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manY students traVel aBroad to studY,  
but very few make their own independent plans  
and take the leap of faith to act on them.  
Meet five people who did just that, designing  
their own study abroad programs that gave them  
both an education and something of a life direction.

DesiGninG

IllUSTrATIONS ThrOUGhOUT ThIS FEATUrE USE ElEMENTS FrOM ThINkSTOCk AND ShUTTErSTOCk
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BY KiM FerNANdeZ

Destiny
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tyler spencer hadn’t traveled 
much outside of his small Virginia 
hometown until he turned 18, when 
he decided to ride his bike across the 
country to California. Although he 
anticipated a great physical chal-
lenge, he didn’t give much thought 
to the people he’d meet along the 
way until he got started, he says. But 
it was the people he met that made 
him determined to learn through travel in college. 

He first visited South Africa and Mozambique as 
part of a traditional study abroad course through the 
University of Virginia. He was an environmental sci-
ence major and he expected to be drawn to the parks 
in the area and learn about long-term conservation 
efforts around them.

Once he got there, though, he says the entire 
course of his life changed.

“The environment seemed like a distant concern 
in the context of immediate threats to the health of 
people I met,” he says. “The toll of HIV/AIDS was 
most shocking to me. It’s a preventable disease, but 
in some areas of South Africa, the prevalence is as 
high as one in four.”

He returned home, gave it some thought, and 
wrote a letter to his dean asking to not only change 
his major, but design his own in international health 
and development. The dean agreed, and Spencer 
spent the next year studying at Georgetown Universi-
ty in Washington, D.C., and completing an internship 
in public health. And after that, he designed his own 
education abroad experience back in South Africa, 
but working on health issues instead of environmen-
tal ones this time around.

“I created a proposal to go back to South Africa 
and work on developing HIV prevention programs 
that used soccer as a tool to break the stigma of the 
disease,” he says. He secured funding from DeBeers and 
its Grassroot Soccer program, which uses community-
based sports programs to spread messages about AIDS.

“I spent eight weeks in the summer of 2007 trav-
eling around DeBeers diamond mines, setting up 
Grassroot Soccer programs,” he says. The final month 
of his trip was spent evaluating the new program sites.

“Studying abroad made school a lot more excit-
ing, more real, and more applicable for me,” he says. 
“I was much more excited about returning to class 
after my first year abroad.” He chose courses his last 
three years, he says, to help him prepare for more 
trips to South Africa, where he continued his work 
with Grassroot Soccer.

In his senior year of college, he enrolled in a 
volunteer project doing HIV/AIDS research in 
Washington, D.C. Once again, he says, he was in for 
a surprise.

“I was shocked to learn that right in our nation’s 
capital, the HIV prevalence is similar to prevalence 
rates in many sub-Saharan African countries,” he says. 
“One in 20 people is estimated to be living with the 
disease, and the incidence rates among youth has 
been on the rise.”

Using his experience in South Africa as a model, 
Spencer created The Grassroot Project, which works 
with Division I student athletes from Georgetown Uni-
versity, George Washington University, and Howard 
University to spread the word about the disease with 
youth through games and sports in more than 30 city 
locations. Kids play games with the athletes over eight 
weeks and, in the process of having fun, talk about AIDS, 
their personal experiences with it, and prevention.

A VISIon
for Athletes to Help

Social Causes
REAlIzEd

tyler Spencer
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The Grassroot Project also runs a 
program called Team Up that matches 
15 at-risk Washington D.C. teens with 
their peers in South Africa. They work 
through the same program for six weeks, 
communicating with each other via e-
mail and telephone, and in 2010, a group 
from the United States traveled to South 
Africa. The South African group visited 
Washington, D.C. the following year.

The Grassroot Project is program of 
Athletes United for Social Justice, a non-
profit organization that Spencer founded in 
2009. “When I started Athletes United for 
Social Justice, I had a really broad vision for it 
to be an umbrella for multiple projects using 
athletes to address all kinds of social issues,” 
Spencer explains. “For now, The Grassroot 
Project has taken off, so most of our efforts 
have been concentrated there, but in the fu-
ture, we plan to embark on additional projects.” 

“My role in the organization has been hugely en-
hanced by my work in South Africa,” says Spencer. 
His own study abroad didn’t end with South Africa, 
either. In 2009 he received a Rhodes Scholarship to 
study at Oxford University in Great Britain, and he 
received a master’s degree in evidence-based social 
research last year. He’s currently working on his 
PhD in public health at Oxford, and travels to study 
youth-led HIV prevention organizations around the 
world; when this issue of International Educator 
went to press, he was in Kenya.

