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Alba, right, with her host sister at 
the Janmastami celebration.                 

By Alba Boshnjaku
YES Kosovo, ‘13
The Woodlands, TX

The experience of being a for-
eign exchange student has been one 
of the most rewarding in my life. 
It takes courage and time to adjust 
in a new environment.  For me, 
however, a key that made my ad-
justment easier is my host family. 
Not only do I encounter different 
cultural aspects of America, but I 
have also been introduced to their 
Indian heritage and traditions!

In Kosovo, my home is in the 
capital of Pristina—a metropolitan 
city with crowded areas and tall 
skyscrapers. In the enormous state 
of Texas, I am in a completely dif-
ferent and diverse environment. I 
have not only been introduced to 
a suburban style of living, but to 
a country and culture I have only 
heard and seen on TV: India. 

One of my favorite exposures 
to Indian culture was Janmastami, 
which is a celebration for the birth 
of Lord Krishna, a God represented 
in the Hindu religion. The week-
end before school started, my host 

sister announced that we were go-
ing to an enormous festivity with 
more than one thousand people. I 
had many curiosities in my mind as 
to what we were going to do there 
and what I was going to wear. My 
host sister explained to me that on 
this auspicious occasion, everyone 
would perform different dances 
such as Garba and Dhandiya. Gar-
ba can be portrayed through the 
body movements with mainly the 
legs and hands whereas Dhandiya 
exerts motion and movement in 
individuals while holding colorful 
wooden sticks. 

As my host sister and I ap-
proached the celebration center,    I 
was mesmerized by the multiple 
colored dresses, traditional Indian 
music, and people that surround-
ed me. There were decorations that 
represented Lord Krishna and flow-
er petals on an altar representing 
an offering to the God. I not only 
learned prayers during the occa-
sion, but also danced until my feet 
were sore and experienced real In-
dian culture just like the one I had 
seen in movies. 

Even though I was the only Cau-
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casian wearing an Indian dress, I 
tried to be involved in every dance 
and event that occurred throughout 
this celebration. At one moment, I 
had closed my eyes, and it felt like 
home. My host family and friends 
helped me fit into this society as if 
I was a born into Indian heritage. 
I knew that even though I come 
from a different country across the 
world, I was part of their family.

Jelena Jevtić, A-SMYLE Serbia, ’13 (6th from right) In Pueblo West, CO, it is school-approved homecoming tradition to 
decorate the football players’ homes with toilet paper. In this photo, Jelena and varsity volleyball players buy supplies at 
Walmart.



Volume VI, Issue IOfficial Newsletter of A-SMYLE and YESPage 2

By Tamara Rudic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘13
Colorado Springs, CO

I never really thought it would 
be difficult to adapt to an Ameri-
can high school. In Serbia, I had 
a bunch of friends whom I got 
along with quite quickly, so I al-
ways thought of myself as a pretty 
friendly and communicative per-
son who would have no trouble 
finding new friends. Well, I was 
partially wrong. When my host 
sister first drove me to Discovery 
Canyon Campus High School, my 
jaw literally dropped at how huge 

it was! There were students every-
where, greeting their old friends, 
rushing through the hallways and 
getting into their classes. I was 
completely lost that first day! I met 
very few people, and I was really 
sad after the day was over because 
I wasn’t used to a school this big 
and had never felt comfortable in 
crowded places. 

Since my host sister had her the-
ater rehearsal after school, and she 
was my ride home, I had to stay 
and wait for her. She used that 
time to introduce me to some of 
the theater kids.  That was actu-
ally the first time that day that I 

talked to people for more than five 
minutes, and I found out that they 
were really interesting and friend-
ly. However, I wasn’t into acting 
and I thought I would never in my 
life go on stage, because of my 
enormous stage fright.

In the car on our way home, 
I mentioned how I thought peo-
ple in the theater club would be 
interesting to hang out with, but 
that I also didn’t want to act. My 
host sister just looked at me and 
said, “Well, you don’t have to act 
to be in the club, you know. You 
could be on the tech crew.”   When 
she explained to me what the tech 

crew did, I signed up the next day. 
I started attending rehearsals and 
making props and sets with the 
other “Techies.” 

