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By Marija Torkovska
YES Macedonia, ‘11

After I came back from 
my exchange year, I 

thought that I would not have 
the opportunity to go back to 
the U.S.—at least, not in the 
near future. But then, a mira-
cle happened when I applied 
to be an Alumni Instructor for  
the YES Summer Orientations 
in Washington, D.C. and I got 
accepted!

Then my second journey 
began. At first I was scared 
and nervous. What would it 
be like? What would the new 
YES students be like? What 
would the other alumni in- 
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structors and teachers be like? 
From the first time I stepped 
in the American Councils Of-
fice in D.C. for the training 
sessions and met all the peo-
ple I was going to be work-
ing with, I was confident that 
this was going to be the best 
month ever. And it really was. 

I worked with a different 
teacher in a classroom for each 
DCO week for the newly ar-
rived YES students. When the 
first group of exchange stu-
dents came, I can say that I 
saw a lot of my younger self 
in them, from a couple of years 
ago.  It was great to see all those 
kids from all over the world  
sharing the same passion, the 

same happiness of being an 
exchange student. 

Sessions with the students 
started and the other teach-
er and I were amazed at 
their abilities. Each and ev-
ery one of them was good 
at something, which really  
amazed me. When you have 
20 students from different 
countries in one classroom, 
you don’t expect that they will 
use every class break to stay at 
the classroom to take and share 
their culture and their expec-
tations for this year. This was 
one of the best positive surpris-
es I had. 12
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My teammates accepted 
me as one of their own—not 
somebody who was  a foreign-
er but somebody who played 
with them for many years. I 
was happy because I had team 
mates like them. My coaches 
always understood my prob-
lems if I had any, so I was able 
to make significant achieve-
ment for somebody who never 
played American football in 
his life before. I had also the 
support of my family, and I 
was really thankful for that 
because they were a great 
support for me. They never 
missed a game of mine.

By Sandy Smajic
YES Bosnia and  
Herzegovina, ‘13

Looking back, my ex-
change year was filled 

with ups and downs—but 
the highlights of my year 
really stand out. I arrived at 
the Pittsburgh International 
Airport on August 17, 2012. I 
was excited and nervous about 
finally meeting my host fam-
ily. While I was going to the 
baggage claim area, I saw four 
nice people, holding a card 
that said “Welcome Sandy!” I 
approached them and we got 
to know each other. Finally,  
my journey was about to start.

I was to attend Lincoln 
High School in Ellwood 
City, Pennsylvania. A couple 
days after I arrived, I was 
called up by the Ellwood 
City Wolverines football 
team for a tryout. I was 
surprised, because I was 
not sure what happened, 
and how the team had heard 
about me. It was thanks to 
my guidance counselor that 
I was able to be a part of the 
fighting Wolverines.

When I got to the field, 
I was nervous because all 
I could see were big guys 
hitting each other. I thought 
to myself that there is no 
chance that I will be ac-
cepted. After 30 minutes of 
kicking and scoring a 40 
yard field goal, I was offi-
cially accepted. My football 
career started, and I can say 
that those moments were 
some of the best in my life. 
My football season ended 
at the end of October, and 
I had some great memories 
and experiences. 

A Three-Sport Athlete

After my football season I 
was also a part of the wres-
tling team and the track and 
field team.  Wrestling, like 
football, was something total-
ly new for me, and I was ex-
cited to be a part of the team. I 
had couple good matches and 
I finished my season with 4 
wins and 5 losses, which was 
really good for my first year of 
wrestling! After that, I joined 
the track and field team where 
I competed in three different 
events: long jump, high jump 
and triple jump. My biggest 
success was high jump where 
I qualified for some big meets.

I enjoyed all three of my 
sports, not because I learned 
some new skills, but because 
I made new friends, and that 
was the main goal of playing 
so many different sports. After 
all those memories, I can only 
say that the year of 2012-2013 
was one of the best years in 
my life!

Sandy poses with his own #1 football. 



