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Jasmine: A personal trainer and entrepreneur in Fort Atkinson, Mieses recently traveled
back to the Dominican Republic with his wife, Whitney Townsend, to promote literacy and
to assist with the rebuilding of his neighborhood school.
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Jasmine: With the backing of the Fort Atkinson Rotary Club, to which Townsend has
belonged for the past few years, the couple helped to rebuild and upgrade Mieses’ old
neighborhood school in his hometown of Santo Domingo, the capital of the Dominican
Republic.
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Jasmine:The Fort Atkinson residents, with the support of fellow Rotarians, friends and
business contacts, collected school supplies and personal hygiene items for the individual
students at the primary school.These little gifts, which might seem prosaic and unnecessary

for an American student, were greeted with great excitement by these children, whose



families struggle economically and often cannot afford the schoolbooks they’ re required
to purchase, as the school itself has essentially no budget.
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Jasmine:Dominican Republic's literacy rate has improved over the last fifty years to around
92 percent, which on the surface sounds good.However, most residents reach the most
basic levels of literacy, about on par with an 8-year-old in the United States, Townsend said.
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Jasmine: Meanwhile, there are numerous barriers to students obtaining an education,
Townsend said. Gender inequity persists, and meanwhile, many families cannot participate
in the school system for economic reasons. And those who do attend school do so in an
environment far less conducive to learning than in a typical American school.
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Republic are overcrowded, lack texts and other instructional materials, do not have trained
teachers, and often have no electricity, no bathrooms, and no garbage pickup. “Sanitation
is an issue, yet education is vital to bettering oneself economically,” Townsend said.
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Jasmine: Education in the Dominican Republic consists of the primary grades for ages 3 to

6, elementary grades for ages 6 through 14, and high school for those lucky enough to



attend.Only the elementary level of schooling is considered mandatory, and that
requirement is really not enforced, Townsend noted.
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Jasmine:Thirteen percent of 13 through 18-year-olds in the Dominican Republic never
attend school. The high school curriculum is very flexible and tends to be focused on
vocational and technical training rather than academics.On graduation, at the age of 18, a
student from the Dominican Republic would typically reach what we in the United States
would consider a sixth-grade reading level.Still, those who go to school see improved life
outcomes. Their likelihood to smoke and drink goes down and they are less likely to
become parents as teens.
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Jasmine:Within the Dominican Republic, the biggest occupations are in tourism and
agriculture (sugarcane and tobacco).A lack of transportation in the densely populated city
further limits people’ s options.Many people are self-employed day by day, perhaps
operating a pop-up tamale stand along the street or offering services like hairdressing or
handyman help.As such, it" sa “cash economy,” with few people even making use of
banks.Those who go on to graduate tend to leave the country for better opportunities.
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Jasmine: The couple was inspired by Rotary’ s 2019-20 theme, “Rotary Connects the
World,” and by Fort Atkinson resident and Rotary District Governor Edwin Bos’ call for
all of the local Rotarians to find a “passion project” that resonated with them personally.
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Jasmine:Townsend and Mieses immediately thought of connecting to his old school in the
Dominican Republic.Incidentally, that old school, located in a semi-enclosed alley in Mieses'’
old neighborhood, was threatened with being closed down, as it wasn’ t meeting even the
lax safety standards of the Dominican Republic.The couple obtained a grant from the Fort
Atkinson Rotary Club in the amount of $1,000 to help rebuild the school. Adding to this
was around $400 donated by the gym and other community supporters.
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Jasmine: With the help of the grant from the Fort Atkinson Rotary Club, Mieses was able to
employ local contractors who immediately got to work improving the school. “The
government had been looking to close this school down,” Mieses said.The school had no
windows, no real walls, and no roof. A plastic tarp on the sides kept the students out of the
weather, but rainwater still ran under the desks, as the area was not fully enclosed.
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Jasmine:Townsend was impressed by the warmth and generosity of the local people; their
commitment to family and community; and their ability to live "in the present.” "As a

culture, we (in the United States) tend to focus on the future, to the point of missing out on



the joy of the present,” Townsend said. “The people | met in the Dominican Republic are

a great example of being present with friends and family and enjoying the moment.”
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Jasmine: Mieses and Townsend plan to return to his old school again and to help with

th

continued renovations in the future.ln the future, the Fort Atkinson couple is looking to
pursue a global grant through Rotary International to continue renovation
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