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Onesphore Niyongabo's apartment isn't in the safest part of town.

His two jobs, factory work at a plastics manufacturing plant and a car-parts plant, isn't the
career in biochemistry he envisioned when he was a younger student in the West African
country of Burundi.

But Niyongabo gets paid for the work he does. He drives a car. He and his wife are raising
their four children not in a refugee camp, with its food rations and restrictions on leaving and
lack of shelter. Not in Niyongabo's home country, with its dual threats of violence and
indescribable poverty.

Niyongabo, 41, will have a house for his family. He will continue his delayed higher
education, and make sure his children, too, are educated. He will pursue American
citizenship; his family will be a permanent part of the country of second chances. Since
coming to Knoxville two years ago, he's just at the beginning of a long list of dreams.

But, first: English

English 'critical to success'

Niyongabo fled Burundi on Nov. 28, 1996, the day violence erupted in his town; some
classmates and his own father were among those killed. It had been three years since Burundi
had again erupted into civil war – the country had seen turmoil off and on since it gained
independence in the early 1960s – and 400,000 Burundians fled, mainly to Tanzania.

Niyongabo, then a high-school student, went to the Mtablia refugee camp in Tanzania, which
housed nearly 40,000 Burundians at its peak. There, with some difficulty, he survived,
finished his high school diploma in 2001, met his wife, started a family. When Mtablia closed
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in 2015, Niyongabo still didn’t feel safe returning to Burundi. Instead, he took his family to
another refugee camp in Tanzania, Nyarugusu, with 150,000 refugees, and it was while living
there that they were able to come to the United States as refugees.

“The camp is like a prison,” Niyongabo said. “You have no freedom.” He wanted more for his
family — for himself.

Niyongabo studied “English” in the refugee camps, but what he knew bore little resemblance
to the language of his new home in Knoxville.

That’s when he came to the nonprofit, grassroots Center for English and Assimilation.

Niyongabo was a late arrival to Knoxville for a Burundian; most Burundians living in
Knoxville arrived in 2007-2008, said Sandra Fugate, executive director of the Center for
English. Tennessee as a whole received only 10 Burundian refugees in all of fiscal year 2018;
two have come so far this fiscal year.

But Burundians in Knoxville now number around 1,000 and have their own communities,
their own church. It was with Burundians that Fugate, then a University of Tennessee
employee and English as a Second Language coordinator for the state, began what became
the Center for English in 2009.

The Burundian students struggled so much with learning the new language, she said, “I
wanted to see if adding supplemental classes would help. … English is so critical to their
success.”

In the process, Fugate founded a volunteer-run, grassroots nonprofit to teach English,
citizenship and cultural and daily life skills to anyone new to the country. The center grew
and moved from Montgomery Village in South Knoxville to the Lonsdale community, where
it was housed in a small and somewhat dilapidated Burundian Pentecostal church.

There, all nationalities and religions were welcomed, and there was a lot of variety, with
refugees from various African, Asian and European countries. Fugate assembled volunteers
— many of whom also had full-time jobs — to teach the immigrants and run a nursery for
their children during classes on Monday and Wednesday mornings. Volunteer Mary Neitling,
also a former ESL instructor at the University of Tennessee, runs Saturday classes at the
center.

Quiz: Refugees: Do you know the facts?

https://www.facebook.com/pg/centerforenglish/about/?ref=page_internal
https://www.goconqr.com/en-US/p/17761634-Refugees--Do-you-know-the-facts--quizzes


Fugate and volunteer teacher Deni Kidd, now chair of the board, brought refugees clothes,
furniture, household items. They taught them to write resumes and checks, to make
sandwiches and catch the bus. They visited their homes and taught them how to turn on the
running water and use the appliances. They provided a “safe space” that lessened the
isolation common in this country where people value their privacy — a concept foreign to
many refugees used living on top of one another in camps and small communities.

