
 

 

Peace Notes is distributed three or four times a year by the Peacemaking Committee of First 
Presbyterian Church. Its articles are intended to be thought-provoking and consciousness-raising, 
as well as informative about peacemaking efforts of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and First 
Presbyterian Church. Viewpoints expressed do not necessarily reflect positions of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) or our local congregation. Thanks to all who contributed to this issue. 
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ABOUT THIS ISSUE 
 

In the cold of winter, on January 8 of 
this year, the Peacemaking Committee 
of First Pres considered themes for 
this edition of Peace Notes. 

It was five weeks before the tragic 
slaughter at Stoneman Douglas High 
School in Parkland, Florida. The 
committee could not have known that 
the surviving students would become 
leaders of a movement to reduce gun 
violence in the United States. 

Yet the committee members chose a 
bold and prescient topic: children and 
youth who have initiated projects that 
increased justice and goodwill, here in 
Decatur and across the globe. 

On these pages you will find nine 
stories of young people who make our 
world a better place — nine stories of 
youthful heroes who can rightfully take 
their places alongside the teens of 
Stoneman Douglas. 

Dennis School Habitat House 
 

By Fred Spannaus 
 

See this house? It’s at the corner of Wood and 
McClelland Streets on Decatur’s west end. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It started two years ago as an idea in a sixth-grade 
class at Dennis Lab School. Dennis follows a project-
based learning model, so the class was weighing 
options for its next project.  

The sixth-graders narrowed the field to two concepts: one working with a foreign country, and one 
building a house in the immediate neighborhood. To explore the nearby option, students talked with Ed 
Smith, director of the Decatur Habitat for Humanity chapter.  

Ed encouraged them but warned they’d need $30,000 for materials. Enough said. They selected that 
project – because it was the most challenging, and because they wanted to create housing for some as-yet 
undetermined Dennis School family. 

Within a few months, they had planned and implemented three fundraisers – a silent auction, a 5K 
run, and a direct personal appeal to donors – complete with telephone invitations and slick presentations 
worthy of the finest development offices. And the kids collected $36,000!  

Working with friends and Millikin University, they obtained a vacant lot down the street from the 
school. Then they waited patiently throughout the 2016-17 school year, in line behind other Habitat 
projects. This year their turn came, and the house is now under construction. 

The sixth graders who initiated the project are now eighth graders who occasionally walk down the 
block to view the outcome of their idea.  

 A few weeks ago, I met with two of them, Kyle 
Kauzlarich (l.) and Simeon Risby (r.), pictured with Principal 
Matt Andrews. These extremely bright and persuasive 
young gentlemen glowed with pride as they told me how 
their class is creating a new home to a Dennis School 
family. 
 Due to legal restrictions, Dennis students cannot join 

the volunteer construction crews. But they want to stay 

connected to the project, so we can expect to see them 

landscaping the yard and constructing planter boxes to 

grace the windows. A Pre-Kindergarten class is even 

thinking about creating artwork to hang on the walls. 
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Annie Gersh 
 

By Sandy Peterson 
 

  The United Nations Foundation homepage for 
the Girl Up campaign states the following: “Girls 
are powerful. When they are educated, healthy, 
safe, and counted, they transform their 
communities.” Girl Up began as a campaign for 
American girls but “quickly became a borderless 
movement” that is bringing “leadership training 
and skill development” to create “current and 
future girl leaders.” 

  One such leader is Annie Gersh. After a Girl 
Up event in 2011 featuring Jordan’s Queen Rania, 
Gersh (then 13), was inspired to establish a Girl Up 
club at her high school in Los Angeles, CA.  “The 
goal (of such clubs) is to unite girls to fight for 
basic rights of other girls.”  Annie not only became 
an “active voice in her school” but also 
participated on a national level at leadership 
summits in Washington, D.C. 

  Gersh traveled to Guatemala with the Girl Up 
organization in 2013. That experience led her to 
establish a Youth Advisory Board with her 
congressperson.  Annie also started an online 
fundraising page, collecting more than $5000 for 
Girl Up. 

 (Sources include: www.girlup.org and 
www.unfoundation.org). 

