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M T R E E

About Us,



W H O  I S  M T R E E ?
MTREE IS A 501(C)3 NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION BASED IN NEW 
YORK WITH A REGIONAL AFFILIATE, MTREE AFRICA, AS A 
REGISTERED NON-PROFIT ENTITY IN KENYA.

We believe that art can enrich the way people perceive themselves 
and the world around them. With that empowerment, we hope to build 
a foundation within underserved communities that values and cele-
brates individual and cultural identities and diversity for the common 
good. 
MTREE CHOSE ART EDUCATION AS THE 
MOST APPROACHABLE MEANS OF ACHIEVING 
THIS MISSION, WHICH HAS SINCE EXPANDED TO 
THE LEVEL OF COMMUNITY AND INTERNATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT. 
Since 2011, we have served more than 1,000 children and youth in 
developing countries along with 200 international artists and design-
ers. We have introduced artful engagements through our education 
and community development initiatives, including programs in the 
visual art and fashion design.

OU R MISSI ON IS T O C REAT E “AR T FUL CHANG E,” 
A T RANSF O RMAT I ON O F MARGI NALI ZE D C OMMUNI T I E S 
I N DE V E L OPI NG C OUN T RI E S T H ROUGH AR T AND DE SIGN.



MTREE PROVIDES 
FOUR PRIMARY 
PROGRAMS 
SPECIFICALLY FOR 
THE CHILDREN AND 
YOUTH IN 
UNDERSERVED 
COMMUNITIES 
IN KENYA:

Brush with Hope: 
ART PROGRAM FOR 
YOUNG CHILDREN
 Fashion for All:  
FASHION PROGRAM 
FOR ADOLESCENTGIRLS

Sing for Hope:
MUSIC PROGRAM 
FOR CHILDREN AND 
ADOLESCENTS

Dance for Hope:
DANCE PROGRAM 
FOR CHILDREN AND 
ADOLESCENTS



In addition to the art, fashion, 
music, and dance programs for 
the children and youth, 
Mtree also runs the following 
programs with the 
community partners: 

Fit in Community: 
Partners with the local community to build 
long-term sustainable community design project that 
not only builds houses but also “hope” for rural 
communities in Kenya. 

Global Citizenship Education Program: 
Nurtures sensitive, concerned, and responsible youth to 
be aware of current global issues, realizing the interde-
pendency among people around the world.

Technology + Community: 
Examines how current technology can meet the partner-
ing community’s needs.

Community Research: 
Engages with the local community to learn more about 
the culture, family structure, and strengths and needs of 
the partnering community.



2011:  IFANGNI, DANGBO AND DJEREGBE, BENIN
2012:  IFANGMI, DAAGBE, CALAVI, BENIN; 
        MTWAPA AND MAJENGO, KENYA
2013:  MTWAPA AND MAJENGO, KENYA
2014:  ENDOINYIO ENKER, KENYA
2015:  HEBRON, WEST BANK
2016:  MAYA, KENYA
2017:  MAYA, KENYA
2018: MAYA, KENYA; CHINYUME, KENYA

O U R  F O O T P RI N T S :



By engaging in hands-on art experiences with children and youth 
in underserved communities, we help them take their first steps 
toward a journey of self-discovery and reflection. As one devel-
ops a stronger sense of self, art becomes a language of hope 
that allows each child to express themselves and tune into other 
perspectives. We believe that children who are given an opportu-
nity to celebrate the diversity of thought and expression through 
art will grow to become well-rounded, creative, respectful, and 
compassionate members of their community.

“MTREE IS AN ORGANIZATION 

ROOTED IN THE BELIEF THAT

 ACC e ss t o Ar t e du CAt i on is 
A bAsiC huMAn righ t.”

ART ENABLES US TO EXPAND OUR CREATIVE 

LIMITS AND DISCOVER SOMETHING UNIQUE 

ABOUT OURSELVES AND THE WORLD AROUND US. 

THROUGH ART, WE BELIEVE THAT WE CAN 

TRANSFORM COMMUNITIES 

FROM THE INSIDE OUT. 

W H Y  A R T ?



ART EDUCATION IS 
CONSIDERED 
FUNDAMENTALLY 
INSTRUMENTAL IN 
ENHANCING 
CREATIVITY IN CHILDREN. 
Universal declaration on human 
rights article 27 stated that 
“everyone has the right to freely 
participate in the cultural life of the 
community, to enjoy the art and to 
share in scientific advancement and 
its benefits (UN 1948).

T H E  IM PA C T  O F 
A R T  E D U C A T I O N



• BALANCED INTELLECTUAL, EMOTIONAL, AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT OF INDIVIDUAL 
AND SOCIETY

• STRENGTHEN COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT IN ACQUISITION 
OF LIFE SKILLS SUCH AS INNOVATIVE AND CREATIVE 
THINKING, CRITICAL REFLECTION, COMMUNICATIONAL AND
INTER-PERSONAL SKILLS

• ENHANCE SOCIAL ADAPTABILITY AND CULTURAL AWARE-
NESS FOR INDIVIDUALS

• ENABLE THEM TO BUILD PERSONAL AND COLLECTIVE 
IDENTITIES AS WELL AS TOLERANCE AND ACCEPTANCE,
 APPRECIATION OF OTHERS

• CULTIVATE SOCIAL COHESION, AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY

• PREVENT STANDARDIZATION

• PROMOTE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

THE IMPACT OF 
ART EDUCATION



PREVIOUS RESEARCH HAS 
DEMONSTRATED THAT 

ART EDUCATION CAN DEVELOP 
CREATIVITY, CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS, 

AND ESSENTIAL CREATIVE AND 
EMOTIONAL CAPACITIES. 

