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The Virtual Exchange Issue
The pandemic hastened a move toward more and more virtual interactions. But long 
before it was routine to Zoom in to work, PAX was hosting annual “virtual exchange” 
contests. By “virtual exchange,” we refer to educational activities that utilize some form 
of communication technology (video conferencing, group chat, etc.) for constructive 
interaction between teens who are geographically separated and/or from different cul-
tural backgrounds.

In this special summer issue, we share some of our favorite virtual exchange projects 
from this past school year. Rounding out the issue, we also have our final “Students 
of the Month” (June 2022) from the Future Leaders Exchange (FLEX) and Kennedy-
Lugar Youth Exchange and Study (YES) scholarship programs. Last but not least, we 
share a touching “Thank You” message from our old friend and all-around standout 
student Anesa (FLEX, Serbia).

Anna's photo-rich virtual exchange project kicks off the issue on page 2. The FLEX Ukrainian's group learned about interna-
tional holidays—like Nauryz in Kazakhstan (shown above).
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A Celebration of Photos
—Anna (FLEX, Ukraine), hosted by the Wilson family (IN)

Exchange year. Such important and simple words that hide so 
many laughs, smiles, tears, hugs, and scribbled notebooks be-
hind their shell. And of course, the photos that were taken! I can’t 
imagine my year without photos and those emotions that I capture 
on film. For each season, I had a highlight. More often than not, 
these special shots were photos from celebrations like Thanksgiv-
ing, Christmas, or International Hug Day.

After PAX announced this virtual exchange competition, I was 
fired up with the desire to share the sincerity and happiness that 
warms my heart. After reviewing my footage from the holidays, 
I became interested in how my friends from other countries cel-
ebrated the same (or their national) holidays. That—as you may 
have guessed—is the focus of my virtual exchange project.

Holidays of Life (and Food!)
I am currently living one of the busiest chapters of my own life. 
But how do people celebrate life in other countries? My friend 
Yerke from Kazakhstan helped me with this question.

“For Kazakhs, the first year of life is very important. When a 
child turns one year old, there is a big celebration. A traditional 
ceremony is held, called “Tusau Kesu” (cutting the fetters). Usu-
ally, a respected person who has lived a good life cuts the child’s 
fetters, and the parents hold his hand and lead him along a white 
cloth, as if along a white road, so that he walks in life with firm 
steps along the good path. In the end, the child is given a choice 
of several things: money (businessman), a book (poet), dombra 
(national instrument, musician), stethoscope (doctor), etc. What-
ever the child chooses can become his future life’s work.”

I asked her, “But what about the holiday of the belly? Are there 
special dishes for you, the appearance of which on the table at-
tracts the attention of the audience?” My friend found a suitable 
answer to this question.

“This is a traditional Kazakh dessert table. There are fruits, 
baursaks, and other pastries on the table. Baursak is a tradi-
tional Kazakh pastry, a flour product that needs to be fried and 
replaces your bread. It looks like a big donut in the photo.”

Then, I asked Yerke if she cooks. In my country, small children 
are taught from childhood to cook basic national dishes. 

“It was my mother and me who prepared another traditional 
sweet of the peoples of Central Asia: chak chak. It is a flour prod-
uct. It needs to be poured with honey syrup and “glued” together. 
It turns out insanely delicious.”

Project Topic:
International Holidays

Participants:
Allegra (USA)
Anna (Ukraine)

Tomiris (Kazakhstan)
Yerke (Kazakhstan)
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School and Spring
After childhood and a delicious table, everyone has a long way to 
go. We walk a path of failure and success, half of which we spend 
at school. In America, these days are not turned into a magnificent 
celebration, but is this the case in other countries? Let’s look at 
Central Asia! Tomiris from Kazakhstan told me about the first 
day of school.