Adeline Tiffanie Suwana 
 

By Sandy Peterson 
 

When Adeline Tiffanie Suwana was 12 years 
old in 2008, floods ravaged her family’s home in 
Indonesia. Floods were common there, but the 
first-hand experience moved her to research the 
cause.  As Adeline learned more about climate 
change and how it was affecting her community, 
she started to question what she could do to 
help. 

 “After learning the importance of 
mangroves in preventing floods and other 
natural disasters, (the young girl) invited 150 
friends and classmates to plant 200 mangrove 
samplings at Wisata Angke Kapuk during a long 
school holiday.”  Adeline formed a local chapter 
of Sahabat Alam (Friends of Nature) in July of 
2008. Sahabat Alam has become well-known for 
its environmental education program.  “Apart 
from planting mangroves, Adeline and Sahabat 
Alam conduct activities that provide young 
people the opportunity to experience 
conservation first hand.” 

As of 2017, “Adeline has encouraged the 
participation of more than 25,000 young people, 
teachers, and even other activists in more than 
100 different activities ranging from simple 
actions such as biking to school and planting 
trees to nationwide-scale projects; [an example 
is] a water turbine program that uses 
hydropower energy from waterfalls to generate 
electricity to villages.” 

Adeline’s Sahabat Alam group aims to reach 
“10,000 schools and 300 universities throughout 
Indonesia” to promote environmental education 
programs. In her early 20’s now, Adeline Tiffanie 
Suwana continues her involvement.  Her efforts 
have been recognized with many awards 
throughout her teenage years. 

(Sources include: 
www.heroes.aseanbiodiversity.org).  

http://www.girlup.org
http://www.unfoundation.org
http://www.heroes.aseanbiodiversity.org
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French Academy Global Partnership  
 

By Fred Spannaus 
 

It started with the grown-ups, this global partnership, but if things go 
according to plan, the kids will be guiding it by next year. 

Kamie Meador, an instructional specialist at French STEM Academy, 
forged the start of a relationship while on a church-sponsored mission trip 
to Chengdu, the city in China famous for giant panda breeding center. In 
Chengdu she met with principals of two schools. 

In conversation, she learned that the Chinese schools lag behind their 
U.S. counterparts in developing STEM curricula (STEM = science, 
technology, engineering, and math). Because French Academy is on the way to becoming a certified STEM school, 
Kamie thought that a long-term cooperative relationship might bloom. 

So this April, while the kids are on spring break, six adults from the Decatur Public Schools (four French faculty 
and two district-level coordinators) will fly to Chengdu. There they will plan for the Decatur school to provide 
technical support to the Chinese schools in STEM-based education. 

The adults will work together, become friends, and learn to appreciate each others’ cultures. You may be 
wondering, where do the kids come in? Well, global partnerships among kids have already started blossoming. 
Students in Decatur and Chengdu have exchanged letters, making new friends across 7,500 miles.  

But, as important as international friendships are, this partnership is ultimately about learning across national 
and cultural boundaries. So next year, students from the two schools will identify STEM-related projects they can 
tackle jointly.  

There is some talk around French that one project might involve agriculture, as the French students have 
access to vacant land near the school and by the 
Caterpillar Decatur plant. 
 Or it might turn out to be an entirely different 
project. No one knows what form it will take, 
because students from Decatur and Chengdu will 
make that decision through the Partnership! 
 

Books for the Budding Activist 
 

By Connie Requarth 
 
Activism is all around us, and children are not unaware of what is happening. What students read can affect 

how they see our world. Following are a few book ideas—some new, some older—that might be illuminating for 
the young people in your lives. 

In her article, “The Best Books for Raising Activist Kids”, Jody Allard recommends: 
Good Night Stories for Rebel Girls by Elena Favilli and Francesca Cavallo. She says:  With 100 stories about 

the lives of women throughout history, each paired with a striking illustration created by a female artist, this isn’t 
your typical children’s book. Each story is one page long, making it just the right length for bedtime reading with 
little ones, or for older children to pick up between activities…. “Rebel is usually a word that has a negative 
connotation, especially when it’s associated with women.” Favillli said. “This was a way to say that being a rebel 
woman is actually a good thing.” Seven more books are summarized, several geared to older kids and teenagers. 
The article can be found in:  The Washington Post, March 10, 2017, in the On Parenting section. 

