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Connections is a biannual newsletter comprised of memorable stories submitted by AYA students, 
Host Parents, and Local Coordinators across the USA. The articles and photos inside represent 
the unique cultural experiences enjoyed by AYA participants nationwide.

It’s already April and I realize that 
the time to go home will come really 
soon. I don’t want to leave the U.S. yet 
because I became very close to my 
host family and friends. My year here 
is truly amazing. I tried to be involved 
in many activities, enjoying the 
things that I like to do, and a big part 
of it was my theatre family. I joined 
Lincoln North Star Theatre in the fall 
when I went to audition and made 
the cast for the one act play. I was so 
happy to meet new friends and to 
perform on stage! In December, we 
became District champions and the 
audience was crying while watching 
our one act play, “Across the Plains,” 
about pioneers and their struggles 
on the way to a new good life. 
 
 

After the Christmas break we started 
working on the amazing musical, 
“Beauty and the Beast”, which was 
a blast! We performed it 4 times 
during 3 days in the beginning of 
March. Everyone who came to watch 
this show was really impressed!  
 
I loved our practices and rehearsals, 
get-together activities, our awesome 
suppers during the tech weeks, and I 
am so proud of all the hard work that 
the cast and crew, our wonderful 
directors, and “drama mommas 
and papas” put into all shows! I am 
very thankful for the support and 
love I got from my theatre family 
throughout the year, for adorable, 
funny and positive moments, and for 
unforgettable memories that I will 
carry through my life!

North Star Theatre 
By: Ella, Russia 
FLEX Student



Getting Involved

Exchange students in Nebraska speaking to students about their cultures.

I am a South African 
I am resilient  
Apartheid could not break me 
It could bash the brain and break the 
body of Biko 
But it could not break me

I am a South African 
I will fight 
For what’s right 
Because Apartheid could not break me 
Because Apartheid could not break me 
Because Apartheid could not break me

I am a South African 
I will stand up against hate and 
intolerance 
In the struggle against hate and 
intolerance 
In the struggle of my freedom charter 
In the struggle of my constitution  
In the struggle of my forebears 
So that I can be free in the land I call 
home 
So that I can say, with pride 
I am a South African

I Am South African 
By: Aasif Bulbulia, South Africa 
YES Student

AYA students attending Better Understanding for 
a Better World Conference in San Diego, CA.

International Awareness Night 
By: Cindi Hughes 
Local Coordinator, PA 
 
Sensu from Turkey and Joe from China represented their countries at 
an International Awareness Night sponsored by a local charter school. 
At this event, students, ages kindergarten through grade 5, were given 
a “passport” and were encouraged to embark on a journey to visit all 
20 countries to get their passport stamped. Sensu and Joe did such a 
good job with their table display and interaction with the children and 
families that the school administrators were surprised to find out they 
were high school students! They were thought to have been students 
from a local college.



Exchange student Erik from Brazil playing for 
his high school basketball team.

Exchange student Alina from Moldova helping her host father build their backyard shed!

Experiencing America

Vanessa from Germany was a contestant in George County High 
School’s annual Beauty and Beau Pageant. The art department of 
George County High School paints a portion of an interior school wall 
each year to showcase their talent. The mural provided the perfect 
background for this picture of Vanessa and her exchange year in the 
United States! 

Verena from Germany and her anatomy class went to Chicago for a 
field trip. Verena and her best friends stopped to take a picture at the 
Navy Pier with the Chicago Skyline in the background. Verena and her 
friends are extremely close. They are excited to visit her in Germany 
next year!

Exchange students in Virginia at a Maple 
Festival with their LC Louise Hackman from VA.

LC Terri Rogers from NY takes her students to 
visit Cornell University.

Anna from Armenia, with her friends on 
Capitol Hill during a trip to Washington, DC.



AIFS 50th Anniversary Event
This spring, our sister organization, AIFS, celebrated its 50th Anniversary. A lovely event was held at 
the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York City. LC Lindsay Bongi from NY and three of her students attended 
the event representing Academic Year in America. The girls were wonderful and a huge hit! Everyone loved 
speaking with and getting to know them! 

“The AIFS party is one of my experiences that 
I will never forget. Being in New York City 
in a fancy hotel was already very exciting 
but to see a hundred people who work for 
the same purpose was overwhelming! The 
purpose to promote cultural knowledge 
and the interaction of two or more nations 
is what made not only me but thousands of 
students have personal growth, unforgettable 
experiences and a lot of good stories for 
life. I could not be more thankful to see 
how many people work for this program 
which made my dreams come true. Being 
able to see them, talk to some of them and 
listen to them and their plans for the next 
students made me proud of the organization 
I chose. Thank you AIFS and staff! I’m proud 
of your work and that was an amazing party.” 
 