“In my home country, the school year starts at the beginning 
of September. We call this day “1st of September.” Usually, 
students create a concert with songs and dances for teachers and 
parents. Some students bring flowers and cards to their teachers. 
This photo is me and my math teacher.”

I don’t know about others, but for me, spring is the time when I 
bloom with nature. What a surprise for me when Tomiris said the 
very process of flowering and transformation of nature is a holi-
day in Kazakhstan!

“In Kazakhstan, we celebrate Nauryz on March 21. It’s a celebra-
tion where people celebrate the beginning of spring. After a long, 
cold winter, people are happy to see spring and dress up in na-
tional costumes. We cook our national dishes, play Kazakh games 
and spend time with our extended families! In this photo are my 
classmates, who celebrate Nauryz at school.”

I’ll tell you a secret. I love spring because of the holidays! In 
many countries, Easter is celebrated and usually, everything de-
pends on the religious beliefs of the family. Tomiris told me about 
her Easter.

“This photo was taken in Moscow, Russia. However, we still cele-
brate Easter in Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan is a multinational country 
and it doesn’t matter what nation you are or in which religion you 
believe—if you would like to celebrate, you are always welcome! 
People color eggs, eat the traditional dessert “kulich,” which is 
soft dough with raisins inside it, and sing Christian songs. As you 
can see, in Moscow they also decorate downtown!”

Fall and Winter in the States

After Easter, there is very 
little time left until the 
summer holidays and then 
autumn again. Now, let’s 
take it to the States! My 
American friend Allegra
will help us with this mis-
sion. We will go to the very 
end of the golden season—
welcome to October 31!

“This picture is from sev-
eral years ago when my 
friends and I were carving 
pumpkins for Halloween. 

Instead of dressing up, we got a pumpkin carving kit and spent 
our evening on this rather messy art project! I had a great time, 
we took tons of pictures, and the results were interesting, to say 
the least.” 

After the pumpkins suddenly disappear from the shelves of the 
markets, the Christmas bustle begins at Allegra’s house.
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“Every year, my family 
gets together on Christ-
mas Day to celebrate. On 
this particular Christmas, 
I posed with my aunt for a 
picture (with a bow from 
a present on my head). I 
think I was eight at the 
time. This is one of my fa-
vorite holiday traditions. 
I hope it continues for a 
while!”

Then I asked myself, 
“How is Christmas cel-
ebrated at school? Do 
they celebrate it at all? 
To which an interesting 

answer awaited me—Allegra’s school does prepare for Christmas! 
Allegra told me how it works.

“Another annual 
Christmas tradi-
tion is the cham-
ber choir mad-
rigal. The choir 
gets all dressed 
up and puts on a 
play/musical/con-
cert for an audi-
ence of parents 
and friends. This 
particular pic-
ture is one of my 
favorites, taken 
with a couple of other members of the cast that year. We have put 
on two madrigals together and are looking forward to another 
one next year!” 

My Celebrations This Past Year
I would like to sum 
up this wonderful 
marathon with my 
favorite moments! 
In the first photo, 
my host dad cap-
tured me decorat-
ing my first ginger-
bread. It was my 
first Thanksgiving 
and my introduc-
tion to this sweet 
tradition.

In the second photo, I am at the wedding of my parents’ best 
friends with my family. It was my first American wedding, and 
I’m incredibly happy that I was invited and I was able to take part 
in the official ceremony in the church and dance at an improv disco 
the same evening.

The last picture was taken on August 24, 2021. By coincidence, 
we ended up in Chicago. August 24 is the Independence Day of 
my native country Ukraine. Therefore, we considered it important 
and, armed with the Ukrainian flag and cameras, plunged into the 
world of the Ukrainian Village in Chicago. 

The photo was taken near the Cathedral of the Ukrainian Catholic 
Church. (On the same evening, my host family tried kvass, potato 
pancakes, and borscht.) I was incredibly happy that I spent my first 
Ukrainian Independence Day in the U.S. in the company of my 
wonderful host family at the Ukrainian cafe Trident.

