
A Wonderful Year 
By: Matthew, Host Parent, Missouri 

I just wanted to say what a WONDERFUL year we have had once 
again hosting with AYA. Breno is from Brazil and although he is 
our third exchange student to host with AYA, he is our first student 

from South America. Our other two students were from Germany 
and Poland respectively.

Let me say that we have had no greater joy than learning about 
other cultures while providing a loving, and stable environment 
for students who want to explore the culture in the U.S. It has 
been so much fun and we will definitely host again!
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Connections is a biannual newsletter comprised of memorable stories submitted by AYA students, Host Parents, and Local Coordina-
tors across the USA. The articles and photos inside represent the unique cultural experiences enjoyed by AYA participants nationwide.



Amazing Easter Eggs 
in Germany 
By: Ed Myers, Local Coordinator, Oklahoma

A feast for the Easter Bunny:

A German couple decorate their garden tree with 
10,000 painted eggs.

Easter comes but once a year – but one couple 
have turned it into a lifetime’s project.

German pensioners Volker and Christa Kraft have 
decorated the tree in their back garden in Saalfeld 

for Easter for more than 40 years.  The tree now 
drips with more than 9,800 colorful Easter eggs, 
painted with pastoral scenes and religious icons.

Volker Kraft adds to the 9,800 Easter eggs hanging 
from the tree in garden of the home he shares 
with his wife Christa.  Each egg must be pains-
takingly emptied of yolk and whites, to ensure it 
will not go bad, before they can be hand painted 
and hung out for all to see.  The easiest way is 
to pierce two holes in each end of the egg with 
a hat-pin, then blow out the contents through 
a straw.  The better equipped can use a syringe 
pushed through just one hole to extract the 
gooey gubbins. 

After their kids moved out of the house, it seemed 
the Easter Tree would finally catch a break, but 
grandsons arrived and the Krafts went back to 
decorating their giant tree. The number of Easter 
eggs hung by the tree‚ branches grew every year, 
and in 2010

it reached an incredible 9,500 eggs! 

Don’t tell the Easter Bunny! Heike Lutz, right, visits 
the Krafts’ tree together with her son Anton Lutz.



Taking Advantage  
of Everything  
Offered to Me 
By: Imran, Student, Bangladesh 
YES Program

My name is Imran and I am from Bangladesh. I’m 
a senior at my US high school. I really enjoyed 
my stay here in Pennsylvania. I liked my trips to 
Chicago, New York, Virginia and Florida. I enjoyed 

working with the track team and the elementary 
school recreation department. I was able to learn 
a lot of new things when I volunteered at the el-
ementary school recreation department and the 
Red Cross too! I’m glad to be a regular member 
of the Art Club, International Club, Going Green 
club, All Things Business Club and the Leo Club at 
my school. All of the club members did so many 
things together and it was a great opportunity to 
make wonderful friends. The Leo Club induction 
ceremony, sponsored by Lions International, was 
one of my proudest moments. The midyear orien-

tation in Disneyland was awesome! I’m honored 
to have met all of my fellow exchange students 
and members from the AYA team. I’m having great 
time with my American family now. We are doing 
lots of things together like visiting many historical 
and entertainment places in Pennsylvania. And I 
really like tennis and I am playing for the school 
team. So far, my stay in Pennsylvania has been 
great and I have done so much! I would like to 
give very special thanks to my Local Coordinator, 
American Family and of course AYA!!



St. Patrick’s Day  
Parade
By: Patti Knable, Local Coordinator, Ohio

This year’s St. Patrick’s Day was a huge success! 
The kids were great and passed out candy and AYA 
flyers making contact with many people along 
the way. They introduced themselves and their 
countries, made posters that represented their 
countries, helped decorate our truck, and walked 
1 and ¾ miles of the parade! It was wonderful and 
I think we made our mark!



Boy Scouts Gain  
Knowledge about  
Cultural Differences 
By: Lalu, Student, Indonesia  
YES Program

March 19 was an unforgettable day for me and 
some other exchange students in my town. Right 
before the first day of Spring, we happily invited 
Boy Scouts to come and gain knowledge about 
International Education. We believe that Interna-

tional Education is very important to the students. 
We presented how important globalization is to 
our lives today, including the topics: international 
education, laws, responsibilities, and rights that 
we have as global citizens. 