 - Sthefany, Brazil

 
“When Lindsay invited me to the anniversary 
event, I didn’t even know what a classy 
evening I would go to. The hotel was amazing 
and it was a great mass of people, who 
were all very nice. There were even some 
people whose siblings I knew by coincidence 
because they live in my hometown. The 
stories were amazing and I am really happy 
to be part of the organization and I also wish 
AYA my best wishes for another fifty years.” 
 
 - Isabelle, Germany

“If you have ever watched the TV show “Gossip Girl” you exactly know how I felt when I got to spend my Monday night at a party in Manhattan. AIFS 
invited me to a cocktail party at the Waldorf Astoria hotel in New York City, the classiest hotel I’ve ever been to (even the bathroom was furnished with 
carpet!). The dress code was cocktail attire, so all party guests were dressed up to celebrate the 50th anniversary of AIFS. It felt really special to be part 
of such a big and noble event. I did not only enjoy the great buffet (the best sushi I’ve ever had!) but also talking to people from different countries 
all over the world. They all seemed sincerely interested in us and our stories as exchange students. They made me feel proud of being part of this 
program. I had a great night and a lot of fun. Thank you AIFS for making possible another great experience in my exciting year as an exchange student!” 
 
- Teresa, Germany

Sthefany, Teresa, Isabelle with LC Lindsay at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York City!



Students Celebrating!
“I had a great Super Bowl party on Sunday. The morning started with 
helping my host parents with the preparations for the party. Then 
people started coming and we had a great time watching the football 
game, eating food, sitting near the fire and talking about different 
things. I had a great time and an awesome experience. The best part 
of the Super Bowl was the halftime show. It was absolutely amazing 
and I just loved Bruno Mars and his moves. The team we were cheering 
for lost but the most important thing was that we were all together 
enjoying our time and having that football spirit in our house.  Even 
though the Dallas Cowboys weren’t playing, we still wore their shirts 
because we are true Texans! I had a great Sunday, thanks to my host 
family!” 
 
-Alina, Moldova Bernard from Ghana with his host family and fellow exchange students 

celebrating the Super Bowl! Let’s go Seahawks! 

Exchange student Altynai from Kyrgyzstan taking prom pictures with 
her LC Mandy Mandachit from Nebraska and her husband Keith.

Jonathan from Germany and Caio from Brazil getting ready for prom - 
top hat, gloves and all! 



LC Stephanie Sasz, CO, took two of her students, Emma and Thalia, on an adventure run in the mountains. It was a three mile run with 
obstacles and a sledding portion along the way! Thalia had never been sledding before in her life and loved it! 

LC Debbie Hatcher, MI, took her students and host families to Snowy 
Plains Kennels for a day of dog sledding. They had a blast! There 
was lots of hot chocolate, cookies, brownies, laughter and fun. The 
students all loved getting together. 

Winter



Spring

LC Dina Berg from SC and her students and host families took a fabulous cruise to the Bahamas for Spring break. The students worked hard to 
raise some funds to help with the cost of the trip and everyone had an amazing time.

Svenja from Germany traveled with her host family to Cozumel, 
Mexico on Spring Break. While she was there she received her scuba 
diving certification. Svenja is the fourth student the Weiss family has 
taken to be scuba certified!

Katharine from Germany spent Easter in the Florida Keys and was able 
to kiss a dolphin!



Mid Year Orientation

AYA’s FLEX and YES Mid Year Orientation was held in Orlando, Florida 
from January 17th through the 20th! 88 YES and FLEX students 
participated along with 13 Local Coordinators, four AYA staff members 
and one guest speaker. The purpose of the Mid Year Orientation is to 
provide YES and Flex students with an opportunity to reflect on their 
experience on the program midway through the year and critically think 
about the goals they would like to achieve during the second semester. 
They also had the opportunity to explore and learn from Disney World, 
one of America’s most exciting attractions, although the weekend’s 
focus was on workshops. Students visited two Disney Parks and 
participated in four workshops! Here are some pictures of AYA students 
having a wonderful time in Orlando!

for FLEX and YES Students





Fernando from Brazil celebrating his host sister’s birthday.