As you can see from this text illustrated with pictures, each year is 
unique for everyone. Holidays are also unique, but they are con-
nected by one link—our craving for tradition, which leaves behind 
warmth in the heart and vivid images of bright days.
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Meet Some of the 8 Participants

Hello! My name is Mark (USA). I’m 18 years old and am currently studying mechan-
ical engineering. I like to spend my free time riding horses or working with livestock!

Hi, I’m Rosa. I’m 17 years old and am from Mozambique. I like to sing, dance, cook, 
and talk to my friends.

From Student to 
Ambassador
—Nurmukhammed (FLEX, Kyrgyzstan), 
hosted by the Shroyer family (IN)

There are many reasons why exchange students 
come to the U.S. In my opinion, the most im-
portant reason is to bring diversity to American 
society and have a cross-cultural exchange. 
American families learn something new about a 
certain country and understand the culture and 
beliefs of that nation.

It is also a great opportunity for students to gain 
an understanding of American culture and val-
ues. When I came to the U.S., I promised my-
self that I would accomplish everything stated 
above. That’s why I chose the theme “My His-
tory” for this project. I invited different people 
from different countries and made it as diverse 
as possible. Lots of interesting topics were dis-
cussed and I enjoyed organizing the event.

This project was a great chance for participants 
to experience cross-cultural exchange and get 
together with their peers from different coun-
tries. It was also an opportunity for participants 
to recognize impactful events in another’s cul-
ture and compare them to their own. I wanted 
to make the meeting as interesting as possible, 
so I invited seven teenagers from the U.S., Kyr-
gyzstan (my home country), Spain, and Mozam-
bique. I held the meeting on Zoom.

On the day of the meeting, I was a little nervous 
because I did not know how different people 
from different countries would react to each 
other. The meeting turned out far better than my 
expectations. I would never have thought that 
every person would have something in common 
through the events that happened in their society. 

It was very engaging as each person shared their 
thoughts about events and managed to find, 
and point out, the differences and the similari-
ties between cultures. For instance, every per-
son discussed how COVID-19 impacted them 
and changed their lives. There were, or course, 
differences in how governments took action 
and assisted the situation with the virus. How-
ever, every student mentioned how people were 
united and determined to prevent spreading the 
virus. They talked about volunteers assisting 
communities affected by the pandemic, and how 
doctors fearlessly did their duties. 

Project Topic:
“My History” (Public, historical events 

that have marked participants’ lives)
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For some students, COVID-19 presented new 
opportunities and had a significant impact on 
their lives, while others wanted to forget it like 
their scariest nightmare. While the discussions 
were happening, I realized how we were differ-
ent but had something in common at the same 
time. I learned a lot about specific events in cer-
tain countries I had never heard about. I really 
felt like I got a better understanding of every-
one’s culture. 

When the meeting was over, I felt incredible. It 
was an amazing feeling to realize how much I 
had learned. I gained a better understanding of 
how diversity and sharing cultures are important.

I was satisfied with myself, as I spent lots of 
hours arranging the meeting. I felt like I became 
more than an exchange student. It seemed to me I 
became an ambassador who could build a bridge 
between different countries and people to rein-
force multicultural relationships and diversity. I 
recognized myself as a leader who can get people 
together and be a reason for people to be happy. 
But more importantly, I understood that distance 
between people cannot stop them from sharing 
cultures and having amazing experiences. I re-
alized how modern technologies can connect 
people from different corners of the world and 
provide more opportunities than in the past. I can 
certainly say that this virtual cultural exchange 
event was a milestone in my life!

I’m Monica, a Spanish 17-year-old student. I love reading and writing, theatre, lis-
tening to music, and a couple of sports.

I’m Luke. I'm 17 years old and am from Indiana. I like reading and playing basketball.

