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PARTICIPANTS FROM NINE COUNTRIES 
GATHER FOR EPES’ 12TH INTERNATIONAL 
TRAINING PROGRAM
From Argentina, Nicaragua, Colombia, Honduras, Puerto Rico, Panama, the 
Dominican Republic, Bolivia, and several Chilean provinces, 19 community 
health activists, immigrant rights advocates, church workers, and teachers 
gathered in Santiago, Chile January 15–25 for EPES Foundation’s 12th 
International Training Course on Popular Education in Health.

After a 2-year hiatus imposed by the pandemic, International Course Director 
Karen Anderson with Course Coordinator Angelina Jara García warmly 
welcomed the latest cohort, who were eager to implement popular education 
as a tool with the potential to transform their communities. 

With the exception of 2021 and 2022, the International Course, better known as the 
Escuela, has been held every year since its founding in 2010. Diverse participants—
students, health care professionals, social workers, social scientists, popular 
educators, teachers, church staff, and community activists—from Latin America, 
Africa, and the United States have been trained in past Escuelas.

Popular education, as developed by Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (who first 
published his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed in Spanish in 1968, when Chile 
gave him refuge from his country’s dictatorship), was not entirely new to all 
participants. But the opportunity the Escuela offered for in-depth immersion in 
the theory and methodology was the special draw that spurred several to travel 
thousands of miles to the southern-hemisphere country of Chile. 

“I was overjoyed when Hope Lutheran Church and the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America invited me to this in-depth experience with popular 
education,” said María Elena Kuykendall, a Bolivian with the New Sanctuary 
Empowerment Center in Tulsa, Oklahoma. “The ideas of Paulo Freire have 
always guided my vision of the world. Now I will return immensely motivated 
and more hopeful than before that it is possible to effect community change.”

Likewise, Javier Granados of Nicaragua had previously worked with the Nicaraguan 
Education Ministry on a program that employed Freire methods. Granados, who 
is part of Lutheran Church of Nicaragua’s social ministry in that Central American 
country, came to the Escuela to strengthen his skills in popular education. He 
envisions applying his enhanced skills with rural women and youth.

Gustavo Driau, Regional representative for ELCA Service and Justice, affirmed 
that, “EPES International Training has been, and is, a relevant contribution to 
strengthening the social ministry of the churches through the development of 
leadership capacities.”

Scholarships from the ELCA made it possible not only for María Elena Kuykendall 
and Javier Granados Robles, but also Ana Isabel Mendivelso and Daneysa Julie 
Álvarez Leaccott, Evangelical Lutheran Church of Colombia; Cristián Gabriel Guity 
Rosales, Evangelical Lutheran Church of Honduras; and Noelia García Rodríguez, 
of Aula Comunitaria, Puerto Rico to participate in the twelfth Escuela. In addition, 
Gabriela Ramos, of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Chile, was awarded 
a scholarship by EPES.  Over the Escuela’s twelve years, participants from 18 
Lutheran Churches in the Americas and Africa have participated.

Gustavo Driau noted that, “Social ministry is not an optional action for 
Christians, but an indispensable expression of faith communities, which 
requires trained leadership. The training EPES offers, with more than 40 years 
of experience, is an outstanding opportunity that the ELCA/Latin America and 
the Caribbean is strongly supporting.” Driau added that, “EPES International 
Training strengthens social ministry, which is the identity of the church in word 
and action, active, constant and shared hope for a dignified and just life for 
every human being and for all creation.”

ELCA scholarship recipients with International Course Director, 
Karen Anderson, ELCA Global Mission Personnel in Chile.
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A DAY-TO-DAY GLIMPSE OF THE ESCUELA
Introduction to Popular Education, the first session of this Escuela, was 
led by educators Sonia Covarrubias and María Stella Toro. Participants learned 
about the history, principles, and methodology of popular education, and how 
it strengthens people, helping them come to recognize their own capacities, 
and enabling them to visualize themselves as active protagonists of change. The 
core objective is the social transformation of reality through organized collective 
practice.

Next came the presentation of the EPES Popular Education House, a large cutout 
shape of a house that graphically illustrates the goals, principles and technique. 
This was followed by work in groups, collective reading and reflection on the 
challenges, results, and lessons of a community experience, from the vantage 
point of popular education principles. 

The first session closed with the radio theater, “A Participatory History of Popular 
Education,” followed by collective reflection and concluding with an evaluation, 
using a technique in which people roll dice and ask questions.

