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Preface: a message to future TiE participants 
 
 My original passion for educational travel began during the gap year I took between high school and university. I 

knew I was not ready to embark on a traditional educational journey at that time, and so I chose the best alternative, the 

Katimavik program, which has since lost its federal government funding. This program taught me discipline and 

responsibility, but more importantly opened my eyes to a world of opportunity I never realized I could make for myself. It 

lead to my passion for working with children, which, as you read on, became my passion here in Ecuador as well. It taught 

me how to be sustainable – we baked bread, made our on condiments, learned to sew, and experimented with veganism. 

Before my nine-month Katimavik experience, I had never been away from home for more than two weeks at a time. This 

program gave me the courage to apply for Trent-in-Ecuador, and despite being incredibly nervous to leave home for a 

country foreign to me, I did it anyway and came out pretty decently on the other side – just like you will. 

 I always knew I wanted to go on exchange in my third year of university, but never did I imagine I would end up in 

South America, nonetheless Ecuador. As I began my Global Development career at university, a requirement was Spanish. 

And as I got more and more interested in the language, it lead me to Latin American history courses and sparked my passion 

for the vast differences in cultures in South America. I wanted to encorporate . 

 This program is unique in that each student is expected to participate in three or so months of fieldwork in a 

placement of their choosing, and in that placement perform research based on the projects they find wherever they are. My 

two main requirements as I began my search were: to remain in an urban city in the sierra and avoid a religion-based 

placement at all costs. Both of these requirements, eventually, were what I ended up with, and I could not be happier with 

the outcome. One of the most important lessons I have learned throughout this experience is to never take anything for face 

value. If you always maintani an open mind, you will never be disappointed. 

 I worked at Fundación Santa Maria de la Esperanza, a Catholic orphanage run by missionaries who take in youth 

either from the street or from unstable families in order to provide them with a healthier, safer upbringing. This foundation 

offers education, shelter, food, and health care, as well as aims to teach the youth about responsibility through chores. Of 

course, to this foundation it is also very important to educate the children on the word of God through attending mass and 

engaging in religious studies in their on-site school. My responsibilities mainly included tutoring youth with learning 

disabilities who cannot learn properly in a classroom setting, as well as playing with the kids, taking them to the beach, and 

accompanying them to their art classes in the town of Manglaralto. Although the work was very difficult at times, as 
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working with children usually is, the location overlooking the beach of Olon and within walking distance from it helped me 

relax, destress, and also provided a completely new living experience that I had never had before. 

 The experience, like all experiences, has had its rightful ups-and-downs. It was tough balancing generally enjoying 

life in Ecuador and traveling, as well as being dedicated to my academic committments, which were more or less put on the 

backburner through my experience. Personally, this experience was most important in the sense that it opened my eyes to a 

variety of ways of life that I had always judged too quickly before. I did not come here to sit in a classroom or in front of a 

computer, and if that is your main focus then TiE will not be satisfying.  

 Thinking back to when I was in Canada, the simple idea of working alongside missionaries would have repelled me 

instantly. Now, having worked alongside them for just about three months, I realize that a religion does not necessarily 

categorize the individual. Although I certainly do not agree with much missionary work, or the Catholic church as an 

institution given its history of abuse and oppression, I can value these individuals for what they are doing, which is saving 

children from an even harder life amongst instability. Living in Ecuador has been a challenge, whether it be with the 

academics or the cultural differences, but I could not have had a more enlightening year. 

 
I. Introduction 
 
 Despite the vast research on the idea of sense of belonging, with intersections like gender, geography, and race, 

little is currently known about perspectives of belonging that teenage girls experience within an evangelistic Catholic 

setting. While in many literatures sense of belonging is defined geographically, there is such a vast variety of definitions 

that it is difficult to come to a solitary conclusion on what makes up and sheds light on this concept. My research seeks to 

discover whether the missionaries at the foundation understand correctly what makes up the sense of belonging for these 

teenage girls, as well as where their understanding lacks and where it is on point. A sense of belonging is individualistic and 

can refer to geographical location, such as a physical community, or a particular emotion one feels while amongst a group 

of people. Belonging is experienced in a variety of spheres of human geography, and individuals can belong on many 

different levels (Wright 2009).  Belonging, too, has contributed to the development of a specific community in which I lived 

during my fieldwork. 

 I spent three months living and working with a group of youth and missionaries in the mostly confined space of the 

foundation, using three specific methods of investigation: participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and informal 

interviews. While the amount of children living at the foundation fluctuated, my interviewees were comprised of ten girls 
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aged 12 to 16 and seven missionaries. My research has mainly dealt with an abstract understanding of sense of belonging, 

given that the majority of these youths did not identify with the physical community from which they came, but moreso 

with the idea of “family,” a quest for security, which was generally found at the foundation, and the absence or presence of 

emotional support.  

 Through a comparitive analysis, combined with what I observed through a variety of daily activities, I have 

determined that the missionaries are not in-tune with what makes up a sense of belonging for the teenage girls who reside 

there. The results imply that my teenage interviewees require a deeper emotional connection that perhaps the missionaries 

cannot always offer equally to each – and this connection comes from their closest friends and from the hope of one day 

being reunited to with their biological families. The impact of my study excavates an important point – that, at times, the 

voices of youth go silenced and their feelings are assumed rather than questioned and clarified. My hopes for this report is 

to bring value and worth to the complex emotions that children feel, especially those to a generation and demographic of at-

risk Ecuadorian youth that so often go invisible. 

II. Community profile 

1. Placement selection 

 I selected the coastal and rural community of Olón, Santa Elena to perform my research. More specifically, I chose 

the community that is Fundación Santa Maria de la Esperanza, which is a combination of orphaned youth, missionaries, and 

foreign volunteers just on the outskirts of the city and approximately 2km north of Montañita. I spent a great deal of time 

agonizing over my placement choice. Fortunately by the end of my search for a proper placement, I had taken full 

advantage of my opportunities to visit four different communities: Tena, Cuenca, Quito, and Olón. This allowed me to 

analyze what each community organization had to offer project-wise and compare them to one another. I settled with this 

location for a variety of reasons. It provides me with a geographically different experience, the opportunity to live on-site 

and therefore be fully immersed in the every day occurrences, events, problems, and overall life of the organization, its 

volunteers, and its beneficiaries. It also, of course, fulfilled my main goal of working with youth from a variety of difficult 

backgrounds. 

 

2. Organization's area of action 

 Given that my organization provides, above all, a home for these children to live at, it is very difficult to list 
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exactly what they provide for the orphans, as they essentially provide everything a nuclear family would typically strive to. 

The foundation puts the biggest emphasis on providing education for these children. Isabel Dietrich, director of the 

foundation's five Ecuadorian locations, said that there are three areas that generally prevent a child from receiving a proper 

education: lack of sufficient education before arrival at the foundation; lack of motivation; and learning disabilities, like 

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and other difficulties concentrating. Motivation, she said, is lacking because, in general, 

youth tend to complete their homework or aim to do well in school for the approval and praise of their parents. When these 

children live at the foundation, they live amongst a variety of other children and do not have their biological parents or 

guardians to work for. While praise, I have discovered through my work, helps motivate, the prospect of it does not keep 

them concentrated or motivated. However, I spent much of my time working educationally with a group apart from the 

teenage girls I interviewed, so much of this information does not apply to my specific area of research. Through my 

interviews, I found that these teenage girls, for the most part, saw value in their education and understood its importance. 

 All-in-all, the foundation's main mode of action is providing a stable home for the orphaned children. They assign 

one missionary to every house in order to somewhat mimic a home life. One of their biggest focuses are on education, and 

thus they have four classrooms for grades one to four that are run between two teachers. The classes are divided by grade 

and age, but many of the children suffer from learning disabilities and therefore the curriculum is modified for them. The 

foundation also requires that the children partake in religious-based activities, like attending mass on Sunday mornings, 

participating in prayer before school during weekdays, as well as partaking in Bible study. 