 Summer 2013      www.americancouncilssee.org                   Page 3Page 2          Official Newsletter of A-SMYLE and YES                          Volume VI, Issue IV

By Linda Bardha
YES Albania, ‘11
 

In the U.S., Independence 
Day is celebrated on July 

4. It is now a tradition that YES 
alumni in Albania celebrate 
Independence Day at Wilson 
High School in Tirana. This 
year’s event was organized by 
the U.S. Embassy in Tirana and 
the American Chamber of Com-
merce and we were very happy 
that we were once again invited 
to this celebration! 

Alumni helped with the deco-
rations for the party and we had 
our own table with apple pies, 
brownies, fruit, and drinks. We  
were very happy to have the  

An American Fourth in Albania

YES alumni at Wilson High School in Tirana celebrate American Independence Day. 

Linda Bardha (above right) poses with the U.S. Ambassador to  
Albania, Alexander Arvizu (center).

 
new alumni who just returned 
from their exchange year in the 
U.S. participate in this activity. 
They really liked the event and 
we all had a lot of fun together 
taking a lot of pictures. We also 
took photos of the alumni with 
Ambassador Alexander Arvizu 
and other U.S. Embassy staff 
members. 

We especially enjoyed the 
independence cake and the fire-
works in the sky! It was a really 
good event, and we’re happy it 
has become tradition for us to 
celebrate, too. 
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Diplomacy through Basketball
By Ksenija Vukmirović 
A-SMYLE Montenegro, 
‘08 

During the month of 
August A-SMYLE 

alumni from Montenegro had 
the opportunity to be a part 
of the Basketball Diplomacy 
Camp which was held in 
city of Bar. The camp was 
organized by the U.S. Embassy 
in Podgorica and Georgetown 
University in Washington D.C. 

The aim of the camp is to 
highlight the importance of 
sports and education for young 
people and to promote regional 
and interethnic cooperation 
and tolerance through sports.

A-SMYLE Montenegro 
alumni played a big part 
in organizing activities for 
the participants, who were 
basketball players ages 15-18 
from Montenegro, Slovenia, 
Macedonia, and Kosovo. 
During the workshops, alumni 
shared their experiences from 
the U.S., talked about the 
importance of volunteering and 
the impact our exchange years 
had on our lives.

Outside of the workshops, 
alumni organized a visit to 
the Adria Day Center for 
Persons with Developmental 
Disabilities in Bar. Alumni, 
along with Camp participants 
and representatives from 
Georgetown, helped clean up 
the playground and courtyard 
around the Center.

This camp was also a great 
opportunity to promote the 
A-SMYLE and YES programs! 
We hope we inspired some 
of the campers to apply to 
these programs and maybe 
at the next camp they will be 
attending as alumni.

A-SMYLE alumni pose with Georgetown University former players, staff members, and U.S. Ambassador to 
Montenegro Sue K. Brown (center) during the Basketball Diplomacy Camp in Bar. Below, from left to right, 
A-SMYLE alumni Ivana Kotlaja, ’08; Stefan Raicevic, ’12; Milos Lakicevic, ’13; and Ksenija Vukmirovic, ’08 at the 
Adria Day Center in Bar. 
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A Candle in the Darkness

Peter (third from right) at the Habitat for Humanity site. 

By Peter Ivanov
YES Bulgaria, ‘13

Being helpful to somebody 
is actually really nice. 

Usually, a person is filled with 
compassion towards those in 
need. Charity for those less for-
tunate is an innate characteristic 
of most people.

In Bulgaria, volunteer labor in 
the age of communism used to 
be considered a joke. One of the 
reasons was the low wages peo-
ple received for paid work—the 
average salary was about 40-50 
U.S. dollars. So, when people 
were receiving such little mon-
ey for their paid labor, you could 
not expect them to volunteer. 
Therefore, during Communism, 
if somebody was volunteering, 

it was assumed that they were 
expecting some personal benefit 
in return. 

During my year in the U.S. 
through the Kennedy-Lugar 
Youth Exchange and Study 
(YES) program, my ideas (and 
I daresay the ideas of the other 
YES students) about volunteer 
labor and its significance under-
went a considerable evolution.

Volunteer labor is a conscious 
repayment towards those people 
that did so much for you. When 
you see the exceptional care that 
is taken for you, then the little 
that you give back from yourself 
seems insufficient.