But learning the language was paramount, especially since refugees are required to become
self-sufficient within three months, and to reimburse the government for their travel from
their native country. To do that, they need employment, and to get a job — an entry-level job,
not necessarily in the profession they're trained — they need to know English.

“Our primary goal is to teach them English so that they can have a better life,” Fugate said.
“We do everything we can to keep them motivated and coming.”

In the center’s first few years, Fugate might have 35 students from various countries at once,
but coordinating classes, finding volunteers and filling needs was still time-consuming. In
2015, Fugate retired from UT to run the center full-time; the same year, it installed a board
and became a 501(c)3 nonprofit.

And it was about that time that Bridge Refugee Services , the agency responsible for resettling
refugees sent to Knoxville, stopped receiving funding for English classes. Seemingly
overnight, the Center for English’s enrollment ballooned, with a couple hundred students
taking multiple classes in the small sanctuary at the same time.

“We were teaching over each other,” Kidd said.

But the Center for English is solely funded by individual donors, so a move to a larger space
wasn’t really an option — until one day when Jeff Johnson visited the classes.

‘Opportunities’ for small church

Johnson is the worship pastor for West Lonsdale Baptist Church, and his wife, a native of
South Korea, had been attending Center for English classes. She brought him to see the
crowded conditions and the center’s life-changing work.

Johnson took that visual back to teaching pastor Todd Halliburton with a suggestion:
Classrooms on the second floor of the 13,000-square-foot West Lonsdale Baptist weren’t
being used during the week. Why not offer the space to the Center for English?
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“We have this great facility, but if the church uses it only for Sunday School, then it’s only
used six to eight hours a week,” said Halliburton, who notes the church already houses a
weekday day-care center, a Spanish-speaking church that doesn’t yet have its own building,
and a food pantry, along with various community activities. “We try to use it in a lot of
different ways, so that the church is open all the time, and the community has access.”

But housing the Center for English had an even deeper meaning for the church, which had
long had a mission partnership with a refugee-centered New York church.

“Much of what we do there, we saw reflected in (the Center for English’s) mission here,”
Halliburton said. “We had made a commitment that we wouldn’t go there and do anything
that we weren’t willing to do here. And it was a completely different experience up there —
until we realized the same experience was going on here, and we were just ignorant of it at
the time.”

In January 2017, the Center for English moved into West Lonsdale Baptist, which gave it
permanent office and storage space. It uses Sunday School classrooms for classes and nursery
space three days a week, then packs up before each Sunday morning.

Before long, a women’s mission group at the church took over a clothing pantry for the
refugees and began packing “welcome boxes” with linens, kitchenware and other items.
Refugees began using the church’s food pantry, and also benefited from its partnership with
the Dream Center, which brings a panel truck of “rescued” food every Monday and allows
community members to “shop.”

And the church is donating a long-vacant house it owned next door for a weekly free health
clinic for uninsured people. Dr. David Rankin had run such a clinic semi-regularly for the
Center for English but dreamed of a permanent location and a regular schedule. With grants
in place and renovation under way, Halliburton said, the clinic should be open by next
month.

“We’d been wondering what to do with this house for years,” he said. “God has just brought
us one opportunity after another.”

West Lonsdale Baptist Church was founded in 1922, but the current building dates from the
1950s, with additions in the 1970s and 2001. The latter addition, to provide community
space, has some $450,000 left on a 15-year mortgage — quite a capital commitment for a
church with around 110 regular Sunday members.



Church membership is predominantly white and skews older, with fewer new younger
members coming in than Halliburton would like. Yet he’s not tempted to put strings on the
church’s service to refugees and other community members. He lets them know they’ll be
welcomed with open arms at the church and all its functions but understands if they want to
worship in a church with their own language and traditions — “I don’t think people realize
how many multicultural churches there are in Knoxville,” he said — or practice a religion
other than Christianity.