3. Structure 

 The structure of the foundation is very apparent, however the individual roles of the actors are not so much. Isabel 

Dietrich is the director of the foundation in all of Ecuador. She oversees the general happenings of my location in Olón and 

travels a great deal to the other locations. A group of six (this number fluctuates often) missionaries lives at my location and 

all have their specific focuses but help in all other areas, too. Maria* used to be the principal of the school but, for health 

reasons, now just teaches at the school. Lily* is the sole caretaker for one boy who cannot be left alone, given his mental 

state caused by severe neglection. Rosa* lives in a house with the older girls and is now the surrogate mother of a new baby 

arrival. Rebecca* lives with the younger girls and is the surrogate mother of Miguel*, one of the youngest orphaned 

children living here who was found roaming the streets at barely 2-years-old. Finally, Gardenia lives in the same house as 

                                                             
* All names have been changed to protect the privacy of the interviewees 
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Isabel and oversees the responsibilities of the missionaries and much of the home visits to troubled families. Although the 

missionaries have general roles, they contribute in all aspects to the functions of the foundation and have shared 

responsibilities, including the cooking and cleaning. 

4. Beneficiaries 

 The beneficiaries of this organization are the children who are brought here, and in the case of successful 

rehabilitation, the families of these children, too. Oftentimes the children are taken out of unstable and potentially dangerous 

situations in order for the family to repair itself and thus create a safer atmosphere for the children to return to. All of these 

children are Ecuadorian. This foundation is the only one of its kind in the area, and thus a good portion of the children come 

from the coast – from Olón, La Libertad, Santa Elena, Guayaquil, or the province of Esmeraldas – given that there is no 

other place for them to go. However, some of the children also come from the Sierra. All of the youth range from age six 

months to eighteen, after which they are able to live on their own if they so choose. One hundred per cent of these youth 

come from families with economic problems. Because of this, most of them are not well cared for, suffer from malnutrition, 

and have little or no educational background. The Catholic Church is an indirect beneficiary of this foundation. The 

missionaries work to instill Catholic values in the children, part of which requires the attendance to church every Saturday 

and Sunday. The missionaries themselves benefit by building a community of other missionaries and orphans to fulfill what 

many of them refer to as a Catholic duty. However, the principle idea of becoming a missionary is not a selfish one, but an 

act of sacrifice for the better of others and for the service of God (Hale, 1995). Other indirect beneficiaries include 

foreign volunteers, who come to both help and experience a different reality than the one they observe and live in at home. 

5. Primary activities 

 My one activity that remained consistent throughout the entirety of my three-month stay was educational tutoring 

every morning. I worked with a group of three students, which changed towards the end of my stay, all of whom had some 

form of learning disability. My most consistent student was a 14-year-old boy with a speech impediment and a clear 

attention disorder, although none of the children were really diagnosed with any specific learning disability. The second 

most consistent student was a sixteen-year-old girl with a birth defect affecting her ability to learn. This girl proved to be the 

most difficult, as her attention span was severely suffering, her memory was greatly lacking, and her learning level was that 

of a 10-year-old. With all of my students, I had to review the basics every class – by basics, I am referring to the alphabet 

and numbers. Most of these children could not identify a letter simply by looking at it and could not name letters if they 
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were out of order. Counting was also difficult if out of order, for example counting by two's or three's. I worked daily to 

strengthen their memory skills by playing a handmade memory game, with either numbers or letters; asking them to cut out 

words from magazines that begin with specific letters; or having them copy out letters and their corresponding sounds in 

spanish. Because of their attention difficulties, I often encorporated a more artistic style of learning that remained 

educational but was also enjoyable for the children. Activities such as painting letters and numbers and using thread to 

create patterns were among some of the activities the children enjoyed most. Many of the children at the foundation require 

one-on-one support, which is not offered at the school as there are simply too many students per teacher. 

 An activity encorporated lateron into my stay was accompanying a group of children to their art classes in 

Manglaralto, a pueblo approximately 3km away from the town of Olon. These art classes were provided by the government-

funded cultural centre in Manglaralto, fairly close to the only hospital in the area and nearly beach front. The airconditioned 

building provides a space for a variety of classes – from music, to dance, to visual arts – in which a small group of the kids 

took part. I simply accompanied them as a means to get closer to a group that I did not usually get to spend time with. The 

centre also provides access to guitars. For an hour a week, I taught guitar lessons to the older girls. This provided a great 

way to bond with them, as I found they represent a demographic at the foundation that was hardest to get in touch with. 

 Although my first five weeks were the only weeks in which all of the children were present and attending school, 

their vacation time proved even more fulfilling. The majority of the children were sent off to host families along the coast 

on vacation – most of the children could not go back with their biological families at this time as it was deemed unsafe. 

Those who remained are the ones I spent time with. I continued with my tutoring in the mornings, despite the group of 

children being switched, and in the afternoons I usually took the children to the beach in groups, rotating between a boys 

and girls group, so as to remain fair and safe. At the beach, I was able to see the children interacting with an atmosphere 

outside of the foundation.  

 At first, I viewed this activity as simply a necessity for myself – eating with the missionaries. However, as time 

went on, I began to see the value in this reoccurring activity. From cooking to eating, to drinking coffee in the morning and 

making sandwiches for the little ones, much conversation occurred in the small, confined area of the kitchen. In the 

beginning, I was simply an observer – I never really asked questions, I just listened to what they spoke about. As time went 

on and my spanish increased, thanks to speaking with the children, I was able to add to conversations and ask questions 

about topics that seemed to come up time and time again. This similar type of activity was also shared with the children 
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during an activity I refer to as educational playtime, during which I dedicated my time take part in activities and games that 

the children do amongst themselves on a regular basis. 

 My final activity was attending mass with the children and the missionaries every Sunday, which allowed me to 

truly integrate into the religious atmosphere of the foundation. 

 

IV. Statement of research problem 

1. Background on “idle youth” 

 Since the early 1990s, there has been a significant  growth of 15- to 24-year-olds in Ecuador, 

and Latin America in general (Cárdenas, de Hoyos &  Székely, 2011).  This has increased the potential 

for at-risk youth  being  orphaned, either at a foundation or not, or in poor familial situations  thus 

presenting an even greater risk to the future of youth, their communities, and their home country. 

Similarly, the influx seen in this age group will decrease the availability of job opportunities, which 

will presumably decrease school attendance. Therefore, this will render a significant portion of the 

demographic one more statistic in the 28.6% of Ecuador currently living below the poverty line (CIA, 

2011). 

 This large and growing group of children and young adults can constitute a community within 

itself. The term “idle youth” was coined by Mauricio Cárdenas, Rafael de Hoyos and Miguel Székely in their 

paper entitled “Idle Youth in Latin America: A Persistent Problem in a Decade of Prosperity” (2011). This relates both 

directly and indirectly to my research. Although not all of the children at foundation have experience 

working on the street, the connections between youth working on the streets and the reality of an “idle 

generation” are very apparent.  One apparent reason children have historically chosen a street life is 

because of the emotional and physical support they discover in a group of their peers, also understood 

as their community, that they have not received from their families at home (Raffaelli, 2012; Strehl, 

2012). This, for starters, is proof in itself that a community cannot be defined universally – that a child 
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can find community stability within their peers, rather than their families, and often look for this 

support when it cannot be found a home. This means that Fundación Santa Maria de la Esperanza can, 

in fact, mimic a similar community for these children. I speculate that these orphans at the foundation 

surely risk falling into this category of “idle youth” and thus face significant problems for their future 

stability without a community to support their personal growth. Ecuador is home to the largest number 

of street-working youth in all of Latin America (Schlaefer, 2005). One of the foundation's goals is to 

change this statistic for the better. 

 

2. General problem 

 Fundación Santa Maria de la Esperanza is the only location between Montañita, Olón, and 

nearby parish of Mongaralto that provides a safe location for children from unsafe conditions to live. 

That, in itself, is a huge problem because there are way more children that need help and at some point, 

this location will not be able to provide for them all. The fact that there is very little focus on helping 

children in this area – or more so there are very little resources to help them – this presents my location 

with a puzzle. Who is going to help the children that need it when this foundation no longer can, and 

how is the importance of youth development being represented when there are so little locations that 

offer them help? Another problem that can be seen when it comes to my community is whether or not 

the group can sustainably and effectively provide a family experience to children who have never had 

it. It is popularly understood that having a stable family life is what allows a child a healthy upbringing: 

“The family provides the foundation and security necessary for the child to develop well-roundedness 

and necessary social skills” (Culotta 2009). Culotta goes on to say that through observing relationships 

between parents and siblings, a child can learn many things that he or she cannot without a family. In 

other words, how can the community that is this foundation provide an alternative for youth who do not 
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have a loving and supportive home, and are seeking these important aspects of life elsewhere. How can 

the foundation build and sustain a community for them, within which they can progress educationally 

and personally? It is so important, especially in a time when this demographic is growing at a fast rate, 

to address these questions.  