On January 17, participants of the twelfth Escuela had their first on-site visit with 
EPES health promoters. Divided into three groups, they became acquainted with 
the settings and realities of the communities, walking along the dusty streets 
accompanied by the veteran promoters. In their hands each held an observation 
check-list that asked them to look for key features of the neighborhood. The guided 
walk brought into sharp focus certain problems that affect communities and the 
social factors that shape life in these neighborhoods. It also caused participants to 
consider who or what bears responsibility for helping to resolve these issues.

Based on their analysis of these observations and aided by the promoters, they planned 
and later carried out community actions to address an aspect of those problems.

A FEMINIST FOCUS ON POPULAR 
EDUCATION: CLAUDIA KOROL 
Argentine educator Claudia Korol, of the Abya Yala Feminist Network and Pañuelos 
en Rebeldía (Rebellious Kerchiefs) surprised, delighted, and challenged participants 
in a two-hour session she led on feminist pedagogy and popular education. 

At the beginning of the session, everyone was given a blank sheet of paper. 
“What can we do with this paper?” she asked. “Fold it into a fan,” “Make a little 
boat,” “Make an origami fortune teller,” were some of participants’ suggestions. 
Claudia proposed another option. “Roll the paper into a telescope and wander 
around the room to see what you can see,” she instructed. Her next instruction: 
pair up with someone and stand back-to-back with that partner while looking 
through the improvised telescope. The point of the exercise was to illustrate how 
our view of the world is shaped by our narrow, subjective reality, which can create 
a limited tunnel vision that we are not even aware of.

This exercise also illustrated a key aspect of the popular education approach: 
rather than the classic top-down education practice, this is hands-on learning 
which leads people to reach their own conclusions.

In a participatory and inspirational open dialogue, Korol delved into the depths 
of popular and feminist pedagogy as a tool for struggling against many forms of 

oppression. “Popular education cannot be liberating unless we consider that one 
of its important dimensions is feminist and anticolonial,” she said.

She also noted the importance of corporality in our emancipatory movements, of 
the “need to think of the body as the first territory that requires healing, care, and 
protection from violence.” Moreover, “Solidarity requires that we place our bodies 
in the fight,” insisting that we physically accompany people and communities in 
need: simply issuing a press release in support does not suffice.

“Without affection, there can be no struggle. Indignation at injustice can move 
us, but without affection, no one will thrust themselves into a fight, especially 
women (…) we do so because we feel others are with us, and we are not alone.”

Claudia Korol shared stories and memories of transformational experiences throughout 
Latin America that she has actively supported. In reference to Paulo Freire, who she 
personally met, Korol affirmed that “without hope one cannot engage in struggle.” 

Interlocking arms in an immense circle of unending, mutual embrace, the session 
drew to a close, with participants grateful for this vibrant woman who, from her 
unique inclusive vision of the world, has inspired the struggles and dreams of so 
many. Grateful too that Claudia Korol crossed the Andes to restore hope and instill 
in us the conviction that a better world is possible.

Argentinian feminist and popular educator Claudia Korol shared stories and memories of 
experiences that she has actively supported throughout Latin America. 

Cristian Guity Rosales (Honduras) and José Luis Gaete Hernández (Chile) talk with a neighbor 
during their walk in the neighborhood to learn about issues facing the community.
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Exploring Designs: Participatory Assessments was the first session on 
Wednesday, January 18, given by educators Susana Jiles and Angelina Jara. Then 
came Exploring Methodologies: Participatory Planning with educator María 
Eugenia Calvin.

The afternoon session encompassed on-site planning of community actions that 
would be carried out later that week, together with health promoter groups 
trained by EPES. The plan design was based on the assessment carried out earlier, 
to put into practice what had been learned those three days at the Escuela.

On Thursday, January 19, Argentine Lutheran theologian Lisandro Orlov gave 
the next session from Buenos Aires through Zoom: Faith Communities and the 
Promotion of Rights. Health without Stigma or Discrimination: HIV and AIDS

Rev. Orlov was Latin American Regional Coordinator of the International Lutheran 
Federation’s HIV/AIDS campaign and has taught at every International Course 
since its founding in 2010. This educational session had technical support for the 
group work from EPES staff. It was followed by a display of educational materials, 
arranged by Jorge Olivares, who coordinates EPES’ Resource for Action Center.

