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Just outside Chapel Hill, North Carolina, is a five-
acre parcel of land being cultivated by about 35 
refugee families. This is Transplanting Traditions 
Community Farm (TTCF), a project dedicated to 
providing refugee adults and youth access to 
land, healthy food, and education. Most 
participating families identify as Karen, and tell 
of growing up in farming families in the Karen 
State, a mountainous region on the eastern 
border of Burma. In the unrest of the Burmese 
civil war they fled to refugee camps in Thailand 
where some were able to maintain small gardens 
and farms. Now, despite working fulltime jobs 
and raising families, TTCF farmers make time to 
maintain farming traditions here in North 
Carolina. In this way, Transplanting Traditions 
has become a unique community space where 
these Karen farmers experience continuity 
between the vastly different landscapes of their 
former and present lives. One farmer explained,
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While completing my Masters in Folklore at the University of North Carolina, I worked with a youth 
program affiliated with TTCF. The youth were between 12 and 19; all identified as Karen, and all but 
one had grown up in Thai refugee camps. They moved to Carrboro in the last ten years as part of a 
large influx of Karen refugees to the U.S., and to the North Carolina Piedmont in particular. TTCF Youth 
Program (TTYP) members met regularly for workshops and fieldtrips related to their interest in 
environmental activism, commitment to creating a healthy food system, and experiences as Karen 
immigrants in North Carolina. They decided to make a documentary to help tell their families’ stories. 
!
As seen in this documentary, The Story of Three Farmers (see below), TTCF fields host abundant crops 
of traditional Karen vegetables and herbs. Families and friends work together, taking breaks to rest 
and eat in the shade of large bamboo trellises that support winter squash and water gourd vines. 
Speaking to the importance of the farm as a community space, another farmer explained, “I see many 
of my friends here from when we lived together in the refugee camp. We come here together; we talk 
together. This is the most beautiful thing” (TTCF Farmer Survey 2013). 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G7wQQoMVcDk
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During	
  storyboarding	
  and	
  editing,	
  students	
  thought	
  creatively	
  about	
  how	
  they	
  wanted	
  to	
  tell	
  these	
  
women’s	
   stories.	
   It	
   was	
   important	
   to	
   me	
   that	
   we	
   provide	
   a	
   complex	
   representation	
   of	
   our	
  
interviewees	
   that	
   moved	
   beyond	
   the	
   victim-­‐survivor	
   paradigm	
   that	
   permeates	
   common	
  
perceptions	
   of	
   refugees.	
   I	
   turned	
   to	
   the	
   social	
   work	
   scholar	
   Jay	
  Marlowe’s	
   discussion	
   of	
   refugee	
  
representation:	
   “When	
   society	
   views	
   refugees	
   more	
   as	
   ordinary	
   people	
   beyond	
   the	
   category	
   of	
  
passive	
   victim,	
   there	
   is	
   greater	
   potential	
   to	
   see	
   ‘them’	
   as	
   more	
   like	
   ‘us’	
   and	
   consequently	
   as	
  
members	
   of	
   the	
   community”	
   (2010:188).	
   Students’	
   decision	
   to	
   focus	
   primarily	
   on	
   farming	
  
experiences,	
  rather	
  than	
  strictly	
  experiences	
  of	
  displacement,	
  aided	
  in	
  crafting	
  a	
  complex	
  story	
  that	
  
emphasized	
   ordinary	
  moments	
   over	
   extraordinary	
  moments,	
   inviting	
   viewers	
   to	
   understand	
   the	
  
interviewees	
  as	
  women	
  and	
  farmers,	
  not	
  simply	
  refugees.	
  	
  
	
  
Each	
  phase	
  of	
  the	
  documentary	
  process	
  allowed	
  for	
  a	
  diversity	
  of	
  learning	
  opportunities	
  in	
  literacy,	
  
critical	
   thinking,	
  story	
  analysis,	
  and	
   language	
   learning,	
  each	
  within	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  students’	
   family	
  
language	
  and	
  culture.	
  The	
  oral	
  historian	
  Rina	
  Benmayor	
  articulates	
  the	
  power	
  of	
  digital	
  storytelling	
  
to	
   draw	
   on	
   the	
   assets	
   of	
   the	
   students,	
   stimulate	
   them	
   creatively,	
   and	
   offer	
   a	
   number	
   of	
   media	
  
through	
  which	
  to	
  learn:	
  	