Strong art foundation can also build problem-solving abil-
ities, self-efficacy, and coordination. Students with higher 

access to art education are more likely to win an award 
for school attendance and less likely to drop out of high 

school, which may affect employment and poverty.

ART ENHANCES THE EMOTIONAL PROCESS, 
WHICH IS AN “INTEGRAL PART IN THE DECI-
SION-MAKING PROCESS AND WORKS AS A 

VECTOR FOR ACTIONS AND IDEAS, ESTABLISH-
ING REFLECTION AND JUDGMENT TO SUPPORT 

CULTURE OF PEACE” (ANTONIO DAMASIO, 
UNESCO 2006). ART CAN SERVE AS A TOOL TO 

DEVELOP EMPATHY, PEACE-BUILDING, AND A 
CULTURE OF ACCEPTING AND APPRECIATING 

DIVERSITY, WHICH CONSEQUENTLY 
CULTIVATES SOCIAL COHESION.



ART EDUCATION CAN ALSO PROVIDE ECONOMIC 
OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN SKILLS THAT CAN BE UTILIZED 
FOR ECONOMIC GAIN LATER IN LIFE. UNESCO STATED THAT 
ART EDUCATION IS A WAY TO DEVELOP THE HUMAN RE-
SOURCE NECESSARY TO TAP THEIR VALUABLE CULTURAL 
CAPITAL AND CULTURAL INDUSTRY AND INSTITUTION.



K E Y  D E V E L OPM E N T A L  A R E A S  O F  F O C U S
FOR EVERY CHILD THAT PARTICIPATES IN MTREE’S 
PROGRAMS, WE ARE DEDICATED TO FOSTERING 
THE FOLLOWING KEY DEVELOPMENTAL AREAS:

1. Expression
+ Exercise creativity
+ Explore the new medium of expression
+ Express feelings and ideas with various          
   mediums of arts

2. Identity
+ Examine oneself and dreams of the future    
   one hopes for
+ Express their individual and cultural identity
+ Be confident in the uniqueness of one’s      
   identity and the local culture

3. Diversity
+Aware of differences in ideas
+ Appreciate differences in ideas
+Mutually support to enrich each other’s idea

4. Collaborability
+ Acknowledge one’s role in a team
+Exchange ideas and solve problems as a   
  team for the common good
+Respect difference in ideas and build 
  community cohesion
 



Our Programs &
A R T F U L  C HA N G E S



H O W  O U R 
P R O G RA M S  W O R K Each program has created its own curriculum in collabora-

tion with local artists, which has been implemented in var-
ious settings since 2011. Before launching our programs, 
teaching artist volunteers and researchers meet over sev-
eral months online and in-person to generate new ideas 
for the curriculum and improve their teaching content.

We believe our Learning-in-Arts programs—
whether it be the colorful brush strokes or the 
delicate yet resilient embroidery stitches—
breathe in something new in the lives of chil-
dren and youth in the communities we work 
with. It circulates new hope in the children’s 
hearts and minds.

We, as an organization, are investigating ways that the im-
pact our programs leave in the children’s lives can contin-
ue even after the two-week program. This is a huge but im-
portant task that we have put priority to solve in the near 
future. To meet this goal, Mtree has been collaborating 
with local universities and international partners to build a 
sustainable teaching artists workforce model in Kenya.

MTREE’S LEARNING-IN-ARTS 

PROGRAM IS A TWO-WEEK ART 

EDUCATION DELIVERED BY TEACHING 
ARTISTS, MUSICIANS, FASHION DESIGNERS, 
DANCERS, AND OTHER PROFESSIONALS FROM 
ALL AROUND THE WORLD. THEY EACH BRING 
THEIR OWN EXPERIENCES, KNOWLEDGE, AND 
IDEAS TO INSPIRE HOPE IN THE CHILDREN AND 
YOUTH IN THE PARTNERING COMMUNITY.



HERE, WE PRESENT THE 

SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENTS WE SAW 

IN THE CHILDREN AND YOUTH’S 

sense of self, creative expression, 
diversity, and collaborability—OR 

IN OUR PARTNERING COMMUNITY, MAYA.

ART FUL CHANGE



PA R T N E RI N G  C OM M U N I T Y
About Maya

The Maya community of Kilifi County, Kenya is Mtree’s 
flagship site for our Learning-in-Arts program.
Located on the east coast of Kenya, the village has 1,400 res-
idents, whose primary source of income is a fishery. The pri-
mary needs of the community are structured education sys-
tem, accessible hospital and healthcare facilities, and clean 
and affordable water system. There is only one tap water in 
the village, which is in the village leader’s house. Community 
members buy tap water from the village leader; however, the 
water supply is not always reliable. Often mothers have to 
walk a couple of hours to get water from the river. 

WHILE THE COMMUNITY HAS LIMITED ACCESS TO 
ELECTRICITY, WATER, AND GENERAL EDUCATION, 
THE MAYA CHILDREN CRAVE LEARNING.
MTREE HAS PARTNERED WITH MAYA SINCE 2016 TO 
DESIGN AN ART-INTEGRATED VILLAGE THAT 
CELEBRATES ITS CULTURAL IDENTITY 
THROUGH THE POWER OF ART AND DESIGN.



Q U I C K  FA C T S  O N  M A Y A
TOTAL NUMBER OF RESIDENTS

1400 community members 
in 130 households and 14 clans

PRIMARY SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN

250
CHILDREN UNDER AGE 8

200

EDUCATION

Maya Primary School for grade 1 to 3. 
Children who are grades 4 and above walk to the 
closest school (Mdangarani), which is 8~10 miles away

EDUCATION COSTS
Primary school: 500 shillings($50)per year. 