 A problem within my topic that is apparent in an international sense, not simply in Ecuador, is 

the reality that many youth, and more specifically street youth, have families that are dependant on 

them, which creates an unhealthy dynamic: 

 Structures of dependence and reciprocity sustain children in the wake of economic crisis, 
 marital strife, and parental death or disappearance. Parents also depend upon children. The 
 majority of "street children" are working in the street to bring resources to their families 
 (Kuznesof, 2005) 
 
As Kuznesof expresses, globalization has left Latin American families unable to live in “the formal 

society and economy”, which refers to the traditional family, by Western standards, in which parents 

provide for their young ones. Although some families prefer to live this way, many do not, and 

children, like the ones found at my foundation, are forced to grow up all too soon – they become the 

parents of their younger siblings, they see and experience things a child should not, by my standards, 

see or do, and enter a reality in which abuse and neglect from their parents is much too common. 

 Given that, as stated before, Ecuador has the most street kids in all of South America, these 

questions are all the more relevant. The importance of providing a safe atmosphere like this for youth 

who are not fortunate enough to have one not only helps the kids themselves but also helps the family. 

Further more, by helping both parties it will positively effect their own future families, hopefully one 

day leading to a generation in which there are less street children and more functional families, or at 

least a generation in which there are more resources to help youth. By putting more emphasis and time 

into studying  youth development, it will work to show youth that they are valued members of society, 
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and prove that children have complex feelings and emotions that need to be listened to. 

VI. Literature review  

1. What is community? 

 Although there are no universally understood definitions of community, most scholars can agree that it is, in many 

senses, geographical, whether that refers to location or human geography (Campbell, 2011; Schein, 2009; Wright, 2009). 

Through Schein's thoughtful analysis, one can see the intersectionalities of community and belonging:   

 belonging comprises both individuals and social group categories, belonging to a place, to a 
 community, to a citizenry; and the issue underlying each of these is how to relate an 
 understanding of the deessentialized individual, whose `sense of belonging' may be fluid and 
 multiple (Schein, 2009) 
 

For my research, it was important to understand how both belonging and community relate – how 

physically belonging to a community can thus result in a more abstract sense of belonging for the 

individual. Schein brings up an important point that specifically relates to the group of teenage girls 

that I spoke with at my placement. Schein demonstrates that sense of belonging is not static, and the 

point he brings to light is how difficult it can be for an individual to understand their sense of belonging 

when it is ever-changing and often multiple. This was a very apparent issue for the teenage girls at the 

foundation – most of them felt a strong sense of belonging to Catholicism, to their group of girl friends, 

to their home at the foundation, and to their biological families (a human geographical sense of 

belonging rather than physical). 

 McMillan and Chavis are amongst the first and most profound founders of a conceptual 

definition of “sense of community” (1986), at which time they created an instrument to measuring 

sense of community using four elements: membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, 

and shared emotional connection. The membership element includes five aspects that relate to my 

placement: boundaries (privacy), emotional safety (friendship circle and missionary relationships), a 
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sense of belonging and identification, personal investment (chores and responsibilities), and a common 

symbol system (Catholicism). All of these aspects combine for each individual to build levels of sense 

of belonging at the foundation. In regards to influence, members of the community, like at the 

foundation, need to feel as though they influence others, and for group cohesion can also be influenced 

themselves. Integration allows each member to feel valued and rewarded for the ways in which they 

participate within the community. Finally, McMillan and Davis describe shared emotional connection 

as the “definitive element for true community” -- without shared history and shared participation, their 

senses of belonging could not be intertwined to create a community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 

 The following is how McMillan and Chavis (1986) demonstrate how the above elements 

interact with eachother and, thus, create a community: 

 Someone puts an announcement on the dormitory bulletin board about the formation of an 
 intramural dormitory basketball team. People attend the organizational meeting as strangers out 
 of their individual needs (integration and fulfillment of needs). The team is bound by place of 
 residence (membership boundaries are set) and spends time together in practice (the contact 
 hypothesis). They play a game and win (successful shared valent event). While playing, 
 members exert energy on behalf of the team (personal investment in the group). As the team 
 continues to win, team members become recognized and congratulated (gaining honor and 
 status for being members). Someone suggests that they all buy matching shirts and shoes 
 (common symbols) and they do so (influence). 
 

In essence, the children all ended up at the foundation under the common presence that they came from 

an unstable environment. They came here to live a healthier life until they could be returned back to 

their families (integration and fulfillment of needs). These children are all bound geographically by 

where they are living, the foundation (membership boundaries are set) and they all spend time togheter, 

whether it be completing chores or playing (the contact hypothesis). Through chores and 

responsibilities, the children all add something value to the common group life they live, as all children 

share bedrooms at the foundation, too (personal investment in the group). When a task was completed 
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successfully, the children are often rewarded by the missionaries – similarly, when there are birthdays 

or special events, the children celebrate by ordering pizza, eating cake, and watching a movie (gaining 

honour and reward as members). Everyone at the foundation attends church and has religious artifacts 

in their bedrooms and common areas (shared symbols). If one child wants to play one game or, say, 

learn english, many of the other children tag along (influence).  

 I chose McMillan and Chavis' definition and explanation of community because it relates to 

what I observed at my placement most closely. If I were to be writing this paper, and conducting my 

research, from a missionary perspective, I would be more inclined to choose a definition that uses the 

acknowledgment of a form of authority of an inferior group as the creation of community. However, 

this basketball team analogy represented the children at my foundation, in that they seek 

acknowledgement and influence from their peers rather than an authority figure. There are various 

academic papers discussing a psychology sense of community, however I felt that this theoretical take 

would not be entirely relevant, as I am not studying the psychology of this group of girls. 

 I also conducted my research from an applied, praxis-based anthropological stance. Applied 

anthropology refers to the “entire array of situations and approaches for putting anthropology to use.” 

This type of anthropology, as outlined by John Van Willigan, has aspects of both research and 

intervention, and aims to assist communities in reaching their various goals. The research techniques, 

he writes, place a great deal of importance on local viewpoints and methods, as this is vital in the 

program functioning properly and sustainably and provides the community with self-determination. 

(Van Willigan, 2002). I will also be working within the structural functionalism theory, which is an 

aspect of the applied anthropology framework. This theory understands society as a complex system 

whose parts work together to promote solidarity and stability – or, to go further, to promote community 

building (Macionis & Gerber, 2011). This approach looks at both social structures and social functions 
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and how they relate to each other and allow the community, or society, to function as a whole. It is 

apparent why this theory and belief system is relevant to my specific study of community development 

amongst a large group of missionaries and orphaned youth. 

  A community is comprised of individuals who, generally, have similar values and belief-

systems. A community, however, can also be defined by geographic boundaries and not necessarily by 

the individuals being similar. My specific community at the foundation encompasses both. The 

orphaned youth live on-site as a unit. While one would say they are connected by religious beliefs, so 

far I can say that that is only so because the foundation this community was built upon was founded on 

Catholicism. These children are individuals, and so are the missionaries, but they are brought together 

by a common purpose of survival (youth) or aiding in survival (missionaries). This is why I believe my 

foundation constitutes a community, and thus how structural functionalism is so relevant to my theme. 

