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Title: Mexico Cultural Immersion

Situation: According to 1990 US Census statistics, there were 937 Hispanic residents in Fond du Lac County. By the 2000 census this had more than doubled to 1987 residents. In 2005 it reached 3004 and continues to grow. There is a need for education about different population groups.  Diversity initiatives are a strong focus for the county at this time, with leadership coming from the County Executive and County Board of Supervisors. 

Response: Denise Retzleff, along with office colleagues, Marie Stafford, 4-H Youth Development Assistant, and Diana Tscheschlok, CRD Educator, developed a Mexico immersion program. We received UW Extension professional development funds for the experience.  The goal was to learn about the economic and social background of immigration, globalization, and Mexican culture. We located a facility in Cuernavaca, Mexico that hosts American learning programs. We worked with them to plan our program which included speakers, tours, hands-on building for Habitat for Humanity, and visits with residents in a squatter settlement. We also had cross-cultural dialogues with people who organize artisan cooperatives, direct social service programs, manage recycling centers, and care for children. To recruit participants we spoke to groups, wrote letters and news releases, held an information night, and did radio programs. 17 individuals ranging from age 16 to retired senior citizens signed up for the program. We had many other interested inquiries. We developed registration materials. Participants included 4-H members and leaders, college professors, business persons, high school staff, county board members, college and students. Because of the diverse backgrounds and a wide range of travel experience (from numerous foreign travels to none) we had an orientation session and 3 planning meetings. Activities included lessons to help the youth and adult work well together, using simple Spanish, travel logistics, cultural sensitivity, speakers who had immigrated from Mexico, creation of a team covenant, planning a service project. We discussed health, food and safety concerns and coordinated travel arrangements. Plans to expand the experience included writing a blog for the media and family members while in Mexico, news stories and radio programs and group presentations upon our return. 
Results: Participants experienced life in Mexico; learned about the history, politics, immigration issues, environment, social issues, and people of Mexico. Upon our return there have been 15 presentations given to 410 people, 2 radio programs and newspaper and newsletter articles. School staff members who participated are now visiting homes of Hispanic families to better understand their needs. In a follow-up meeting participants shared how they have become more globally aware and environmentally conscious because of this program. They are more likely to explore alternative media outlets to get balance perspectives. They are more willing to engage with Hispanic residents, and to be able to respond when acquaintances make generalized comments about the Hispanic population. The 4 teenagers who participated especially commented on how this experience has changed their outlook on a number of issues.
