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By Marticia Moore Madory   

 

TTNer Jane McCarthy has had a lifetime of great travel experiences, including several safaris; a 

recent cruise visit to Cuba; and living for a year, respectively, in exotic locations such as Sri 

Lanka, Bermuda, and Mexico's San Miguel. 

But lately she has traveled with a different 

purpose.  It began with civic involvement -- 5 years 

of service on Community Board 2 (CB2) - and has 

led to a creative and challenging volunteer 

position:  Communications and Development Chair 

of the Cetana Educational Foundation, which trains 

English teachers who work in the public schools of 

Myanmar (formerly known as Burma).  

It all started about 6 years ago when Jane chatted 

with a fellow CB2 member, Chenault Spence, who 

had just become president of Cetana.   

Growing up in southern California, she had been in awe of the WWII aviators who flew over the 

hump of Burma under the leadership of a General Claire Chennault.  Spence’s given name, with 

its different spelling and no relationship to the General, nevertheless held a special meaning for 

her and it spurred the conversation.     

“When Chenault learned I had had a career in news reporting and fundraising, he asked me to 

join the Cetana board,” Jane recalls.    

To inform herself about the nature of Cetana’s work, she enrolled in a Teaching English As A 

Second Language (TESL) training course.  In her capacity as a board member, she has traveled 

several times to the South Asian country to observe the foundation’s programs in action.   

“It’s very expensive to learn English in Myanmar,” she points out.  “The children of military 

families and affluent individuals can afford to take courses and achieve fluency, but the average 

student cannot.” 

“The country’s public school teachers may have a degree in English, but cannot actually speak 

the language or teach others to carry on a conversation in it. And knowledge of English is the 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?t=bluany9ab.0.0.49j9dwbab.0&id=preview&r=3&p=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fcetanaeducational
https://cetana.org/
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passport to a good job.” Cetana (say-d’na – a Buddhist Burmese word that means giving 

without expecting a return) has brought talented young students, known as Cetana Scholars, to 

study at American sites such as the University of Massachusetts and Berea College in Kentucky. 

One of the Cetana-supported projects is located in Kanpatlet, at the base of Mt. Victoria in 

western Myanmar.  The area is a major eco-tourism site popular with trekkers, birders, and 

orchid fanciers a region that could employ many travel guides with conversational skills in 

English.   

TTNers who have traveled to Costa Rica will recognize the concept of eco-tourism as an initiative 

to preserve the local environment as well as provide economic opportunity for the people. 

 

There are 35 distinct ethnic groups in Myanmar, each with its own language, according to Jane. 

“Many of the country’s citizens speak no Burmese at all,” she notes. “Thus English fluency is a 

really important unifying element for their society and economy.”   

In the past, she explains, teaching materials were only available to the teachers.  But with the 

help of professional volunteers, Cetana has developed and published a children’s dictionary that 

provides a printed guide to English as well as several major dialects spoken in the country.  

Spiced with colorful illustrations, the book is distributed to students, who are allowed to take 

them home and share them with their families.  

Jane is captivated by the people of Myanmar and their efforts to compete in the global economy 

of the 21st century.  Her most-immediate effort at Cetana now is a drive to raise enough funds 

to support a full-time American teacher with TESL skills for an entire year.   (The group has 

received regular grants in the past from The Sharing Fund of Riverside Church and the Nassau 

Presbyterian Church in Princeton, NJ.) 

Contributions as little as $50 can support a student for one term at one of Cetana’s Learning 

Centers, Jane points out, while $1000 can underwrite the training of a teaching assistant at one 

of the Centers. To learn more about Cetana and their programs, visit https://cetana.org/. 

 

https://cetana.org/