  
	
  

Digital	
  storytelling	
  is	
  an	
  assets-­‐based	
  pedagogy	
  where	
  students	
  can	
  bring	
  their	
  own	
  
cultural	
   knowledge	
   and	
   experiences	
   to	
   the	
   fore,	
   including	
   their	
   skills	
   and	
   comfort	
  
with	
  technology,	
  to	
  transform	
  their	
  thinking	
  and	
  empower	
  themselves.	
  The	
  multiple	
  
creative	
   languages	
   of	
   digital	
   storytelling—writing,	
   voice,	
   images,	
   and	
   sound—
encourage	
   historically	
   marginalized	
   subjects,	
   especially	
   younger	
   generations,	
   to	
  
inscribe	
  emerging	
  social	
  and	
  cultural	
  identities	
  and	
  change	
  lived	
  cultural	
  discourses	
  
in	
  a	
  new	
  and	
  exciting	
  way	
  (2008:200).	
  
	
  

It	
   was	
   precisely	
   this	
   “inscribing	
   of	
   social	
   and	
   cultural	
   identities,”	
   along	
   with	
   bringing	
   fuller	
  
understandings	
  of	
  Karen	
  culture	
  to	
  a	
  broader	
  public	
  that	
  was	
  the	
  purpose	
  of	
  our	
  project.	
  
	
  
Learning	
  Through	
  Family	
  Culture	
  and	
  Language	
  	
  
While	
   many	
   students	
   born	
   in	
   the	
   U.S.	
   learn	
   literacy	
   and	
   critical	
   thinking	
   through	
   literature	
   and	
  
history	
  that	
  reflect	
  their	
   lives,	
  culture,	
  and	
  family	
  history,	
   immigrant	
  students	
  (and	
  those	
  of	
  many	
  
marginalized	
  populations)	
   are	
   expected	
   to	
  do	
   the	
   same	
   learning	
   through	
  material	
   detached	
   from	
  
their	
  cultural	
   identity,	
   family	
  history,	
  and	
  language.	
  When	
  I	
  asked	
  Tay	
  Nay	
  what	
  most	
  excited	
  her	
  
about	
  TTYP,	
  she	
  said,	
   “To	
  remind	
  me	
  of	
  who	
   I	
  am	
  and	
  where	
   I	
  am	
   from,	
  because	
  here	
   they	
   learn	
  
about	
  our	
  culture	
  and	
  our	
  story.	
  That	
  is	
  what	
  is	
  most	
  fun	
  and	
  important	
  to	
  me”	
  (Sar	
  2014a).	
  
	
  
There	
  are	
  too	
  few	
  opportunities	
  to	
  do	
  this	
  in	
  a	
  public	
  school	
  setting.	
  Teachers	
  face	
  the	
  challenge	
  of	
  
reaching	
   diverse	
   student	
   populations	
   and	
   often	
   work	
   with	
   standardized	
   curricula.	
   Meanwhile,	
  
many	
  students	
  feel	
  that	
  cultural	
  and	
  linguistic	
  assimilation	
  is	
  the	
  only	
  route	
  to	
  social	
  and	
  academic	
  
success.	
   This	
   educational	
   landscape	
   forgoes	
   the	
   possibility	
   of	
   inviting	
   students	
   to	
   treat	
   their	
  
bicultural,	
   bilingual	
   experience	
   as	
   an	
   asset	
   in	
   their	
   learning,	
   and	
   essentially	
   declares	
   their	
   first	
  
culture	
   and	
   language	
   a	
   hindrance	
   to	
   their	
   ability	
   to	
   integrate.	
   In	
   working	
   with	
   the	
   TTYP’s	
  
demographic	
  in	
  which	
  all	
  students	
  shared	
  a	
  sense	
  of	
  ethnic	
  identity	
  and	
  a	
  language,	
  we	
  were	
  able	
  to	
  
bring	
   Karen	
   culture	
   to	
   the	
   center	
   of	
   the	
   learning	
   process.	
   Students’	
   family-­‐specific	
   knowledge,	
  
cultural	
  aesthetics,	
  and	
  language	
  became	
  the	
  foundation	
  for	
  project-­‐based	
  learning.	
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