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AS A STUDENT, JUAN JOSE IS NOT A QUICK LEARNER. In fact, despite 
best efforts, he might not finish school beyond the sixth grade. 
His future would look bleak except for the way he is looking at 
it lately — through the lens of a digital Nikon SLR.

Juan is one of 17 Nicaraguan students that have received 
cameras through the nonprofit Empowerment International, 
which educates families in the barrios (slums) of Nicaragua 
about the importance of keeping their children in school.

Kathy Adams, who grew up in Connecticut and lived in 
Colorado for 10 years, launched Empowerment International 
in Costa Rica in 1998 nearly by accident. Adams, an engineer 
living in Costa Rica at the time, was trying to find a program to 
volunteer with. “But they didn’t want my help,” she said. “They 
didn’t answer the phones, they didn’t return my calls if there 
was even a machine. It was really weird.”

Adams and a friend, instead, discovered a need themselves. 
They befriended some of the children working on the street to 
see if there was any way to get them back to school. And there 
was. Adams found that a lot of the children wanted to be in 
school, but there was no money for supplies and education was 

never a priority in their family history.
To get the children into school, Adams visited the children’s 

homes and spoke with the families, teaching them the 
importance of education and asking what their needs were. 

Their first attempt was a miserable failure, said Adams. 
“They asked for tons of stuff and of course, being the typical 

American, I gave it all to them,” she said. “I realized much later 
that we gave way too much and they didn’t put in enough of 
their own.”

But the community was listening. Word got around and the 
number of families interested in sending their kids to school 
grew, as did Adams’s involvement. Eventually she helped about 
100 children attend school in Costa Rica.

But as the economy in Costa Rica boomed, the locals needed 
Adams and Empowerment International less and less. 

A Nicaraguan friend in Costa Rica told Adams about the 
need in Nicaragua, which is the second poorest nation in the 
Western Hemisphere. Adams started a program in Nicaragua 
and soon closed operations in Costa Rica. She (and volunteers) 
continued her approach of visiting families and the students 
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in their home, and for the past three years, more than 
90 percent of the students working with Empowerment 
International have stayed in school. 

Adams has helped hundreds of children over the past 
few years. Her program currently has 260 students, 
ranging from kindergarten to high school students, and 
three of their students attend universities in Nicaragua. 

She’s expanded the program to improve retention 
by adding scholarships for secondary private school, a 
bike program, and the photography program that Juan 
attends. The photography program will be featured at a 
fundraiser in October, and guests will have the chance to 
purchase the students’ photography and Skype with them 
that night.

With learning disabilities, 16-year-old Juan Jose is 
still struggling to pass the sixth grade, but with a camera, 
Adams said his brilliance shows. Recognizing not 
everyone is a life-long student, she is looking for ways to 
use his talent to improve his future.

“We’re fighting with him tooth and nail to finish sixth 
grade this year, but we have to find a way … to take 

COMMUNITY

MI CAMERA, MI MUNDO (MY CAMERA, MY WORLD)
Saturday, Oct. 8 — 6:30 P.M.
Cost: $35
Photo Auction, Speaker/Photographer Colby Brown, 
Nicaraguan Food, Skyping with the children
Root Yoga, 1539 Platte Street #207, Denver
MiCameraMiMundoDenver.org, 303-823-6495
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