During the presentation, I could tell how they 
really enjoyed learning about our countries. They 
were surprised to hear our different currencies, 
weather, privileges, gas prices and more.

Other than that, we served food from each of 
our countries. They loved it, even though we 
were not professional chefs! Fried rice, Russian 

pancakes, Israeli snacks and a lot more! But, the 
part that we loved the most is the ENTHUSIASM 
we received from the Boy Scouts. “Do you really 
have to pay taxes in your country too? And fight 
for your country?” a 7 year-old boy asked me. We 
were happy to answer the questions, especially 
since some of the Scouts were very young. This 
evening showed us how important International 
Education is and how it will make an impact in 
our society. It helped us learn to become open-
minded. And my 4 hours of cooking fried rice re-
ally paid off! :) 



The Sound of Music 
By: Marie, Student, Germany

My most memorable experience in America so 
far was the spring musical. The spring musical 
this year was The Sound of Music, which is set in 
Austria and has some German related aspects in 
it. Being part of the play was a turning point in 
my school year. I became friends with some really 
awesome people and was able to partake in a to-
tally new experience. Most of all, I was thrilled that 
my host family came to watch the play! I could tell 
how proud they were of me. It really showed me 
that they consider me part of their family! 

A Fairy Tale  
Comes to Life
By: Cindi Hughes, Local Coordinator, Pennsylvania

Maja from Norway, and Simon from Germany, 
added an international spin to their school’s mu-
sical ONCE UPON A MATTRESS. This exceedingly 
rare cast from South Western High School, Ha-
nover, PA, performed the musical version of The 
Princess and the Pea. Simon played the support-

ing role of the Wizard, the Queen’s confidante and 
advisor, and Maja was a member of the chorus 
of ladies-in-waiting. Participation in this school 
activity will leave a “happily, happily, happily ever 
after” experience in the hearts of these talented 
exchange students. They will return home to their 
native countries with memories that will last a 
lifetime! 

The moral of this story: Always follow your dreams, 
no matter if they are as small as a pea or as large 
as a stack of mattresses! 

A Very Special  
Christmas!
By: Fatima, Student, Lebanon 
YES Program

My experience as an AYA student has been prob-
ably one of the most amazing experiences that I 
will ever encounter. Every day that goes by, I have 
a new story or an experience to tell. One experi-
ence that will never leave my heart was Christmas 
with my Host Family. Christmas was so special to 
me. Not because of the gifts or the decorations, 
but because of the effort that my host family put 
in to make me one of the happiest children ever! 

The day after Christmas, my mom told me we 
were going to give presents to underprivileged 
children. I wore a red shirt and my host mom 
dressed as Mrs. Clause. There were about 300 
children at this event. When we started giving 
presents away, the children looked at me like I 
was a princess. They were the happiest and most 
thankful children ever. At that moment, my host 
mom looked at me and said, “this is what Christ-
mas is about. The happiness that it brings to the 
children and watching them smile so big. You feel 
like you have achieved something in your life and 
that you are special.” And she was right, I definitely 
felt like I had achieved something that day and I 
was really proud of myself. The best part of being 
an exchange student is the big lessons you learn 
and the achievements you make by doing such 
small and simple things! 



Better World 2013  
Baltimore Conference
By: Yarsolava, Student, Ukraine  
FLEX Program

This is the picture of me and my friends at Better 
Understanding for Better World 2013 Baltimore 
Conference. During those amazing five days I met 
the exchange students from 35 different coun-
tries! Together we discussed global problems 
and the ways we can help to solve them. “Think 
globally—act locally” was the main idea that the 
organizers tried to bring to us. On this confer-
ence I realized that as FLEX alumna I CAN make 
a change in the world around me and that my 
work can be even more effective in collaboration 
with other innovative people which I think is one 
of the main ideas that FLEX program teaches us. 

AYA Students Meeting State Senator 
By: Cindy Martinez, Local Coordinator, Texas  

AYA Students meeting Texas State Senator, Eddie Lucio, Jr. in the Capitol.