Eventually, he hopes to work in some facet of 
public service, although he’s unsure of exactly how 
or where. One thing he knows, though, is that his 
time abroad has changed everything for him—and 
he is touching lives by helping athletes educate kids 
about HIV/AIDS though his nonprofit.

“Studying abroad made what I learned in school 
come to life,” he says. “Each time I studied abroad, I 
gained a more nuanced understanding of the world 
and my position in it.”

tyler Spencer is pictured with Jordana Smith, 
a participant of both the Grassroot Project’s 
Washington, d.C., core programs as well as 
the team Up trip to South Africa. this photo 
was taken at her school, Francis Stevens 
education Campus in Washington, d.C. tyler 
is putting a bandana on her to distinguish 
the green team from the blue team in team 
Handball, a game that teaches students to 
build support teams of friends and family to 
help them achieve their goals in life.
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lorena macias-navarro was born in 
Brazil, spent the first five years of her life in 
California, and then moved to Mexico for 
the rest of her childhood, so international 
travel to learn something here or there didn’t 
really faze her when it came time for college. 

“I wanted to learn Portuguese,” she says simply. 
“So before I started my undergraduate studies, I spent 
three months in Portugal.” Her Mexican parents, she 
explains, spoke Portuguese. 

As a high school senior, she researched online to 
find a school she could attend in Portugal to learn 
the language. Then, she found housing for the sum-
mer and she and her mom flew to the country after 
graduation.

“I found a nice house full of girls,” she says. “My 
mom came and saw that everything was O.K., and 
then she left.” Macias-Navarro spent the summer 
there taking classes in Portuguese, history, and the-
ater before heading back to Mexico to start college. 
She returned to Portugal for the next three summers, 
and spent the one after that studying in Madrid, 
Spain, (and the summer after graduation studying 
business at Stanford University) before accepting a 
job as a food engineer with Pepsico.

Her thoughts kept going back to Portugal—the 
people she’d met, the culture she’d experienced—
and she made the decision that she’d rather work 

with children than food development. She found a 
research program at the University of Arizona, ap-
plied, and spent 15 months there as a visiting scholar.

“I was working for the nutrition department in a 
program called Stealth Health,” she says. “We promot-
ed physical activity and nutrition knowledge through 
technology.”

She worked with teenagers in the community, all 
of whom were given smartphones. “We sent them 
text messages with information about nutrition, and 
we also helped develop a Web page with information 
about nutrition. Tucson has mountains, so we’d go 
hiking and use GPS to figure out where we’d been—
the kids pinpointed on a map where they’d been and 
talked about where they’d hiked and what they liked 
about it,” she says.

The experience made her even more determined 
to help children and families back at home with their 
eating and exercise habits, and at that point, Macias-
Navarro decided that public policy was her true 
calling. After researching her options again, she ap-
plied to Tufts University for graduate school.

“The first semester, I realized I wanted to learn 
more about diplomacy as well,” she says. “I’d traveled 
so much and I really liked that part of my experiences. 
So, I thought I’d make a joint degree.” She’s currently 
pursuing that, spending half her time studying at 
Tufts’ school of nutrition, and the other half in the 
Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy.

Studying Portuguese

in nutrition and 
Health Policy in  
Latin America

InSPIRES
CAREER PlAn

Lorena Macias-Navarro
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As if all that weren’t enough, Macias-Navarro 
worked with her adviser to complete one of her 
required internships overseas. This summer, she is 
working in Geneva, Switzerland.

“I’m pretty sure that’s going to be great,” she says. 
“That’s the way I envisioned this joint degree. I have a 
background in nutrition, and I’m going there to learn 
about diplomacy and law. I want to eventually help 
make policy and help people in Mexico and Latin 
America. It’s our responsibility to make policy with a 
background in science.”

U.S. universities made perfect sense for her, she says. 
“My parents studied in the U.S.,” she explains. “I am 
very familiar with the country—we used to travel here. 
I knew in the back of my mind that an American edu-
cation, particularly for grad school, would be valuable.”

While the studying and going outside her comfort 
zone at school have been valuable (“I’m a science person,” 

she says. “Writing about international relations...I’m used 
to numbers: A+B=C. With social sciences, that doesn’t 
always happen.”), spending chunks of time learning in 
new cultures has been the most help toward honing her 
goals and finding ways to bring them to reality.

“I’m really open to new cultures and new people,” 
she says. “I tend to be friends with almost everybody. 
I like to learn about new cultures and new ideas. That 
has shaped who I am.” 