Techies may be backstage and 
the audience only sees us when 
we’re changing the set and we 
may not be as important or as well 
known as the actors are, but we 
are still part of the team—a team 
of great people who always have 
lots of fun when they’re together. 
I’m now really grateful to my host 
sister for persuading me to join the 
club, mostly because I met most of 
my new friends there... and they 
are really awesome!

The Friendship on Stage

Tamara (bottom row, 3rd from left) with the cast and crew for ‘Almost, Maine’ pose on stage.

Tamara Rudic, A-SMYLE Serbia, ’13, (2nd from right) celebrates her 17th 
birthday at the top of Pikes Peak with her host family.

Marko Petrovic, A-SMYLE Serbia, ’13, (left) with PAX students in his 
cluster at the Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center in Portage, AK.
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Thoughts at a Campaign Stop

By Rudin Mucaj
YES Albania, ‘13
Wellman, IA

It was a Friday afternoon in 
Iowa City, and the President of 
United States was about to hold a 
meeting with his supporters. It was 
a rainy and cold day, but those of 
us waiting for the President were 
warm knowing we were about to 
see the person who could change 
our lives and destinies. I had no um-
brella with me and was completely 
soaked, but I didn’t care—my mind 
and heart were filled with thoughts 
and ideas about how the world 
can change from good examples. 
I thought about how individuals 
can better their countries and other 

countries can follow those exam-
ples. I thought about how the world 
would be so much better without 
hate, without wars, without blood, 
without tears, but full of joy, full of 
love, full of life, full of laughs, full 
of hugs and kisses. I thought about 
America’s history and how it hasn’t 
always been heaven on the earth. 
America passed through difficul-
ties and racism, but look where it 
is now!   

It overcame everything. There 
were years of great racism, and yet 
today America is a place where peo-
ple are judged by their personality, 
not the color of their skin. I thought 
about those American years, and 
now I thought about the President. 
I thought about Neil Armstrong’s 

words, “That’s one small step for 
man, one giant leap for mankind.” 

The first step that the President 
took to walk into the oval office for 
the first time wasn’t that big in inch-
es or feet—I bet it did not take more 
than one or two seconds—but for 
humanity it was one of the greatest 
steps ever. 

I wondered why the rest of the 
world cannot leave their past be-
hind and see their futures. What has 
passed cannot change, but we can 
work to make the future together. 
We can contribute even with small 
things—the ocean is so big, but 
without small, individual drops of 
water the oceans wouldn’t exist.  I 
realized I was in the center. I am liv-
ing the American Dream in a place 

where everyone is equal and noth-
ing is impossible.  Finally, the Presi-
dent came to the podium and started 
to speak about how he can change 
the future of the United States of 
America.  While he spoke, I thought 
about how the most important jobs 
have the biggest difficulties, and 
maybe they are dangerous. From 
millions of people, one must walk 
forward and lead people to the en-
lightenment of the future. Nothing 
is impossible if we believe in the 
possibility of the impossible. The 
president finished speaking, and I 
finished thinking. After this speech, 
I was the greatest optimist and so 
much more when I had the chance 
to shake the president’s hand! It was 
an unforgettable experience.

President and Mrs. Obama and Vice President and Mrs. Biden at an event in Iowa.

Davor Tunjic, YES Bosnia and Herzegovina, ’13, at the PDO 
in Washington with YES friends.

Sandra Brkanovic, A-SMYLE Montenegro, ’13, (2nd from left) with friends 
from the dance team after the first football game in Bonners Ferry, ID.
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By Jelena Jevtic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘13
Pueblo West, CO

The best thing about being hu-
man is that we can dream.  Dreams 
can take us anywhere and can open 
our hearts to the fullest.  Since I 
have always wanted to experience 
what people call the “American 
Dream,” my imagination finally 
took me to the right place: the Unit-
ed States.