I did more than 130 volunteer 
hours for people in need in Al-
abama, but that was very little 

compared to the things that were 
done for me. I mean this not 
only in the financial and orga-
nizational efforts of Americans 
and their government, but in the 
solely human efforts of the Al-
abama family that gave me so 
much in the ten months that I 
spent in the USA. 

I was introduced to volunteer 
work for people in need by my 
host father, Tom. This type of 
work, I found, is the real path to-
wards kindness and truth—and 
an important piece of the Ameri-

can value system. This idea is to 
give a hand to the one in need, 
but don’t destroy him. The same 
thing was said by the great Bul-
garian poet Botev: “Do good to 
those that deserve it…”

Since I’ve returned home, 
I have volunteered with other 
Bulgarian YES alumni and we 
helped build several houses for 
people in need through Habitat 
for Humanity Bulgaria. We are 
all little candles shining in the 
darkness.
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Global Youth Service Day: 
Fruska Gora National Park Clean-up

By Tara Djelic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘08

On May 11, A-SMYLE 
alumni volunteered 

at Fruska Gora National 
Park. Millennia ago, Fruska 
Gora was an island in the 
Panonian Sea, which used to 
cover the Vojvodina plain in 
the north of Serbia. Today, it 
is a beautiful mountain with 
more than 150 types of herbs 
and plants. Due to its allure, 
Fruska Gora is often visited 
by locals who spend their 
weekends in nature, away 
from their busy city lifestyle. 

However, when the vis-
itors leave, they also leave 
trash behind, which they do 
not bother to pick up and 
throw away. For this reason, 
A-SMYLE alumni, in coop-
eration with the Fruska Gora 
National Park management 

team, decided to help out 
and clean the area of the park 
where weekend visitors have 
left the greatest amount of 
trash. Due to national festivi-
ties and non-working days in 
Serbia, there were still traces 
left from recent barbequing 
and feasting. Luckily for the 
mountain, A-SMYLE alumni 
were not lazy and made sure 
not only to pick up the trash, 
but also to clean the area 
around the ancient Vrdnicka 
Tower, dating back to the 
12th century. During the rule 
of the Romans, a famous 
road that led down to Con-
stantinople was located near 
Fruska Gora, so the tower 
was actually a watchtower 
used by locals to observe the 
movements of the Romans 
and their army. 

Forest rangers were also 
kind enough to give a short 

tour to us and show us two 
of the natural springs with 
potable water. On the terri-
tory of the National Park, 
there are some 200 springs, 
64 of which were discovered 

to have clean, fresh water 
completely safe for drink-
ing. Apart from the springs, 
A-SMYLE alumni saw the 
one-and-only cave in Fruska 
Gora—which is unusual for 
the landscape—and the deer 
farm where the National Park 
staff is trying to re-integrate 
species of European deer 
back into its natural habitat. 
Last year, they introduced 
six male and twenty female 
deer, and now their deer farm 
boasts some 150 deer that are 
gradually sent back into the 
wild.

A-SMYLE alumni plan 
to organize new actions 
at Fruska Gora since they 
discussed current issues with 
the rangers and the ways the 
A-SMYLE community could 
help in the future. The action 
was a true success, and Frus-
ka Gora will see A-SMYLE 
alumni again very soon.

A-SMYLE alumni take a break to pose for a photo during their cleanup of Fruska Gora National Park in Serbia. 

2011 alumnus Stefan Panic gives the “thumbs up” for a job well done by 
the A-SMYLE alumni.
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Life in Bosnia
By Riley McCord
YES Abroad Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, ‘14

Life in Bosnia is not at 
all what I thought it 

would be—I’m not even sure 
if I had an idea of what it 
would be like, but it wouldn’t 
have been anything like this! 
In some ways I feel com-
pletely at home and comfort-
able with living in Bosnia. 
On the other hand, there are 
so many new patterns and 
routines to get used to that it 
can be a little overwhelming. 
I try not to compare my life 
here to my life in the U.S. 
because when I think about it, 
my life before seems irrele-
vant. 

