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With a 10-day trip ahead of them, Karen and Lauren Gizzi of West Chicago better not forget to pack their toothbrushes. All 800 of them. 

This week when the mother and daughter leave for a service trip to Guatemala, they will carry 400 colorful child-sized and 400 adult toothbrushes, along with other donated medical and personal-care items. With those supplies crammed into four suitcases, Karen and Lauren, 17, intend to pack their own belongings in two backpacks. 

"My mom asked me if I can live out of my backpack," said a skeptical Lauren. "Oh, man, it's going to be hard. But I think it's doable." 

The two have already overcome obstacles to make their mission doable. 

Starting last year, Gizzi had to become computer knowledgeable so she could dive into an on-line, long-distance master's program at Regis University near Denver. The program in management of non-profit agencies includes a field experience in Guatemala and El Salvador. 

"I'm a terrible typist, and I was in school 20 years ago. This was so different for me," said Gizzi, the mother of four. 

But that was six classes ago, and now Gizzi will meet 17 of her far-flung classmates and three instructors as they visit orphans and the poor in Guatemala and El Salvador. 

To include Lauren, her oldest child, Gizzi had to clear the trip with the university, the Guatemalan hosts and through Wheaton's St. Francis High School, where Lauren is a senior. 

Gizzi said she is convinced that her efforts will pay off in many ways--spiritually, emotionally, practically and educationally. 

"Probably the greatest gift you can give your kids is to learn tolerance of diversity," said Gizzi about sharing the trip with Lauren. "So this is a deliberate decision. Besides, I couldn't imagine going without someone you love." 

The two will work with The GOD'S CHILDProject, a group founded in 1991 to care for and educate orphans resulting from the area's civil war and earthquakes. 

The Gizzis will visit a Guatemalan penitentiary and the San Salvador tomb of the martyred Archbishop Oscar Romero. The Gizzis and the Regis students will have their physical stamina tested as well as they help build several houses on a rural mountainside. 

Leaving their beautiful home in the suburbs to visit impoverished central America is a rare experience among Lauren's peers. The Gizzis will see homes that would easily fit into their garage, with room to spare. 

"All my friends are like, `Why are you going?' " said Lauren, who expects to put her three years of Spanish to good use. "At my school, kids have $20,000 cars, and we just don't run into (poor) people like that." 

Lauren admits she's not sure what to bring. "They told us we'll need old clothes we won't mind getting dirty," she said. "But all I wear is Abercrombie and Gap." 

But a change of clothes won't be the only change in store for the Gizzis. Both know they are in for culture shock. 

"We've already been told that it can be overwhelming," Gizzi said. "But we can only do what we can do--and I think of it like a pebble thrown into a pond. We hope our rings will spread." 
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