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Letter from the Director  
 

BECA stands at an exciting crossroads in its growth as an organization.  Through the first 

five years of its existence, our grassroots non-profit has operated largely as a labor of 

love.  Thanks to the tireless volunteer dedication of Founder Jaime T. Koppel and various 

Board Members, BECA helped transform San Jeronimo Bilingual School (SJBS) from an 

idea born in the homes and minds of Hondurans into a thriving facility boasting 202 

students, a tailored curriculum, and 13 BECA-trained volunteer teachers. 

 

But everyone familiar with BECA knows that it is not simply another school built in an 

underserved community, just like every BECA volunteer in Cofradía will insist that they 

are not participating in your average international teaching program.  Instead, BECA 

employs a holistic community approach which demands our Honduran partners be 

active stakeholders in their school.  BECA teachers do not simply call it a day when the 

eighth period bell rings, but are often found at the home s of their students afterwards, 

engaging parents and students alike.  Our scholarship program is not just another 

handout, but rather motivates recipients to give back to the school through their own 

labor or by attending to their own educational improveme nt. 

 

While BECA has honed its model for affordable, quality education in Cofradía, by no 

means is our work done.  After years of planning on the best way forward, BECA has 

taken a big step in implementing its expansion plan in 2008.  A new group of energetic 

BECA alumni were elected to the Board this past Summer, and Jaime Koppel, though still 

serving as BECAõs Chairperson, has been relieved of her day-to-day responsibilities.  

Instead, I have assumed that role, and in being named BECAõs first employee, the Board 

has signaled its investment in our programõs future and sustainability.    

 

Therefore I invite you to peruse this primer, where we lay bare our current operation and 

future aims to be examined by all.  In keeping with our core belief that only with 

grassroots collaboration will our program improve , I ask that you share with me any 

insights, comments, or questions you may have about BECA.  Please join us as we 

transition from a start -up NGO into a more mature  and influential  operation!  

 

Best Regards, 

 
Laurence H. Birdsey 



4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mission 
 

We are a nonprofit organization that promotes cultural exchange and affordable bilingual 

education for disadvantaged students. Our volunteer-driven school model creates an 

environment where Honduran students learn from dedicated volunteer teachers, and those 

volunteers learn from the community in which they are immersed. 

BECAõs Program in Cofradía, Honduras 
 

History & Overview 

 

BECA was established in 2002 to help provide affordable bilingual education to the 

community of Cofradía, Cortés, located approximately 15 miles southwest of San Pedro Sula.  

Through our partnership with an association of Honduran parents, BECA helped support the 

construction and staffing of San Jeronimo Bilingual School (SJBS), which first opened its doors 

in 2004.  SJBS now educates over 200 Honduran children from this underserved community 

and its environs.  During the 2008-2009 school year, BECA was responsible for recruiting, 

training, and housing 12 North  American volunteers who teach the majority of SJBSõs classes 

entirely in English.      

Scholarship Program 

 

A stipulation of BECAõs partnership agreement with SJBSõs Parentsõ Association is that BECA 

be permitted to operate a scholarship program at the school.  The goal of this program is to 

engage all socio-economic segments of Cofradíaõs population.  While SJBSõs tuition is only 

one-quarter to one-fifth of t he cost of a comparable bilingual school in nearby San Pedro 

Sula (see Appendix A), there are families that still 

cannot afford the average monthly tuition of $30 and 

related matriculation fees.  Therefore BECAõs 

Administrator promotes our scholarship prog ram to 

the community, reviews applications, and conducts 

home visits in conjunction with existing scholarship 

parents in order to determine a familyõs scholarship 

eligibility.  Currently, 55 of the 202 (27%) SJBS students 

are receiving BECA scholarships. 

BECA Administrator Jessica Gorelick 

conducts her bi-weekly meeting with 

scholarship parents. 
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Over the past five years, we have developed our scholarship program to promote the core 

community values enshrined in BECAõs founding ethos.  In exchange for a BECA scholarship, 

families must accrue points each month that satisfy their commitment to the school.  BECA 

has created several avenues by which parents can give back to the school and community, 

including weekend tamale sales in the town center and 

assisting with cleaning duties at the school.  In Fall 2008, 

BECA established a new means of obtaining scholarship 

points: a School for Scholarship Parents.  Using a curriculum 

developed by the Honduran Ministry of Education, BECAõs 

Administrator and SJBSõs Director teach voluntary classes 

one evening a week that emphasize various elements of 

good parenting.  A recent class discussed nutrition and 

health in the household.  We believe this new program to 

help educate scholarship parents and foster a sense of 

pride will enrich the entire SJBS community.  