On September 28, I was able to 
experience another adventure I nev-
er dreamed would happen.  I trav-
eled to Wheat Ridge near Denver, 
CO where my friends and I did fun 
activities all day long that showed 

a variety of different types of lead-
ership skills. The most interesting 
part was when we participated in 
what is called a ropes course. This 
was something different for me 
because I had never even heard of 
such a thing before! 

The feelings I experienced that 
day were exhilarating, to say the 
least.  Standing at the top of the 
course, I was closer to the sky—I 
felt free, scared of falling, but yet I 
was not willing to stop. I remember 
feeling a sense of accomplishment 
and being very proud of myself be-
cause I think leaders should set an 
example to their friends. I put my 
feet on the top of the trunk, put my 
arms in the air, and I felt like I was 

touching the sky. My next move 
was supposed to be jumping off the 
trunk and trying to catch another 
rope that was in the air. I knew I 
could do it because leaders do not 
give up.  They overcome their fear 
and move on. That is exactly what 
I did. Even though the trunk was 
shaking, I did not put my arms 
down. I took a deep breath, told my 
friends that were holding the rope 
on the ground that I was ready, and 
I jumped.  

I reached for the other rope and 
grabbed it strongly with both hands. 
Leaders always find solutions—or 
at least try to—so I knew I had 
to catch it.  Leaders rely on their 
friends, so I relied on them and did 

not doubt that they would hold that 
rope tight and keep my life safe. 
When it was all finished, I realized 
that I found out a lot about myself. 
During all the challenges I went 
through, I believed, I achieved, I 
supported my teammates, and I 
encouraged.  And the most import-
ant thing I learned about the rope 
course challenge is that we worked 
as a team and as individuals.  We 
shared ideas and accepted the fact 
that some of the ideas were different 
but that did not make them wrong. 
The more you believe in yourself, 
your chances for accomplishments 
are many. If you are eager enough 
to experience it, you can live your 
dream. I am living mine.

When You Are Closer to the Sky

Bajram in Bosnia
By Katie Wells
YES Abroad, ‘13
Sarajevo, BiH

Bajram—also known as Eid 
al-Adha (Feast of the Sacrifice)—
according to Muslim tradition, is 
a day honoring the willingness of 
Abraham to sacrifice his own son 
Ishmael. In Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, it is mainly a day for family 
and friends. This was exactly my 
experience with Bajram.  

My host family and I left ear-

ly Friday morning from Sarajevo 
to my host grandmom’s (my host 
mom’s mom) home in Tuzla. Three 
hours later, we arrived at Granny’s 
house and met my host mom’s 
brother, his wife and their two kids! 
The beginning was very relaxing—
we watched TV, ate and talked. 
Then everyone changed into their 
nice clothes and we took off for the 
house where the ox was going to be 
sacrificed, per the customs. When 
we arrived at their friend’s  house, 
we were ushered into a room with 

other people who we were going to 
share the ox with—in the Muslim 
tradition, during Bajram, a sheep, 
goat, cow or ox are sacrificed, and 
two thirds of the meat is donated to 
charity or is given away to friends 
and family.

While we were waiting, my host 
brother, Irfan, suggested that we 
go to a small town about twenty 
minutes away from Tuzla for a lit-
tle while. So he, my host Mom, her 
sister-in-law and I piled into the 
car and took off. 

We walked down a lovely street 
where all of the shops were closed 
because of Bajram and enjoyed 
a little fresh air and company, 
grabbed some lunch, and then 
headed back for what I thought 
was going to be the sacrifice. But it 
was not to be! We missed the kill-
ing by a few minutes, and the men 
were already hacking away at the 
carcass and separating the meat. 

After some talking, supper was 
brought in. It included a variety of 
Bosnian pies or pita, including bu-

Dea Musliu, YES Kosovo, ’13, 
volunteers in an animal shelter 
in Walla Walla , WA.

continues on page 5

Gresa Rashiti, A-SMYLE Serbia, ’13, with her host grandmother 
and great grandmother during a fair in Kenton, OH.