These are new experiences 
that I am having and they 
have nothing to do with the 
experiences I’ve had. My life 
will never be like it was. It’s 
an interesting perspective 
to look at my life as before 
and after with Bosnia as the 

Riley stands on a new bridge in front of the Academy of Fine Arts 
in Sarajevo.

transition, the turning point 
so to speak.

So far my favorite parts of 
my Bosnian life have been 
exploring the city and living 
with my host family. I feel 
so lucky to have my host 
sisters. We had an instant 
connection, which continues 
to grow. Sometimes, I find 
myself missing them if I 
haven’t been home all day 
or trying to keep track of the 
things I do so I can tell them 
about it later. 

I also absolutely love my 
host mom, even though I 
can’t understand half of what 
she says. Sometimes it will 
just be my host mom and 
me in the house and she will 
talk to me knowing full well 
I can’t understand her. I try 
and pick out words I know 
and respond, but it usually 
ends in us laughing at/with 
each other and a knowing pat 
on the shoulder. When there 
is someone there to translate for me turns out she is either 

saying something hilarious or 
motherly. I love it!

When I’m not home with 
my family, I am usually out 
exploring Sarajevo. I have 
been walking everywhere 
which, along with good 
exercise, has given me an 
advantage when it comes to 
knowing the city. Most of 
the city is so beautiful with 
all of the old architecture 
and bright colors. But there 
are also parts of the city that 
are tragic. It’s the details of 
a shattered window, paint 
that has started to peel or 

stray, sad dogs that scrounge 
through the trash that show 
another layer of Sarajevo. 

There will be times I will 
be looking up at a building to 
admire the structure; then, I 
will notice that an entire wall 
is marked with bullet holes. 
Or I will be walking down 
a street and come to a house 
that looks uninhabitable, yet 
there will be a small curtain 
in the window and a flower 
pot on the doorstep. Sarajevo 
is a fusion of admirable and 
painful history that make it 
the lovable place I now call 
home. 

 
 
 

An old neighborhood in Sarajevo shows the many contrasts of the city.
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You say “Goodbye”...

During the summer months, A-SMYLE and YES students prepare to return home and prepare to travel to the U.S. Here are 
some of their comings and goings.

2013 YES students from Albania, at the End of Stay reception held in 
June in Washington, D.C. 

2014 YES Bosnia and Herzegovina students at their August D.C. Orien-
tation. 

At left, 2013 YES Bulgaria students pose at the June End of Stay reception 
held in Washington, D.C. 

Above, 2014 YES Macedonia students at the airport 
prior to their departure to the U.S. 

At left, 2014 A-SMYLE Serbia students pose with State 
Department Officer Amy Schulz after their August 
arrival in Washington, D.C. 
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…I say “Hello”

Above, 2014 YES Students in Kosovo pose with their families and embassy 
officials in Pristina before their August departure to the U.S. 

2013 YES Bosnia and Herzegovina students at the June End of Stay 
reception in Washington, D.C. 

At left, 2014 A-SMYLE Montenegro students were met in August by 
State Department Officer Amy Schulz upon their arrival at Dulles 
Airport. 

Below, 2014 YES Albania students pose with US Ambassador Alex-
ander Avrizu at their Pre-Departure Orientation in Tirana. 
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A-SMYLE Alumni Attend  
Global Village in Pennsylvania

Above, Levente (center) with Joseph Rutakangwa from Tanzania (left) 
and Al-Bari Macalawan from the Philippines at the U.S. State Depart-
ment in Washington, D.C. Below at left, as part of Global Village, Ivan 
visited the New York Stock Exchange. 

Ivan Vuksanovic, A-SMYLE 
Montenegro, ’07, and 
Levente Cipak, A-SMYLE  
Serbia, ‘12

From June 23-July 27, 
two A-SMYLE alum-

ni, Ivan Vuksanovic, ’07 
(Montenegro) and Levente 
Cipak ’12 (Serbia) attended 
the Global Village for Future 
Leaders of Business and 
Industry in Bethlehem, Penn-
sylvania. Global Village is an 
applied leadership and cross 
cultural training program. 
Designed for young pro-
fessionals and experienced 
students, the program attracts 
those who share the dream of 
building a leadership career 
in industry, who strive to 
make a positive change in 
life, and who want to form 
an active and thriving global 
network. 

