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“You learn locally and grow up globally” 
remarks Stephen Sho, in talking about the 
purpose of San Francisco de Jeronimo School, 
where he is the principal. The Mayan children 
in the school participate in the dual-language 
program, being taught in both English, the 
official language of Belize, and in their native 
Mayan language. Steven wants the language 
and traditions of the Mayan culture to be 
preserved through these children.

The school was founded in 1957 to serve the 
children of the Pueblo Viejo Village in the Toledo 
District in southern Belize, near the border with 
Guatemala. The school serves 132 children in 
pre-K through 6th grade. The preschool, taught 
by Stephen’s sister, Dalia Camy Sho (pictured on 
the cover), serves 14 children from the village. 
Stephen and Dalia’s goal is to open a larger, 
stand-alone preschool to serve more children 
from the area.
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Stephen’s philosophy is based on two prem-
ises. First, in order to secure your foundation 
of who you are, you need to be immersed in 
the language and traditions of your heritage 
in the early years. Stephen believes that both 
the children and the teachers benefit from their 
dual-language curriculum.

Second, you must be open to change. “You may 
not have the choice to resist change, so you need 
to turn change into an opportunity for growth. 
His vision is for the children in his school to 
be well grounded in their heritage and then 
to explore the world about them, and adapt 
accordingly. 

One change Stephen sees coming will be the 
impact of a highway that is under construc-
tion through his village that will connect with a 
 highway in Guatemala. Up until two years ago 
the village was only accessible using a rough 
dirt road, resulting in little traffic going either 
way. The new highway will bring traffic through 
the village along with many new resources, 
opportunities, and threats. The San Francisco 
de Jeronimo School will need to adapt to this 
changing environment.

Stephen’s advocacy for the Mayan culture was 
sparked at the University of Belize where he 
interacted with Mayan students from around 
the region. He was particularly influenced by 
the fact that all courses at the University were 
taught in English. “I would have learned so 
much more and expressed myself so much 
better if I had been allowed to use my native 
tongue, but it was not allowed.”

Since graduating and taking over the 
 principalship of the San Francisco de Jeronimo 
School, Stephen has become a strong advo-
cate for Indigenous peoples in the region. He 
participates actively in the Congress of Mayan 
 Teachers, which includes Mayan early child-
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hood professionals from Belize and Guatemala. 
He also works with advocates from the  Garifuna 
community, the second major Indigenous 
 population in Belize.

Currently, his efforts are directed at promoting 
the spread of dual-language schools. Today, 
most schools in Belize — from preschools to 
colleges — are taught exclusively in English. His 
research in support of this effort has revealed 
language in national legislation, which permits 
dual-language instruction. No longer can 
schools hide their inaction by stating that they 
are required to teach in English only.

Stephen looks forward to the day when Belize 
becomes truly a multi-lingual society. His vision 
is for cultures to coexist in ‘mutual ambience.’
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World Forum
Visits Belize

Bonnie and Roger Neugebauer, representing the World Forum Foundation (WFF), traveled to 
Belize. In Belize City they met with Delfena Mitchell, World Forum National Representative for 
Belize and provider of leadership for the Working Group on the Rights of Children in Children’s 
Homes.  Delfena and her husband Mitch shared an insider’s tour of Belize en route to Punta 
Gorda in southern Belize. There the four of them connected with Wil Maheia, a leader with the 
WFF Nature Action Collaborative for Children, and his wife Ellen.

Wil is currently running for the office of Mayor of Punta Gorda representing his new Peoples’ National Party. Wil coordinated 
the visit to San Francisco de Jeronimo School, featured in this issue, and lunch in the Sho family home. Wil’s tour included a 
visit to the unprotected border with Guatemala where he described the unrestrained human and resource trafficking and its 
impact on the people and the natural environment.