In previous years, scholarship students were required to maintain an 80% grade point 

average in each of their major subjects.  For the 2008-2009, the BECA Board eliminated this 

requirement as they felt this higher standard was an unfair burden levied on students who 

already face a daunting set of adverse circumstances.  We will continue to tweak the BECA 

scholarship program each year to enhance its effectiveness and we are very pleased with the 

level of parental engagement in school life that we have seen as a result of the program to 

date. Our current focus for improving the program is to  promote the BECA program to 

families in the poorest areas in and around Cofradía.  Our fear is that these most 

disadvantaged families, often illiterate and with no knowledge or connection to SJBS, are 

unaware that their child is eligible to attend the school.  Therefore  our Administrator will 

advertise the BECA program through word-of-mouth, town -hall style meetings in various 

neighborhoods later this Spring. 

Building & Grounds 

 

Thanks to a generous land grant from Cofradía resident Dr. Jeronimo Zelaya, SJBS sits on two 

pristine acres of re-appropriated farm land  in Colonia San Jeronimo.  Construction of the 

schoolõs facilities was largely completed by members of the local community, who dedicated 

their time, expertise, and materials towards the fulfillment of their vision.  After five years of 

construction, SJBSõs major infrastructure is nearly complete.  The school is comprised of 13 

classrooms between 4 buildings, 1 climate controlled computer lab, 3 administrative offices, 1 

òWe believe this new 

school for scholarship 

parents will foster a 

sense of pride and 

enrich the entire SJBS 

community.ó 
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library, 1 supply room, a cafeteria, a basketball court, a soccer field, and an art garden.   

In early 2008, Brian and Rossy White provided financial assistance to SJBS to improve the 

handicap accessibility of the school.  Upon Mr. Whiteõs urging, Honduran architect Alejandra 

Madrid, Schools for the Children of the World ð 

Honduras Executive Director, provided architectural 

expertise to guarantee that plans for making the 

school accessible were practical. She also assisted 

the Association in revising their plans for the 

schoolõs overall physical plant ð including making 

recommendations for the classrooms that were built 

during Summer 2008. The ramps and paved 

walkways have further increased the safety and 

cleanliness of SJBSõs facilities and the new 

classrooms are well situated away from the primary grades to provide instruction for our 

middle school students. 

The Parentsõ Association is midway through their largest construction project to date: a school 

auditorium.  Due to the recent rise in pri ce of construction materials and architectural design 

obstacles, the completion of the auditorium has been delayed until early 2010.  After the 

auditorium, the Association has preliminary plans to expand a building to include a Middle 

School Science Laboratory.     

Staff 

 

In keeping with BECAõs aim of providing sustainable development, SJBS is operated by local 

Honduran staff who are paid with tuition revenue generated by the school.  SJBSõs Honduran 

staff consists of 1 Director, 1 Administrator, 4 Teachers, 1 Teaching Assistant, 2 Janitors, and 2 

Security Watchmen.  At the recommendation of BECA, the Parentsõ Association is considering 

contracting out a therapist during the 2009 -2010 school year to provide psychological 

evaluations for pre-selected students.   

For its part, BECA is currently providing SJBS with 1 Kindergarten/Pre-School teacher, 6 

Elementary School Teachers, 2 Middle School Teachers, 2 Resource Teachers, and 1 

Administrator.  In the coming year, due to increased enrollment in the Middle School, BECA 

will augment its teachers there from 2 to 3.   

The BECA Administrator works in concert with SJBSõs Honduran Director to ensure effective 

Fifth grade teacher Chrissy Carpenter and 

UVA spring break volunteer Julian Campbell 

prepare the class for story time.  
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cooperation between the BECA volunteers and the Honduran staff and to discuss 

improvements to the quality of education provided.    

Increasing SJBSõs Self-Reliance 

 

When BECA and the SJBS Parentsõ Association initially partnered, they did so with the mutual 

understanding that the Parentsõ Association would gradually assume more responsibility over 

the schoolõs operations.  This has already been realized in the day-to-day functioning of SJBS: 

BECA takes a hands-off approach to financial  and operational issues at the school in order to 

increase the leadership potential among our Honduran colleagues.   

For the 2008-2009 school year, the Parentsõ Association took an even larger step by offering 

to cover certain expenses that had in the past been funded by BECA.  This year the Parentsõ 

Association pays a portion of the BECA volunteersõ rent and the entirety of  their school 

lunches.  BECA redirected its program funds towards significantly deepening our Summer 

Training Institute for BECA teachers.  We believe that with intelligent cash management and a 

steadily decreasing construction budget, the SJBSõs Parents Association should be able to 

continue taking on more BECA expenses without raising tuition beyond the inflationary rate .  