Davor Tunjic, YES Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, ’13, shares Bosnian 
culture and language with American 
friends every day in school.
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rek and a stew of the fresh meat. 
When our meal was cleared, they 
brought out cake and baklava. One 
thing you should keep in mind if 
you intend to visit Bosnia: they 
are extremely hospitable, and they 
will feed you until you are rolling 
around on the floor. And I love 
them for it!

Night eventually came, and 
we loaded back into the car with 
enough meat and food to last us 
a week. The ride was silent as ev-
eryone curled into their own little 
corner and fell asleep. Well, except 
for my host dad, Esad, naturally 
because he was driving. All in all, 

Bajram was just a  day of friends, 
family, talking and—most impor-
tantly—eating.  It was wonderful 
to be a part of and witness it!

Gazi Husrev-bey mosque 
in Sarajevo Old Town built 
in 1531

By Stefan Raicevic
A-SMYLE Montenegro, ‘12

In a past issue of Balkan Youth 
Voices, I read a great paragraph writ-
ten by a friend of mine, Boris Alibali, 
YES alumnus from Albania. He said 
that the same things we had to do 
when we were in the States to over-
come homesickness, we have to do 
when we are back home. 

Now that we are home, I think 
we have to overcome and solve 
problems in our countries—or at 
least try! I listened to his advice 
and attended the Mission Common 
Goal Conference held in Podgori-
ca in late September. 

A-SMYLE and YES alumni at-
tended this conference where we all 
had the chance to learn what we can 
do in our countries from older and 
more experienced alumni. It was a 
great and rare opportunity seeing 

Balkans Standing Together for a Common Goal

Stefan with other A-SMYLE and YES alumni at the Mission Common Goal Conference in Podgorica

people from Montenegro, Serbia, 
Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Albania, Kosovo and Bulgaria 
standing together, working unani-
mously  for a common goal. During 
the conference, we created a com-

mon project that is going to be done 
in all of our countries at the same 
time. In the end, our project got 
way bigger and more interesting 
than anyone had planned!  

Of course, I don’t want to ruin 
the fun and reveal all the details 
about it, but trust me, it is going to 
leave an impact and you are going 
to hear about it!

The Spirit
By Bojana Rakovic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘13
Versailles, KY

It’s been a crazy month in Ver-
sailles, Kentucky. I have seen 
and experienced more than ever 
before. The simplest things—like 
learning how to get around town—

were very important to me. But the 
one event that made the biggest 
impact on me was attending my 
first pep rally. In fact, the entire 
experience of Spirit Week was 
something completely new to me.

I’ve never seen so many kids 
working hard to show how much 
they like their school and the activ-

ities in it. Every day of Spirit Week 
had a different theme, and the hap-
py feeling of unity spread through 
the classrooms and halls. Even 
though I was new in the school, 
getting dressed up with everybody 
made me feel like I truly belong.     

Monday classes were fun when 
all the students and the teachers 

were wearing tie-dye. One day, 
each class wore their class color, 
and the juniors wore red. What 
better opportunity to wear my red 
T-shirt with “Serbia” written in big 
letters on it? Walking through the 
school, I felt proud that I was rep-
resenting my country to everybody 
I saw. It was a great conversation 

continues on page 6

A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘13
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starter and a chance to teach my 
friends about Serbia.  Even though 
I loved the day I got to represent 
Serbia so openly, every day of 
Spirit Week paled in comparison 
to Friday! It was the final and most 
important spirit day—the day of 
the pep rally. The night before, I 
feverishly planned my outfit. I had 
to wear the school colors, black 
and yellow, because they depict the 
school mascot, the Yellow Jacket. 

It was the most overwhelming 
experience of my life. The school 
gym was shining bright in those 

beautiful colors. Every class dec-
orated their own part of the gym 
and everybody was cheering 
loudly. The classes were com-
peting for the spirit stick and one 
of the competitions was raising 
money for charity. The fact that 
helping others was a part of the 
spirit week was very touching.

Sometimes, it’s hard to be-
lieve that so many great things 
happened in the month I’ve been 
here, but that makes me look for-
ward to the rest of this magical 
year even more!