My Experience  
in Living in Two  
Different States!
By: Razan, Student, Jordan  
YES Program

My name is Razan and I am from Kuwait. I’m cur-
rently living in Hornell, New York. I was living in 
Texas before I came here and I’m going to share 
my best experiences in both places!

My best experience in Texas was when I received 
Homecoming Duchess, especially because we 
don’t have homecoming in our school in Kuwait. 
Also being able to experience the Mexican life-
style and culture was amazing! I enjoyed going 
to South Padre Island on Christmas even though 
it was really hot down there! Spending time with 
my friends was always so much fun. Every single 
thing we did will be a memory! I know that I have 
made lifelong friendships!

Living in New York was something else!!! It was so 
much fun! I spent most of my time with my family! 
We went to New York City a couple of times and it 
was always a wonderful experience! Visiting the 
Capitol building and Vermont with our coordina-
tor was a pleasure! We had loads of fun! We went 
to a Yankees Game and we also went to see Good 
Morning America Live!!!!! It was unbelievable! 

Something else I’m really excited about is the 5k 
Color Me Rad run that I am doing with my host 
mom this weekend! And of course PROM!! Some-
thing I’m not looking forward to is leaving...

Trick or Treating  
for the First Time!
By: Fernanda, Student, Brazil 

I had an amazing time during my stay in America! 
I was living in Plainfield, Indiana and I had many 
unforgettable experiences. I made so many good 
friends that I will keep in my heart forever. This 
picture was taken of my friends and I trick or treat-
ing together. It was a very special moment for 
me because it was my first Halloween. We don’t 
celebrate Halloween in Brazil. I had an amazing 
time and I will never forget that night! 

My Experience on a 
Horse Farm
By: Lena, Student, Germany 

I live in Robinson, Texas, a small town two hours 
south of Dallas. I have enjoyed living in a country 
setting. I spent a weekend at my friend’s house 
on a horse farm. I was able to feed and pet the 
horses. Visiting my friend’s farm and interacting 
with the horses was definitely one of my favorite 
experiences this year. 

High School Banquet 
Awards Night
By: Courtney Fraley, Local Coordinator, North 
Carolina 

My Thai and German sons are amazing American 
athletes! They not only received their Varsity let-
ters and stars for participating on multiple Varsity 
sports teams, but also brought home 4 trophies!

North received the coaches award for soccer and 
basketball. Jan was awarded MVP for soccer and 
the coaches award for Track.

North said “We don’t have anything like this in 
Thailand!”

Jan said “This is amazing, we don’t have anything 
like this in Germany either!”



Prom Promise 
By: Fatima, Student, Lebanon  
YES Program

Teenage deaths during prom season are increas-
ing more and more every year and the two main 
causes are texting while driving and drunk driv-
ing. Therefore, my host mother came up with the 
idea of prom promise 3 years ago with her first 
exchange student and decided to complete her 
legacy for the following years. I was honored to 
be a part of Prom Promise this year. 

Teenagers make the Prom Promise to their fam-
ily, school and friends that they will not commit 
a crime to themselves or to the people around 
them by drunk driving or texting while driving 
on prom night. We started our awareness by post-
ing dramatic posters all around the school house; 
statements like “Don’t let underage drinking ruin 
your prom”, or “Your life is worth it, the text is not! 
IT CAN WAIT” were mentioned on the posters. 

Moreover, we wanted to come up with an idea 
that would make the teenagers feel obliged to be 
anti-text drivers. So, we decided that each student 
could take a pledge and then would receive a 
thumb ring that would remind them not to text 
and drive. I, Fatima, an exchange student from 
Lebanon, and Shahzaib, an exchange student 
from Pakistan both built a booth during lunch 
at Hannah Pamplico High School where the stu-
dents would sign their names and take the pledge.

The 27th of March came and so did the Prom 
Promise assembly. The exchange students from 
South Carolina who decided to be a part of the 
Prom Promise came to Hannah Pamplico High 
School dressed up in prom attire to be a part of a 
huge Mock DUI assembly. 