Another great list, “Summer Reading for Your Woke Kid”, by Kayla Lattimore, can be found on www.npr.org. 
It was aired on July 6, 2017, by NPR ED, and the books described include:  Stepping Stones:  A Refugee 

Family’s Journey, by Margriet Ruurs and Nizar Ali Badr—a bilingual story about a Syrian family’s flight from 
home; and The Hate U Give, by Angie Thomas—about Starr Carter, a 16-year-old girl who’s navigating the two 
worlds of her upper-class prep school and the reality of her poverty-stricken neighborhood. Five additional books 
are highlighted.  

Read the complete articles, and also check out “Teaching for 
Change,” at www.TeachingforChange.org or at 

www.SocialJusticeBooks.org for more recommendations. 

http://www.TeachingforChange.org
http://www.SocialJusticeBooks.org
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By Paul and Verlyn Rosenberger 
 

Karen-Alexandra Nogues is a senior in Currier House at Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, this 
year. She is originally from Washington, D.C. Her concentration at Harvard is history and science. At 
Harvard’s Memorial Church, she serves on the Student Advisory Board as the Representative of 
Deacons and as a member of the Memorial Church Grants Committee. She also participates in 
worship services as an usher and reader. She finds great joy in meaningful conversations with peers 
discussing gifts and talents and how these gifts may be used in 
service to our communities. 

When Karen was a senior in high school she visited relatives 
in the village of Togo in West Africa. There she met a little girl 
named Amenuveve, which means “Grace,” and was so 
captivated by the girl’s imagination that she couldn’t wait to 
read a story with her. But Karen was saddened to discover that 
Amenuveve had no books except for a few old textbooks that 
were falling apart. She thought back to her own upbringing, how 
her mother always read to her, and how she shared a birthday 
with Dr. Seuss on March 2, which also happens to be National 
Reading Day.  

But how could she share her own love of reading with 
children in parts of the world where access to books is terribly 
rare? She thought back to an award-winning essay her sister had written about the possibility of a 
solar-powered e-reader she referred to as a “Megabook.”  Karen spent every spare moment doing 
research and calling manufacturers and publishers. She heard the word “no” a lot. Guided by a 
consuming vision of children with Megabooks in their hands, she remained undeterred by 
discouraging initial responses. She finally found a device that suited her needs and held successful 
fundraisers to get the first devices shipped overseas in November 2013 with content from American, 
French, and Ivory Coast publishers. The devices were loaded with 15 local books, 35 international 
titles, and a French dictionary.  

In a partnership with Worldreader, Karen founded and became the Executive Director 
of  Megabook Initiative when she launched a pilot program in March of that year for 35 children at 
the Bingerville orphanage on the Ivory Coast. Karen is currently working with those publishers to get 
more content. Her next batch of e-readers will reach double the original amount of kids with 70 
students. 

Karen was nominated for the Global Teen Leaders by the We Are Family Foundation for 
performing extraordinary work by helping society meet a basic human need – education. Her goal of 
making readers of today leaders of tomorrow is taking its roots slowly in Sub-Saharan Africa and is 
expected to help eliminate illiteracy, economic stagnation, and conflict as it leads to peace and 
prosperity. 

Karen-Alexandra Nogues 

https://i-lab.harvard.edu/meet/venture-team/megabook-inititative/
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Malala Yousafzai 
 
By Jean Wollenberg 
 

Malala Yousafzai is a remarkable young woman who began her crusade for better education for girls 
at the age of 11. She has achieved international recognition due to her unrelenting struggle and campaign 
to see that all children receive at least a Secondary School education. Below are 9 quick facts about 
Malala: 

 
➢ Using the pseudonym Gul Makai, Malala was only 11 when she started blogging about what life 

was like under the Taliban for the BBC. 

➢ On October 9, 2012 Malala boarded a bus to advocate for Pakistani girls' education when the 
Taliban shot her in the head and neck. She was 15. She was not expected to survive her injuries. 

➢ It was almost two years to the day when Malala was shot that she was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize. She was 17 and the youngest recipient to receive it. She shared the distinguished award 
with Kailash Satyarthi, another children's rights activist. 

➢ Malala had plans to be a doctor but has now taken an interest in politics and is currently studying 
Political Science and Philosophy at Oxford University in the United Kingdom. 

➢ Because of the violent assassination attempt on Malala, Pakistan announced the creation of the 
very first Right to Education Bill. 