Ivan writes, “When I look 
back and remember how 
long it took me to decide to 

apply [for Global Village], I 
am mad at myself! I thought 
since business and industry 
are not my fields—I study 
law—the description of the 
program sounded complicat-
ed. Even when I was notified 
that I received an A-SMYLE 
alumni scholarship I was very 
happy, but was still worried 
how I would fit into this pro-
gram and if I would be able 
to follow along.

Having the experience of 
living with 106 people from 
54 countries in a dorm is 
indescribable and you have 
to live it to understand and 
appreciate it. 

“As for my worries of 
keeping up with the business 
program, it was actually no 
problem at all. After a while 
I understood that it was not 
all about business—it was 
about the people. It was about 
meeting them and enjoying 

every single second spent 
with them.”

Ivan recommends all 
students to apply for this 
opportunity. He says, “If you 
think that your exchange year 
changed your life and put you 
on your current life track, you 
will know how to appreciate 
Global Village. It is one of 
those amazing experiences 
that truly deserve to be called 
life changing.”

Levente echoed similar 
sentiments. He said, “As an 
alumnus, I strongly rec-
ommend this program to 
everyone who is interested 
in business, as it is a great 
opportunity to learn more, 
meet a lot of people, and 
have fun.”

For further information on 
the application and selection 
process, as well as a basic 
overview of the program, 
you can visit http://www.
iacocca-lehigh.org/Iacocca/
globalvillage/.
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Levente (bottom right) and Ivan (bottom center) take a photo with  
their project team, project mentor, and client.  

Below, Levente (left) with Joseph Rutakangwa from Tanzania.

Snapshots from Global Village

At left, Nicolina Jonsson from Sweden, Ivan (center) and 
Levente (right) during team work at Global Village.

Below, Ivan (second from right) and Levente (fourth from right) pose 
in their national dress.

Below, Levente (left) and Ivan (right) with Amy Schulz from the U.S. 
Department of State. 
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At left, YES Abroad students 
Etienne Grenier (left) and 
Lucas Drakulic (right) wear 
traditional Bosnian hats—
called “fezzes”—in Bascar-
sija, Sarajevo. 

The day after 2013 A-SMYLE 
alumna Gresa Rashiti re-
turned home to Serbia was 
the last day of classes at her 
home school. She went to 
her school and was “so ex-
cited to be there and see all 
of my friends again after a 
year.” Her classmates threw 
her a surprise welcome 
home party. “Seeing all the 
effort they put into it made 
me feel so special!” In this 
photo, Gresa (right) looks at 
the cake her classmates got 
for her.  

During the A-SMYLE Montenegro re-entry workshop in the coastal city of Bar, alumni shared and compared their experiences from their time in 
America. Miljana Micunovic, ’13 (back row, fourth from left) said, “It is nice to know that there are other people who went or are going through the 
same things you are and are always there to talk, understand, and give advice.” The alumni also discussed future actions in Montenegro and plan to 
volunteer at a dog shelter by donating food, walking dogs, and helping to maintain the property. They hope this will “bring attention to the shelters 
and hopefully [result in] some permanent volunteers.”

YES Bulgaria ’10 alumna Plamena Solakova, right, graduated in July with a First Class 
Honors degree in International Relations and Politics from London Metropolitan 
University in London, England. Plamena will next pursue a Master’s Degree in Inter-
national Security at Sciences Po in the Paris School of International Affairs in Paris, 
France. Congratulations, Plamena!

This Issue’s Top Photos

(Continues on next page)
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A-SMYLE alumni in Montenegro continued their partnership with Food Bank Montenegro for a 4th of July event that was held 
at the American Corner in Podgorica. Alumni handed out cakes to Montenegro’s children in need. Nina Loncarevic, ’12 (back 
row, in front of American Corner sign, left) said of this event, “It is becoming a tradition very close to our hearts; it is indeed 
precious to see smiles on children’s faces as they receive their treats.” She went on to say, “The Food Bank and the alumni 
team were happy they made the children’s day, because they truly need it the most.” 