 

 

2. Sense of belonging 

 My research paper heavily relies on literatures on the topic of sense of belonging, given that this 

concept is the focal point of my research. Mee Wright writes: 

 belonging is a geographical concept ... boundary making and inhabitation implies certain things 
 are meant to belong there ... people long and work for these connections, to achieve what they 
 imagine it means to belong (Wright, 2009) 
 

In this sense, Wright is referring to human geography, not simply belonging based on physical location, 

such as a physical community of people. This strongly relates to my placement and what I discovered 

through interviewing the group of teenage girls as the majority of them did not express a connection to 

the geographical location from which they came, but rather the abstract idea of family. 
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 Using a variety of literatures, I have divided sense of belonging into six categories, which I also 

then used to categorize the questions for my interviewees. These six categories include: schooling, 

sharing emotions, security, family, spiritual, and environment. Jon Douglas Wilmms (2000) wrote an 

academic paper regarding participation in schools and how an individuals willingness to participate, as 

well as their relationships with their peers and teachers, can shed light on their sense of belonging: 

 Their friends are there, they have good relations with teachers and other students, and they 
 identify with and value schooling outcomes. But many students are not engaged. They do not 
 believe their school experience has much bearing on their future, and they do not feel accepted 
 by their classmates or teachers (Willms, 2000). 
 
Given that the foundation I worked at has a school on-site, the missionaries represent some of the 

teaching body, and education is one of the foundation's main modes of action, I thought it very relevant 

to take into account how a child's sense of belonging can be understood by their participation and types 

of behaviour in a classroom setting. Willms' research displayed that both young girls and young boys 

have nearly equal likely having a low sense of belonging, which displays that this is not an issue of 

gender than, say, the liklihood of a young girl or young boy becoming a street child, which I will come 

to later on in this section. This is a very important finding for my research as all of my main interview 

research dealt with a group of female missionaries and a group of teenage girls. Willms' research 

allows me to rule out gender as a defining factor in sense of belonging related to schooling and 

education at my foundation. Another finding by Willms regards socio-economics: 

 The odds of having a low sense of belonging are about 38 per cent greater for students living in 
 low socio-economic status families than for those living in average socio-economic status 
 families (Willms, 2000). 
 

Given that my research takes place at a childrens orphanage, it is a reality that all of these children 

come from economically-disadvantaged families. This reality implies a variety of other underlying 

factors that people often do not take into account when discussing a low socio-economic status, like 
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drug and alcohol problems, domestic violence, and criminal activity. Although these three apects are 

certainly not always connected to a low socio-economic status, in the reality of these children they are, 

“many students have a variety of affects working against them...” (Willms, 2000). Isabel Dietrich, the 

director of these orphanages in Ecuador, mentioned low school participation and student 

disengagement, which Willms defines as “students who do not feel they belong at school and have 

withdrawn from school activities in a significant way” (2000), is often a direct result of a lack of 

sufficient education in their past and lack of motivation when the reward of parental approval is not 

present. 

 Anne Young (2001) wrote an academic paper regarding how Australian women, from all parts 

of the country and of all ages and locations, feel they belong to their particular neighbourhoods. Young 

wanted to discover how their geographical location affects their senses of belonging. With the reading 

of Young's paper, I decided to include a category about the children's environment to determine with 

what type of environment they connect most with, whether that be with the foundation or with the 

beach of Olon. Young writes: 

 The relationships between neighbourhood quality, fear of crime, community participation, 
 social support, and health are now being recognised as an important area of research into 
 healthy ageing and well-being (Young, 2001) 
 
Her research, perhaps, brings up one of the most important aspects of my research. These children, 

specifically the teenage girls, were all born in different parts of coastal Ecuador and brought to the 

foundation in hopes of providing them with a safer atmosphere to grow up and be educated in. 

Although this was not part of my research, if I were to take a look a a group of girls growing up in 

unhealthy homes and compare them to a group of girls growing up at the foundation, I would most 

likely discover that Young's thesis was correct – that growing up in a stable atmosphere helps with the 

productive growth of these young girls. Although Young's gender-based research is not finished, and 
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she has planned a variety of other investigations to further this one, it can indeed be concluded that a 

person's connection to where they physically reside is a huge factor in how they feel emotionally. A 

finding of Young's most relevant to my fieldwork placement reads: 

 ...rural women cope remarkably well with the lack of  health services in rural areas, and with the 
 stress caused by their social, economic, family and  community roles. It may be that women 
 who live in rural and remote areas develop attitudes of independence and self-reliance which are 
 consistent with concepts of pioneer virtues and responsibility (Young, 2011). 
 
The children at the foundation lead very different lives than I am used to, as they are located in a rural, 

coastal setting. I believe the above finding strongly applies to my group of interviewees. It leans to 

providing evidence that geographical location is not as big as a signifier of sense of belonging. I would 

have normally thought, previous to my research, that living in a rural setting and being more cut off 

from “society” than urban city-dwellers may create a lesser sense of belonging. These teenage girls and 

missionaries live in a rural setting, and Young's research shows that perhaps rural vs. urban is not a 

large factor, if at all, in the creation and maintenance of sense of belonging. 

 In regards to the above information, my positionality is quite apparently the opposite of what 

the children would experience during the growth of their sense of belonging. In regards to schooling, 

although there is also a high drop-out rate where I live in Ontario, students in general have a different 

outlook on the long-term benefits and importances to attending school (x). The culture of schooling in 

Canada is very different than it is here in Ecuador. Youth below the age of sixteen are required by law 

to attend school in Canada, whereas here many children are seen on the streets or working within their 

families and do not find education the most important aspect of life. In general, education is the most 

important accomplishment as most jobs and careers cannot be obtaind without at the very least a high 

school diploma, whereas in Ecuador many jobs can be had without a degree at all. For me personally, 

education is incredibly important in my family. Taking a gap year between high school and university 
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was seen as very taboo for me to do and took a lot of convincing for my – the value of travel and 

volunteer work was seen as less important than an education. As well, in general, many Canadian 

parents, including my own, have a goal of supporting their children through university and making sure 

that their children have the finances to succeed. This, in turn, is not common in Ecuador and can 

perhaps be seen as a waste of money, givne that minimum wages are so low, rather than an asset. My 

sense of belonging in society is certainly dependant on my educational successes and job opportunities. 

Without those, I would personally feel like a societal delinquent with no qualifications to support 

myself. My sense of belonging not only within society but also within my family would suffer greatly. 

 Another way in which my positionality is different than others is that I have access to money 

adn financial support, whereas many of the children I worked with at the foundation do not. Many of 

these kids do not understand the value of a dollar, or perhaps their understanding of money is very 

different from my Western and capitalist, by nature, perspective. I do not come from a economically-

disadvantaged family, nor did I grow up in a poor, as understood by Western standards, neighbourhood 

like the geographcial locations that many of these children were taken from. Similarly, when it comes 

to the environment aspect of my understanding of sense of belonging, I have lived my entire life in a 

very urban setting, both in Canada's capital of Ottawa, as well as Kingston, where I attend university. 

My first experience living in a rural setting for an extended period of time was while living at 

Fundación Santa Maria de la Esperanza. Thus, coming into that situation, absolutely everything I 

experienced was very new and foreign to me and shaped the way I viewed the missionaries and the 

children's ways of life. I was, at first, very put off by the living conditions, but gradually accepted them. 

I feel as though that experience has shifted my positionality a bit compared to how I was before, with 

only experiences living in an urban setting. 
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3. Catholocism and missionary work in Latin America  

 My research deals with understanding sense of belonging of a group of teenage orphaned girls 

from the eyes of the missionaries – their caregivers. Naturally, this brings into question the prevalence 

of a Catholic mission in the lives of these girls and what problems, or benefits, this could raise. In order 

to understand why the foundation is in Ecuador in the first place, I require understanding of the history 

of the Catholic church in Latin America and how this relates to my placement. The history of 

Catholicism, and the relationship between church and state, is an interesting one when it comes to the 

country of Ecuador. Although it was expected that participation in organized religion would decline as 

modernity was sought, so far this has not been the case for Latin America, according to Anthony Gill: 

 ...as society became increasingly modernized, religion would gradually fade from the public 
 arena. Even in the private sphere, religion would become less important and participation in 
 organized religion would decline. With the advance of liberalism among the Latin 
 American intellectual elite, the separation of church from state seemed inevitable (Gill, 1998). 
 

 As understood by Enrique Dussel in his academic novel History of the Church in Latin 

America, the colonization of Latin America by the Spaniards was due to the “politico-economic 

structure of the world [which] continues to be unified by a single international system of domination” 

(Dussel, 1979). In his novel, Dussel outlines a type of missionary work that was prominent in Latin 

America after its colonization. This type of missionary work was known as tabula rasa:  

 the missionary method that ignored the significance of the language, the rites, the customs, and 
 the culture of an indigenous people in an attempt to evangelize them... the missionaries failed to 
 gain a profound understanding of the indigenous people and their culture (Dussel, 1979). 
 