Hey! I’m Aidana, and I am from Kyrgyzstan. In my free time, I like singing and 
dancing. I also enjoy debating and volunteering.

Hi, it’s me—Nur. I’m a PAX/FLEX 
exchange student from Kyrgyzstan and 
was honored to lead this group of interest-
ing young people from around the world.
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Exploring Global Education Systems
—The Indonesians (YES students hosted in WA)

The world is filled with love and peace; hence, diversity is part of the spotlight. The beauty of the world is created by its own people. Uniqueness 
from each race and ethnicity is blended together into a single unity: humanity.

Each person has their own way to acknowledge and be part of these differences. We, as exchange students, perceive this in quite a different way. 
This is not only the different customs we brought from our home country; we also notice the adversity when it comes to adjusting to the new 
system and curriculum in our host country. However, the pace of the adjustment is based upon the person themselves. Many students might find 
similarities in the educational system, but some might not.

We discussed it on an online platform, and there are many things that piqued us to learn more about the differences. Indonesia, Sierra Leone, 
the United States, Thailand, Japan, and Germany all have their own school system. Through the project, we learned how interesting they all are.

Asian countries such as Indonesia (Adi), Thailand (Alice), and Japan (Yurika) share many 
similarities in terms of the school system. These include the usage of uniforms, as well as 
some additional rules regarding discipline and values. On the other hand, the United States 
(McKernan) upholds the flexibility of education by giving free choices for students to channel 
their interests based on their passion. Then, in Germany (Lilly), the most interesting part is that 
school is not tiered: middle schoolers and high schoolers are in the same building. In addition, 
Lilly mentioned that German schools are focusing more on academic education; thus, sport is 
not a big thing. Moreover, in Sierra Leone (Georgette), public schools separate students based 
on gender (gender-isolated education), while in private schools, schools consist of boy and girl 
students (mixed-gender education). But overall, in Sierra Leone, they also have clubs that carry 
out activities which have an impact on the environment.

Pros and cons in the society pertaining to the educational system have provoked the question, 
“What is the best way to maximize student abilities and capabilities?” By sharing our stories 
with each other, we received pictures of how the educational system is in another country. 
Expanding our view will escalate our mind quality and erase negative stigmas, from the educa-
tional point of view. It all could start in a simple way, such as brainstorming ideas and opinions 
between students as we did. We truly believe that at the end of the day, pursuing the main goals  
of this project and of cultural exchange will make this world a better place to live in through 
instilling the values of understanding diversity.

Project Topic:
Education Systems
Group of PAX/YES 
Indonesians:
Felicia (Heeter family)
Giancarlo (Quay family)
Givani (Pearson family)
Rulien (Allpress family)

Invited Teen Participants:
Adi (Indonesia)
Alice (Thailand)
Georgette (Sierra Leone)
Lilly (Germany)
McKernan (U.S)
Yurika (Japan)

While the PAX/YES student organizers from Indonesia lead the virtual forum from their host state of Washington, photos like 
this one poured in from back home and around the world. The photos were presented in slides pieced together with the help of the 
invited participants. During the video call, each teen presented their own country.

https://pax.org/images/newsletter/April_2022/Virtual_Exchange_-_Global_Education_Systems_-_Indonesia_Washington_Group.pdf
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Virtual Exchange Tackles 
Big Issues
—Tatyana, (FLEX, Kazakhstan), 
hosted by the King family (VT)

My project included my host sister Stephanie, my 
classmate Alena, my friend Sarah (who is now 
studying in another country), my teammate from 
Kazakhstan Alua, and me. I created a group chat, 
because I found it the most convenient platform. My 
friends don’t speak English well and live in differ-
ent time zones. But thanks to the dedication and ef-
fort of all the participants, we were able to hold two 
full-fledged conversations and discussions.

