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Adventure awaits just across the state line for Shaista (right) and Madina 
(FLEX, Uzbekistan)

Road Trip!
—Shaista (YES, Pakistan), hosted by the Martinez family (TX)

When I learned that we were going to spend five days exploring New Mexico, I 
was filled with excitement! Sometimes, my exchange year seems like a dream and 
visiting wonderlands like Carlsbad Caverns and White Sands was one of them. 

Story continued on next page…



The journey began in the late morning. It took seven hours to reach 
our destination, and it was worth it. I was astonished by the beauty 
of deserts and never-ending plants. The spectacularly beautiful sun-
sets and unique architecture throughout the drive were just amazing. 

The whole road trip was full of joy, laughter, and learning. Our 
local coordinator Barb told us about the history of certain impor-
tant places.

The next day we drove to Carlsbad Caverns. This national park 
is an amazing piece of art gifted by nature with a lot of fascinat-
ing facts and history. We watched a small documentary about this 
place and then went 750 feet underground. 

Amazingly, this cave has restrooms and an elevator at the bottom 
of the main cavern area. While going back, we took an elevator 
ascending 750 feet without stopping—through solid limestone. 
Going down following the zigzag path, I observed rocks hanging 
from the ceiling named according to their shape, structure, and 
location while listening to the audio about the cave.

I heard the lady say that this is where you feel the cave breathing. 
I closed my eyes and yes, I felt the cave was really breathing. In 
this wonder of the world, I came to know a lot of facts while also 
observing the extraordinary proportions and variety of nature. 

Some of the passages had captivating beauty. Part of the cave is 

named "Fairyland" and really took my heart. The glistering blue wa-
ter reflecting the harmonious natural formations was unbelievable.

Next, we drove to Roswell for a night. A big welcome sign to Ro-
swell with a UFO on it electrified me. It was thrilling to take pic-
tures with alien statues. The next morning, we went to the UFO 
museum and spacewalk. 

There was a lot to learn and experience. We listened to all the 
audio about the alien history of the area. Walking to the stores and 
following alien footprints is one of my favorite memories. 

Then, we drove to White Sands. We watched a short documenta-
ry and were well informed about this place by our coordinator. The 
pretty sunset in the background and the breeze in my hair made me 
feel like I was in one of the most amazing landscapes on Earth. 

I walked barefoot in the sand. I wrote the name of my country and 
drew the flag. We went sledding, and I never wanted to leave this 
beautiful place.

I’m thankful to the Martinez family for hosting me and helping 
me adapt to a very different culture and language and making me 
feel that everybody is special and unique in this world. I’m also 
grateful to Barb, my local coordinator, for always being there to 
help me understand American culture and language and making 
my exchange year very special by taking us to cool places. 

With its UFO museums and alien-themed iconography, things got wonderfully 
weird for Shaista (left) and Madina in Roswell.

That’s not snow—Shaista sets herself for 
some sledding in White Sands National Park!

Caverns, Aliens, and White Sand
Continued from previous page
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Hello, I’m Renny and I’m a person that 
enjoys many things and likes trying new 
things, too. I’m placed in Georgia, where 
I’ve met many people and made friends in 
this welcoming city and school. I’m very 
extroverted and talkative, especially when 
someone asks me about my country and my 
culture. Everything I do, I make sure to do 
with pride. My quick adaptability and my 
willingness to learn about the diversity of 
American culture have made my experience 
in the United States thrilling! 

At the beginning of the year, I signed up for 
chorus as one of my elective classes, but I 
soon got bored of singing every day. I found 
out about Marine Corps Junior ROTC 
(JROTC) and was immediately interested 
in it and made the decision to switch class-
es. It has been the best decision I’ve made 
yet! I made so many new friends, and I fell 
in love with this class. It has become my 
favorite period. 

JROTC offers many opportunities to do 
my volunteering hours, and it’s more in-

teresting than people might think. I got the 
chance to go to the Marine Corps Military 
Base in Parris Island, South Carolina in Oc-
tober on a school field trip. That experience 
was amazing!

In November, I signed up to help collect do-
nations at Walmart for Toys for Tots. This 
organization makes sure every kid in need 
gets to open a present on Christmas. 

JROTC has taught me so much, and it has 
helped me grow as a person. I wish to en-
courage every exchange student who feels 
hesitant about trying new stuff to take 
chances. You won’t live this experience 
twice, so whenever you see an opportunity, 
take it! 