Secondary school: 25,000 shillings($250)per year

AVERAGE MARRIAGE AGE FOR GIRLS

16 years old
AVERAGE NUMBER OF CHILDREN 
PER HOUSEHOLD

6 children
AVERAGE LIFE EXPECTANCY

50-60 years
MAJOR INCOME RESOURCE

Fishery (men), 
charcoal sale (women), a few people with 
small business (community stores)

ACCESS TO ENERGY SOURCES

Only 7 households have solar panels; 
minimal access to clean water (need to walk a 
couple of hours to get clean water)



“Despite its economic and educational challenges,-
MAYA IS A BEAUTIFUL LAND. 
The mangrove forest tells the story about this land.
While mangroves may appear to be an ordinary tropical 
tree, they have specially adapted aerial and salt-filter-
ing roots and salt-excreting leaves that allow them to 
survive in conditions that most timber could not toler-
ate. Not only are they an invaluable local resource, but 
they sustain the ecological system. Both the mangrove 
leaves that appear above and their roots that are deeply 
hidden underneath the water work together to sustain 
the circle of life. 

In Mtree, mangrove trees have become
a symbol of Maya and its hidden potential. 

The children and their curiosity, the community and 
their determination, are both the leaves and the roots 
or the hopes and dreams that allow life to thrive in 
Maya even in the most intolerable conditions.”

– YOUNG KWON, FIT IN COMMUNITY, SUMMER 2018— 



MAYA
Under the clear blue sky are the round mango trees.

Under the mango trees we meet, our eyes and the 
shining eyes of the children.

Their eyes filled with awe and curiosity.
The children’s giggles and pure hearts travel through the winds.

Their dreams rest on the twinkling night stars 
as the moon carries their hopes to the tomorrow morning sun.

Precious seeds of hopes and dreams are planted.
THIS IS MAYA.

JIWON SONG, Director of Brush with Hope Program 

B R U S H  WI T H  H OP E



B RUSH WI T H H OP E IS OU R
VISUAL AR T P ROG RAM 

WITH A FOCUS ON
 SELF-EXPLORATION ART ACTIVITIES, 

SUCH AS DRAWING, MOLDING, SCULPTING, 
AND COLLAGE, WE EMPOWER CHILDREN TO 
VISUALLY AND CREATIVELY EXPRESS THEIR 

STORIES. THROUGH COLLABORATIVE 
ACTIVITIES, THEY EXPERIENCE FIRST-HAND 

HOW CREATING A CULTURE OF 
MUTUAL RESPECT CAN GROW 
TO BECOME A BEAUTIFUL AND 

VALUABLE WAY OF LIFE. 



BRUSH WIT H HOPE CURRICULUM 
IS STRUCTURED TO BRING A 

SUSTAINABLE, HOPEFUL, AND 
CULTURALLY SENSITIVE 

LEARNING-IN-ARTS OPPORTUNITY 
TO YOUNG CHILDREN (AGES 7-10) IN MAYA.  

The art-centered integrative, collaborative, 
and experimental art activities empower 

children in Maya to visually and creatively 
express their stories through various medi-
ums of art. Children experience first-hand 
how creating a culture of mutual respect 

and acceptance is an important, valuable, 
and beautiful way of life. 

THE PROGRAM STIMULATES THE 
CURIOSITY OF THE CHILDREN, 

BREATHES HOPE 
FOR THEMSELVES, THEIR FAMILY, 

AND THEIR COMMUNITY.  

“In his abstract pieces, he showed uses of bold colors, where he 
was not afraid to have them overlapping. With some directions and 
suggestions, he was able to express more with his work. He some-
times used a dry brush when painting, perhaps in experimenting”.

–Evelyn Kelemba 2017 –



The measure consists of three subscales. 
Each subscale and example item questions are below:

1. Creative Expression
“How experimental is the student in trying new things?”

“Does the student utilize using the painting materials in many different 
ways/methods?”

2. Identity
“How much can the student talk about the future that s/he hopes for?”

“What does the student say about her/his strength?”
(“What are you good at? What do you like to do?”)

3. Diversity
“How does the student feel that each person is different, and those dif-
ferences make everyone unique?”

“How does the student react to friends’ paintings? (e.g., criticizes, 
ridicules, be attentive, compliments, etc.)

TEACHERS’ EVALUATION OF THE STUDENT
The 8-item Mtree Brush Measure was used to assess teachers’ evaluation 
of the students at two-time points, the first day of the program and the last 
day of the program. 

Based on each question, teachers were asked to evaluate the student on a 
5-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all to 5 = Very Well).



Teachers recorded their own self-reflections about the children. Their 
responses collectively represent the hopeful 
potential of the children. 

HERE WE SHARE A FEW OF THEIR 

REFLECTION STORIES.

“We were surprised by his daily improvements throughout the two 
weeks. Ali was the kind of student who can apply the new techniques 
and concepts he learned from the day before. There was depth to his 
expressions.” 

– JIWON SONG & HAKYUNG MOON, 2017 –

We thought that she only needed to trust herself and be confident in her 
work and her ideas so that she can relay these to the rest of the class 
without cowering in fear. And she did.
Cecilia continued to produce more intricate work as she started taking 
more time when working on her artworks. She incorporated a lot more 
color and started introducing background stories to her work, which 
was quite impressive.” 

– LINDA KEMOLI, 2017 –

THROUGHOUT THE PROGRAM, 
THE CHILDREN BECAME 
MORE VISUALLY AND VERBALLY 
ARTICULATE OF DESCRIBING THEIR 
HOPES AND DREAMS, 
DEPICTING THEIR OWN IDENTITY 
(MEAN SCORE CHANGED FROM 2.2 
TO 4.7 AFTER THE TWO-WEEK 
PROGRAM). 

