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lumni help high school  
students tell untold stories  
all the way to the apitol

During the first week of school, teachers ask this question (in some form or another) to 
begin the yearly game of who had the best vacation. Students brag about trips to the beach, 
to the mountains and maybe to the Grand Canyon. Then someone pipes up with: “a trip to 
Washington, D.C., to see my artwork displayed.”

S T O R Y T E L L I N G
“What was the best part of summer?”

By Michaela Parker



T
his could have been the scene at 
Fresno’s McLane High School. Students 
in the ArtVenture Academy had their 

display, “Stories of Home: The South East Asian 
Experience,” shown at the White House and 
the U.S. Department of Interior. The ArtVenture 
Academy is made up of sophomores, juniors 
and seniors who study the visual arts through 
painting, sculpting, collage and sketching. But 
the lessons are about more than technique. 
ArtVenture lead teacher Marc Patterson 
(TC '02) has a goal his students can apply 
throughout life. “Many people try to think 
outside of the box,” he says. “I try to get my 
students to create something amazing within 
the box they are given.” 

Research, creativity, understanding  

Stories of Home was ArtVenture’s third large 
installation, after projects on homeless and 
undocumented people. With the homeless, 
Patterson spent time at local homeless camps, 
gaining the trust and understanding the 

struggles of the residents. 
Students then painted 

artwork on old doors 
depicting various 
homeless people 

based on Patterson’s photographs. In the 
installation on undocumented people, 
students researched and created both written 
and visual pieces, incorporating a replica 
of the Mexican border and a shanty in the 
display. Both exhibits were presented at the 
local Fresno Art Museum as well as local 
schools. The homeless exhibit was also shown 
at FPU.

Because Stories of Home was inspired by 
Hmong students in the ArtVenture program, 
Patterson and the other teachers involved—
Melissa Reimer (BA '88) and Manuel Bonilla 
(BA '10, TC '11)—took similar care to make 
sure they portrayed the culture correctly. 
To help students understand the hardships 
Southeast Asians faced while immigrating 
to the United States, the teachers assigned 
reading and created an open forum where 
students and experts could share their 
experiences and views. “Some guests 

included the 
Fresno 
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Interdenominational Refugee Ministries 
and Andre Yang of the Hmong American 
Writers Circle,” says Reimer, who teaches 
English at McLane.

Bonilla used his background in career 
and technical education (arts, media and 
entertainment) to help students find the 
media that matched their strengths. “There 
were so many ways to tell the stories,” he 
says. “Visually, written word, spoken word, 
drama performances and video.”

Under Reimer’s direction, students chose 
a Southeast Asian person to interview: 
parent, friend, relative, neighbor, faculty/
staff, etc. Groups worked together to come 
up with questions and guidelines that 
were sensitive to those being interviewed 
and anticipated potential controversies. 
Some students assisted others in finding 
contacts, and all information was shared 
among participants. “Students took notes or 
recorded the interviews and then used the 
information to write narratives telling the 
story,” she says. 

Once students finished writing, the 
stories went to the art department, where 

Patterson laid out every story 
and had students choose the one 
they could most relate to. Then 
students made story boards, then 
designed and created their piece 
of art. Southeast Asian students 
also gained knowledge. “Southeast 
Asian students were able both 
to contribute to and learn from 

this experience as, we discovered many 
parents/grandparents were reluctant to 
share these traumatic events with their 
children/grandchildren,” Reimer says. 

Unexpected appreciation

After two school years and contributions 
by 700 students, Stories of Home was 
completed in time for the 2013 Hmong 
New Year celebration at the Big Fresno 
Fairgrounds. Thousands of people viewed 
the exhibit, but one sculpture stood out. 
“The Mekong River Crossing” featured a 
replica of the kind of boat used by those 
trying to escape Laos during and after the 
Vietnam War. Alongside the boat, hands 
reached out from the water, representing 
people who were lost as well as the hope for 
a better future. Many viewers openly wept. 

The overwhelming reaction to Stories 
of Home led to an unexpected benefit. 
Local Hmong student, Mai Thao, an intern 
with the White House Initiative on Asian 
American and Pacific Islanders program, 
was moved by the installation and started 

the process of bringing some of the artwork 
to the White House. The exhibit has also 
travelled all over Fresno County and 
California. 

Students Adan Diaz (senior), Enrique 
Lopez (junior), Maxie Moua (now a 
freshman at the University of California, 
Berkeley) and Soua Thao (senior), along 
with Reimer and Patterson traveled to 
Washington, D.C., with 35 pieces of art. The 
students participated in a reception in their 
honor attended by Vice President Joe Biden. 

Those involved in ArtVenture want 
to continue showing the installation and 
sharing stories. Shows have been scheduled 
in California and Minnesota, both states 
with large Southeast Asian populations. “I 
am blessed by the vision and commitment 
to education our teachers continue to have 
in spite of the many challenges which we 
have had to overcome in order to promote 
student success in the classroom, in our 
community and beyond,” Reimer said.