Ana Isabel Mendivelso, project manager for the Lutheran Church of Colombia, 
listened attentively to Rev. Orlov, whom she has known personally for 20 years. 
It was he who first introduced her to EPES, when he brought Ana its material on 
HIV/AIDS prevention.  “He shares so much knowledge that enchants you until you 
end up putting it practice. He speaks of the Jesus of Presence, who is with the 
most vulnerable of society. Lisandro is my mentor who has taught me so much.”

PARTICIPANTS TEAM UP WITH  
HEALTH PROMOTERS 
Three community actions were planned by participants and carried out 
simultaneously during the morning of Friday, January 20 in El Bosque and San 
Ramón, the home territories of the health promoters who helped them identify 
problems that affect community health. 

In La Bandera, a low-income neighborhood of the municipality of San Ramón, they 
decried unauthorized micro-garbage dumps, calling on the community to take 
charge of the situation. The group succeeded in having the municipality remove the 
garbage from a street adjacent to the clinic, and carried out an activity in the clinic 
waiting room, as well as door to door, to raise neighborhood awareness.  

At an open-air market in El Bosque another group placed a stand to promote the 
recovery of community spaces for growing vegetables and medicinal plants, as 
well as family vegetable plots. Escuela participants talked with people shopping in 
the market and showed them how to prepare seedlings. They also spoke to people 
about the prevailing nutrition system and handed out flyers on food sovereignty.

The third group painted a mural near the EPES community center in El Bosque, 
depicting the struggle against different forms of violence against women. At the 
center of the mural, they painted a woman surrounded by circumstances that 
affect her health, such as toxic industries that devastate the environment and 
transform some into sacrifice zones.

With these community actions the first week of educational sessions and on-site 
work with health promoters drew to a close.  On Saturday participants visited 
the Museum of Memory and Human Rights and on Sunday traveled 300 miles 
south to Concepción where, in the course’s final stretch, they gained first-hand 
experience in how popular education can positively tackle pressing environmental 
and gender violence issues.

Group action on cleaning up community garbage dumps.

Community action: painting a mural that depicts the struggle 
against different forms of violence against women.

At an open-air market in El Bosque health promoters with course 
participants promote the recovery of community spaces for growing 
vegetables and medicinal plants as well as family vegetable plots.

Argentine Lutheran theologian Lisandro Orlov leading his session from Buenos 
Aires through Zoom: Faith Communities and the Promotion of Rights; 
Health without Stigma or Discrimination: HIV and AIDS.

In small groups, participants put the steps of a participatory community 
assessment in the order they think they should be carried out. In the photo, 
one group explains the rationale for their sequence. 
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CONCEPCIÓN, THE FINAL STRETCH 
Participants got up early Sunday morning to catch an 8:00 bus to Concepción, 
many sleeping through the 6 hours on the road to this exuberant city near the 
mouth of the Biobío River on the Pacific Ocean. The next day they headed to 
Penco, a coastal town whose port and much of the town were destroyed by the 
earthquake and subsequent tsunami on February 27, 2010. 

Escuela participants met with women leaders of the Villa Montahue Health 
and Environment Group who lost their homes and livelihood as a result of the 
natural disaster. The women described the process of rebuilding their lives and 
the new organization that emerged. In 2017 the same community fended off 
fierce forest fires that ravaged hundreds of acres and once again endangered their 
neighborhood. 

The Villa Montahue Health and Environment Group was formed with support 
from EPES, which trained the women as local health promoters. The international 
participants met with the women leaders in small groups to discuss their 
community experience, applying a popular education focus to analyze strategies 
employed for addressing the problems unveiled by the emergency.

During the plenary session, a popular education technique, The Evaluation Flower, 
was employed to underscore a global view that illustrates women’s strength and 
resilience in facing natural disasters through organization. 

Anny Jáquez Reyes, a lawyer and community activist from the Dominican 
Republic, said, “The experiences in Penco were extremely moving. The women’s 
stories—their strength, and their resilience—brought tears to our eyes. And the 
way they organized, thanks to popular education and their culture, is impressive.”

Escuela participants met with women leaders of the Villa 
Montahue Healthand Environment Group who lost their homes 
and livelihood as a result of the natural disaster.

The capacity of women from Penco to 
rebuild and empower their community 
inspired Escuela participants. 
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“We learned so much from these women who are not city folk. Their knowledge 
is not academic, yet they capably responded to the onslaught of nature. They 
succeeded in lifting up their families and their communities. They are resilient, 
empowered women, transforming their own families and communities.”