On the other hand, the level of appreciation for differences 
and similarities that unite the child to his/her peers has im-
proved. The hands-on experience also opened their eyes to 
see natural resources that surround their land.  The children’s 
level of creativity and expression, such as how experimental 
the student was in trying new things and utilizing new painting 
methods increased from a mean score of 1.3 to 4.8. 

COMPARED TO BEFORE THE PROGRAM, 
CHILDREN ALSO BECAME MORE OPEN TO 
DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES 
(MEAN SCORE CHANGED FROM 1.9 TO 4.6).



FASHION FOR ALL 
Green, blue, white,
yellow, orange and brown. 
Beautiful colors of Maya. 
A land unknown, with teenagers full of dreams. 
Hands ready to create,
Minds ready to be open
Your pure hearts inspire and awaken us 
Your warm smile beckons us to return again and again
To this unknown land full of hope.

SARAH SIN, 
Director of 
Fashion for All 
Program



FASHION FOR ALL IS OUR PROGRAM THAT
CULTIVATES AN APPRECIATION OF CREATIVITY 
AND INDIVIDUALISM AMONG TEENAGE GIRLS.

Not only are these girls taught necessary fashion skills, such as sketching, sewing, and bead-
ing, but they are provided opportunities to experience the full fashion design process. In ad-
dition to our fashion classes, daily discussion questions guide students to think about them-
selves, family, community, and future. Each day students are encouraged to share something 

about themselves with the class. The program weaves together all the skills and creative 
exercises into a final runway show, where students present their designs and creations with 

the guidance of volunteer fashion designers. 



Basic Fashion Skills
“How much did the student learn the basic 
fashion skills, such as sewing, beading, 
embroidering, and dyeing?”

Creativity & Expression
“How experimental is the student in exploring 
various tools and skills in fashion design?”

“How confident is the student in expressing her 
creativity through fashion classes?”

Identity
“How confidently can the student express him/
her-self through the medium of art?” 

“To what degree does the student describe her/
his hopes for the future?”

Diversity
“To what degree does the student understand 
that everyone can have different and unique 
ideas?”

“To what degree does the student show a 
positive attitude toward diverse ideas and expres-
sions?”

TEACHERS’ EVALUATION OF THE STUDENT
The 9-item Mtree Fashion Measure was used to assess teachers’ evaluation of the students 
at two-time points, pre-program, and post-program. Based on each question, teachers were 
asked to evaluate the student on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all to 5 = Very Well).

The measure consists of four subscales. Each subscale and example item questions are:



Throughout the program, students filled out journal entries that asked 
a  series of questions that probed about their definition of beauty, their 
hopes and dreams, and what parts of the community they are proud of.  
Teenage girls defined beauty in a number of ways. 

It ranged from physical appearances to the beauty that is seen through 
the senses. For example, one adolescent girl replied, “beautiful is having 
beauty, pleasing to the senses of the mind. A beautiful woman, face, 
baby, poem, and smell”.  

WHEN ASKED FOR THEIR DREAMS, THESE TEENAGE 
GIRLS SHARED THEY WANT TO “BECOME A DOC-
TOR TO TREAT OTHERS IN THE COMMUNITY” AND 
"TEACHER TO TEACH YOUNG CHILDREN IN THE 
COMMUNITY.” SOME GIRLS DREAMED OF “BECOM-
ING A PILOT TO FLY THE SKY” OR “A BUS DRIVER TO 
VISIT PLACES OUTSIDE THEIR COMMUNITY”. 

THE GIRLS’ DREAMS WERE REMARKABLY LINKED 
TO HELPING ADVANCE THEIR COMMUNITY. 

Their dreams, thus, showed how they wanted to become a new supply 
for Maya. Despite the scarcity of resources, the teenage girls seemed 
to see beyond what was visible. They were proud of everything that 
was provided in their land, whether it be the teachers, the books, or the 
school buildings. Lastly, the girls shared in the journal what they would 
like to improve in their community. They shared that they wanted to 
build a hospital, a tailor store for people to get new clothes, and schools 
so that more children could get an education.

STUDENTS’ JOURNAL ENTRY: 
ABOUT BEAUTY, HOPES AND DREAMS 
FOR MYSELF, HOPES AND 
DREAMS FOR THE COMMUNITY



Since 2015 we’ve been exploring the movement of Mayan youth in 
Dance with Hope. Children’s’ movement contains its unique color 
and smell, which come from the harmony of nature and people of 

Maya. After a hard dance training, we have a break lying 
under the palm tree, closing our eyes and relaxing. 

We hear the kids giggling, girls walking with a water jar, 
and cows mooing from a distance:

NOW IT’S THE RIGHT MOMENT WHERE 

MAYA PERFORMS IN OUR HEART. 

- BOYOUNG LEE, Director of Dance with Hope Program- 



Children learn about their 
body shape and image, 
how to dance dependently 
on the taught movements to 
create their own movement.  

By creating a dancing 
movement based on their 
personal stories and future 
dreams, they embody their 
abstract dreams on their
 actual present body. 

Finally, through group 
activities, the children learn 
dancing as a tool for 
non-verbal communication 
in understanding others 
intuitively and emotionally.

THROUGH OUR DANCE WITH HOPE 
PROGRAM, PARTICIPATING 
CHILDREN LEARN HOW TO 
TELL THEIR PERSONAL STORIES 
THROUGH DANCE AND 
COMMUNICATE WITH EACH OTHER

intuitively.