Even if you don’t think you’ll be interested, 
you never know what you could encounter 
that grabs your attention and gives you a 
new inspiration or goal to achieve. Don’t 
miss out on experiences that can help you 
understand the community around you and 
their culture!

PAX had a great showing when three 
students with PAX connections won a 
western Massachusetts trivia show game, 
with the help of a fourth schoolmate. The 
Academy at Charlemont team included 
current PAX student Luis of Mexico, for-
mer host brother Jasper, and former host 
brother Izzy, along with fellow student 
Jonathan.

All four had been selected by the school to 
represent the 100 students there.

The show, As Schools Match Wits, has 
been happening since 1961 and pits local 
schools against each other. In their show, 
the students beat Holyoke High School 
325 to 120.

Questions included:

• What book begins with “It was the 
best of times. It was the worst of 
times”? (Tale of Two Cities)

• What element from the periodic table 

does Cu stand for? (Copper)

• Rome is to Italy as what city is to Fin-
land? (Helsinki)

• If the radius of a sphere is doubled, 
by what factor is the volume of that 
sphere increased? (8)

• What country does not border Brazil 
—Colombia, Chile, or Peru? (Chile)

There were plenty of other questions 
about baseball, Hawaii, Eric Carle, James 
Polk, shipwrecks, the date Everest was 
first reached, tennis, and more math!

The show will be broadcast this month 
on New England Public TV. Humanities 
teacher Neale Gay, a favorite teacher and 
co-head of the school, coaches the team. 
And our PAX students may be back. The 
eight highest-scoring teams will partici-
pate in playoffs in 2023, and 325 is a re-
ally high score!

Renny’s ROTC Adventure
—Renny (YES, Kuwait), hosted by the Lau family (GA)

Matching Wits in Massachusetts
—Jackie Walsh (MA), Community Coordinator of Luis (Mexico)

As part of her Marine Corps Junior 
ROTC experience, Renny pitched in for 
Toys for Tots.

From left to right: Luis, Izzy, Jasper, and 
Jonathan...The Academy at Charlemont’s 
stars of As Schools Match Wits
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Happy Dog Days in Georgia
—Ella (South Korea), hosted by the 
Hammond family (GA)

Hello! I’m Yejin Yoo from South Korea 
and I go by Ella :) 

The thing I’ve always been worried about 
was the pets the host family might have. 
I was really scared of dogs since I got bit 
by one when I was really little. I would 
always hang on to my friends’ arms until 
dogs passed by me. 

When I saw that my original host family 
had three big dogs, I was really scared and 
worried. When I got there, I had to make 
sure the dogs weren’t in my way. My host 
family had to take them outside every time, 
and I felt really sorry for them. 

But now, I’m much better with dogs, and I 
actually have fun with them!

How’s It Going? An Indiana Update
—Hasanah (YES, Thailand), hosted by the Withers family (IN)

I have been grateful for my host family ever since I first arrived. I feel at home with them, 
and they are very supportive. For example, they found me a dance class, because they 
know how much I enjoy dancing. It’s my first time taking a dance class, and I like it. 

My exchange sister and I visited a variety of space centers and several museums. They 
had a lot of educational opportunities. I love that the USA has a lot of educational public 
places. Museums are important; when I visited one and noticed that the little children 
seemed happy there, I knew it had inspired them. 

I appreciate that the USA provides opportunities and means for educating and inspiring 
its citizens to follow their dreams. I can choose my classes in my American high school, 
so I started by enrolling in a class that I had been meaning to try for a while. It turns out 
that I really enjoy it. It’s a principles of teaching class, and I love how we get to work in 
elementary schools. We don’t just learn about the topic; we put it to use. I admire the high 
school system in America. Even though there are some differences from typical American 
high school movies, I like it.

I enjoy the many different sports and activities available in American high schools. I 
participate in cheerleading, as I love to dance, and this is a new style of dance that I take 
seriously and really like. 

Our PAX coordinator is great. I have a good relationship with him, and we hang out, 
talk, and do a lot of things together. He also supports my volunteer work. And now, 
the weather is turning cold. I’ve been feeling cold ever since my first day in the United 
States, but it keeps getting colder! I’m beginning to get used to it a little. I had my first 
snow experience and even forgot about how cold it was.

I can’t forget to tell you about my life with a double placement. I have to confess that it’s 
challenging to adapt, live in a shared space, and share many things with someone I didn’t 
know previously. We struggled and had a lot of disagreements before deciding to discuss. 
That discussion helped a lot. At this point, I feel as though we are sisters. 