And he says the church doesn’t use its small size “as an excuse to say we shouldn’t do
anything. … I get that question a lot: ‘How does a little church like yours do all you’re doing?’
Well, we don’t. We partner with people who know how to get it done, and we provide what we
have that they don’t.”

Though immigration can be a contentious topic, Halliburton said his congregation has only
been positive about the opportunities to help refugees.

“This area doesn’t have the greatest reputation, but there are beautiful people who live in this
community who are just fantastic” and ready to serve, he said. “We simply wanted to be
useful to the Lord, to be a community church, and He has sent these opportunities one after
the other, these already existing ideas, to us because we have the facilities.”

Volunteers, money biggest needs 

At West Lonsdale Baptist, the center has grown to offer seven levels of English classes, the
last one focused on conversational English and preparation for citizenship and a general
equivalency diploma, for those who want it. More than 30 volunteers teach, work in the
nursery and run the center. More than 400 refugees are registered as students.

They come apprehensive, many bearing the scars of war: machete slashes on their backs, a
tendency to flinch at the unfamiliar or to bring everything they own to class in large bags.
Gradually, Kidd said, they find community, conversation, laughter.

Initially, their needs were everything. Now, with the church’s partnership, there's a pressing
need for volunteers to teach classes, provide home-tutoring for those who can’t come to
classes, and work in the nursery with anywhere from eight to 35 children 4 and younger.
When school ends, even more volunteers will be needed for the summer program for school-
age children during classes.



“It’s hard to get people to watch children who don’t speak English, or just to watch children
in general,” Kidd said.

The biggest need is for money. Money pays for the center’s expensive liability insurance, for
textbooks that are many students’ prized possessions, for background checks for volunteers
and for gas for the vans that transport some of the students. West Lonsdale Baptist donates
the use of two church vans, another church a second van, and the center has two, though
Kidd said another one is needed, as most volunteers also use their own cars to drive refugees
home after class.

The center has little consistent income, save for devoted community donors. Fugate and Kidd
sometimes get honorariums for speaking, and Kidd wrote a book about the refugees, “In Her
Threads,” that’s sold at local stores, Barnes and Noble and Amazon. The center gets all the
proceeds. Donations to Knoxville Area Rescue Ministries’ thrift stores in the name of the
Center for English are supposed to result in vouchers for refugees to get what they might
need from the thrift stores.

Kidd would like to find someone who has the time and knowledge to help the center apply for
grant money; she herself, though retired as a therapist, is also caregiver for her 30-year-old
adult daughter, who is blind and profoundly intellectually disabled.

Teaching and volunteering for the Center for English is “a big chunk of time” for volunteers,
Kidd said. Yet through building relationships with the refugees, and learning about their
countries or cultures, “they’ve given me far more than I’ve ever given them.”

To volunteer or donate, call Kidd at 865-951-5394, or message her or learn about specific
current needs on the Center for English Facebook page.

Right now, the bulk of the center’s students are from the Congo, where Easter is solely a
religious holiday, marked by vigils, worship, dance and community meals. Egg hunts and
Easter bunnies are foreign concepts to many of the students.

Easter Sunday and a common mission

Still, volunteers have filled Easter baskets for refugee families with children, and Kidd has
organized a small egg hunt, in addition to the community-wide egg hunt West Lonsdale
Baptist has each year.

On Sunday morning, West Lonsdale Baptist will celebrate the sacrifice and resurrection of
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sermon. Across town, those who use their church Mondays and Wednesdays will likely
observe Easter Sunday in different ways.

But they’ll be united, as they are the rest of the year, in a common mission: to love, help and
enfold strangers who will become friends.

A Knox News subscription gives you unlimited access to stories that make a difference in
your life and the lives of those around you. You also get the ability to tap into news from the
USA TODAY Network's 109 local sites.

How to help

Center for English: 865-951-5394; www.centerforenglish.org

West Lonsdale Baptist Church: 865-523-5975
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