Lastly, their hopes and dreams, while still fluid, found 
new directions after the two-week program. Children 
confidently shared they hope to become a doctor, police 
officer, teacher, and study more to discover their strengths 
and interests. These responses sprung from a land that 
has limited to no access to a hospital, a doctor, a police 
station, and suffers from a scarce supply of teachers. 
Yet, the children in Maya expressed hopes are not 
contained by what is seen but aiming for the unseen or 
perhaps, seeing the unseen.

We conducted focus groups with the participating stu-
dents in the Dance with Hope program to gain a deeper 
understanding of their perception and meaning around 
dancing. When we asked them to explain the meaning of 
dance, they initially shared a more practical meaning, such 
as “dance is the exercise for the body.” However, after the 
program, the students’ relation to dancing changed to a 
personal and emotional attachment. The same question 
was answered as “dance is a way to express my happiness” 
or “dance is happiness.” When asked differences between 
laundry and dance movement, the majority of the students 
initially replied that the two movements stimulated the 
“same kind of feeling.”

HOWEVER, AFTER THE TWO-WEEK, 
PROGRAM, THE CHILDREN SHARED,
“The two feelings are different.
I get sensational happiness 
when I dance”.



sing for hoPe
It was pleasant to see how thoughts and 
feelings contained inside the students’ mind 
came out to make a beautiful sound. At the 
end of the program, our students gave a per-
formance in front of all of the Mtree teachers, 
students, and village people. Even though the 
students may have been very nervous, they 
beautifully sang and spoke out loud on stage 
with voices of hope telling everyone touching 
stories of what they would like to be when they 
grow up.

JIYOUNG LEE, 
Director of Sing with Hope Program



OUR SING FOR HOPE PROGRAM 
TEACHES EXPRESSION OF ONESELF 

THROUGH MUSICAL NOTES AND THE 
CREATION OF MUSICAL 

HARMONY WITH OTHERS.
The program goal is to empower participating children to 

formulate their ideas about love, happiness, dream, and life 
together through the medium of music. Participants learn 
musical skills in individual performance as well as group 

performance by listening to others carefully to create musical 
harmony. By expressing their own ideas and dreams in music 

and singing, participants are expected to build confidence 
and ability to communicate independently.



Basic Music Skills
“Student sings in accurate rhythm.”
“Student sings using accurate 
diction.”

Understanding Notes
“Student can recognize notes on 
sheet music”

“Student can apply notes to an 
instrument (recorder)”

Creativity
“Student tries not to repeat the 
rhythms/melodies/lyrics that he/
she created before.” 

“Student does not copy the 
rhythms/melodies/lyrics that other 
people created before.”

Expression
“Student expresses ideas and 
emotions freely in songs.”
“Student can describe his/her 
ideas about Love/Happy/Dream/
Living together.”

Collaborability
“Student understands that every-
one can have different and unique 
ideas.”

“Student helps other members of a 
group for the common purpose.”

THE 22-ITEM MTREE SING MEASURE WAS USED TO ASSESS 
TEACHERS’ EVALUATION OF THE STUDENTS AT TWO-TIME 
POINTS, PRE-PROGRAM, AND POST-PROGRAM. BASED ON 
EACH STATEMENT, TEACHERS WERE ASKED TO EVALUATE THE 
STUDENT ON A 5-POINT LIKERT SCALE 
(1 = VERY POOR TO 5 = VERY GOOD).

THE MEASURE CONSISTS OF FIVE SUBSCALES. 
EACH SUBSCALE AND EXAMPLE ITEM QUESTIONS ARE:

The participating students’ 
understanding of musical notes 
significantly improved from a 
mean score of 1.0 before the 
program to 4.0 after the two-week 
program. Also, the students’ level 
of creativity, such as the students’ 
level of curiosity to explore differ-
ent ways to express oneself musi-
cally, changed from a mean score 
of 2.7 to 4.1. 

Lastly, overall students became 
more open to collaborating and 
became more aware and accept-
ing of differences that exist among 
them (mean score changed from 
2.5 to 3.8 after the two-week pro-
gram). 



A  DA Y  O F  C E L E B RA T I O N
Festival Day:



THE TWO-WEEK PROGRAM CONCLUDES WITH A COMMUNITY-WIDE 
FESTIVAL ON THE LAST DAY OF THE PROGRAM. Mothers, fathers, elders, 
and community leaders gather together at the village center to witness 
the impact of the two-week program collectively. Children’s creative 
and collaborating artworks are hung around the village pavilion for their 
community to see colorful dreams. Teen girls wear the colorful clothes 
of their own design and confidently do a fashion runway show in front of 
the beautiful and open natural scenery as their limitless stage. Students’ 
voices meet in striking harmony to sing about their own dreams and 
dreams for their community. Teenagers connect their bodies, motions, 
and emotions to dance about their hopes that move relentlessly through 
their breath and heartbeat. It is a day of celebration and the anticipation 
of what is to come. 



TEACHERS, CHILDREN, AND THE COMMUNITY 
SOAK IN THE ARTFUL CHANGE THAT UNFOLDED 
DURING THE TWO-WEEK PROGRAM AND
THEY ALREADY HOPE FOR THE FOLLOWING 
YEAR’S ENCOUNTER.



O U R  PA R T N E R S



FOREVER21
Mtree partnered with Forever21, a global fashion design company, and 
completed two cycles of the social campaign in 2017 and 2018. Art-
works from Brush with Hope program was applied to a tote bag and 
T-shirt design to raise awareness of the need for art education. In addi-
tion to an art exhibition held at the Forever21 Time Square store in New 
York City, garments printed with artworks of Mayan children were sold 
both online and physical stores across the U.S. The funds raised were 
used to for sustainable art education initiatives in Kenya, such as 
development of a sustainable teaching artist workforce model in Kenya.