 Although some may see it unfair to be comparing hundred-year-old missionary perspectives of 

indigenous peoples to “modern day” understandings, I believe it is crucial to discuss the original intent 

of missionary work to understand why missionaries are still in Latin America, and worldwide, today. 

 Susan M. Deeds in an excerpt from The New Latin American Missionary History (1995) quoted 
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a missionary at Santiago Papasquiaro in 1731 as saying, “These Indians are vagabonds and layabouts, 

with even worse vices that, taken together, make them vain, sneaky, faithless, cheating thieves and 

drunks." This sentiment was echoed by Spanish Viceroy Conde de Revillagigedo, who referred to 

northern mission Indians as “feeble, cowardly, vengeful, lazy, thieving and without ambition” (Langer 

& Jackson, 1995). These are simply two examples that justified European missionary evangelistic 

invasion, and, one can assume, eventually brought my placement to its locations in Ecuador, on a 

premise that these people needed European help that could not be properly provided by their own 

country. Although I personally feel what the missionaries are providing for the children, in its basic 

form of shelter, healthcare, food, and education, is exceptional and honourable, I also understand the 

history of Catholic missions and their wish to “save” these children from damnation. 

 This part of my experience is perhaps where my positionality was most significant in terms of 

interacting with the children and missionaries and general life in the coastal pueblo of Olon. Before I 

even began my three months at the foundation, the missionaries knew I was not religious in the least. In 

a way, I feel this immediately created a separation between myself and the population at the 

foundation. Although the missionaries never questioned why I was not religious, they certainly did try 

to forve it on me a bit. The children were the ones who really did not understand my lack of religion 

and would question why I did not go to church if I was not there. I came into this experience knowing I 

did not want to work with a religion-based organization, and I did carry those sentiments to the 

foundation – I was always on my gaurd knowing I would be innundated daily with religion. My 

positionality is that I was not raised very religiously, and although I did attend an Anglican church as a 

child I distinctly remember not only being Agnostic, but disbelieving God and biblical teachings 

entirely despite not ever being taught to think this way by my parents. Although my positionality in 

regards to Catholocism and religion was very obvious to the missionaries, I still did participate which 
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helped me bond with the foundation as a whole. However, coming out of that experience now, I am 

still not religious. 

4. Latin American childhood 

 To begin with this section of my literature review, I would like to explain the incredibly 

powerful importance of noting that a childhood is understood very differently in Latin America than it 

is in the Western world. Globalization, a term I have constantly been innundated with throughout my 

education, has created this idea of a universally moral childhood and child upbringing (Kuznesof, 

2005) that we forget there are many different ways of life and, more importantly, different ways of 

understanding the concept of morals, which are defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary as: “of or 

relating to principles of right and wrong in behavior” and “sanctioned by or operative on one's 

conscience or ethical judgment.” It is commonly understood that there are a set standard of morals that 

are universal, many of which derive from Catholicism and the Bible in the form of the Ten 

Commandments. This global notion of childhood and morality, as Kuznesof explains, does not coincide 

with the reality of Latin American childhoods, which put much less emphasis on a nuclear family than 

we in the Western world necessarily experience. Before coming to Ecuador, I actually came with a 

preconcieved notion that a nuclear family was more important in Latin American culture than it is back 

home – this was a very wrong and misinformed assumption that I learned as portrayed in the cinema 

and fabricated notions of Latin American familyhood in the media. In the media and in law, the family 

is represented as the most important unit of South American culture (Kuznesof, 2005). Having lived 

here, I have realized that this is not necessarily true, at least not in a nuclear, Western sense.  

 The foundation's slogan is “si a la familia” or “yes to family.” With all of this information in 

mind, it brings to question the morality of a program like Fundacion Santa Maria de la Esperanza in the 

context of a Latin American culture, in which family is understood very differently and is not an 
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equivalent to the European understanding that is being taught to the children at the foundation. My 

personal understanding of childhood is very different than the sorts of childhood I observed while 

living at the foundation. My positionality in terms of understanding of childhood is shaped by the way I 

was raised and by seeing how other children are being raised in Canada. While working at the 

foundation, I often found that my ideas of cleanliness and security of the children clashed with how the 

missionaries understood it.  

5. Positionality in relation to fieldwork 

 The organization I am working at has years of experience working with foreign volunteers. It 

offers a welcoming atmosphere, private bedrooms, and a flexible work schedule that allows its 

volunteers to pick and choose in what areas they would like to participate in. However, I am constantly 

aware of my positionality here, not only amongst Ecuadorian missionaries but amongst the children 

who come from economically unfortunate backgrounds, to whom a “white” volunteer represents 

another world and way of life foreign to them. My objective positionality includes my race and my 

economic standing. As one of the only “white” people in my community at the foundation, I stand out 

as different. My economic standing, excluding physical money, is assumed by my skin colour and also 

by the fact that I can afford to study in another country. The colour of my skin and my economic 

standing also assumes, which for me is true, a healthy and happy upbringing, without serious familial 

problems. This often brings up questions about my family, friends, and past relationships – whether I 

live with my parents, whether I have siblings, and even if my parents are alive or not. In a subjective 

sense, I differ from the organization based on my religious beliefs, or lack thereof, and my different 

views on how children should be taught and what is needed for them to progress. I often feel 

uncomfortable in religious settings, because more is expected of me than what I am familiar with. For 

example, I was expected one evening to say grace before eating supper, and I do not do this at home. I 
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also feel the way they teach their children with disabilities is inappropriate. In North America, we do 

not discriminate and provide the same opportunities to those with disabilities as to those without. At 

this foundation, it is popularly believed that the orphans with severe disabilities should simply be 

played with or taught the “simple things”, because they do not have much of a future career-wise. 

VII. Research methodology and timeline 

 Research, simply put, is often defined as a quest for knowledge ("Research Methodology: An 

Introduction"). My research over the past three months has been combination of the physical field, as 

well as the methods put into place within that geographical space. Research is an art and a craft, and 

takes a great deal of practice in order to perfect (Bernard, 2006). Methods, as Bernard (2006) says, 

belong to all of us and therefore are not limitting regadless of occupation or type of research being 

conducted. Although it is very hard to explain, in my own words, what exactly is meant by Methods, 

Bernard attempts it in his novel: 

 At the most general level, it means epistemology, or the study of how we know things. At a 
 still-pretty-general level, it's about strategic choices, like whether to do participant observation 
 fieldwork, dig up information fom libraries and archives, do a survey, or run an experiment... At 
 the specific level, method is about choice of technique... (Bernard, 2006). 
 

Fieldwork, as defined by Schensul and LeCompte (1999), is the research tasks being carried out, or in 

other words my chosen methods put into action in my work placement. Usually the field is defined and 

chosen by the reasher or the project that the research wishes to fulfill in order to come to a conclusion 

based on his or her questions. The field “is a physical setting, the boundaries of which are defined by 

the researcher in terms of institutions and people of interest, a well as their associated activities in 

geographic space” (Bernard, 2006). As a researcher, I did not simply enter a field; I joined and emersed 

myself within a community and did whatever I could to be seen and accepted as a community member; 

as someone who can be spoken to openly and trusted to partake in all of the surrounding activities. 
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1. Participant Observation 

 My most commonly used method throughout my entire stay at the foundation was participant observation:  

 participation is always defined by researcher presence at the event being observed. Participation  means near-total 
immersion when ethnographers live in unfamiliar communities where they  have little or no knowledge of local culture 
and study life in those communities through their  own participation as full-time residents adn members (Schensul & 
Schensul, 1999) 
 

It is also important, as Schensul and Schensul, explain, that researchers take a variety of times to remove themselves from 

their new living environment in order to process and reflect on what was experienced. Although the role of a researcher is to 

completely emerse him or herself in the environment, it was also very important for me to make it known that I was also 

there to perform research: 

 
 ...observers are not full participants in community life. In some instances, such as ethnography  conducted with 
drug users... it is not ethically or professionally acceptable for ethnographers to  become fully involved (Schensul & 
Schensul, 1999) 
 

Oftentimes, it can be difficult for researchers to make room for private time when they become so emersed within a society 

and are thus treated as a full member and are expected to participate fully. Similarly, participation can mean a variety of 

different things to different communities, which I experienced: 

 Sometimes, researchers are present in a community or at an activity and need do nothign but  accompany 
others, observe, and ask questions. At other times, they may be expected to  participate more actively. Sometimes, 
researchers can find ways of making themselves useful...  (Schensul & Schensul, 1999) 
 

There is a fine and difficultly managed line between complete emersion and self-segregation. It is important to find a happy 

medium because regardless of the level of emersion, a research is still a researcher and is there to gain unbiased knowledge. 

