-au-Prince by motor-
cycle taxi, touring MCC projects and 
talking with project participants about 
their experiences. Other days I spent in 
the office working with the photos and 
interviews I gathered on visits and turn-
ing them into stories for MCC’s web-
site, mcc.org, or for the MCC Haiti blog, 
haitimcc.org.

Joys: Traveling all over Haiti talking to 
MCC partners. One weekend I traveled 
from the city of Cap-Haitien on Haiti’s 

Atlantic coast all the way to the city of 
Les Cayes on the Caribbean! Which 
brings me to another joy of living in 
Haiti: the beach. 

Challenge: Getting around in a city 
like Port-au-Prince, where public trans-
portation is a chaotic and informal sys-
tem of motorcycle taxis, pickup trucks 
and buses without set routes or prices. 
It feels like a real victory now that I’ve 
figured it out.

If you’re considering SALT: Try to 
find a job posting that’s a good match 
for your interests and skill set! Being 
passionate and motivated about your 
work can make the process of adjust-
ing to a new culture and learning a new 
language a lot easier.

Because of SALT: I live in Port-au-
Prince, Haiti, now and am working as 
an advocacy and communications coor-
dinator for MCC.



Mennonite Central Committee U.S.
21 South 12th Street, PO Box 500
Akron, PA 17501 U.S.A.

Sign up for monthly giving.
Each month, a donation transfers from 
your checking account or credit card. 
You can start or stop at any time. Giving 
is easier for you, and the consistent 
support provides predictable and stable 
funding, allowing programs and projects 
to thrive. Sign up or learn more at
donate.mcc.org/monthly.

Plan for a lasting impact.
Talk with MCC about giving through your 
will, or giving stocks, IRAs, commodities 
and more. Start by emailing 
donate@mcc.org or calling 888.563.4676 
to be connected with a Donor Relations 
representative in your region.

Grow your giving this year.
Give gifts that change lives now and for decades to come.


