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Nations Ministry Center

This summer I worked for Nations Ministry Center in Nashville, TN. A mile off of a busy, suburban street, I turned into the Richland Hills Apartment Complex on my first day of work, where the Center is located and where all of the refugees live. On my way to the Center’s apartment, I passed several seemingly ancient African grandmothers, bearing children on their backs with brightly colored scarves and wraps they had brought with them from Africa. It seemed incredible to me that I had passed this spot so many times before and never known that this little community existed. 

Nations Ministry Center was created several years ago and has dealt primarily with African refugees. Currently, they are focusing on Burundi refugees who were resettled to Nashville three or four years ago.  Its director is Chris Lovingood, who was my supervisor. Two weeks before I started, Nations Ministry’s second employee, Norie-Anne Young, started working, and I spent the majority of my time working along with her and the children.


At the Center, I was immediately accepted by the younger children, aged two to seven years old, who were all so sweet, loving, and outgoing from the very beginning. They were all at different places in terms of their English abilities, and I worked the first two weeks at making work books for all of the children reflective of the level that each was currently on. The children used these books for the remainder of the summer. In addition to compiling their work books, I learned how to lead the children in phonetic activities, like zoo-phonics. It was a struggle to learn their names: Olestina, Aleki, Intezar to name a few, but as I did so, I became one of the few people with enough authority to discipline them on a day to day basis. (The pre-school is primarily staffed by volunteers who only come one day a week, which is not enough interaction to establish a firm rapport with the children.  I was one of very few adults they would listen to with any consistency.)  


The middle school children posed a much more difficult challenge. Every afternoon we worked with ten to thirteen middle school students. These students were every bit as confrontational, sarcastic and crude as American middle school students can be, while possessing an additional edge and attitude that can come only from being frustrated academically and suspicious of everyone due to a hard life on refugee camps. I heard “no” more this summer than I ever had before in my life, and it was a challenge to figure out the different ways each child could be coaxed into participating in programming. When entering the U.S., the middle school students were all placed into grade levels based on their age, regardless of how much schooling they had previously experienced in Africa. As a result, they were placed beyond their comprehension levels immediately, and have continued to advance grades that they ought not. The majority of the fifth, sixth and seventh graders were on a kindergarten or first grade reading level. Two of the girls were definitely pre-literate. Every day we worked with them reading books and completing simple grammatical activities. 

One of the first projects I undertook at the beginning of the summer was installing Rosetta Stone Manager on all of NMC’s ten computers. The new and expensive software had recently been purchased through the help of a grant, and this version of Rosetta Stone allowed Chris, NMC’s director, to monitor where the middle school students were and how they were progressing. Chris can now also control which activities the students complete, adding activities that they need more work on and removing activities that focus on skills they have already acquired. It took several days of work to get the program up and running, but when it was complete all of the middle school students excelled, many progressing quicker and further than expected.  (In addition, this program enables the mothers of the pre-school students to come in and use the computers during the morning while their children are watched by the Center.)
As the summer progressed, the middle school students warmed up to me. Many of them confided in me or asked me questions they didn’t have any one else to ask. I found out who had lost siblings in the genocides, who had family members who got left behind, who had seen a loved one abused. I became so impressed by how far all of these thirteen kids have come despite the harshest of backgrounds. I learned too how to be patient with even the most difficult of them, because no one can blame them for any ill-will they feel for the world. 
Nations Ministry Center was a great window into non-profit life. I got to hear Chris Lovingood, the Director, on numerous phone calls with board members and donors, and came to a better understanding how bureaucratic even small organizations can become. Working with a small budget too was an eye opener: when mid-way through the summer the apartment building became infested with roaches and the apartment owners’ attempts failed to decrease the population, I witnessed Chris buy every cheap alternative to try and rid the Center of them himself, along with Norie-Anne and my help, rather than spend money to pay for an exterminator. Working with a small staff and a small budget, we were all responsible for cleaning up the Center. This summer I mopped, swept, vacuumed, took out the garbage and battled roaches and spiders. While perhaps Chris’s non-profit is the extreme example, it is no doubt indicative of many non-profits that make sacrifices in the personal comforts of employees in order to save donor money for more on-point purchases and services. 
I also came to understand how important grant funding is to the operation of non-profits. While donors provide a large source of income, grant money was vital in providing so much for the children. By applying for grants, Chris was able to supply the children with the ten computers, the numerous reading books and grammar workbooks, the Rosetta Stone software, and many other valuable resources. To aid him in applying for such grants, I made a computer log and excel file that will help him keep track of how many hours the refugee students and their parents use the computers so that concrete data can be used when applying for additional grants to keep the computer room up and running. I witnessed Norie-Anne compile a similar system for tracking volunteer hours. 