Researchers may also find themselves excluded from participation for a variety of reasons that: 

 may included lack of trust, the community's discomfort with an outsider, community members'  anticipation that a 
situation might be dangerous, or the community's resistance or inability  because of poverty or civl war to provide 
continuing support for a stranger” (Schensul &  Schensul, 1999) 
 
Although participant observation is one method in total, Schensul and Schensul divide their explanations into participation 

and observation separately. As they write: 

 Observation is always filtered through the researcher's interpretive frames. The most accurate observations are 
shaped by formative theoretical frameworks and scrupulous attention to detail. Other influences on observation, such as 
personal biases and values and other tacit, implicit, orunarticulated theories, are less helpful” (Schensul & Schensul, 1999). 
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At first, the research should be observing absolutely everything through participation. Later on, Schensul writes, this 

observation will become more selective and can even be done without participating. I have a great deal of experience with 

all of these aspects of participant observation that I will go into greater detail in the section where I dicuss my personal 

findings related to my research. 

 This is the most effective method for my particular placement because there are many activities to participate in 

and, following my research question, it was important for me to observe how the foundation acts as a community, as well as 

how the people living there (both missionaries and orphaned youth) interact with each other and create a community space. 

This popular form of research allowed me to learn the “rules, norms, boundaries, and behaviors” present in my community. 

Most importantly, simply being visible through participation and observation in my community allowed me to form and 

build upon relationships that I had been making with the missionaries and the children. Had I simply hid away in my 

bedroom, I would have had no presence at the foundation and trust could not have been built. In the long run, this trust that 

was built allowed for more truthful answers to come forth through my semi-structured interviews and also allowed for 

conversation to move more smoothly between the missionaries, the children, and I. 

 I put my participation and observation into action through eating and cooking meals with the missionaries, playing 

with the children, tutoring childrne with disabilities, and accompanying the children to their art classes in Manglaralto as 

well as the beach in Olon. My placement also offered me a unique experience of actually living on-site with those who live 

permanently at the foundation. Essentially, my entire experience was participant observation twenty-four-seven, given that I 

was always in the environment in which I was conducting my research. The group of teenage girls were the most difficult to 

form relationships with, and also, in the end, became the group I focused on most within my research. Had I not participated 

whole-heartedly, I would have never had the opportunity to bond with them. Towards the end of my placement, I was also 

observing from a distant, particularly at the childrens' art classes. 

 

 

2. Open-ended interviews 

 Open-ended interviews, as described by Schensul and Schensul (1999), requires “exploring a topic in detail to 

deepend the interview's knowledge of the topic.” The term open-ended refers to the fact that the interviewer is open to any 

and all answers the interviewee is willing to give. In many cases, an open-ended interview can be merely classified as a 
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casual conversation in which a variety of topics are dicussed and the interview can come to a variety of conclusions. There 

are no right or wrong answers, Schensul and Schensul (1999) write, and the questions are not selected from a pre-concieved 

list and the interviewee is not asked to select from a list of answer options like in a questionnaire: 

 Exploratory refers to the purpose fo the niterview – to explore domains believed to be important  to the study and 
about which little is known. This open-ended, exploratory interview format  allows researchers maximum flexibility in 
exploring any topic in depth and in covering new  topics as they arise” (Schensul & Schensul, 1999). 
 

The beauty of open-ended interviews means that the researcher will be getting honest, candid, and unpracticed answers to 

the questions. There are no rules, guidelines, or standards when it comes to open-ended interviewnig. Schensul explains that 

in order to conduct a productive open-ended exploratory interview, the researcher, or interviewee, must be “alert [minded], 

logical thinking, and [have] excellent communication skills” (Schensul & Schensul, 1999).  

 Although these types of interviews are not strictly structured, it is very important for the interviewee to keep 

relevancy in mind when looking at the bigger picture and the overall research questions they are looking to answer 

throughout their stay in the field. It is important to know when certain answers relate and when others do not. It is also 

important to understand how to steer the interviewee back on track if they stray from relevancy, and the interviewer also 

needs to be able to indicate when an answer is expressed clearly or when it needs further questioning or investigation. It is 

important to understand, for time and clarity, that one does not need to interview a large amount of key informants in order 

to obtain a great deal of useful information (Schensul & Schensul, 1999). These types of interviews can happen at any time 

during an ethnographic field stay. They must be planned, despite the fact that they are not structured. 

 I personally performed open-ended exploratory interviews towards the last month of my placement. Given that I 

was living within the community, in a location where the overall sentiment is very sensitive, I felt it was more important for 

me to settle in and for the missionaries and children to get used to me before questioning them. While I did want to be 

understood as a researcher, it was also important for me to be able to blend in as much as possible – to become someone 

who is living there, just like the rest of the population, although not for the same reasons. Thus, open-ended exploratory 

interviews came up naturally once I got to know the people I was working with a bit better than just being acquaintances. 

Although I did not plan these interviews persay, I always had a set of questions in my mind that I wanted to clarify with 

each missionary, which always lead to an even more enlightening conversation. During my stay, I found that the prospect of 

a sit-down, formal interview was a foreign concept for the missionaries and they seemed a little wary to do this. That is why 

I chose an open-ended interview – it gave the illusion of a simply conversation but provided me with great detail for my 
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concluding research. Open-ended interviews were also conducted with the young girls, however they were much less 

formal. Given that my spanish was not fluent, it was hard to communicate what certain concepts, like sense of belonging, 

meant to the girls. These interviews required more time and effort on my part in the explanation process. 

 

3. Semi-structured interviews 

 Although semi-structured interviews consisted of one of my least used research techniques, they provided me with 

a great deal of basic information regarding sense of belonging – how the missionaries understand the teenage girls' sense of 

belonging and, in reality, what it truly represented to them. I originally thought semi-structured interviews would be my 

most used method, but due to circumstances at my foundation I was forced to change my schedule, timeline, and types of 

methods I chose to use. Schensul and Schensul write that this type of interviewing are both flexible like unstructured and 

open-ended interviews, but are also offer the structure of a well-planned survey instrument that produce focused and 

qualitative data from key informants. These authors describe semi-structured interviews as consisting of: 

 predetermined questions related to domains of interest, adminstered to a representative sample  of respondents to 
confirm study domains, and identify factors, variables, and items or attributes  of variables for analysis or use in a survey” 
(Schensul & Schensul, 1999). 
 

While Schensul and Schensul write that many researchers tend to use semi-structured interviews as a means of exploration 

into topics, from which information will be used for further methods of investigation, I chose to use this method as my final 

point before sitting down and writing this paper. They make the distinction between exploratory and explanatory research 

by quoting Johnson (1998): “exploratory approaches are used to develop hypotheses and more generally to make probes for 

circumsciption, description and interpretation of less well understood topics” (Schensul & Schensul, 1999). Thus, semi-

structured interviews represent a method of exploratory research, given that is “provides the basis for survey and other 

forms of explanatory research that can test theoretical hunches or propositions” (Schensul & Schensul, 1999). My 

ethnographic research book explains that previous research should have been done before using the semi-structured method, 

as it will aid in the creation of questions and provide some understanding on the topic to be competent in the theme. 

 I used semi-structured interviews as both an exploratory and explanatory approach, as by the end of March, when I 

conducted these written interviews with both the missionaries and the teenage girls, I already knew a little bit about their 

ideas of sense of belonging, but there was still information missing. Thus, I arranged these questions based on the six 

categories I listed in an above section and chose them based on aspects of sense of belonging I already knew, and aspects I 
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needed to discover to be able to answer my research questions more clearly and focused. Schensul and Schensul also write a 

section on the importance of scheduling the semi-structured well, in order to accomodate the time schedules and 

comfortability of the groups of interviewees. I had a great amount of trouble with this, as the very nature of an orphanage 

requires a twenty-four-seven dedication – this means that the missionaries as well as the group of teenage girls did not have 

a great amount of time to dedicate to me and often forgot that I had even asked whether I was able to perform these 

interviews. 