➢ To date, Malala has received over 40 awards and honors for her bravery and activism, 
including an honorary doctorate from the University of King's College in 2014 and a Grammy 
Award for Best Children's Album (for the audio book I Am Malala: How One Girl Stood Up for 
Education and Changed the World) in 2015. 

➢ When Malala turned 18, she opened an all-girls school for Syrian refugees, calling on leaders from 
around the world to provide "books not bullets."  

➢ In 2015 an asteroid was named in honor of Malala. 

➢ In April 2017 Malala became a UN Messenger of Peace. 

 
Malala has set up The Malala Fund at www.malala.org, which raises money to provide financial help 

to refugee children and girls all over the world so that they may be able to stay in school and receive at 
least a high school education. Malala is often quoted as saying that “secondary education for girls can 
transform communities, countries and our world. Education is an investment in economic growth, a 
healthier workforce, lasting peace and the future of our planet.” 

https://www.biography.com/people/malala-yousafzai-21362253


 

 

Peace Notes First Presbyterian Church Spring 2018 

  
Page 6 

 

Priscilla Takondwa Semphere  
(Malawi) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By Jim Rauff  
 

Priscilla, along with Hayat Mohammed Seid 
(Ethiopia) and Alexia Paradzai (Zimbabwe), founded 
PenAfrica (https://penafrica.org/), a youth-run 
organization that uses storytelling to showcase and 
celebrate Africa’s rich cultures in ways that are 
relevant to a young audience today.  

PenAfrica’s current project, The Ekari Book Series 
(http://ekaribooks.org/) is set to be a 54-volume 
series of children’s books that takes young readers on 
a unique African journey. In each volume, 8-year-old 
Ekari visits a different African country, and 
experiences their modern-day culture through their 
food, music, dress and so much more. 

 
Priscilla writes about herself: 
I first left my home country when I was a wide-
eyed sixteen-year-old and headed off to a highly 
selective pre-University program in South Africa 
that selects students it hopes will one day be a 
new breed of African leaders. Currently, I go to a 
small, liberal arts Women’s College in 
Northampton, Massachusetts- a college whose 
very foundation in the late 19th century was 
revolutionary- for white American women, at 
first, and eventually for all women to gain a 
world-class education. At the college, I am a 
Study of Women and Gender and African Studies 
double major, as well as one of the chairs of the 
African and Caribbean Students’ Association, 
where I have been active for the three years I’ve 
been there. 
 
Priscilla is a senior at Smith College. She is an 

alumnus of the African Leadership Academy, and 
was Three Dot Dash (www.threedotdash.org) Global 
Teen Fellow of 2014. She contributes periodically to 
Huffington Post where you can read her articles 
(https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/
priscillasemphere-304). 

Priscilla is committed to broadening 
understanding between Africa and the rest of the 
world as well as within Africa.  In one of her articles, 
she writes, “To truly build a holistic understanding of 
the African continent, we have a responsibility to 
ensure that the image we are building is inclusive of 
the multiplicity of the African existence.” 

Alhassan Omar  
(Port Said, Egypt) 

 

By Phyllis McPherron 
 

Alhassan Omar experienced the 
recent Egyptian revolution in his own 
backyard. He decided that education and 
good leadership were needed to bring 
positive change and prevent future 
problems. His goal was to educate 100 
young men and women each year to 
become skilled leaders. Alhassan started 
an initiative called Balady Helwa – “my 
country is beautiful” in Arabic - and set up 
a community cleanup organization in Port 
Said’s slums. 

In 2012 he started a one-week training 
course called Ebny Natsa – “develop 
yourself” in Arabic - with the purpose of 
teaching underprivileged youth about 
leadership, human development and basic 
entrepreneurial skills. He hoped that by 
preparing youth for employment they 
could better avoid poverty-inspired 
conflict and crime. The governor awarded 
Alhassan, the Community Dedication and 
Commitment Awardfor his vocational 
training work. 

This young man’s response to conflict 
is an example for everyone about how to 
work in a positive manner to change 
injustice and violence and bring hope to a 
community. 

 

https://penafrica.org/
http://ekaribooks.org/
http://www.threedotdash.org
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/priscillasemphere-304
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/priscillasemphere-304