More on the ArtVenture Academy at: 
youtube.com/watch?v=g2-1_XMbcGw 

Some information in this article 
courtesy of Disciples Home Missions: 
discipleshomemissions.org/dhm/dhm-
ministries/refugee-immigration-ministries/
news/may-2014/high-school-students-
create-refugee-story-art-now-display-dc/
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Already accepted by a university away from her hometown 
of Fresno, Taylor never considered FPU until she was 
here. Even then, she did not know what to expect. “When 

I walked onto the campus for the first time, I could feel a sense of 
community. This was the first time I could imagine myself attend-
ing and succeeding in college,” she says.   

Uncertain and painfully shy at the time, it was Angulus Wil-
son, Ph.D., university pastor, who reached out to Taylor and 
encouraged her to explore university life outside the classroom. 
“Pastor never gave up on me. He was constantly encouraging me 
to search for answers to questions I did not know I had,” Taylor 
says. 

Taylor responded, becoming part of the Spiritual Care 
Team, working in the Office of Spiritual Formation and pro-
viding support in College Hour and student leadership. 
Through this involvement, Taylor began to understand 
her path to FPU and see a direction for her future. After 
graduation, the social work major plans to work with 
at-risk youth and rebuild broken communities.  

Now a junior, Taylor looks back on her first months 
at FPU in disbelief. “I cannot believe how much I 
have grown,” she says. “I am excited to use the tools 
I have learned during my time at FPU to help those 
I come across during my career.”

Romans 8:28 is a verse special to Taylor: “We 
know that all things work together for good for those 
who love God, who are called according to his purpose.” 
(NSRV)

As Taylor was reached, she hopes to reach others.
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<LIVEStransformed |  TAYLOR STARKS

ecoming part of a community led  
to personal growth for aylor tarks

EDITOR'S
NOTE!

Personal transformation is at the 
heart of an FPU education  f 
you know someone with such a 
story  contact ayne te en at 
wsteffen@fresno.edu.
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STUDENTS FIRST, 
ATHLETES SECOND:

A
WINNING
COMBINATION

By Michaela Parker

For un irds  the pursuit of e cellence 

doesn t end at the edge of the field  

track  court  diamond or pool  

olley all  soccer  water polo 
catch all the action and en oy 

features that get you ehind the 
scenes at FPUathletics.com
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The mental arena—the 
classroom—is the true test of 
the student-athlete.

As its contribution to FPU, the 
department of athletics works to 
produce true student-athletes', rather 
than athletes who happen to be 
students. “Student-athletes schedules 
are similar to many of our students 
who have additional commitments 
outside of their academic studies,” says 
Leslie Schuemann, director of athletics. 

Student-athletes may practice 
and compete up to 20 hours a week 
in season. They must also fit required 
study hall times, academic meetings, 
compliance meetings and medical 
treatments into their schedules 
and deal with classes missed for 
competitions. “They must find time 
to make up classwork and take tests. 
Student-athletes are also required to 
perform community service with their 

teams, a minimum of four hours per 
semester,” Schuemann says.

Josh Christensen, head swimming 
and diving coach, strives to instill in 
his athletes the strong work ethic 
necessary for success in all areas of life. 
“When it comes to being a great athlete 
and a great student, time management 
is key,” he said.  

Courtney Smith, a senior thrower 
on the track and field team, agrees that 
balancing academics and athletics is a 
challenge, but credits her success in the 
classroom to the high standards set for 
her as a student-athlete. “I have to plan 
my time wisely and schedule almost 
every minute of my day,” she says. “We 
are asked for a lot from our coaches on 
the field or court, but we are asked for 
even more in the classroom.”

Athletics has systems to assist 
student-athletes, notes Schuemann: 
each team has an academic plan, 

coaches meet with their student-
athletes individually to ensure they 
are planning for their academic 
requirements, the department uses 
progress reports to get feedback and 
has a partnership with the Academic 
Support Center. All this in addition to 
NCAA requirements. 

Christensen also understands 
his role as a coach is to mentor his 
teams as students as well as athletes. 
“Our student-athletes know that the 
coaches care about how they do in the 
classroom. We’re not just giving lip 
service to the academic side of things,” 
he said. 

Coaches and staff make clear to 
student-athletes that their degree is 
the ultimate prize. “Their talents and 
abilities will change and fade but their 
degree is something that never will,” 
said Kailey Allen, assistant director of 
compliance and academics.

• e good mem ers of the FPU community  succeeding in the classroom and graduating

• Pursue athletic e cellence and a commitment to competing at the highest le el

• er e their community and grow in their understanding of their responsi ility to others  

• row spiritually and ha e a transformational e perience through their e posure to the hristian faithFP
U EXPECTS STUDENT-ATHLETES TO:
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“When it comes to being a great 

athlete and a great student, time 

management is key.”
- Josh Christensen