 

4. Operational and conceptual definitions 

 According to Bernard (2006), there are two ways to define variables within a research project, and those ways are 

conceptually and operationally. He mentions that the idea of “culture” is not a variable, however the concept of “belonging 

to a culture” is certainly a variable: 

 Conceptual definitions are abstractions, articulated in words, that facilitate understanding. They  are the sort of 
definitions we see in dictionaries, and we use them in everyday conversation to  tell people what we mean by some 
term or phrase. Operational definitions consist of a set of  instructions on how to measure a variable that has been 
conceptually defined (Bernard, 2006). 
 

When using both conceptual and operational defitions, Bernard writes, it is important to take into account both humanistic 

and positivist outlooks in terms of research:  

 Humanistic researchers seek to maintain the essential feel of human discourse. Positivists focus  more on specific 
measurement. I do not see these two styles as inimical to one another, but as  complementary (Bernard, 2006). 
 

Thus, with this understanding, one can see how a humanistic researcher would be inclined to define their variables 

conceptually, while a positivist researcher would lean more towards defining their variables operationally. In terms of my 

research, I had to use both forms of definitions in order to identify and define my variables. My main concepts that run 

throughout my entire research report are as follows: sense of belonging and orphanages. I will first begin by defining both 

conceptually, and explaining their importance to my placement operationally. 

 Belonging, as Mee Wright says, is a geographical construct. It involves boundary making. The inhabitation of these 

boundaries implies whether the person or thing is accepted and allowed to live within those confines or not: 

 Belonging has formal and informal aspects, implied, for example, by ideas of formal and 
 informal citizenship and civic identity, is associated with exclusion and exclusionary processes, 
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 is negotiated through practice and performance, through politics, and through affect, such as 
 yearning, affective responses to music, and as a response to risk and fear. Most commonly, 
 belonging appears in the phrase, a `sense of belonging' (Wright, 2009). 
 

Wright says that “another connected sphere of work examines the contested spaces of national 

belonging and how this impacts on the everyday lives of specific groups who are positioned as outside 

national belonging” (Wright, 2009). This could potentially, in terms of Ecuador, include Colombian 

refugees who are official citizens of Ecuador but face oppression and discrimination from Ecuadorians 

and the countrys policies. Another example could be Mexican immigrants to the United States, who are 

often represented as illegal aliens by the media and are believed to be so by the general public. As for 

the operational definition of this variable, it can be presented in many ways that directly relate to my 

placement. I represented these operational definitions by choosing six categories to re-present the idea 

of sense of belonging to the teenage girls and the missionaries: schooling, sharing of emotions, 

security, family, spirituality, and environment. In terms of all of these definitions, the children would 

show a sense of belonging respectively by: 

• participating in school, maintaining good grades, seeing the value in education, and having 

good relationships with their professors; 

• being open about their feelings with both the missionaries and their friends and feeling comfort 

in sharing emotion; 

• feeling safe and secure at the foundation, feeling protected and willing to protect their friends; 

feeling safer at the foundation than at the homes with their biological families; 

• wanting to maintain a connection to their biological families, connecting with the population of 

the foundation as though they are part of their family; maintaing family values at the 

foundation; 
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• expressing that they have a connection to God, feeling a desire to go to church, feeling that their 

connection with Catholocism brings them closer to those at the foundation, and; 

• do they feel a stronger connection to the beach or the foundation, in comparison to their home 

town? 

All of the above are operational definitions of sense of belonging that I saw in play at the foundation 

during my field stay. The above bullet points were also aspects that I used in order to form my 

questions and understand the orphans' lives through participant observation. 

 The conceptual definition of orphanage, as defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary, is: “an 

institution for the care of orphans.” Although orphans are historically understood as children who have 

been rendered parentless by the death of their biological parents, however I fond this dictionary 

definition more conceptually applicable to my placement: “one deprived of some protection or 

advantage.” For all of the children at my foundation, they are without the protection of their parents or 

the social and emotional advantage that having parents offers a child. Many of these childens' parents 

are not known of, have alcohol or drug addictions, are perpetrators or victims of domestic abuse, 

cannot provide a stable home for their children, or are simply not present in their child's life through 

abandonment. There exists a variety of definitions of orphans and orphanages, however the above are 

the two that apply most to my personal research and fieldwork placement. 

 The ways I saw these concentpual definitions in action at my foundation, otherwise understood 

as the operational definitions, are represented as the following statements: 

• The children either do not have living relatives or are not financially and emotionally supported 

by them, the children are not visited by living immediate family members; 

• The childrens' living biological family cannot adequately support them financially, emotionally, 
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or educationally; 

• The children feel a stronger connection to the foundation, as well as their friends and the 

missionaries at the foundation, than their biological family; 

• The children cannot remember where they were born or describe the geographical location. 

• The children understand the foundation as their home and feel safe there, and; 

• The children do not wish to be reunited with any living biological immediate family. 

Rather than using the above operational definitions to guide me in my semi-structure interviews, these 

were statements that I explored while participating in activities with the children, chatting with the 

missionaries while cooking or eating meals. They became useful throughout my open-ended interviews 

and were guiding points when engaging in outside research for my report. 

5. Research timeline 

 Participant 
observation 

Open-ended 
exploratory 
interviews 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Outside research Data analysis 

Nov 2012 x   x  

Jan 2013 x x    

Feb 2013 x x  x  

March 2013 x x x x x 

April 2013    x x 
 

 

VIII. Main findings 
 
 The research I have conducted and the experiences I had throughout my placement and within 

my community are ones that are irreplacable. In the beginning of my time in Ecuador, I knew right 

away that I wanted to work with children or youth. My original focus was street youth – I had planned 

to work at Chicos de la Calle, an organization based in Quito that works with children, mainly young 
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boys, found on the street. Although I originally wanted to stay in Quito, I eventually chose to move to 

the coast, which was the best decision I think I could have ever made. I have learned a multitude of 

aspects about not only Latin American culture, the concept of childhood, and the realities of life at an 

orphanage, but I have learned a lot about myself, how I handle certain situations, and how hard it can 

be to put myself whole-heartedly into an organization and have to, eventually, let them go from my life. 

 In above sections, I have mainly touched upon an abstract idea of community – such as a sense 

of community and how this also intersects with sense of belonging. The Merriam-Webster dictionary 

defines the concept of community in a variety of ways, but the following are two that I believe interact 

most efficiently with my research and my fieldwork placement:  

 a group of people with a common characteristic or interest living together within a larger 
 society... a body of persons or nations having a common history or common social, 
 economic, and political interests 
 

I prefer using these two definitions in conjunction, as it has the ability to capture the geographical 

community that consists of all of the participants of Fundacion Santa Maria de la Esperanza living 

together and striving for the same overall concept of security. However, it also displays the concept that 

these orphaned children, as well as the missionaries, are also connected to a greater community outside 

of the boundaries of the foundation. Perhaps their history with their biological parents, or the climate 

from where they came from, also allows them to connect with children that also come from a similar 

background, but never lived in the same place together. 

 When speaking with the missionaries, many of them had the very same understanding of 

community, and where they were not exactly the same there were many similarities present. Their 

community consists of the confines of the foundation – the children, the missionaries, the volunteers, 

and how all of these interact within the context of an orphanage. However, it is also understood that a 
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community they are apart of lies outside of those confines – such as within Olon at the church, with the 

pastors and the priest, as well as with outside families and biological families. When the children go 

away on vacation, they stay with host families which become a part of their story and a vital part of 

their community and their regrowth. Their community is built through mutual responsibility. This 

means all of the children have their own particular responsibilities. What I noticed at first was that the 

girls tended to have mainly housework type of responsibilities. Older girls would help with the 

cooking, preparing, serving, and clean-up of meals with the younger children. They also often helped 

with tutoring, sweeping and generally cleaning their houses, and maintaing the garden. The boys, 

however, had more responsibilities on the maintenance and physical work side of things. They often 

were taken into Olon to complete physical tasks. Most often they would help the workers build and do 

manual labour, but were never expected to participate in practices that are traditionally understood as a 

womans role. Towards the end of my stay, I did see the teenage girls participating in harder tasks, but 

this was a rarity. 