At the same time, she says, remembering her roots 
brings her back time and time again. 

“I’ll never forget I am Mexican,” she ex-
plains. “All of my efforts are focused on my 
roots and my culture. I want to use what 
I’ve learned to make a contribution to my 
country, but seeing what other countries 
are doing makes that happen.”

When many colleGe stuDents study 
abroad, they visit Paris or London or Bang-
kok to study in classrooms and offices. The 
more adventurous choose service projects 
in the slums of India or Romania or Kenya.

Cathy Collins pitched a tent in a desert in Botswa-
na, Africa, and spent four months observing wildlife, 
completely alone.

Today, even she laughs a bit about the very idea 
of it. “To this day, I can’t believe they let me do it,” 
she says. “A 20-year-old girl alone with the lions and 
snakes.”

Now a professor of conservation biology at Colby 
College, Collins visited Botswana during her sopho-
more year at Pitzer College, Los Angeles, through 
a structured program. When she returned to the 
United States, she couldn’t let the African country go.

African Wildlife Solo

an Academic Career

obSERVIng

lAunChES
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“I really wanted to come up with a way to go back 
to Africa to pursue scientific research,” she says. “Re-
search had been one of the most rewarding aspects 
of my study abroad experience, and so I proposed to 
the school that I go back there for my senior honors 
thesis.” She’d work with a private language program 
for one month, and then spend four months out in the 
desert with the animals, checking in once every two 
weeks with an adviser four hours’ drive away.

The school required her to find her own adviser, 
and she did, contacting a British expat at the Uni-
versity of Botswana who went along with her plan. 
After that, she dove into the lengthy and complicated 
permits process, only to find it wasn’t nearly as cut-
and-dry as her 20-year-old self anticipated.

“I don’t know who I thought I was to pull this off,” 
she says today. “I looked at it as an adventure.” She ap-
plied for the first permit in March, hoping to travel to 
the desert in August—which didn’t happen.

“I didn’t get the permits in time and had to post-
pone my plans for a semester,” she says. “That changed 
the whole course of my college career—I couldn’t af-
ford to stay at Pitzer for the extra semester, so I went 
home and volunteered at a museum of natural history 
and took a course at the University of Colorado.”

By December 1994, Collins was still missing one 
permit. Taking a leap of faith, she decided to head to 
Africa anyway, and began her real adventure in January 
1995 having cobbled together a tent, water drums, and a 
donated Land Rover from a local conservation society.

“This was before e-mail or cell phones,” she says. “I 
was definitely on my own. I’d call my parents when I 
got back to the city every two weeks. I’d occasionally 
see tourists, and I had a friend in the Peace Corps 
about an hour away. But I enjoyed the challenge of it.”

For their part, her parents went along with her plan 
without too much resistance. “I can be pretty bullhead-
ed,” Collins says. “They sort of raised their hands and 
said, ‘There she goes!’ They were supportive although 

I’m sure they had worries. I don’t think they knew how 
extreme it was until I came home afterwards.”

She learned a lot, she says, about herself, the coun-
try, and her purpose in life. 

“It sealed my love for research,” she says. “It gave 
me the confidence to move forward with independent 
research in ways I don’t think would have otherwise 
happened. And I learned how much I had to learn 
about research. I recognized how naive I was in re-
search because of this experience.”

After her trip, she decided ecological research was 
definitely her career path, and applied for a Watson 
Fellowship, which awards 60 one-year grants to stu-
dents graduating from U.S. universities to travel and 
study internationally. 

“It’s kind of a year-long wanderlust travel research 
award,” Collins says. She proposed a trip to Austra-
lia to look at the relationship between ecological 
research and local communities. She won, and took 
her trip, and learned just how much she’d taken away 
from Africa that could be put to use in other areas.

“I interacted with locals and villagers as much as I 
could,” she says. “Other researchers didn’t communi-
cate their results to and learn from the locals around 
them. I became really interested in that dynamic be-
tween local research and cultural dissemination of 
research in communities.”

Today, she says she’s not sure she’d go back to 
Africa for a second stint of camping alone for four 
months, but she wouldn’t have given up that trip for 
the world. 

“I would certainly redo that experience at 21 again,” 
she says. “It definitely shaped who I am. It’s hard to say 
how much of that is the scientific and cultural parts, 
and how much was just spending four months alone. 
I wrote prolifically in a journal, which is now one of 
my most prized possessions. It’s a beautiful, inspiring 
place, and connected for me the nature and the power 
of a place that I’m studying.”
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many international stuDents travel 
to the United States to pursue higher edu-
cation; it’s why so many universities have 
offices devoted to their studies. But very few 
do it totally on their own, and then travel to 
yet another country to both study and start a 
nonprofit organization that will help people 
there reach their own goals.