We talked about several different historical events. 
We concluded that the invention of the internet 
and electronic devices was something that changed 
people’s lives. It’s really hard to imagine our world 
without them. Even creating this project would have 
been impossible without the internet. None of us 
realized that the world’s first internet site was cre-
ated in August 1991.

Stephanie didn’t know about the International Expo-
sition. But for us, the girls from Kazakhstan, it was 
a very significant event because we hosted this Expo 
2017 in Astana, the capital of Kazakhstan. The ex-
po’s theme was “Future Energy” and aimed to create 
a global debate between countries, non-governmen-
tal organizations, companies, and the general public 
about the crucial question, “How do we ensure safe 
and sustainable access to energy for all while reduc-
ing CO2 emissions?”

The Olympic Games do not leave anyone indiffer-
ent. The Olympics is about patriotism, a healthy 
spirit, solidarity, and results. Everyone has their fa-
vorite sport, but they are all beautiful. For example, 
Stephanie likes track and field; she participated in 
the Youth Olympic Games. I love short track, and 
the other girls love figure skating. The Olympics is 
the main event in the life of any athlete. Their results 
can only motivate us!

Unfortunately, the biggest event we discussed was 
the war. War leaves a huge mark in the history of 
all countries. Everyone has their own opinion about 
right and wrong, but everyone wants one thing—
PEACE! We are children of the 21st century. We are 
ambassadors of different countries, but we all want 
to live in peace, friendship, and harmony. We don’t 
want war.

Tatyana guided her friends through some weighty topics.

Project Topic:
“My History” (Public, historical events 

that have marked participants’ lives)

Participants
Alena (Kazakhstan)
Alua (Kazakhstan)
Sarah (Kazakhstan)
Stephanie (USA)

Tatyana (Kazakhstan)
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Congratulations, Chantsaldulam!
—The PAX Sponsored Team

PAX - Program of Academic Exchange is excited to nominate Chantsaldulam, a FLEX exchange student from Mongolia, and Ridgefield, 
WA, to be the June FLEX Student of the Month. 

Chantsaldulam (Chantsaa) never lets her visual impairment hold her back from living fully and giving to others. She embraces new experi-
ences, even when outside her comfort zone. For example, this year she’s learned to ski, swim, and play the ukulele.  

Everyone who knows Chantsaa is impressed by her. She is a willing contributor to her host family, a dedicated student, and an inquisi-
tive and cheerful person. While Chantsaa is always agreeable to new experiences, she has also gone above and beyond sharing her home 
culture. She has exposed her host family to games, artwork, food, and traditions that she enjoys in Mongolia.

Chantsaa’s teachers all had positive words to say about her, each highlighting her dedication and integrity. One teacher commented, “When 
Chantsaa doesn’t understand something, she asks questions or works hard to find the answers herself. She is internally motivated to learn, 
grow, and succeed.” 

Chantsaa shares her bubbly personality and sense of humor with those around her. She is eager to communicate about her experiences with 
others: both experiences she has had in Mongolia and in the United States. Recently, Chantsaa celebrated mastering contracted braille, 
saying, “Learning contracted braille is one of my big purposes.”

While she doesn’t have any pets in Mongolia, Chantsaa discovered an affinity for dogs and has devoted many hours volunteering through 
her school (the Washington State School for the Blind) to make dog and cat toys for the local humane societies and animal shelters. Chant-
saa worked with a teacher to create the Cats & Mats Club. 

The club meets twice a week to make cat and dog toys for the local humane society. Chantsaa faithfully attends each session and works 
until the bell rings. She has produced dozens of braided cat and dog toys, pom poms, and snuffle mats. This experience has sparked an 
interest in having a guide dog someday. Additionally, she has volunteered with the local community library, as she enjoys audiobooks and 
working with young students.

Chantsaa’s enthusiasm and determination have a positive impact on all those around her. She has clear goals for her future and she has 
made a point to take advantage of all the opportunities available to her while here in the United States that may help turn her dreams into 
her future reality.