 As stated in a variety of the above sections, the beginning of forming my semi-structured 

interviews with both the missionaries and the group of teenage girls required outside research. 

Throughout my entire research process, I stumbled upon a 

variety of academic works that focused on a particular 

aspects which I saw present at the foundation and relevant to 

the creation and maintenance of sense of belonging at the 

foundation. I chose to conduct semi-structured, written 

interviews with both a selection of six missionaries and all 

of the teenage girls who were present. I chose the group of 

six missionaries solely based on those who had time to fill out the form. All of the teenage girls I 

One group of missionaries at the foundation 
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worked with were anywhere between the ages thirteen and sixteen. The majority of them originally 

came to the foundation at a young age, while the missionaries generally began their work at the age of 

nineteen. With this information, I will be discussing and analyzing the results of these semi-structured 

written interviews – to do this, I will be comparing what the missionaries believe to be the sense of 

belonging of the teenage girls, and then in reality what sense of belonging means to those same teenage 

girls. I will follow up this section by discussing a variety of other findings that are relevant to my 

research topic and questions. 

 After comparing the written responses by the missionaries, it seems there are parts that are 

agreed upon by both parties, and parts that are also misunderstood. In terms of education, the 

missionaries and girls agree that it is important for their future. All of the girls said that they have good 

relationships with their teachers. Most of the teenagers wrote that they would rather talk to a friend than 

a missionary when a problem arises in their lives, but the missionaries felt as though the teenagers 

would rather talk to them. However, two teenagers did write that she would rather speak to a 

missionary. All of the teenage girls felt protected and safe at the foundation, which was certainly 

agreed upon with the missionaries. Within the spirituality section, I only posed two questions which 

regarded whether a connection with God exists in their life, and if they were raised Catholically. For 

the missionaries, I questioned whether religion was important to the girls' senses of belonging. This 

was the section that was the least controversial – all of the girls mentioned a strong connection with 

God and all of the missionaries understood this as a significant portion of their senses of belonging. 

One girl mentioned she was not raised Catholic, but became religious at the foundation. I supposed this 

goes to show that religion is a very integral part in living at the foundation. 

 However, there are two sections within my research that were not agreed upon, which I have 

come to feel represent some of the most important parts of a sense of belonging: family and 
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environment. Although three of the girls did not give the same answer, the seven others mentioned that 

they connect most with their biological families rather than the family they have created at the 

foundation. These same seven girls wrote that they wish they could go back to their biological families, 

under a variety of circumstances, one being “con la intension q'me ayudan” (with the intention that they 

will help me). Many of the girls were not able to describe their families or where they came from, and 

expressed saddness when recalling a memory with their family. Despite this, their understanding of 

sense of belonging, as defined in the beginning of the interview and solidified in the family section, 

communicated to me that their belonging comes with being a significant part of their family, regardless 

of its history. Although a huge part of this foundation is rehabilitation and reuniting the children with 

their families, it seems as though a connection with the foundation is seen as more important than a 

connection with the biological families. 

 All of the girls, except for one, wrote that they feel a stonger connection to the beach of Olon 

rather than the environment of the foundation. All of them mentioned a 

combination of characteristics that made this so, for example, “q'es 

lindo” (it's beautiful) or “puedo compartir con las chicas” (I can share 

with the girls). My understanding, having had candid conversations 

with the girls, that they feel a lot more freedom when at the beach. They 

are able to interact with other people outside of the foundation, go to 

little stores along the walk home, swim, and just generally enjoy 

themselves. Perhaps they associate life at the foundation with less 

freedom and more responsibility. Going to the beach allows them a bit 

of time to breathe and be with someone that is not necesssarily and missionary. It is a location where 

everything generally feels new for them, where they can simply be the children they are. I also imagine 

Two teenage girls walking the 
beach 
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the beach provides a comfortable memory of their homes, as they are all originally from an area on the 

coast. 

 Being a volunteer from Canada, I immediately felt a bit of a disconnect between life at the 

orphanage and life in Canada, which I expected. Although I did not feel any strong judgement based on 

my skin colour, I certainly did feel judgement based on the fact that I am not religious. When the 

children or missionaries asked about my religious history, I was honest and that including sharing that I 

am not religious and never really have been. The foundation is very used to have groups of young 

Catholics coming to volunteer and build their faith, as one volunteer referred to. These efforts were 

greeted much differently than mine. While I rarely saw Isabel, the director, a group of Catholic students 

from New Jersey were able to schedule an interview with her within a weeks notice. While two 

volunteers from Germany and Switzerland gave over a month of service, from educating the children to 

helping feed them, neither received a going-away party as was given to the group of Catholics. Having 

spoken with these voluteers, they mentioned a feeling of underappreciation due to the fact that they: a) 

did not bring monetary donations and, b) were not Catholic, although participated in all religious 

activities that ocurred at the foundation. Although I did experience aspects of this, I also think I was 

treated differently given the amount of time I spent living at the foundation. That time committment 

was more recognizable than simply a month for the othe volunteers. 

 My participant observation activities, like the art classes, beach trips, and general playtime, 

brought to light many aspects of these children's lives I never would have known otherwise. I noticed 

the children often had a difficult time interacting with other people outside of the foundation. It seemed 

as though they lacked the skills to do so, or simply felt a stronger connection to their close friends. The 

art class provided many opportunities to interact with youth of Manglaralto, but this opportunity was 

only taken advantage of by a couple of the older teenage girls. This could, perhaps, be because they 
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came to the foundation at an older age and had time to form social skills in their biological family 

homes. However, it could also simply be an age or personality difference. The trips to the beach did not 

provide much opportunity to interact with children outside of the foundation, simply given that it was 

not the atmosphere to do so. However, I did notice that the children seemed more lively and excited to 

be leaving the foundation to go to the beach. They all seemed to strongly connect to the fun and beauty 

a trip to the beach offers. 

IX. Research importance and conclusion 

 It is impossible to collect enough information only in three-months time, especially when it comes to a topic as 

complex and ever-changing as sense of belonging. When doing my initial research, it seemed as though there were specific 

ways in which sense of belonging could be measured and in specific locations, and not one of these academic research 

papers took place in an orphanage in Latin America. My research, in my opinion, is unique but requires much more time 

dedicated to it. It is very important to be studying the sense of belonging of orphans taken out of their original homes, 

because for many people a sense of belonging is determined, shaped, or moulded by their family relations. This is very 

apparent, given that the girls either felt a connection to their family, or did not based on the history with them. My research 

shows that there are significant lapses in terms of the missionarys' understanding of the teenage girls' sense of belonging. 

This demonstrates that there is a lack of communication between the two demographics, or emphasis may be being put on 

other aspects of their lives, such as Catholocism. 
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 However, I do feel the most important conclusion that can be made here is the importance of giving children the 

space togrow into individuals, as well as time and freedom to voice their concerns, opinions. Given that this is the only 

foundation of its kind in the area, to me this implies a lack of understanding of how important a healthy childhood is and 

how this, obviously, will positively or negatively affect the childrens' 

adulthoods. If a foundation like this continues to exclude these 

children from interacting with the outside world, prior to their 

departure, and misunderstands their core values, how will they fair 

when they are released back into their home communities? It is 

important to validate their voices and their lives, rather than strip 

them of their independence and freedom. 

 I have seen myself grow throughout my experience at 

Fundacion Santa Maria de la Esperanza to lengths I would have never imagined. I saw women, despite our differences, give 

up their entire lives to spare the lives of these children. I saw kids from awful histories of abuse and violence coming out 

happy on the otherside. I saw children being reunited with their biologically families. Most importantly, I felt the love of a 

group of women and children that did not care about my skin colour or my economic background – they appreciated me for 

who I was and helped me continue to grow into who I am today. I learned to put differences aside, and appreciate the 

situation for what it was and is. Most importantly, living and volunteering at the foundation helped me see that there is good 

in everything and everyone, including myself, can come out happy on the other side. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Myself with most of the foundation 
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