Meet Nikhil Ranadive, who did just that. 
His parents died when he was six years old, and 

he was raised by relatives in New Delhi, India. When 
it came time for university studies, he traveled to the 
United States to earn a degree in biology at Colorado 
College, hoping it would be a good background for 
medical school. And when he heard about the Davis 
Foundation and its Projects for Peace grant program, 
he got together with some friends and jumped at the 
chance to both learn and give back in another country.

“I have family and friends who helped start the 
Madibabu Foundation,” he says. The foundation, 
based in Kenya, works to provide healthcare through 
its hospital and clinics there. “It’s primarily medical 
and public health related; the people there have an 
HIV rate of 24 percent,” says Ranadive. He got in 
touch with them to see what a $10,000 grant and a 
few months in the country could do, and started for-
mulating the Zuia Project. Several months later, he 
won the grant and got to work.

international Student 
Studies Abroad to

nonprofit Healthcare
CREAtE

StARtuP

Nikhil ranadive, an international 
student from india, in Kenya, 
where he started the Zuia 
Project. one of the organization's 
initiatives is to help educate 
Kenyan children about how to 
avoid the AidS epidemic.
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“We came up with a vocational training center 
for women, to empower women and give them more 
financial assets,” he says. “Women there are the bread-
winners—they basically do everything in that area.”

The initial group of six students traveled to Kenya 
and used their grant to rent a space, hire five per-
manent staff members, and buy equipment—things 
like sewing machines. The first part of the project 
involved bringing in local woman for training and 
getting them started working, sewing various things 
for local customers.

There was a second part of the component that 
particularly interested budding doctor Ranadive. He 
wanted to get into the public schools to teach chil-
dren how to stay healthy and, in particular, avoid the 
country’s AIDS epidemic.

“We initially thought we’d teach public health 
classes in the schools,” he says. “Once we got there, 
we realized we didn’t have any business teaching [the 
local] people’s children how to have safe sex. So we 
found a locally written curriculum and trained 10 vol-
unteers to teach it, and then we requested permission 
for them to deliver it in the schools.”

Soon another challenge cropped up: The project 
the six students had thought would be short-term 
(for a semester) clearly needed to live on after they 
returned to Colorado. 

“We thought this would be a short-term project,” 
says Ranadive. “We realized that’s not a sustainable 
model and we had to cultivate stakeholders who’d stay 
in place there. We thought it would be unethical to 
let it crumble, and really didn’t have much of a choice 
but to find a way to keep it going.”

Additionally, he says, “the people we hired to work 
for us became our friends. If we torched the project, 
they’d lose their jobs.”

The students quickly educated themselves in 
strategic plans and legal issues, brought in local work-

ers to keep things going on the ground while they 
returned to college, and partnered with another orga-
nization to secure 501(c)(3) nonprofit status.

“We’re working right now to institutionalize it 
in the college,” Ranadive says, adding that the plan 
is for the Zuia Project to become a regular option 
for students, who would spend a semester in Kenya 
under its auspices to keep things moving forward. 
“It’s hard to do, though. Everybody we started with 
has their own projects. We’re working to create a 
corporation and put together a board of Colorado 
College stakeholders.”

“This is a great opportunity for students to run 
their own nonprofit,” he says. “We’ll have a student 
executive director, a student media director. It could 
be a great hands-on experience.”

“I see this as being an opportunity for a recipro-
cal relationship while providing international service 
learning,” he says. “Students will go abroad and get 
this phenomenal cultural learning experience, and 
they’ll deliver services at the same time. We give 
something and we get something in return.”

The experience has clearly shaped him. “I went 
in thinking I’d go do this great service thing, and I 
get there and people are clever and snarky and know 
more about American politics than I did, and it was 
completely humbling,” he says. “When we started 
having computer classes, kids would walk 10 kilome-
ters in flip-flops through the mud to get there. They’d 
get up at 5 a.m., do their chores in the field, and then 
walk to work on computers with sketchy power. you 
don’t see anything like that in the U.S.”

Ranadive will travel back to Kenya this summer 
to keep things going, and hopes to work as a doctor 
doing similar projects someday.

“I felt like I was working with really intelligent, 
motivated, inspiring people,” he says. “I realize that 
sounds very sappy. But it’s the truth.”