UNIVERSITY OF NAIROBI
In partnership with the University of Nairobi, Mtree conducted two 
open workshops with students from the School of Arts and Design. 
The workshop introduced art education in rural communities in Ken-
ya and discuss how the service-learning model can improve access 
to art education for children in remote communities. Also, Mtree re-
cruited core members of artists and designers from the University of 
Nairobi and conducted children art workshop at the National Nairobi 
Museum (part of Kenyan National Museums). 



PWANI UNIVERSITY
Based on our Memorandum of Understanding to advance art education in marginal-
ized communities in Kilifi county, Pwani University agreed to create an art education 
concentration in collaboration with Mtree.

MTREE KENYA
After years of process, Mtree has successfully completed registering as an 
international non-profit organization in Kenya. With the core Kenyan staff, Mtree has 
been transforming Mtree’s summer Learning-in-Arts programs into year-long art 
educational programs in collaboration with the University of Nairobi and the National 
Nairobi Museum.



What We Learned
F R OM  T H E  C OM M U N I T Y



“LIFE IS BEING ALIVE.
LIFE IS GOOD HEALTH.
LIFE IS LOVE EXPRESSED WHERE YOU LIVE.
LIFE IS FELT FROM PEOPLE AROUND YOU.
LIFE IS BEING LOVED BY YOUR NEIGHBOR.
LIFE IS WHEN YOU’RE ABLE TO PROVIDE FOR AND EDUCATE YOUR CHILDREN.
LIFE IS EATING, OR THE STRENGTH YOU NEED TO MOVE FORWARD.
LIFE IS KNOWING EACH OTHER’S WELFARE OR TAKING CARE OF NEIGHBORS.
I AM HAPPY BECAUSE THERE IS THIS LIFE THAT BREATHES ALL AROUND ME.”

- Focus group mother’s response to “What does life mean to you?”, Summer 2018-



WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT MAYA, THIS LAND, 
AND THE COMMUNITY COMES FROM OUR 
COLLECTIVE AND COLLABORATIVE 
RELATIONSHIP WITH THE PEOPLE IN MAYA. 

We conducted focus groups and individual interviews with over 40 fami-
lies in Maya from 2016-2018. We also facilitated meetings with community 
elders. Research in 2017 focused on collaborating with the community 
members to define what sustainable development meant for Maya. Re-
search in 2018 shifted to learn more about the mothers in Maya and their 
views about families and to raise children. The team believed that the spe-
cific focus on mothers was important. The mothers in Maya play an espe-
cially involved role since fathers, who are mostly fishermen, are often away 
for long periods of times. Lastly, our understanding of Maya also comes 
from the extensive efforts of our Fit in Community team. The team lived in 
Maya for over four months in 2015-2016 to gain a hands-on grasp of the 
landscape and natural resources and to build the local school. This extend-
ed stay deepened the rapport between Mtree and the people in Maya.

M T R E E  C OM M U N I T Y  R E S E A R C H



IN 2017, WE MET OVER 20 MEMBERS IN MAYA. RESEARCHERS 
AND COMMUNITY MEMBERS DISCUSSED TOGETHER WHAT 
RESOURCES COULD BE INVESTED TO ENSURE THE VIL-
LAGE’S SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN THE FUTURE. 
WE LEARNED THE FOLLOWING:

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IS THROUGH 
HUMAN RESOURCES. 
We learned that the community’s strengths lie in its clan-based mindset, which fosters 
a strong sense of community and responsibility. The community loves Maya and cares 
for its people. Families expect their children who receive good education to return to 
Maya to help develop it. 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IS THROUGH INVESTING IN 
ECONOMIC AND INSTITUTIONAL RESOURCES.
Community members collectively expressed the need to create new jobs in the com-
munity and build institutional practices for the community to develop continuously. 
Currently, agriculture, fishing, and farming businesses are the primary sources of 
income. However, these businesses do not provide a consistent flow of income to the 
families, and the community recognizes the need to create new jobs to expand eco-
nomic opportunities. On the institutional level, a clean water system and an accessible 
healthcare facility were identified. 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IS THROUGH INVESTING IN 
EDUCATION RESOURCES.
Investing in the next generation’s educational needs was prioritized and viewed as 
the lasting fuel for Maya’s sustainable development. Currently, the community suffers 
from a poor education system with the inconsistent supply of teacher workforce and 
remote locations of schools. The primary school is only up to grade 3, and children in 
grades 4 and up need to walk a couple of hours to the neighboring primary school. 
The community recognizes that the community’s job prospects have to support the 
educated generation.



Mothers’ interviews and focus groups do not paint a single picture of 
Maya. Instead, they reveal the many stories that makeup Maya, both 
the positives and the negatives that coexist. There is still much more 
we need to learn about families, values, and challenges faced, but 
here, we share what we have learned so far after meeting and talking 
with 30 mothers in Maya.