The morning began by getting an actual car from 
a previous Mock DUI assemblies and placing it 
on the school campus. To make the event even 
more dramatic, I laid across the windshield in my 
prom dress acting dead, while another student 
laid across the ground with the Pamplico EMS 

service helping her. We also asked some of the 
exchange students to pretend they were crying 
to add even more drama. Hannah Pamplico Stu-
dents were stunned. They had goose bumps all 
over their bodies, which I thought was a sign of 
the affect this assembly had on them.

After the assembly, the students were sent to 
the gym and were shown a video played by Neil 
Poston, from highway patrol which showed the 
effect of drunk driving which had an obvious im-
pact on the students. Hence, the students took 
the pledge all at one time and at this point I felt so 
proud of Hannah Pamplico High School Students 
and even faculty members because even though 
we all go in different directions during a school 
day we were united on a very touching cause.

Prom Promise was an amazing experience which I 
believed would be a great start to make a change 
in our lives. It helps every student avoid impulsive 
and possibly regretful consequences that might 
change their lives forever. 

Prom Fun
By: Kelly Brown, Local Coordinator, Kansas and, 
Terri Rogers, Local Coordinator, New York

A few fun photos of our kids on prom night! 



Above: Shirin cheering at her high school and loving every 
minute of spending time with her host family! 

—Shirin, Student, Germany 

Above: AYA students having a great year in Alabama! 

—Maria, Student, Denmark 

Right: International Dance

—Terri Rogers

Below: Cindy Anderson and 
Patti Knable students go to 
Niagara Falls!



Above and Left:  
AYA Students were a hit at  
an International Festival! 

—Dina Berg,  
Local Coordinator,  

South Carolina 
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AYA Staff Directory

Melanie French

Executive Director
P: (203) 399-5100
F: (203) 399-5300

elizabeth azeizat

Student Support 
Administrator
P: (203) 399-5097 

Sarah buSSanich

Compliance 
Coordinator 
P: (203) 399-5064
F: (203) 724-1536

Mark cavanagh

Grants Regional 
Director
P: (203) 399-5081
F: (203) 724-1536

aShleigh cawS 

Compliance 
Coordinator
P:  (203) 399-5063 
F: (203) 724-1536 

liSa DeberaDiniS 

Grants and 
Orientation 
Manager
P: (203) 399-5070 
F: (203) 399-5262 

ana DiSla 

Compliance 
Coordinator
P: (203) 399-5414 
F: (203) 399-5214 

Sarah evanS 

Field Staff 
Administrator
P: (203) 399-5080
F: (203) 399-5281

Michele kabel 

Deputy Director
P: (203) 399-5096 

Attention AYA Students:
Do you want other AYA students to have a wonderful exchange year like you? You can “Pass the Torch” by helping AYA find loving 
Host Families for students arriving this August. You can even earn money for referring each family that agrees to host! 

Simply tell us the names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses of people you know who could be great hosts for an AYA exchange 
student. We will contact them about hosting. You will earn $100 for each family on your list who hosts a 2013 AYA student. 

Email your referrals to Stella Jacaruso at sjacaruso@aifs.org 
or call her at 800.322.4678 ext. 5164

Michael Falvey 

Regional Director
P: (203) 399-5086 
F: (203) 399-5286 

liSa Fealy 

Regional Director
P: (203) 399-5069
F: (203) 724-1536

nikki hernanDez 

Regional Director
P:(203) 399-5071 
F: (203) 399-5271 

Pieter hogobooM 

Regional Director
P: (203) 399-5079 
F: (203) 399-5279 

Margot ManaSevit 

Regional Director 
P: (203) 399-5524 
F: (203) 724-1536 

anDrew newberry

Placement 
Manager
P: (203) 399-5082 
F: (203) 399-5282 

chriStoPhe 
Petibon 

International 
Enrollment  
Coordinator and 
IT Power User
P: (203) 399-5064 
F: (203) 399-5264 

erin SeSil

Field Staff 
Administrator
P: (203) 399-5085 
F: (203) 399-5285

annie SMith 

Applications 
Coordinator
P: (203) 399-5066 
F: (203) 399-5266 

Patti Stack

Operations 
and Enrollment 
Manager
P: (203) 399-5084 
F: (203) 399-5284 

eMMa Stein

Field Staff and 
Compliance 
Liaison 
P: (203) 399-5526
F: (203) 399-5289


