Refugee from Rwanda helps teach about horrors of genocide
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Makala Scurlock, 14, and Snowden classmates listen to a presentation by Central High students about genocide in Sudan. Most of the students said it was the first time they'd heard anything about the violence there.
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There are the two words uttered each time genocide rises in the world, but Khadija Hassan isn't buying it. 

"I don't believe in 'never again,' " says the 16-year-old Central High sophomore. 

Hers is not the disaffectedness of adolescence. Khadija's father was killed in one of the world's more recent ethnic cleansings in Rwanda in 1994. The next year, her distraught mother committed suicide. 

When she was 5, Khadija immigrated to the United States with her aunt and uncle, whom she now calls Mom and Dad. 

"It's easy to understand what a refugee is," Khadija says, when one is standing in front of you. 

Last month, Khadija, who was born in Somalia, did just that. Standing in front of middle school students at Snowden, she and 20 fellow Central students in Hardy Thames' contemporary issues class came to teach the younger students about today's Rwanda, and the four-year-old genocide in Sudan that has claimed 400,000 lives. 

On this morning, Pamela Mashburn's pre-algebra class turns into the landscape for the east African nation's conflict. 

Khadija and classmate Carley Davidson divide the students into two groups -- on one side of the room is the North, the government-sponsored militia. On the other side, is the South, the unarmed, vulnerable villagers who live in rural, underdeveloped areas. 

Khadija leans over and whispers in the ear of a Northerner. 

The student walks over to the South and takes a fellow student's bookbag, much like the North's janjaweed (literally, evil on horseback) strip Southern Sudanese families of their possessions. 

Another Northerner forces a Southerner out of her chair and into the corner, a make-believe displacement camp. Khadija and Carley, in the role of the government, heap praise on the North but deride the South. 

Some of the Southerners protest, but they're quickly hushed. It's scary how quickly the Northerners get giddy with their newfound power. 

After the exercise is over, Khadija and Carley debrief the class. 

Complains a student from the South: I thought the Northerners were my friends. 

Exactly, Khadija says. Differences in skin color, religion and geography keep friends apart. 

Did the kids on the North feel sorry for the kids on the South? Nope, a girl says too quickly. I was just glad I wasn't one of them. 

Families who live in the Darfur region of Sudan may wake at night to find their home has been set on fire by the janjaweed, Khadija and Carley say. The parents are killed, the women and girls are raped, and the children are captured as slaves and turned into child soldiers. 

Two million Sudanese have fled the country because of the violence -- that's two Memphis metro areas full of refugees. 

Khadija shares that she too had to leave her homeland because of violence. 

The room gets even quieter. "So," she says brightly, "you guys can say you know a refugee." 

The questions come fast: Why, asks a Snowden student, hasn't the South fought back? 

"It's difficult to fight with sticks against machetes," Carley points out. 

Why does the North do that to the South? How are we going to help the U.S. government listen to us? What about when countries don't trade with bad countries; can't we do that again? 

Informed and unsettled, these students are ready for a solution. 

Even though they're just kids, they can write their legislators, the high schoolers say. Or volunteer to tutor local refugees from across the world, like Thames' students do at the Neighborhood Center in Binghamton. Or put information about the genocide in Sudan on their MySpace pages. 

Or best yet, Khadija says, come to Wednesday's benefit concert she and other Central High students are organizing to raise awareness about Sudan and raise money for a local refugee independence project. (The concert is open to the public; see box for details.) 

Even though her childhood was shaped by African conflicts, Khadija admits she didn't learn about the genocide in Sudan until she started Thames' class. "I felt like a bad African," Khadija says. "How did I not know?" 

Thames teaches the Facing History and Ourselves curriculum, which uses the Holocaust to help students understand how the choices of individuals shape history. Facing History calls for upstanders against injustice, not bystanders -- and Thames' students qualify. 

Says Carley: "You hear about celebrities dying, but you don't hear about Sudan." 

They aim to change that, one student at a time. 

Contact Wendi C. Thomas at (901) 529-5896 or e-mail. 

Jam for Sudan 
When: Wednesday from 4:30 to 8:30 p.m. 

Where: Rhodes College's Bryan ballroom 

Scheduled to perform: Z-Dogg, Krystile, Corey Osborn, Sludge Monkeys, the Dan Price band and spoken word artist IQ. 

Special guest: Francis Bok, author of "Escape from Slavery," and a former Sudanese child slave. 

Admission: $5 at the door; proceeds go to the Refugee Economic Independence Program, which tutors refugee children and teaches English to their parents. 