As a result, BECA will be able to redirect even more of our budget resources towards the 

areas where we make the biggest difference: the recruitment, training, and support  of our 

teachers; improving our bilingual curriculum;  and 

expanding into other communities that demonstrate a 

dire absence of quality educational opportunity . 

In the coming year, we will continue to support ou r 

Honduran partners. We have outlined and shared our 

tenets of good governance to th e SJBS Parentsõ 

Association.  Further, BECA Board Member Hilary 

Hammell is helping them with their internal capacity 

building.  Members of the SJBS Parentsõ Association 

have recently spoken to other potential BECA 

communities as a model for how such a partnership 

works.       

Summer Institute 

 

Summer 2008 in Cofradía proved very busy with the unveiling of our inaugural Summer 

Institute for incoming BECA teachers.  In a push to provide new BECA teachers with a 

Dr. Jeronimo Zelaya, president of the 

SJBS Parentõs Association, speaks to 

parents of another Honduran bilingual 

school about the model pioneered by 

BECA and SJBS and the responsibilities 

required of each. 



8 

 

 

 

 

 

framework for approaching their bilingual classroom, BECA hired two Alison Bixby Stone 

teachers, Julie Schillreff and Naomi Carman, to design and deliver trainings that would 

prepare our teachers for the duties and challenges they would face once the school year 

started.  The resulting 5-week intensive program (see Appendix B) included trainings on 

different methods of language acquisition, classroom management, curriculum 

mapping/planning, and cultural sensitivities .  Beyond their daily classes, our teachers were 

afforded the opportunity to live in homestays and become acclimated to life in Cofradía.  

BECA also took the lead on arranging complimentary Spanish classes for teachers who 

wanted to improve their conversational  abilities.  Survey responses from the Summer Institute 

proved resoundingly positive, and BECA Board Member Jasmine Roberts is refining the 

program for this coming Summer.  

Curriculum Development & Student Testing 

 

Now that SJBS is a fully functioning K ð 9 school with standardized policies and procedures, 

BECA is shifting its focus towards improving 

the caliber of education provided to SJBS 

students.  BECA will accomplish this by 

prioritizing three specific areas: curriculum 

overhaul, improved teaching resources, and 

improved teacher training.  BECA also plans 

to measure its impact by implementing 

standardized testing across several grades. 

Curriculum Overhaul:  During its November 

2008 Board Meeting, the BECA Board agreed 

to undertake the development of a new curriculum.  BECAõs current curriculum has served as 

a broad framework for our teachers over the last few years with mixed results. Given the 

nature of our program, we hope to develop a curriculum that better accounts for the fact that 

most BECA teachers spend only one year with us in Honduras, many of them do not have a 

teaching accreditation, and many of our students have special needs that our teachers must 

support. Therefore, BECA is approaching several individuals and organizations about 

developing a new curriculum that takes into account the challenges that teachers face at SJBS 

and similarly positioned bilingual schools.  It is our hope that with funding grants and outside 

professional expertise, we will have our new curriculum completed in time for the 2010-2011 

school year at SJBS and other BECA-affiliated schools.  In the long run, BECA believes that 

packaging our bilingual school model and curriculum package for use by other organizations 

SJBSõs fourth grade teacher, Alison Pitt, gives a 

science lesson on gravity and friction. 
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looking to build schools in developing countries will allow us to significantly deepen our 

impact.  Board Members Jaime Koppel and Nick Zosel-Johnson are spearheading this 

exciting effort.   

Student Testing:  In order to more systematically measure the impact of BECAõs educational 

model, BECA is implementing a student testing pilot program with at least two grade levels in 

Spring 2009.  We will begin by assessing our studentsõ English language literacy skills through 

the use of the research-based DIBELS assessment tool. Longer term projects include 

administering the Iowa Test of Basic Skills annually since it is used by many well-resourced 

Honduran bilingual schools, and conducting NWEA assessments of reading, math and 

language acquisition (see Appendix C).  For the first time, BECA will have a dedicated budget 

line for student testing in 2009 -2010.  BECA Board Member Nick Zosel-Johnson has 

researched these testing programs, their associated costs, and the training of BECA teachers 

to implement testing.  

Teaching Resources:  In the past, BECA has relied on in kind-donations and school material 

drives in the US to equip SJBS with teaching materials.  While this has gone a long way in 

providing our teachers with functional classrooms, 

this method of acquiring materials has its drawbacks: 

1) we often receive an unbalanced assortment of 

goods, and 2) shipping boxes of materials from the 

US to Honduras is a process fraught with red tape.  

