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Giving Back to Africa Board Members
See Fruits of Their Efforts in Congo

by Peter Dorfman
Tears well up in Maria Brown’s eyes as she 
describes her first glimpse of College des 
Savoirs, a remote school in the war-weary 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). 
Brown made the nine-day trip in February 
as board chair of Giving Back to Africa, a 
Bloomington-based nonprofit organization 
that provides funding, guidance, and cur-
riculum to the school. 

“It’s one thing to read reports and see 
pictures of the students and teachers,” 
Brown explains. “To drive up to the com-
pound and shake hands with the people do-
ing the work you support is totally different. 
It’s humbling.”

Brown traveled with Aaron Lerch, a  
fellow board member, and Ann Marie 
Thomson, Giving Back to Africa’s co-founder.

Giving Back to Africa has been sup-
porting the school since 2011, nurturing an 
experiential learning curriculum unique 
in the DRC. Each year a team is sent to 
monitor and evaluate the school’s programs. 
Thomson, who grew up in the DRC, has 
made previous evaluations, but the organi-
zation has begun asking board members and 
even donors to make the trip.

 (top left) Board member Aaron 
Lerch with students from College 
des Savoirs. Courtesy photo 

(top right) Board chair Maria Brown, 
with staff and students from the 
school, walks along the main street 
of Mpasa II, the community where 
the school is located. Courtesy photo

 (above) Ann Marie Thomson, co-
founder of Giving Back to Africa; 
Jerry Kindomba, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo project 
manager; and Board Chair Maria 
Brown at the August Giving Back 
to Africa fundraiser held at The 
Fields in Bloomington. Photo by  
Rodney Margison 

“A lot of NGOs [nongovernmental orga-
nizations] strive to scale operations up quick-
ly,” Lerch says. “Giving Back to Africa’s goal 
is to scale up well, and that takes time. We 
do things with people, not for them. That 
approach works. By actually visiting College 
des Savoirs, I got to see that firsthand.”

Brown, 38, is a mother of three who 
works part time at Asbury University in 
Wilmore, Kentucky. Lerch, 39, is a software 
architect at DemandJump, a technology 
company in Indianapolis. They had never 
met before they joined Giving Back to 
Africa, but each had adopted a child from 
the DRC. 

“We wanted our daughter, Raya, to be 
connected with the community she came 
from,” Lerch explains. “We feel our family 
is now inseparably joined with the people of 
the DRC; that was something we intended.” 
Brown expresses similar sentiments for her 
son, Oliver.

Lerch had studied Lingala, a language 
spoken in northwestern DRC, and got to en-
joy the surprise and delight on the faces of 
locals being addressed by a white foreigner 
in their own tongue.

Brown and Lerch shared the cost of the 
trip with Giving Back to Africa. “It hap-
pened that Maria and I had the time and 
inclination to go,” Lerch says. “But we want 
other board members and donors to make 
this trip—to be willing to sacrifice time and 
money and some comfort—to make this 
personal connection with the work we do 
so they can come back and be champions 
for it.”

To learn more about Giving Back to Africa, 
or to donate, visit givingbacktoafrica.org. *