Bojana (left) wearing her red “Serbia” tee to show junior class spirit

Pep Rally at Woodford County High School in Versailles, KY

By Vuk Vukovic
A-SMYLE Montenegro,‘12

The Montenegro glee club 
“Step on Stage” began practicing 
on August 28, 2012. Since then, 
the club has been working really 
hard toward one goal: preparing 
for the Christmas Bazar that will 
be at Delta City mall in Podgori-
ca, Montenegro. The songs that 
will be performed are True Col-
ors, More Than This, Somewhere 
Only We Know, Seasons of Love, 
Last Christmas and Baby, It’s Cold 
Outside.

Prior to Christmas, the glee club 
will have performances at a local 
hospital for sick children, at the 
Halloween event at the American 
Corner, and at an English night 

at a local restaurant. The whole 
purpose of these performances 
is to practice singing in English 
and performing in public. All of 
the members are talented in their 
own unique way—they can sing, 
dance, and perform—but because 
of our society never had a chance 
to do anything similar.

Glee club has 20 members and 
counting and has made its commu-
nity more aware of the perform-
ing arts. The coordinators, Marina 
Roganovic (’06) and I, are look-
ing forward to working more with 
these young people and having a 
positive impact on both the com-
munity and others’ lives. For more 
information visit our facebook 
page: www.facebook.com/Monte-
negroGleeClub

Glee Steps on Stage in Montenegro

Vuk  and  Marina (center) bring Glee Club to Montenegro
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By Boris Alibali
YES Albania, ‘11

After serving as an instructor at 
the DC Orientation for YES stu-
dents in August, I found out I had 
time to travel.  For sure the first 
destination for me was my host 
family’s home in New Hampshire! 

This opportunity was so special 
to me because I never thought we 
were going to see each other after 
only one year apart.  I was able to 
visit my former school, was able 
to see everybody again and made 
18(!) presentations about Albania 
for new students in the school. This 
was all done over only three days.  
As alumni, we always remember 
that our job as good ambassadors 

never ends! 
I can’t write all that I experienced 

upon returning—that would take 
a whole volume of Balkan Youth 
Voices—but I can say it was a blast, 
and I was not excited to leave them 
for the second time. I now feel at 
home in America just as much as I 
feel at home in Albania, and for me 
that is a fantastic feeling. 

To my host family, which certain-
ly has a big, irreplaceable place in 
my heart, my local coordinator who 
drove an hour and a half to visit me, 
Monadnock Regional High School, 
all of my friends, neighbors, and 
everybody who made my time in 
the U.S. unforgettable, I want to say 
thank you. THANK YOU! 

You Can Go Home Again 

Boris (center back, waving Albanian flag) with students at Monadnock 
Regional HS in Swanzey, NH.

By Pavle Jankovic
A-SMYLE Montenegro, ‘12

Three weeks after the new genera-
tion of A-SMYLE students returned 
to Montenegro, the first opportunity 
to volunteer together occurred. It 
was a 4th of July party that was or-
ganized by the Montenegro-Amer-
ican Youth Alumni Association 
(MAYAA) and a food bank in Pod-
gorica and funded by American 
Councils’ International Outreach 
Fund.  The event took place at the 
American Corner and was staffed 
by members of MAYAA, alum-
ni of the A-SMYLE and UGRAD 
programs in Montenegro. Children 
from a refugee camp in Podgorica 
took part with the help of the staff 

from the food bank. Children and 
the alumni played different games, 
sang songs in English, and painted 
while learning about America and 
its different states. The children also 
got an opportunity to learn about 
the 4th of July and why it is so im-
portant for the people in the Unit-
ed States.  Before the children left, 
representatives from the food bank 
gave cakes to all the children who 
participated.  They were all very 
thankful and promised they would 
return to the American Corner.