After five months here, I’ve learned a lot about myself. I have realized that I’m not a big 
extrovert, but that’s okay. I value the friends I have, and I’m always open to new friend-
ships. International Education Week was really effective in helping others learn more 
about me and my culture. 

Being an ambassador for my nation is one of my goals, and I’ll keep working toward it. 
Every moment and opportunity I have left will be treasured and valued. 

“This is Charlie, and he is a sheepadoodle. 
He is a puppy, and he is really soft!”

Cheerleading is a “new style of dance” that Hasanah 
(front row with hijab) can really get into. Indiana winters? Less so.
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Every day at school, my language arts teacher asks me how 
things are going, what I like about American culture, or how I 
like the weather. I often tell 
my teacher that the weather 
makes me confused (laugh-
ing at myself), because the 
average temperature in my 
hometown in Thailand is 
about 65-75 degrees Fahren-
heit. But here, in Georgia, on 
the first day of the week, the 
temperature could go lower 
than 40 degrees with wind. 
I’m cold even in a heavy 
jacket. But after that, there 
might be some rain. And at 
the end of the week, maybe I 
can wear just a pair of shorts 
and a T-shirt. 

I’ve been to many places 
around my area. My favor-
ite place is Stone Mountain. 
It’s a giant granite rock with 
the biggest relief artwork in the world, a carving of Confederate 
leaders in the Civil War. It is 1,686 feet (about 513 meters) high. 

Because I love to study history, I’m usually the first one to answer 
questions asked by my U.S. history teacher. It’s good to know 

how history has shaped 
people. It helps me have 
more understanding of 
their culture.

It has been a while since 
I arrived in the U.S. My 
overall experience being 
an exchange student here is 
awesome. I’ve learned a lot 
of things that I never knew 
before. My family provides 
opportunities for me to 
learn and live in this soci-
ety not only because they 
want me to learn their cul-
ture but also to learn how to 
grow up as an adult. 

For me, it’s not just a jour-
ney to the U.S. and living 
day-by-day. It’s a time to 
discover myself and find a 

goal in my life using the experiences I have here. It’s knowledge 
that I can’t find in any book, but I can learn through experiences.

Tor was very impressed by the Memorial Carving, 
the largest high relief sculpture in the world

Azhar recently celebrated her Sweet 16! What better way to 
celebrate than a weekend trip to Chicago?! We traveled by train 
to get into the city and then by double decker open air tour bus to 
get around. 

Azhar and her host sister each had a friend tag along. We ex-
plored the Color Factory, Millennium Park with Cloud Gate (aka 
“the Bean”), the Adler Planetarium, Navy Pier with the Centen-
nial Wheel, and a beautiful drive down the Magnificent Mile at 
night with all the holiday lights and windows. 

It was very cold and windy (below freezing most of the day), but 
we stayed warm with disposable little heat packs in our pockets. 
We learned that “no self-respecting Chicagoan eats chicken on 
their deep dish pizza” (they don’t even have that topping option), 
so we tried beef instead and it was delicious! 

On the way home, we stopped at the Albanese Candy Factory 
where the world’s best gummy bears are made. It was a fun way 
to celebrate a special birthday and to explore an iconic part of 
the U.S. at the same time! Beth, Azhar, and the Chicago trip chicas 

explore the iconic Navy Pier

History and Wacky Weather
—Tor (Thailand), hosted by the Vait family (GA)

From Kazakhstan to Chicago: Happy Sweet 16!
—Beth Browning (IN), host mom of Azhar (FLEX, Kazakhstan)



A Wonderful International Night in Georgia
—Maureen (France), hosted by the Stidam family (GA)

I have been so lucky during my exchange year. I am Maureen and 
I am originally from France, but now I am staying in Georgia. 
I have experienced so much and one of the reasons is that my 
school, the School of the Arts at Central Gwinnett High School, 
organizes plenty of events, each better than the last. 

The latest in which I volunteered was International Night. It was 
held in my school’s cafeteria and was a huge success. We used the 
tables to display more than 25 countries, crafts activities, and of 
course a table for PAX! The PAX table was hosted by Regional 
Development Manager Roxanne Lau and three other exchange 
students: Ella from South Korea, Renny from Kuwait, and Maria 
from Brazil. 