Marie from Germany and her host family pose for a beautiful family 
portrait. 

Host Families

Road Trip in Washington State!

Host mom and LC, Debbie Christy, WA, and her family, took her two students, Maximilian from Germany and David from Korea on a road trip through 
Washington State. One stop along the way was the Chihuly Gardens in the Seattle Center. Here the boys are having fun with all the neat sculptures!  

Sensu from Turkey with her host family snorkeling in the Bahamas! 

Tatjana from Germany poses with her host family for a family portrait. 



My name is Roman and I am a German foreign exchange student 
who is staying in the USA for this school year. The exchange program 
has been an important change in my life so far and has brought 
many new aspects and advantages for my life with it. But the general 
question I have always been asked is what it really gives you besides 
fun and if it is really worth it. I noticed that many people in the USA 
are really interested in exchange students and support them, but some 
people also doubt it and do not see a reason to waste a year and to 
live with people that are strangers. However, there are many positive 
aspects of an exchange year. It is really significant in what you invest 
your time in. A year is going to pass anyways, no matter what you do 
and where you are. So the important thing is that you do in that year 
whatever you think is the best and what you want to do. According to 
that you can never lose a year but you can gain what you do with it. 
 
Probably the most important thing you gain during an exchange 
year is experience that you can only get if you really live it and gain 
it by yourself. Julius Caesar once said, “Experience is the teacher of 
all things”, which can basically be applied to every ability a human 
can have. It is how a child learned to walk, a skateboarder learned 
to skate, an author learned to write and Caesar learned to rule. All of 
these people have something in common. They once did something 
new and unknown they never did before and they learned from it 
by just keeping on doing it and experiencing whatever they notice 
to get better at it. Without trying it, a baby could not walk, a skater 
could not skate, an author could not write and Caesar could not rule. 
Whenever we do something new we get new impressions and our 
own individual experience. During an exchange year, a student does 
new things all the time like meeting new kinds of people and being a 
stranger to everyone. But all these experiences contribute to the ability 
of being independent and getting along with new things without 
the help of any people or things known before. This independence 
is the major ability, a foreign exchange student can only experience 
and learn by himself and that is literally impossible to teach anyone. 
 

Another aspect of the program is the cultural exchange which is of 
high interest for both the foreigner and the host country. The exchange 
program is often referred to as a friendship between two countries 
who trust each other and represents a cultural exchange. Especially 
when two countries are very far away from each other like the USA 
and Germany, the knowledge of the other culture is mostly based on 
stereotypes so people from both countries get to know many new 
things about the other country through the exchange student. The 
differences between the USA and Germany for example are partially 
very exotic, but there are also many similarities that can emphasize 
how close both cultures are to each other. Also, people often stay 
connected to each other after the year so that international connections 
are held onto which may lead to further exchanges and visits. 
 
Last but not least, there is also a big academic progress and advantage 
for students visiting a foreign country. The first aspect is the great 
improvement of the foreign language which is English in the case of 
visiting the USA. Learning English in a classroom with 30 other students 
is a huge difference to being in an English speaking environment for 
one year without any other option than adopting to the language, 
which helps a lot . An article in the New York Times, published in 2012, 
states that people who speak multiple languages have an increased 
brain function. It also explains that bilingualism improves your 
executive brain functions, which is a command system that helps for 
planning, solving problems and improves your ability to stay focused. 
 
In the end an exchange year in a foreign country is a great opportunity 
that opens many windows and offers advantages. It gives you one 
more year for pondering your possibilities for after graduation, gives 
you many impressions and experiences and so much more. Your get 
to know many different and interesting people, improve your resume 
and last but not least you have a lot of fun. An exchange year literally 
changes your life, personality and perspective on things and is a great 
and worthwhile experience, highly recommended... for EVERYONE! 
 

An Exchange Year in the USA is a Worthwhile Experience 
By: Roman, Student, Germany
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Share your Experience:
Hey Students! 

Would you like to be featured in the next Connections? We would love to hear from you! Please share pictures and stories of your 
awesome experiences here in America. Here is what we need from you:

Pictures 
Please send your pictures as an attachment via email. They must be sent in JPEG form to prevent the image size from reducing. If 
the picture size has been reduced, we cannot use them. Please do not send the pictures in a Word Document.

Brief Paragraph  
Please write a brief paragraph describing what is happening in the pictures that you have attached. You can be as descriptive as 
you would like! 

Please send both your pictures and stories to Erin Sesil at esesil@aifs.org.