MO T H E R S’ V OIC E S: 
MAYA AND FAMI L Y I N T H EI R E Y E S 



“FAMILY IS WHERE LOVE DEVELOPS, 
AND YOU GROW AS A PERSON”

- FOCUS GROUP MOTHER’S RESPONSE TO 
“HOW DO YOU DEFINE A FAMILY?”, SUMMER 2018-



T H E  DAI L Y  L I F E  O F  A  M O T H E R  I N  M A Y A

THE DAY BEGINS EARLY 
FOR A MOTHER IN MAYA. 
She wakes up around 6am and begins chores immediate-
ly. She sweeps the dirt floor of her compound. The com-
pound often consists of independent homes of her moth-
er-and-father-in-laws as well as her husband’s brother and 
his family. While polygamy is no longer common in Maya, 
some compounds include the husband’s many wives and 
children. After sweeping the floor, the mother joins other 
mothers to go draw water. She will have to walk over three 
hours to bring water. Little gossip and some singing make 
the 3-hour round trip bearable. She returns around 9am 
to make breakfast, usually tea and some corn, for her 5 
children and family members. Before noon, she tends her 
own corn farm. She visits her nearby neighbor, and they 
chat while removing the corn kernel to use for dinner. Chil-
dren often stroll by and grab a handful of the corn kernel 
and run off to the fields. The mother then takes one of her 
daughters to fetch firewood for dinner. The dinner menu is 
left-over ugali from the night before and few corn kernels 
from today. Meat will be on another occasion. As soon as 
dinner is over, the mother swiftly gathers her children to 
wash them before the sun goes down. With the sunset and 
no kerosene to light up the compound, it is time to sleep. 
She lies on the cold floor, missing her husband, who has 
been away for weeks at a nearby harbor. She closes her 
eyes, hoping he will return tomorrow.



ACCORDING TO THE MOTHERS IN MAYA, THERE IS 
NO ONE STANDARD DEFINITION OF FAMILY AND 
MARRIAGE. Some mothers have described the broken 
families in Maya due to absent fathers who work away 
from home as fishermen. Life becomes even more diffi-
cult for these families because fathers may not return to 
support the family financially. For these families, surviv-
al-mode trumps love. For example, a 40-year-old mother 
narrates the realities faced among some families in Maya, 
“Life is difficult in Maya. For some of us, it is about just 
getting through the day. If you are just trying to survive, 
what meaning do family and love have? Nothing. You are 
just trying to make it through the day and hope you have 
enough tomorrow.” She adds, “Many children don’t get 
loved by their mothers and fathers because hard life drains 
love. Single mothers don’t have enough love in them to 
give love to their children. 

EXPECTING ABANDONED MOTHERS 
TO LOVE THEIR CHILDREN? 

THAT IS A CURSE”. 

T H E  M E A N I N G  O F  M A R RI A G E 
A N D  FA MI L Y  I N  M A Y A



However, to some, family means “closeness, love, and 
unity.” Mothers explain that there is “friendship and love” 
in the relationships in their family. A young mother says, 
“marriage is a happy experience because we are two, 
but we complete one another.” She continues to explain 
that “marriage removes certain types of loneliness, both 
physical and emotional loneliness. But my marriage is 
something deeper; we have conversations. We discuss our 
problems together”. When probed why it is important to 
have these conversations, she pauses for a moment and 
explains.  “We are a family; if we don’t build it together with 
love and care and by talking to one another, who will do it? 
My children won’t know if they don’t see us do it (converse 
with one another)”. To these mothers, friendship and love 
experienced in the family serve as a mirror for their 
children to reflect and live by.

Lastly, to others, marriage means something much more 
“transactional”—a space to reproduce and have children. 
These mothers paint a more primitive and raw reality of 
marriage. For example, a mother in her forty describes, 
“Marriage is to have sex, you know, to have kids.” The fam-
ily then becomes an extended partnership for the future. 
She explains, “I raise my children now because they will 
take care of my husband and me later in life. That’s all”. 
Raising children and having a family, thus, seem to be an 
investment process that reaps a return in the future.



MOTHERHOOD ALSO HOLDS DIFFERENT 
MEANINGS TO THE MOTHERS IN MAYA. 
A mother of late twenty describes that she couldn’t go 
to school when she was young because her parents 
believed that girls should not get an education. She 
met her husband when she was 13 years old at a funer-
al party in Jaribuni, a neighboring village. He fell in love 
with her, and they got married immediately. She has 
five children, and the eldest is 14 years old. She believes 
that motherhood is strictly about “raising children and 
tending to their well-being.” She adds, “being a mother 
means making sure you raise your children to become 
healthy; being a mother means doing the house chores 
to make sure your children grow well.” Other mothers 
in Maya have interestingly linked motherhood to luck. 
For example, a young mother explains, “There are other 
women who wanted to have kids, but they weren’t able 
to bear children. So, becoming a mother is both luck and 
an opportunity”. Other mothers voice a similar pattern of 
responses where motherhood is connected to nature’s 
reproductive blessings. Another young mom explains, 
“being a mother is not for everyone; having a child is 
hard, some die at birth. So being a mother is a blessing; 
you have to be blessed from above to have children”. 
Her response suggests that neonatal death may be high 
in Maya, especially given the village’s dire medical 
supplies and remote access to hospitals.

T H E  M E A N I N G  O F 
M O T H E R H O O D



OVERALL, MOTHERS HAVE CONSISTENTLY ECHOED 
“RESPECT” AS KEY VALUES THEY WANT THEIR DAUGHTERS 
AND SONS TO LIVE BY. RESPECT IS A VALUE MOTHERS WANT 
THEIR CHILDREN TO PRACTICE TO ONE ANOTHER AND TO 
OTHERS IN THE COMMUNITY. AN ELDERLY MOM EXPLAINS 
THAT “RESPECT IS WHAT I WANTED ALL MY CHILDREN TO 
HAVE. If you don’t know how to respect your parents in the family, 
how will you know how to respect others outside the family? Respect 
begins at home”.  A young mother of three children defines respect as, 
“respect begins from accepting yourself because respect is how you 
let other people see you.” She seems to understand the importance of 
respecting oneself first before expecting respect from others.