Sweets for Their Smiles
By Ramo Bambur
YES Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, ‘13
Las Vegas, NV

When I was invited to the home-
coming football game at my high 
school, I already had a few friends. 
My host brother—who is an ex-
change student from Thailand—
was really looking forward to it, 
but I have to admit that I wasn’t 
really the happiest about it. I was 
afraid of a new experience. See, I 
am not a sporty type of a guy, and 
never before in my life was I in-
terested in a football game. But I 
knew that this had to be experi-
enced during my exchange year 
and I need to be a part of every-
thing I can. So, I said yes. 

When we got there, we met with 
our friends. Before the game, we 
were talking about the upcoming 

homecoming weekend and talking 
about ourselves, which was pret-
ty nice. As the time passed at the 
game, I started to make more and 
more friends. I met a lot of peo-
ple, and we were having so much 
fun that we even stopped paying 
so much attention to the game! I 
kept listening to my new friends’ 
stories, and they were very inter-
ested in my experience as a foreign 
exchange student. I felt very proud 
when I said I am an exchange stu-
dent—I think it’s a privilege to be 
one! 

I was sad to see the night end 
but was happy, too, because I saw 
that making new friends is not that 
difficult at all, and now I love it! 
My advice is to face all new expe-
riences, make friends and not be 
afraid because I learned that the 
more relaxed you are, the more fun 
you will have!

A Football Match

Ramo (right) with friends at a football game

By Nina Stanisic
A-SMYLE 
Montenegro, ‘12

On September 28, the three day 
re-entry for 2011-2012 A-SMYLE 
students from Montenegro be-
gan. All of us students were very 
excited for it because it was a 
chance to see each other again, 
talk about our experiences, learn 
new things and get new informa-

tion. Each day we had workshops 
where we discussed our life back 
home. We talked about questions 
like, “How did we get used to life 
back here?” “Has our family or 
our friend group changed towards 
us?” “Have we changed?” We 
compared each person’s situation 
and got some great advice on how 
to cope with some of those issues 
if they happened. During other 
workshops, we thought of all the 

Re-entry in Montenegro

continues on page 8



Volume VI, Issue IOfficial Newsletter of A-SMYLE and YESPage 8

By Lena Jokanovic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘13
Wilder, ID

It has only been just a month 
since I came to Idaho, but so 
many things have happened that 
it seems like I’ve been here for 
much longer. I have enjoyed every 
second of my experience in the 
U.S.  I have joined Musical The-
atre of Idaho, become the presi-
dent of a health club, have volun-
teered and I am on homecoming 
court. Every day is different and 
full of excitement, but the four 
days I spent in Portland, Oregon 
were unforgettable. 

My host family and I went to 
Portland to visit my host parents’ 
family.  Since we left early in the 
morning, I was so sleepy and tired 
but I was so excited that I didn’t 
sleep much. When I woke up, the 
first thing I saw was the Colum-
bia River, and on the other side I 
could see Washington windmills. 
But, that wasn’t all. Entering the 
Portland area the only thing you 
can see is green in every shape. 
Our first stop was at Multnomah 
Falls. The cascade of icy water 
lets you feel the power and beauty 
of nature, and I hiked up to where 
the falls start. What a landscape! 

It usually rains in Portland, but 
we were lucky because every day 
was sunny! The next day we vis-

ited the Japanese garden and went 
shopping. We spent one whole 
day at the Oregon Museum of Sci-
ence and Industry. OMSI has ev-
erything—a theatre, planetarium, 
turbine hall, earth hall, science lab 
and puzzles all around the mu-
seum—we were the last ones to 
leave as the museum closed. My 
host father, Tom, and I saw a real 
submarine that was used in the 
World War II, and it was amaz-
ing listening to how people lived 
there and helped the U.S. Army.

On our way back home we vis-
ited the Maryhill Museum of Art, 
and I never could have imagined 
that I would find something Ser-
bian there. There was an exhibi-
tion about the Romanian princess, 
Mari, who was a queen consort of 
King Alexander I of Yugoslavia. 

During this trip I also met my 
host parents’ family’s first ex-
change student from Sweden. He 
was an exchange student 40 years 
ago! It was great talking to him 
about exchange experiences. 