Everyone did a trifold poster to display a country. Some people 
even brought food. For the occasion, I baked my cheese gougères 
with and without cheese, which are a super good and easy French 
dish. Everyone dressed up traditionally, and I got to wear an outfit 
displaying French traditions. Later that night, we even did a fash-
ion show to exhibit our amazing outfits. 

Some students also performed traditional dances, played instru-
ments, and sang. It really was an amazing night, and everyone 
was so eager to learn more about other countries. It was heart-
warming to see everyone celebrating their origins and to see that 
the USA is such a welcoming country. I am so thankful for ev-
erything that has happened to me this year thanks to PAX! I wish 
the best for everyone!
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Celebrating Diwali in Texas
—Prajal (YES, India), hosted by the Marish-Jarl family (TX)

Diwali is the biggest festival in India. It’s a five-day festival that marks the beginning of a new year on the Hindu calendar. All places 
decorate with lights and colors. Families gather, make sweets and snacks, light diyas, and make rangolis. 

It was the first time I was going to be away from my family on Diwali. It felt weird to be in a place where hardly anyone knew about 
the festival. I decided not to let homesickness take over, but instead open my heart and celebrate “The Exchange Student Way!”

In my ceramics class, we did a small cultural activity, where first I talked about diyas—their significance and how they are made. 
Then, we went ahead and made some. On the day of Diwali, I wore a saree to school. As most people did not know about the festival, 
I went to my teachers, principal, counselors, and of course the sweet nurses and librarians and talked about the festival with them. As 
I explained and answered questions, my own understanding became deeper. 

Food is an essential part of any festivity. We make sweets and 
savories for each festival and families gather, eat, talk, laugh, 
and celebrate…together. Since they are like my family here, 
I brought in some traditional sweets and savories for them to 
taste. It was nice how things that are so usual to me are new 
to them.

In ceramics class, I shared the mythological, spiritual, and logi-
cal sides of this lovely festival and presented a few pictures of 
how it was being celebrated on the other side of the world. They 
were amazed! It was cute how they looked at bhakharwadi and 
thought it was like a miniature cinnamon roll. Everyone was 
surprised, as it is savory with a burst of flavors from various 
spices. And one person took a peda and was surprised as it 
turned out to be sweet.

It was not that I was not homesick at all, but this Diwali I 
learned that our hearts light as we open them up. Like one diya
lights another, hearts light each other up.

Welcome to Maureen’s little French corner—have 
yourself a delicious savory choux pastry!

Prajal and her ceramics classmates show off their diyas, 
ritualistic lamps used during Diwali celebrations.
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Recognizing Outstanding FLEX & YES Students
Each month, the U.S. Department of State’s Educational and Cultural Affairs Bureau asks PAX to submit our “Student of the Month” 
nominations—one FLEX and one YES. These are students who, by virtue of their impressive engagement and achievements, rightfully 
deserve special recognition. Click on their photos below to learn about these outstanding teens.

FLEX December: Kamila (Kyrgyzstan)

YES January: Katarina (Bosnia and Herzegovina)

FLEX January: Roman (Ukraine)

YES December: Nikolija (North Macedonia)

https://pax.org/flex-yes-students-of-the-month-jan-2023#Nikolija-SOM-Anchor
https://pax.org/flex-yes-students-of-the-month-jan-2023#Roman-SOM-Anchor
https://pax.org/flex-yes-students-of-the-month-jan-2023#Katarina-SOM-Anchor
https://pax.org/flex-yes-students-of-the-month-jan-2023
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Click on any image to view full post

We Want to Hear from You!
Whether you have considered hosting a high school exchange student, sending your teen abroad, having an exchange student at your 

school, working locally to support an international student, or you simply want to learn more about what it is we do, feel free to give 

us a call at 800.555.6211. 

Already involved and have something to share for a future issue? Regardless of your relationship to PAX, we are 

always accepting interesting content (stories, photos, videos, etc.) at paxpress@pax.org.

PAX Press is published by PAX - Program of Academic Exchange.

Learn more at pax.org/newspaper.

Click on any image to view full postClick on any image to view full postClick on any image to view full post

https://www.facebook.com/PAXAcademicExchange/photos/a.10150987119381906/10158588001941906/
https://www.facebook.com/PAXAcademicExchange/photos/a.10150987119381906/10158586228161906/
https://www.instagram.com/p/Cm-CJI0P43G/
https://www.instagram.com/p/Cm7Vj4wNLnI/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CmxIcmbvSe0/
https://www.pax.org/newspaper
https://www.pax.org/newspaper