Across Maya, despite the scarce resources, mothers have voiced their 
desires for providing educational opportunities for both their daughters 
and sons. Not surprisingly, education is essential for the sons in the fam-
ily. However, the expectation for educational equality seems to be more 
prevalent than just privileging the educational opportunities of sons. In 
fact, an elderly mom of late fifty thinks that “it is when a lady is educat-
ed, that a woman can be respected—she is worthy.” Yet, some moth-
ers adhere to the stereotypical roles of women; they believe “women 
should get married as soon as possible, have children, and help out 
in the family.” However, overall, the economic constraints often force 
mothers to make a choice of advancing the educational attainment of 
their sons over their daughters.

Delaying sexual relationships is a dominant expectation for both daugh-
ters and sons. Mothers across Maya have voiced how early pregnancy 
impedes educational advancement for both their daughters and sons, 
although this concern is heavily weighted on daughters than sons. Early 
pregnancy is thus linked to educational disadvantage. Some mothers 
have had explicit conversations about sex, body, and reproduction with 
their children. Christianity is the major religion in Maya, and the Chris-
tian teachings, such as preserving one’s virginity before marriage and 
the sacred meaning held in sex, seem also to influence mothers’ beliefs 
around premarital sex.

VALUES AND EXPECTATIONS 
FOR DAUGHTERS AND SONS



Our Future Directions –
A R T F U L  C HA N G E



C OMMUNI T Y DE V E L OPME N T 
T H ROUGH AR T FUL CHANG E

On the other hand, we plan to create a workforce model for art education 
in Kenya. In partnerships with the University of 
Nairobi, Pwani University, and the Nairobi National Museum of Kenya, Mtree 
is implementing multiple workshops to deliver experiential art to children 
in Kenya. We also plan to build service-based learning model for teach-
ing artists workforce in areas with limited access to art education. These 
initiatives meet SDG 4, Quality of Education, and Workforce Development. 
Mtree plans to continue to inspire, mobilize, and activate teaching artists 
in Kenya aligning with the recent Kenyan Educational Reformation that 
highlights arts and design in public education.

It is surreal to look back how we started as a small mustard seed, and now 
grow like a tree – a mangrove tree that can survive and thrive in harsh salty 
water. Village people said it usually takes a few decades to grow a tree. We 
are ready for that.

HYEWON LEE
Executive Director
Mtree, USA

Our story started with a simple question: How can we bring the transform-
ing power of art and design to children who have not experienced it yet?

Since 2011, our journey started just like that. We packed our 
brushes, paints, papers, and other items to remote villages of African 
countries, and conducted a short two-week program in partnerships with 
schools and communities. We saw the apparent need to understand our 
partnering community on a deeper level. So, we created a community re-
search team to visit home by home and ask questions about daily life and 
their beliefs while we were peeling corns together in a hut. We have walked 
miles and miles to visit the family of the child who joined our program and 
shared meals. 

We found that the transforming power of art and design is not limited to 
the individual but expands to the community, and now we aim to create 
artful change in our partnering community, Maya. In 2015, Mtree devel-
oped the first Maya map using google satellite and identified community 
landmarks for future economic and sustainable development together 
with community members. Mtree remodeled Maya Primary School and 
built common spaces with locally available materials and demonstrated 
to the community how visual and structural design can meet the needs of 
the community. Artworks from Mtree’s art education program also gener-
ated significant resources and built locally appropriate clean water sys-
tem. These initiatives are well aligned with the Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 11, Sustainable Cities and Community, to transform Maya as an 
inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable community. In the future, Mtree 
plans to build a design-centered vocational school for youth, especially for 
teen girls who may have limited options for a career due to early marriage 
and pregnancy. Mtree plans to continue to have an open, transparent, and 
collaborative partnership with Maya and other local entities by integrating 
art, design, and culture of Maya into design-led solutions.



LE T T E R F ROM DI RE C T O R O F 
PAR T N E R SHI PS & C OMMUNICAT I ONS

Having joined the organization in the year 2014 whilst still a student in my 
second year, I could already recognize the positive effects it had on not 
only myself and the other students and professionals that came in as vol-
unteers but the children that we served. Tears of joy and many laughs have 
been shared over the years, and challenges have also been faced, but the 
amazing team is the oil that keeps the engine running at full power and the 
smiles on the faces of the kids is what makes all this worth it. Everyone that 
has had a taste of Mtree programs has felt their perspective on life change 
in one way or another and my hope is that the ripple effects continue to 
spread so that the world can see that art education plays a crucial role in 
the life of a child and the confidence that they have to work towards and 
realize their dreams.

As the director of partnerships and communications of Mtree, I envision my 
team and I be able to increase access to art education for children in mar-
ginalized rural and lower urban communities and creating a platform where 
kids can feel sure enough of themselves to go for what it is that they would 
like to accomplish in their lives. This is because their hopes and dreams are 
more than significant. I am also looking forward to inviting more students, 
local artists, and professionals to take part in our work and play their part in 
making a difference in someone else’s life for the better, seeing the children 
we serve to turn their hopes into a reality for both themselves and their 
community at large..
 
LINDA KEMOLI
Director of Partnerships and Communication 
Mtree Kenya

There is beauty in the ability for us to express our deepest and truest selves 
in the purest form possible, experiencing no inhibitions and feeling free 
enough to show the world who we truly are. That is the power that art pos-
sesses, and I say this from both first and second-hand experience. Aside 
from being an illustrator and discovering my artistic ability at the tender age 
of four, I am also passionate about having the privilege of witnessing others 
uncovering their own talent and seeing for themselves the ability that art 
has to tell our stories to the world around us. This is what Mtree, as an orga-
nization has been able to achieve and more and more lives and communi-
ties, are being impacted by its work each and every year.
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