It is PAX’s honor to nominate Chantsaa as the June FLEX Student of the Month and to share and celebrate her determination, persever-
ance, and bravery.

There’s nothing quite like the smell of the ocean or sound of the lapping waves.
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Congratulations, Ayesha!
—The PAX Sponsored Team

PAX - Program of Academic Exchange is delighted to nomi-
nate Ayesha, a YES exchange student from Pakistan, and Burl-
ington, IA, to be the June YES Student of the Month. 

Ayesha consistently looks for ways to make her experience 
matter and to leave her legacy. She recalls her interview in 
Pakistan and says, “I’m trying to live up to my intentions when 
I joined YES to bring my ideas and passion for people to learn 
about the different parts of the world.”

Living in a small town in Iowa, it was clear there was an op-
portunity to introduce different cultures and experiences to 
Iowans. Ayesha started a club at her school called Beyond Bor-
ders which meets monthly. Speakers talk about their countries, 
cultures, and traditions. The club is open to the public to expe-
rience and learn, but it also gives the participants the chance to 
share their love and knowledge with others. 

Ayesha involved the local community college, so that their 
students and faculty could benefit as well. This club is Aye-
sha’s way of bringing the world together, and she hopes that 
her hard work will pay off and the club will continue to grow 
and become a huge benefit to everyone that has the privilege 
of participating.

Ayesha has done wonderfully at becoming a part of her host 
family. She has enjoyed cooking some traditional dishes from 
Pakistan as well as sharing them with her friends’ families. 
Ayesha has brought an understanding to her friends, family, 
and community about Islam and cultural differences.

Ayesha is doing fantastic in school, carrying a 4.0 all year, and 
has made wonderful friends. She always wants to try things 
out of her comfort zone. She has enjoyed the Creative Writing 
Club. During the fall, she participated in the Drama Club and 
although was hesitant at first, she loved every minute of it. 

Ayesha joined track and tennis and is also the manager of the 
boys’ soccer team. 

Ayesha has volunteered more than 100 hours at school activi-
ties, church programs, and applying henna designs. She joked, 
“I have done henna on almost half the town!” Ayesha has also 
participated in the suicide prevention march as well as partici-
pating in the Burlington Police Drive.

Ayesha has consistently worked to stay positive and overcome 
obstacles to be successful and go above and beyond to make 
this world a better place.  

It is PAX’s honor to nominate Ayesha as the June YES Stu-
dent of the Month to recognize her hard work and dedication 
to sharing cultures. 

Another proud Hawkeye…
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Yes, the Colts were part of the Bohman's culture sharing: Anesa (left) and host sister Paige supporting the local team

Dear America
—Anesa (FLEX, Serbia), hosted by the Bohman family (IN)

Last year, my journey as a foreign exchange student officially started. For a full academic year, I had the honor to represent my country 
and culture and the privilege to learn more about American culture, government, and civil society.

I am very appreciative of every experience I have encountered. The FLEX Program has had a special spot in my heart for four consecutive 
years, and it’s everlasting. Living as an exchange student thousands of miles away from home in high school is a very special experience 
I will remember forever.

To my host family, teachers, and friends, thank you so much for being such an integral part of my exchange experience. It has been the 
utmost pleasure meeting such a remarkable set of people, and thank you for sharing your American culture. Thank you for everything; it 
is because of you the United States is my second home.

To members of American Councils in Serbia, the FLEX Program, and my coordinators at PAX, it has been the greatest honor cooperating 
with you over the past years. Thank you for trusting me to represent my country, culture, and program, and allowing me to grow into the 
person I am today.

Words can’t express how much I appreciate my parents’ support and encouragement. Thank you for always believing in me and standing 
beside me the entire time even with the thousands of miles between us and time zone differences. Your guidance and love means the world. 
Having parents like you is the biggest blessing of all blessings!

America, thank you for being a second home! You will be missed.
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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.
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