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Exploring Differences
It has only been two weeks since my

arrival, but the relationship between my host
family and me has flourished beyond the bor-
ders of time. It feels like I have known them
for more than a year, and we can simply
begin a pleasant conversation with each other
effortlessly. During these two weeks, we
have spent time together playing the tradi-
tional family games, Uno and Scrabble. In
spite of the simplicity of the games, we were
able to strengthen our bonds and wipe out all
the awkwardness between us. Once a week
we indulge in ‘Idol fever,’ when we become
the additional members to the American Idol
judges. We laugh at the eccentricity of some
contestants and argue or agree with each oth-
ers’ critiques. It’s one of the wonderful week-
ly moments that I always anticipate. 

Despite all the excitement, there is still
somehow some disillusionment. I believe
most people from countries near the equator
share the same feeling that I have now. We
have always been influenced by the televi-
sion that winter is wonderful. It is true, I do
not deny it. The touch of its softness and the
crispy sound caused by your stepping on
inches of dazzling snow is just delightful.
Nevertheless, the cold weather is hard to
bear. The temperature here in Massachusetts
is almost 80 degrees colder than in Malaysia.
Still, I know it is one of those obstacles I
have to go through to better understand the
lifestyle of the local people.

This is just the beginning of an exciting
intercultural program. What lies ahead of me
I know not. The only thing that I am certain
of is that we, as exchange students, must not
quit exploring and discovering every differ-
ence we may find. Otherwise, it would not be
an experience worth living.

Si Wen “Stephen” Lee (Malaysia)
Hosted by the Eklund family  

Orange, MA

It was January 15th, the 77th birthday of
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. We gathered at 9
am at a church, signed up for a volunteer
activity, and then had breakfast. With us were
Senator Brewer and Representative Chris
Donelan.

They said that the holiday of Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. is not a day off, but a day on,
where we work together to reach common
goals and make the dream of Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. come true, which will rise up
and live out the true meaning of the nation’s
creed, “We hold these truth to be self-evi-
dent: that all men are created equal.”
Therefore, we worked together to rise up,
live out our community, and make it a better
place.”

I worked at the community clothing cen-
ter sorting donated clothes. As we had fun,
we remembered that this activity is to make
Dr. King’s dream, and our dream come “as a
joyous daybreak to end the long night” of
poverty of people who live in our communi-
ty.

I believe that even though Dr. Martin
Luther King’s dream is to equalize racial jus-
tice, he also dreamed of the day when pover-
ty is no longer on the Earth. God took his
soul too early for him to make his other
dream come true, but we have the opportuni-
ty to become the generation whose dream is
to “abolish” poverty. And so we gathered
there to help to make poverty no longer, at
least in our community. We tried to make a

difference, in their lives, and so ours. 
Why sit on the sidelines, if we can play

the game? Don’t just sit still on the couch, be
the player, and make a touch down for
humanity! And kick the extra point for the
charity! It’s game time!

Fadhlan Al Abraar (Indonesia)
Hosted by the Fournier family

Orange, MA

Working Together to Abolish Poverty

The Greatest Gift
As Khairon-Niza Magundaca (Philippines) and
her host sister Elli Shanny hunt for the perfect
Christmas tree near their home in Vermont,
the YES student says that the greatest gift this
year is having a sister. “We don’t have many
similarities given we grew up in countries with
quite different practices, yet, I know and I
believe we understand each other in the heart.”

Last Minute Scramble
After an exciting semester in South Dakota,
Brazilian Lucas De Souza had one final adven-
ture in the airport when his luggage exceeded
the 50-pound limit, leading him to repack on
the spot. Pictured with him is Coordinator
Mary Philippe.

On the Road to Discovery
The presidents at Mt. Rushmore in South Dakota were impressed by this crew who made a
monumental drive across six states to see them! Pictured are Shruti Arthur (India), Olena
Kukanova (Ukraine), Halyna Sokolan (Ukraine) and, in front, Cluster Director Tina Vega.

Born to Lead
Discovering new places, meeting new

people and being an exchange student is the
best ever.  This experience let me know who
Jaime really is and gave me the opportunity
to love everything back home more than
usual: family, friends and my country.
Sometimes it can be difficult but in the end,
you learn that everything you went through
was an experience in which you can take the
good parts and learn from them.

I wanted to have great experiences here so
I joined the Community Service Group at
Rogers High School. I talked about
Columbia to ten classes there and at another
high school. I try to share my culture with my
friends and host family as much as I can. I
am very grateful to all of them and my PAX
coordinators Charleen de la Flor and Glenna
Flahiff.

Jaime Giraldo (Columbia)
Hosted by the Martinez family

Toledo, OH
Congratulations to Columbian Jamie Giraldo
for being chosen to attend the Jefferson
Madison Leadership Camp.  His coordinator
reports that Jamie is a hardworking student
with a keen desire to make the world a better
place, a goal he has already achieved by volun-
teering at a local hospice. 

Jaime Giraldo (Columbia) is front and center.
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We Opened Our Hearts
to Columbian Culture

Angela is a bright, interesting, fun loving,
and friendly young lady.  She has brought
much laughter to our family with her lively
personality and charm. I always get a chuck-
le on laundry day when she tells me she is
going to "shower my clothes!"

We have learned much about the Latino
American culture from her, and more about
our own.  By explaining our customs, eating
together, helping in a community service
project, etc. it clarifies our own cultural
quirks.  Angela and I have had many conver-
sations about discrimination, prejudice, and
the after math of the Civil War since that is
what she is studying in U.S. History.  