2013 A-SMYLE Serbia alumnus 
Nemanja Miltenovic (center) 
stands with his host parents 
after the graduation ceremo-
ny at Brainerd High School 
in Minnesota. Nemanja said, 
“When I walked to the foot-
ball field with my class, it was 
the exact same scene as in the 
movies, but I was living it! The 
ceremony itself wasn’t very 
important to me—because I 
wasn’t really graduating—but 
seeing my friends receive 
their diplomas, one by one, 
with big smiles on their faces 
and yelling ’Mom, I did it!’ 
into the audience made me 
emotional.” 
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At left, YES Bosnia and Herzegovina alumna Anamaria Golemac, ’13 
reflects on her program experience. “As they say: all good things come 
to an end. Well, not if you're a YES student! You see, now that we are 
alumni, we get an opportunity to start from the beginning as we go back 
home to the place where we belong. We get the support of our fellow 
colleagues in order to improve what we think is flawed in our country's 
system.” In this photo Anamaria (center) stands with her fellow 2013 
alumni from Bosnia, Nadina Kapidzic (left) and Katarina Sesic (right.)

YES Macedonia alumna Ana Grozdev 
(right) and YES Pakistan alumnus Moiz 
Rehan (left) were the student speakers 
at the 2013 YES End of Stay Reception 
held in Washington, D.C. Summarizing 
the experiences she had and the lessons 
she learned on program, Ana said, 
“What I learned this year is that our 
world is small. We are together now all 
gathered as one sharing many different 
experiences and visions for our future. 
We are the future, and this is only the 
beginning.” In this photo, they stand 
with Dr. Dan E. Davidson (center), Pres-
ident of American Councils for Interna-
tional Education. 

Above: During their first week in Bosnia and Herzegovina, six YES Abroad 
students began their intensive Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian language class 
taught by a private language instructor. At right, YES Abroad students 
(first row, left to right) Sarah Edgar, Emma Morgan, (second row, left 
to right) Etienne Grenier, Emma Fencl, (third row, left to right) Lucas 
Drakulic, and Riley McCord are eager to learn, sitting in their BCS class. 
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Bringing Hope to the Hospital

During the month of August, 
YES students attended 
orientation events in 
Washington, D.C., called 
DCOs. Each student had 
an American teacher and 
a YES alumni instructor. In 
this photograph, all alumni 
instructors,—including YES 
Macedonia alumna Marija 
Torkovska (second row, fifth 
from right)—teachers and 
American Councils staff pose 
in their YES 10th Anniversary 
t-shirts. 

By Fjolla Kondirolli
YES Kosovo, ‘10

On June 1, in recogni-
tion of International 

Children’s Day, I visited the 
Children’s Department at the 
Regional Hospital in Peja 
with university students from 
that city. We met children 
who were hospitalized and 
brought them small gifts—

University Students prepare gifts for International Children’s Day at 
the Regional Hospital in Peja.

At left, a child receives a book as a gift.  

toys, pencils, and note-
books—to cheer them up. 
We also had the opportunity 
to meet with families of the 
children who are at the hos-
pital. The children and their 
parents were very happy that 
someone thought about them 
on Children’s Day!



Page 16                    Official Newsletter of A-SMYLE and YES                         Volume VI, Issue IV

The A-SMYLE and YES SEE programs are administered by: 
American Councils for International Education

1828 L St. NW, Suite 1200 / Washington, DC 20036
Telephone: 202-833-7522  Fax: 202-833-7523

General website: www.americancouncils.org
Regional website: www.americancouncilssee.org

Funding for the A-SMYLE and YES programs comes from:
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Marija (left) reunited with her 
host mom in Michigan.  

To be an Alumni Instruc-
tor, in one way, is hard—
you have four weeks, four 
groups of students that you 
become really close to and 
then it is time to send them 
on a plane to the best year 
ever. I felt so proud and so 
happy to see all my students 
departing with a smile and 
saying that they are ready for 
this challenge.  This experi-
ence helped me to grow on 
so many levels and reminded 
me of how proud I am to be a 
YES alumna. 
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