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Several teens clad in school uniforms climb the stairs to the second floor of a worn apartment building in west Phoenix carrying toys, lip gloss and bubble gum.  
 
They are met by smiling children who jump up and down and wave their arms. The students hug the children of the Hussein family, whom their class has adopted for the 
school year. 
 
"It wouldn't matter to them if we brought them nothing," said Rose Mischke, a teacher, softball coach and founder of the St. Jerome School adopt-a-family program. "All they 
want is us."  
 
Mischke, who has taught at the Catholic school for 34 of its 40 years, started the program for eighth-grade students almost three decades ago.  
 
"Eighth-graders can be the most self-centered or the most giving," Mischke said. "I make them be the most giving." 
 
Mischke, 56, teaches mathematics, sports and community service. Her legacy is in the children, and their children, who learn how to give of themselves.  
 
"I did this when I was in school and so have all four of my daughters," said Deb Preach, 40, a St. Jerome graduate who works as the assistant to the school's principal. "She 
(Mischke) really wants them to learn to be very happy with what they have, and give back to those who don't." 
 
Many of the school's 42-member staff and its huge network of parents and alumni attribute much of the school's success in teaching students community service to Mischke. 
She also started a program where eighth-graders mentor first-graders, and she regularly takes students to volunteer at a St. Vincent de Paul charitable dining room. 
 
Some graduates bring what they learned back to the school. 
 
"She (Mischke) is the main reason why I'm teaching there," said Gracemarie Torzala, a St. Jerome graduate and fifth-grade teacher at St. Jerome. 
 
This year's family of refugees is the school's largest undertaking ever: 18 members of the Hussein family who fled civil war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo in Africa. 
Catholic Social Service sponsored their relocation to Phoenix five months ago.  
 
"We're excited to come here and hang out with them," said Breanna Olsker, 13, as she cuddled 2-year-old Solace M'Mbucwa, whose cheeks bulge as she slowly chews a 
piece of gum. 
 
Solace is one of four of the family's children born at a refugee camp in Mozambique. For five years the group slept on cold cement in a building at the camp used as a 
restroom for soldiers. Before that, the Husseins spent four years in the savanna grasslands hiding from warring factions. The family includes Jacques M'Mbucwa Hussein, 46, 
his wife Hadija, 36, and 16 children ranging in age from 6 months to 22 years old. The ranks, which include three adopted orphans and two grandchildren, share three 
apartments at the complex.  
 
"It's difficult, we want to be together," Hussein said in halting English. He speaks four languages, including Portuguese, French and Swahili.  
 
Hussein said the $2,100-a-month rent for three apartments is too much for them to live apart and he hopes to find a house to live in.  
 
"Our family is very big," Hussein said. "These children, they are a blessing from God." 
 
Last fall, the St. Jerome students raised a record $19,200 at their annual dinner. They use the money to buy things for their adopted family, and donate money to other 
charities. The St. Jerome students look forward to their weekly trips to see the family. They play with the kids, read to them, share dance moves and the boys often take to the 
basketball court. Last week, students lugged a desk, chair and computer equipment up the stairs and installed it in the apartment where most of the teens live. 
 
Many of the school-age children speak Swahili, French, and Portuguese, which they learned from a teacher at the refugee camp. The youngest children speak Swahili and are 
learning English. 
 
Mary Walsh's daughter, Britney, participates in the program. 
 
"It's taught her a lot," Walsh said. "Trying to earn money, and interact, and figure out 'how do I communicate,' and discovering you can still communicate even though there is 
a language barrier." 
 
Before the school group departed, Mischke gave Hussein a hug.  
 
"He's a very good man, and all he wants is to care for his family and keep them together," she said.  

 