“ I went in thinking I’d go do this 
great service thing, and I get there 
and people are clever and snarky 
and know more about American 
politics than I did, and it was 
completely humbling.”

      — Nikhil Ranadive, The Zuia Project
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 Joy mcbrien grew up in Minnesota and 
never thought much about doing for others.

“I was class valedictorian, student council presi-
dent,” she says. “I was going to be the CEO doing 
something big someday—I saw the opportunities in my 
own world rather than how they affected anyone else.”

And in a heartbeat, it all changed.
“I’d never felt oppressed, and my senior year of 

high school, I was raped,” she says. “It opened my eyes 
to a whole world—everything came up.”

A friend of hers returned from a trip to Peru with 
such tales of oppression and poverty that when Mc-
Brien found out her school required study abroad, she 
knew exactly where she was going. 

“I was majoring in nonprofit management and it 
was very difficult for me to apply what I was learning,” 
McBrien says. “I wound up in freshman classes that 
were very for-profit focused, and I wasn’t caring about 
them as much as I thought I should be.” 

The Carlson School of Management at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota didn’t offer study abroad in Peru, but 
McBrien didn’t let that stop her. She also didn’t let her 
age—18—slow her down, and approached a parish in 
Peru her friend had worked for with a lofty proposal.

“I wanted to go to Peru for the summer and build 
a battered women’s shelter,” she says simply. “I wanted 
to learn nonprofit management by doing nonprofit 
management.”

The parish said building such a shelter was high 
on its priority list, but that no one there had the time 

to actually launch one. So they took McBrien up on 
her offer, and she spent the summer between her 
freshman and sophomore years in Chimbote, which 
is extremely poor and fraught with domestic violence; 
some estimates say 70 percent of married women 
there are abused by their spouses.

“The closest shelter to Chimbote was a six-hour 
bus ride away,” says McBrien. The parish secured a 
building, and she got to work on renovations and a 
management plan, hiding the shelter in plain sight so 
women wouldn’t be afraid to go there and working with 
her faculty adviser to connect with people who could 
help her get things up and running in just a summer.

Looking back, she laughs a little bit at her ambi-
tion. “People see some 18-year-old saying she’s going 
to go to Peru and build a battered women’s shelter, 
and they start saying ‘OK, you go do that,’” she says. 
“We ended up getting the money we needed and 
starting it. It’s full now. The parish runs it and they 
keep me updated. They really needed someone to 
kick it off and get it moving.”

McBrien returned to her college studies but 
switched her major from nonprofit management to 
entrepreneurship with a minor in design. The next 
summer, she traveled back to Chimbote to help the 
shelter build more relationships with the community. 

“I wanted to learn more about the people and 
the culture,” she says “The first trip was very much 
about guiding a tangible structure. The second time, I 
started a domestic violence support group and taught 
art and English classes to young people.”

in Peru
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She also revamped a bit of her own life. McBrien 
had made and sold jewelry online since she was 16. 
On return from Peru, she started thinking about how 
that might benefit the people she’d met, and she dedi-
cated all of the profits from her online shop to the 
shelter she’d started. “The experience really changed 
my motives,” she says.

And the art classes she taught were for more than 
just fun.

“All of these women living in homes with abusive 
spouses know those husbands don’t want them to 
have skills or the knowledge to break free,” she says. 
“There’s actually a saying that ‘the more he beats me, 
the more he loves me.’ I provided art materials and 
worked with another woman to teach everybody a 
skill. We’d spend three or four hours learning a craft—
a lot of crocheting and knitting—and the women 

ended up with products they could keep for them-
selves or sell to earn money for their families. And 
that’s why the husbands let them [participate]—they 
either got something for free, or they got money.”

McBrien graduated in 2011 and is currently co-
ordinating services and teaching a service learning 
class at the Laura Jeffrey Academy in St. Paul for a 
year as an AmeriCorps volunteer; she also coordi-
nates afterschool clubs and teaches jewelry making 
to the girls there. 

“I have goddaughters in Peru,” she says.
She’s not sure what life holds for her after this, but 

she’s sure another trip to Peru is in the future, and she 
can’t imagine going back to her past. iE

kiM FErNaNdEz is a freelance writer in Bethesda, 
Maryland. her last article for IE was “Pathfinders,” 
in the May/June 2012 issue 

Joy McBrien with delila and her 
daughters—the two youngest, Naomi 
and Yamile—are Joy’s goddaughters. 
delila received help from the 
domestic violence support group 
that Joy started as well as funds 
from Joylery, Joy’s jewelry-making 
business which helps fund the 
women’s shelter and other projects 
for women in Peru.
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