I also got to experience the perils and blessings of relying primarily on volunteers to run programming. Many mornings Norie-Anne and I were the only ones working with fifteen or twenty of the younger children. Many, many afternoons we were the only ones working with the twelve middle school students. Other days a youth group would volunteer and we would have fifteen volunteers and ten children. On such days, my job became less one of monitoring the refugee children and more one of monitoring the youth volunteers – making sure they weren’t playing in the streets with the children, playing too roughly with the younger boys, or about to accidentally drop a child they were carrying on their shoulders. 
Many volunteers acted in ways that I thought were inappropriate. One called a four year old a “future rap star” because he liked pretending to play the guitar. Another volunteer asked a middle school student if she was “cruising the hood” one day when she came out of the office into the daycare play room. These volunteers were obviously not mean hearted, but were rather misguided in associating “ghetto” terminology with these African children. 

Other, non-racial faux-pas were committed. I frequently heard volunteers discussing the abilities of a child in front of that child in third person. As in, “Jacksoni is so far behind. I don’t think he’ll ever catch up,” while Jacksoni sits at their feet staring up and listening to them.  These sorts of interactions were so negative for the children, especially as I witnessed day after day that a child can improve in leaps and bounds from one day to the next because they are constantly in a state of growth. I tried, while working there, to start each day fresh and not to have any particular child pegged as one way or another. 

All in all, though, the experiences I had with volunteers restored my faith in my generation. I saw so many teenagers and college students coming on a fairly regular basis, bringing their friends, forming bonds with the children. It gives me hope that in a day where the young adult lifestyle reflected in television shows seems to be one of selfishness, an entire counter culture of service and hard work seem to be growing today in America’s youth. 

When I applied for this internship, it was with the assumption that I wanted to do some sort of non-profit work upon graduation and that education and refugee aid was one area in which I might be interested in working. This internship helped me hone in on where specifically I might like to work. Six of the middle school children were admitted into Lead Academy, a new charter school in Nashville that focuses on the most at-risk children. Seeing how excited and motivated theses six children became upon starting school in late July, I became excited at the thought of getting to work with children in a school setting. Nations Ministry Center does great work, but at the end of each day I was always struck by how much more there was to be done, how much more time we needed working with these middle school students to help them achieve normalcy in high school and enable them go on to college.

Additionally, I found that I often felt ill-prepared to help the students.  It is surprisingly difficult to explain what opposites are, or how to use adverbs, or why their and there sound and read the same but have different meanings. Becoming a teacher or supervisor at a charter school would require a lot more training and education in how to teach efficiently, training that I know I want and need. I feel that proper education, especially early in life, is the main way in which the lives of these children will be changed. 

I fell in love with all of these children, even the most misbehaved. They were all so mischievous and clever and sweet to one another. There were a thousand little moments I got to witness, heartbreaking and humorous alike. One two year old boy, Jacksoni,  who had a terrible habit of hitting his playmates, got so frustrated one day with a girl sitting near him that while they were all playing make believe with a lot of plastic kitchen toys, rather than hitting her, he pretended to dump the contents of his saucepan all over her. He did it repeatedly, making a menacing face and then flinging the imaginary contents on her head. Or Charles, five years old, who never listened and was almost constantly in time out, but who would do everything in his power to make Olestina, his two year old sister laugh or stop crying. Or Germaine, ten years old and Lead Academy student, who has the funniest habit of asking inappropriate questions, like “How old are you?” to my mother who visited me at work one day, or, “Are you rich?” to one of our volunteers who drove up in a convertible, or “Are you pregnant?” to a woman who was, in fact, not at all pregnant. Or Francine, 2nd grade, who cried one day because she wanted to do better on her workbook, or Noe, who had a habit of hiding his workbook and then saying it was lost (until of course we caught on, upon which his work book was kept out of his reach between uses.) These were the faces of my summer. They all had heartbreaking pasts, but, I do believe, hopeful futures. 

This opportunity has meant so much to me. I truly feel that it has helped guide me in a new direction professionally, and it is so wonderful that Sewanee offers such internships and opportunities to its students. 

Post Script:

Tomorrow I am expecting seven of the middle school girls over to my house for a lunch and cake baking party before I spend the semester abroad in France. 