At the EPES center in Hualpén, a municipality of the province of Concepción, 
staff held the sessions Learn by Playing: Experience and Analysis of EPES 
Educational Games and Weaving Networks in Health and the Environment 
and against Gender Violence. 

Participants became acquainted with four educational games produced by EPES 
that are useful for supporting community work from a holistic perspective of 
health and rights. They discussed content and how these games contribute to 
participatory processes and to the construction of knowledge, as well as how 
they are applicable in concrete realities. Participants learned to use the games 
Learning about the Neighborhood, From a Seed to our Plate, Mental Health 
Dominoes, and Learning about HIV/AIDS: A Task for Everyone.

Marlene Hernández Santana from Geoversity in Panamá and Indigenous 
Leader Antonito Zarco of Panamá with Karen Anderson and Angelina Jara 
from EPES under the plaque recognizing the support of Melanie Nelson 
for EPES Concepción. Melanie also provided scholarships for Marlene and 
Antonito to participate in the Escuela. 

Local musicians, singer songwriter Cecilia Gutiérrez and Rodrigo Poblete on 
the piano, initiate the annual Cultural Night during the International School.

Participants playing EPES’ educational games and analyzing what 
perspectives are found in each game (human rights, gender and popular 
education perspectives) and their relevance for different contexts.

Participants present small group work regarding weaving 
networks to strengthen our work for justice in health. 

After eleven intense days, participants form a tight circle to give thanks for this time 
together, acknowledge the learning and tools they have acquired to work for justice 
and health in their communities and cherish the community they have created.
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LEARN ABOUT OTHER EPES ACTIVITIES AT: 
www.epes.cl  or Action for Health in the Americas (AHA): www.actionforhealth.org or 
Chile Libre de Tabaco: www.chilelibredetabaco.cl  On Facebook: EPES Fundación; Action 
for Health in the Americas;  Red Chile Libre de Tabaco.

EPES was created in 1982 to promote health with dignity for the poor through 
empowerment, mobilization and collective action. It began as a program 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Chile (IELCH) and maintains close 

ties nationally and internationally with the Lutheran church and is an ELCA Global Mission supported 
ministry. EPES became an independent, non-profit Chilean foundation in 2002.  

CONTACT EPES
EPES Santiago: 
Fundación EPES 
Phone: (56-2) 25487617 
Fax: (56-2) 25486021 
E-mail: epes@epes.cl 

EPES Concepción: 
EPES “Gaston Toledo” Popular Education Center 
Hualpén, Concepción, Chile 
Phone: (56-41) 247-0570 
E-mail: epes@chilesat.net 

SUPPORT EPES
To contribute to EPES, make a tax-deductible donation online at  
www.actionforhealth.org, or mail your contribution to:  
 Action for Health in the Americas 
 c/o Prince of Peace Lutheran Church 
 4 Northcrest Drive 
 Clifton Park, NY 12065-2744 USA 
Make checks payable to: “Action for Health in the Americas” (AHA) a  
non-profit North American partner of EPES.

USE THRIVENT CHOICE DOLLARS TO SUPPORT THE 
WORK OF EPES!
Go to www.thrivent.com/thriventchoice, or call 1-800-847-4836 to designate your Thrivent Choice 
Dollars to AHA.

From there they visited Lenga fishing village on the south shore of San Vicente 
Bay, to enjoy the beach and dine in one of the area’s many seafood restaurants. 

On the morning of Tuesday, January 24, another session analyzed networking 
related to health, the environment, and prevention of violence to women, 
while also learning techniques for strengthening collaborative work with other 
organizations. Local EPES staff led these training sessions through entertaining 
collective exercises as well as presentations and group work on popular education 
methodology. In the final session, participants worked on concrete proposals to 
bring the learning home. Each participant, some working together in teams, 
developed and presented plans for how they will incorporate popular education 
into their work when they return home.

As the day approached to return to their respective countries, participants 
reflected about the new toolbox they were bringing home. Marlene Hernández of 
Panama most valued the “systematization of experiences that will help us manage 
and carry out projects in a much more effective way.” Javier Granados found the 
horizontal aspect of popular 
education a tool applicable 
in his everyday work with 
the Lutheran Church of 
Nicaragua. “We bring 
knowledge to communities, 
but it is clear to me now that 
learning is always reciprocal. 
We all learn, and we all are 
transformed.”

GRADUATION

The EPES team celebrating another graduation!
Anny Jaquez Reyes (República Dominicana) raising 
her fist in commitment to justice as she receives her 
graduation certificate from María Stella Toro of EPES.