Beyond donations, BECA provides each of its 

teachers with a stipend to buy class supplies for their 

class throughout the school year.  In the coming 

year, BECA is looking at various ways to improve the 

supplies available to its teachers, both through 

increasing their supply budget and reaching out to other non -profits operating in Honduras 

that help distribute school supplies.     

Teacher Training:  In addition to the Summer Institute (described above), BECA provides 

various training sessions for its teachers throughout the school year.  In Fall 2008, all BECA 

teachers were sent to Tegucigalpa for a long weekend to attend the Discovery School 

Conference.  In the past, BECA teachers have also been invited to present at this conference.  

On the same trip, all BECA teachers spent a full day observing bilingual teachers at the Alison 

Bixby Stone School.  Thanks to our close relationship with Alison Bixby, they have provided 

BECA teachers with additional instruction and materials throughout the year.  Former BECA 

Suresh Samuel, a Resource Teacher at SJBS, 

helps out a preparatoria student in goal. 
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alumni also serve as a valuable source of teacher training and support.  All new BECA teachers 

are assigned a former BECA teacher as a mentor, who shares ideas and solutions to the new 

teacher.  Former BECA alumni who visit Cofradía are encouraged to lead teaching workshops 

in order to pass along valuable skills and institutional memory to the new team.  

Cultural Exchange  

 

While BECA is primarily perceived as an organization fostering education for disadvantaged 

Honduran students, it is important not to  overlook the latter half of our mission statement 

which focuses on cultural exchange.  In addition to the  

daily cultural exchange that takes place between BECA 

teachers and community members, in 2009 BECA is 

expanding its social tourism program to promote 

service learning for North American student groups.  

Following two successful student-led trips from 

Claremont McKenna College in 2007 and 2008, BECA 

welcomed a group of University of Virginia students to 

Cofradía this March for an alternative Spring Break trip.  

These college students are given a unique opportunity 

to witness and participate in a community d edicated to 

improving educational opportunities.  Visitors are also 

afforded the chance to live in a homestay, assist BECA 

teachers in the classroom, complete a service project for 

the school, and attend a BECA-sponsored symposium 

featuring other non -profi t organizations operating in 

Honduras.  This Summer, BECA will also host a small 

group of select high school students to live in the 

community and assist with BECAõs annual Summer 

Camp.  Beyond fulfilling our stated mission of cultural exchange, the social tourism program 

has two aims: to assist with future recruiting for BECA teachers, and to provide a small but 

dependable revenue stream to fund BECA operations. 

Nutrition  

 

A chronic concern of BECA teachers revolves around the poor eating habits and nutrition of 

some of their students and their families.  In response to current teachersõ concerns and in 

order to lead by example in the community, BECA is developing a plan for nutritional 

òBECA is expanding its 

social tourism program to 

promote service learning 

for North American 

student groups.  Such 

groups are given a unique 

opportunity to witness 

and participate in a 

community dedicated to 

improving educational 

opportunities.ó   
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education and sustainability for SJBS students and parents alike.  This plan is currently being 

developed and implemented  by BECA Board Member Emily Morgan, who is pursuing a dual 

MS/MPH degree in Nutrition.  

Bachillerato Scholarship and Tracking Beyond SJBS 

 

While BECA plans to follow current SJBS academic performance through standardized testing, 

it is also incumbent on us to evaluate the programõs 

social impact by tracking SJBS students after they 

graduate from 9 th grade.  Collecting data and surveying 

these students will help us find new approaches for 

better preparing students for their post -SJBS lives.  Out 

of SJBSõs 11 graduates in 2007, 8 continue attending 

bilingual programs in or around San Pedro Sula and 1 

student has received a full scholarship at a prestigious 

US boarding school.  This success rate is higher than 

we anticipated, and indicates to us that not only have 

our students been academically prepared, but their 

parents have been equipped to creatively address the 

increased financial commitment  entailed in sending 

their children to bilingual high schools .   

It is BECAõs chief aim that no SJBS student be denied 

entry to bilingual high school on account of financial need.  To ensure that this goal is met, 

BECA Board Members Hilary Hammell and Bridget Kelly took the lead on establishing a 

scholarship to fund post-SJBS bilingual education for SJBS students with demonstrated need 

(see Appendix D).  The BECA Bachillerato Program (BBP) provides for up to 2 SJBS students to 

receive funds to meet tuition at a local bilingual high school.  In keeping with our scholarship 

model, these students are required to fulfill service activities at SJBS to maintain their 

scholarship.  Our first BBP scholar is nearly finished with his high school education, and there 

is at least one applicant from this yearõs graduating class at SJBS.   

