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A few weeks into teaching an after-school art class near
campus, three Saint Rose art education students asked the
children to draw a picture of their houses. While most got
busy with their color gel markers, one small girl began to cry.
Though her reasons were not clear, it was not surprising

for the subject of home to be a flashpoint. The children, who
take part in programs at Emmaus United Methodist Church,
are refugees who fled nine countries in Asia, Africa and the
Middle East. Each said good-bye to home and extended fami-
ly and spent time, up to several years, in a refugee camp.
Along the way many experienced violence and threats to their
safety. And so when thoughts of home proved too much for
the one girl, the students suggested she draw a picture of
something she likes to do. She perked up.
“I guess I’ve seen that you have to adapt to people,”

said one of the students, Michelle Mainella, a freshman
majoring in art education. “You don’t have to know their
backgrounds, but you have to have a general idea that peo-
ple work in different manners. This will be important no
matter where I go. I’ll have to keep adjusting because there
is no one way that works.”
On any given weekday afternoon, about 60 children

ages 5 to 17 flock to the small stone church on Morris
Street that houses the Emmaus After-school and Family
Literacy Center. They are from Sudan, Congo, Nepal,
Thailand, Iraq, Burma, Rwanda, Pakistan and Malaysia;
and when they are at Emmaus they work on their English,
get help with homework and enjoy a meal together.
For the past two years, Saint Rose has played an active

role. The College contributes money and supplies to the
center while dozens of students volunteer or devote their
academic fieldwork to teaching there. Social work profes-
sors train Emmaus staff in case management and a social
work student helps staff contact government agencies.
Faculty members organize poetry workshops and art exhi-
bitions for the children and bring them on campus visits.
More recently, the College’s art department joined in,

arranging for nine students a semester to teach after-school
classes. The results are displayed throughout the church:
block prints, collages showing ocean, earth and sky, along

with word walls connecting pictures to English. Among other
things, the art is a link to cultural identity. Last fall, children
had their silhouettes traced onto paper, taped to the ceiling
and connected by yarn to their home countries, displayed
on a world map on the floor. A quilt in the works is giving
them a chance to paint their story onto a block of cloth.
Rifat Sultana Nazir, the Emmaus education director,

noted that art disrupts what has been a series of struggles:
the struggle to get to the United States; struggle to learn
English and struggle to keep up in school.
“The art class opens a lot of opportunities for them

to get out of their routine and enjoy,” she explained. “They
can use the colors to draw things from the country they
came from and draw things they see here. They are here,
but they are not forgetting what happened before.”
On a recent Monday, after an early dinner in a basement

dining hall, children bounded up the wood steps talking loudly
in many languages and dropped backpacks onto the floor.
Across a series of low desks, the art teachers had laid out
watercolors of fish the children had started. Their job, based
on the “The Rainbow Fish,” a popular book about sharing,
was to incorporate the colors of their country’s flag.
A fifth grader named Hazem proudly displayed his fish in

red, green, white and black, the colors of Sudan; Treso, who
is in fourth grade, announced “I from Congo!,” and showed
his design, painted in green, yellow and red. The children
occasionally jostled one another. The teachers instructed
them to stop, pointing to a chart where they’d drawn pictures
corresponding to such directives as “no shoving!”
G.E. Washington, the Saint Rose visiting art education

professor coordinating the program, cited many benefits of
bringing college student and child refugee together. He
sees the future educators growing sensitive to cultural dif-
ferences, be it the gender roles in Congo or the immense
importance of cricket in Pakistan. Washington also sees the
work unfolding in this small community center translating to
international awareness in the elementary classroom.
“This after-school program is redefining what it means

to be an American— for Saint Rose students as well as the
children who are refugees,” said Washington, a community-

based performance artist who has worked with at-risk populations
across the country and overseas. “We are providing a space for chil-
dren to articulate who they are, where they come from and how they
might fit into the fabric of their school.”
Beyond all of that, future teachers see that art is a great way

to teach English.
Graduate student Diane LeCours learned this right away after

signing up and wondering how she would communicate with children
most comfortable speaking Swahili, Urdu or Punjabi.

“They’re hearing English and seeing what you are doing,” said Diane,
who is earning her master’s in art education. “You have to keep on talking
and talking and the kids pick it up because they want to do what you
are doing, how to make the colors you are making. As art educators, we
have such a huge advantage because art is so universal.”

Editor’s Note: The Saint Rose art department and the staff at Emmaus are always
looking for volunteers. Contact Emmaus United at (518) 482-0486 or the College
at (518) 485-3901 or email washingg@strose.edu
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Michelle Mainella,
Freshman in Art Education