We have shared much more than informa-
tion, but exchanged values, ideals, and
ethics, which we find are much the same.  We
have talked of the symbolism in Thoreau,
and frequently defined an inch, foot, and
mile in centimeters and kilometers. She has
prepared her favorite food from Columbia
for us, which is a rice pudding and discov-
ered the joy of cheesecake and peach pie!
She has shared stories about picking mangos
off trees to eat at lunchtime from the school
grounds.  She tells me that nowhere in
Columbia do people go hungry because they
can harvest their meal along the route they
travel most days if need be.  Here, harvesting
along the road would be thievery from the
farmer who owns the crop. 

We have come to understand Colombian
culture to be rich, warm and open.  Her fam-
ily invited us to be a guest in their home at
any time, after she had been with us just a
few short weeks.  We have learned that in her
country, cities are safe, and many times trav-
el in the country is dangerous... so very dif-
ferent than here in the US.  We have found
that in many ways, Colombian youth have
the same issues, the same social problems
and concerns as American youth. 

It has been a very rewarding experience
having Angela here, and we would encour-
age others to open their homes to a student
from another part of the world.

Michael O'Brien, host father for
Angela Delgado (Columbia)

Conrad, MT

Once Upon a Time...
Once upon a time, there was a young lady

living in a place that was opposite to her
thoughts, which were higher than what she
was achieving. She was totally different than
other girls, but she was courageous, brave,
self confident and daring.

Her parents found a key to fulfill one of
her dreams, but for it, she had to go away
from her country, friends and the protection
of her family.

Now, she is in another country, in the cen-
ter of the world with nobody she knows well.
She realizes that she is no longer a child. She
takes care of everything that relates to her-
self, which is totally new for her.  There are
many different ways, good and bad, where
she can easily go, because her parents are not
there to protect or guide her. 

In only four months, there was such a
drastic change in her life. Now, she is doing
better day by day.  Still she makes some mis-
takes, but that's a normal thing for every per-
son. She has learned new foods, traditions,
customs, and dressing. She tries her best to
win the hearts of people surrounding her.
Every day brings new challenges and daily
problems but she knows now how to find
solutions.  She is responsible for making all
the decisions of her life, and she knows what
she has to do better. She knows which way
she has to go. Now she is independent, which
is new and good news for her. She is going to
take America back to India.

Charmi Patel (India)
Hosted by the Keshinken family

Mosinee, WI

Mr. Twister
In Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Spaniard Mario
Ortiz Pajares (center) found himself in contor-
tions during the classic American game Twister.

In a Wedding
I am so blessed to be here to experience

things that a person might experience once in
their life and sometimes don't. I experienced
my first snow, my first -9 degrees and my
first powerpuff girls football game.

I love the people here, most especially my
host family. They trust me and make me feel
like I am part of the family. One of my mem-
orable moments is a family wedding last
October. I was a bridesmaid. Before I went
here it wasn't a part of my expectations but I
think we have to expect the
unexpected...Who knew that I would not
only witness a wedding but be a part of it. 

Jemima Landong (Philippines)
Hosted by the Drucker family  

Catawissa, PA

Beware of the Elk
In Alaska, Revan Mehdiyev (Azerbaijan), Sohcahan Ismoilov (Uzbekistan) and Marat Baratov
(Russia) pose with an elk who doesn’t seem too dangerous to the threesome.

Almost Skunked
On Labor Day weekend, we went camp-

ing in Grand Isle, Vermont with Raphaela,
whom we call Ela, and two other exchange
students.  It was getting dark when the girls
talked about how they would like to see a
raccoon or a skunk. I was saying that you
really do not want to come in contact with a
skunk when all of a sudden my daughter-in-
law comes running and hides behind me. Her
sister jumped into the truck.  They said there
was a SKUNK under our camper. The three
girls started for the camper. I warned them
that they would not like the result if they got
sprayed, and I will definitely not like the
camper to smell like skunk. Ela wanted to get
in the camper to get her camera and I said
“no” because the skunk was just under the
door. They didn't get sprayed but the next
night it came back and Ela tried to get a pic-
ture of it.  I believe the three girls have now
smelled a dead skunk and do not wish to be
sprayed by one.

The Guyer family
Hosts for Raphaela Hoffmann (Germany)

Strafford, VT

Precious Friendships
Tucson Community Coordinator Nancy Harter
says, “My daughters love getting to know the
PAX and YES students in our community and
in their school.”  Pictured are Krizzia Casilana
(Philippines), daughter Aubrey and Lianne
Belamide (Philippines). She adds, “They have
made me promise that we won’t miss out on
hosting next year!”

Letting Loose
FLEX student Diana Shevchenko (Ukraine)
loved getting crazy during spirit week at her
school. The Finnel family hosts her in Athol,
Massachusetts.

Over the Tough Part
During the first half of my exchange year,

I went through a tough stage missing my
family and friends.  I am really thankful for
my host mother.  She is very supportive.  I
don’t know what I would have done without
her.  

Now I love Gunn High School.  I have
friends that invite me to different places.  My
host family has really become my second
home.

Dinara Kamalova (Kazakhstan)
Hosted the Grover family

Palo Alto, CA

“My Best Friends”
YES student Hengki Nora (Indonesia) dubs his
hosts, the Albrecht family, his “best friends”
because they so warmly share their life in
Richfield, Minnesota with him. His host moth-
er has even learned a bit of his language.

Smile for the Camera
In Rochester, Minnesota, German student
Philipp Halbe (back left) is happy to be part of
the Bernaus family.

Drawing by Piyabut Ngernsupaluck (Thailand)
Hosted by the Kilgore family, Tupelo, MS.