BECAõs Operations in the US 
 

Executive Director, Board of Directors, & Board of Advisors 

 

To drive the new initiatives in Cofradía detailed above and the prospect of expansion noted 

òOut of SJBSõs 11 

graduates in 2007, 8 

continue attending 

bilingual programs in or 

around San Pedro Sula 

and 1 student has 

received a full scholarship 

at a prestigious US 

boarding school.ó 
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below, in 2008 BECAõs Board of Directors took the first steps towards hiring its first employee.  

A new Board comprised largely of BECA alumni agreed that BECA could no longer be 

sustained by volunteer effort  alone.  After drawing up a job description and conducting 

interviews with multiple candidates, the Boardõs Hiring Committee chose former BECA 

teacher Laurence Birdsey to lead BECA through its next growth stage.  Laurence will act as the 

engine behind much of what is described in this report, and he enjoys the full support of 12 

very active Board Members.  Laurence served BECA in late 2008 as an external contractor, but 

he will be hired as a full-time employee in Spring 2009, once the necessary legal 

arrangements are made. 

The BECA Board of Directors has recently discussed the creation of a Board of Advisors to 

enhance BECAõs diversity of thought and opinion.  Beyond lending their professional 

expertise and various pro bono services, such a Board would be required to meet once a year 

in New York City to brainstorm ideas for the organization and be tasked with longer -term 

projects.  Nominations to the Board of Advisors will be discussed at BECAõs March 2009 Board 

Meeting.  Please notify BECA Director Laurence Birdsey or Board Member Emily Morgan if 

you are interested in serving in this capacity.      

Recruitment 

 

For the 2008-2009 school year, BECA received 74 applications for 12 volunteer teaching 

positions, yielding an acceptance rate of 16%.  Such a selective process ensures that SJBS is 

outfitted with teachers that meet a high standard of excellence.  For this coming year, we aim 

to grow the applicant pool even more through vig orous on-campus and online recruiting 

efforts.  BECA remains committed to a holistic and thorough application process that requires 

essay responses, a minimum of 3 phone interviews, and reference checks.  Tireless BECA 

Board Members Sallie Graves, Marilyn Markman, and Mel Bride have already begun 

interviewing applicants and assembling next yearõs BECA team with success.   Other BECA 

Board Members and Alumni have represented BECA at career fairs across the country from 

Los Angeles to Boston. 

Fundraising 

 

To meet its ambitious plans for program improvement and growth, the BECA Board realizes 

its need to obtain more secure funding.  Through the first five years of its existence, BECAõs 

budget has been met almost entirely by charitable donations of family and fr iends of the 

program. BECA board members are extraordinarily grateful to the William H. and Mattie 

Wattis Harris Foundation for the meaningful grants they have provided for the last several 
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years.  We hope to establish relationships with other foundations as well so that in addition to  

significant grassroots fundraising campaigns carried out by Board Members, BECA can 

increase the percentage of our funding from foundations in 2009.  While economic prospects 

for 2009 are not encouraging, BECA is optimistic that its robust and well-organized program 

will prove attractive to prospective grantmakers.  BECA will also be holding a large-scale gala 

event in New York City in the first half of 2009 to raise awareness and further bolster its 

financial situation.     

Communications 

 

BECA made its work known to the world through a variety of channels in late 2008.  In 

addition to feature articles printed in St. Andrewõs Magazine and Honduras This Week, BECA 

rolled out a new and improved e-

Newsletter to keep BECA supporters and 

alumni apprised of all new 

developments.  The BECA website also 

saw record numbers of online traffic 

thanks to updated news articles posted 

there.  In the coming months, 

www.becaschools.org will be undergoing 

a site redesign to better communicate its 

brand.  Beyond that, BECA has ramped 

up its Facebook presence, and now has 

donation capabilities through the Causes 

interface.  BECA Board Member Bridget 

Kelly serves as Communications czar.  

Building Partnerships 

 

BECA is committed to collaboration as we believe it provides benefits for all of the parties 

involved.  In the past few months alone, BECA has opened dialogues with Students Helping 

Honduras (SHH), Global Playground (GP), The Riecken Foundation, Activiteca, the Mayatán 

School, and numerous other organizations operating in the US and Honduras.  At the Project 

Honduras 2008 in Copán, BECA administrator Jessica Gorelick presented on our social 

tourism model and reiterated o ur desire to share ideas with anyone who is interested.  As a 

result of that conference, BECA and SHH joined forces in a fruitful informational exchange.  

Likewise, BECA has provided the Mayatán School in Copán with ideas on how best to 

http://www.becaschools.org/