Portland became my favorite 
American city so far. I love the 
fact that wherever you look you 
will see green! I am so grateful to 
my host family for taking me to 
Portland and making my experi-
ence amazing. There are a lot of 
things coming up and I can’t wait 
for them to start!

Yllza Hoti
YES Kosovo, ‘13
Duvall, WA

It has been three months since 
the first day I came to the United 
States, but it passed so quickly that 
I barely noticed! It’s probably one 
of those things, “Time goes by fast 
when you’re having fun.”  It is to-
tally true that you don’t even realize 
how fast time passes most of the 
time, but while experiencing life 
as an exchange student, you learn 
that a whole lot more. Having one 
school year to experience so many 
new things makes you value time 
much more than you might have 
done before. 

I stepped off the plane in the 
U.S. and I could feel goose bumps 
on my skin—I couldn’t stop smil-
ing and I felt super excited all the 
time! “So this is what it feels like 
to be in the U.S.?!” was my first 
thought that day. I made my dream 
come true and I came to the United 
States. Now that I had arrived, all 
I had to do was unpack and start 

my unforgettable experience. As 
anyone coming to a place for the 
first time, I was so impressed by so 
many things that were new to me 
and different from what I’d been 
used to. I realized people are much 
more open, or better said, much 
more comfortable around each oth-
er. Everyone I met was so happy to 
meet me, and they were interested 
about where I’m from or in just get-
ting to know me. I can say this felt 
really good! It’s pretty cool when 
there are a lot of people that have 
never heard of your home country 
before and now they want to know 
everything about it and about you. 

Another impression I had the 
first few days was the difference 
in food from my country and here. 
Although we have many foods in 
common, I tried so many things for 
the first time, and now I feel that 
I’ve been eating those foods forev-
er. Everything seems to be so much 
more natural now—it kind of feels 
like home.  

Oh, and school was probably 
one of the things that impressed 
me the most. Despite the difference 
in the school system, the teacher’s 
attitude towards the students and 
the attitude of the students towards 
each other were what impressed me 
and made me realize how things are 
not better, not worse, just different. 
Those are my first impressions, but 
I can’t spend too much time writ-
ing… I only get to have one expe-
rience as an exchange student, so I 
have to get out there and live it, and 
make the best out of it!

First Impressions Great Experience in Portland

skills we gained while in the U.S. 
and brainstormed the best ways 
to use them in Montenegro to try 
and make a change. Older alumni 
came and introduced some projects 
that we can get involved with. Now 
that we are alumni we also got a 
chance to present some of our ideas 
for upcoming projects and received 
advice from older alumni. Re-en-

try wasn’t only workshops, though. 
We played fun games together and 
during free time we went to the 
pool—it was all about reconnecting 
with other students. All in all, those 
three days were a great opportunity 
for all of us to have fun and also get 
new information that can help us 
be better and use our skills in our 
community.A-SMYLE ‘12 generation in front of the Bianca Hotel Resort 

in Kolasin, Montenegro.
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By Boris Alibali
YES Albania, ‘11

I returned to Albania in June of 
2011 after a successful and unfor-
gettable year as an exchange stu-
dent. I was sad not only because I 
had to leave, but because I thought 
it would be years and years until I 
visited the U.S. again.

This summer, things turned out 
quite differently. The big news was 
that I got selected as an alumni in-
structor for the DC Orientations 
(DCOs) for all the of the new YES 
exchange students. I could not 
have been any happier knowing 
that I was going to return to Amer-
ica so soon after I left.

When August came, it was time 
to cross the Atlantic again. I also 
was able to visit Washington, DC 
for the first time! As an exchange 
student, I didn’t have the chance 
to meet many people from the 
American Councils office, but as 
an alumni instructor, I had the op-
portunity to work with many of 
them for five weeks! Each week 
we had a large group of students, 

at least 100, arriving from various 
countries. We would pick them up 
at the airport, hand out schedules, 
go through the rules and explain 
what the DCO is all about; then 
the DCO for the group of students 
would begin. It was a truly amaz-
ing experience. 

I got to be an instructor for all 
of these newly arrived students, 
but the funny thing about it was 
that only two years ago I was an 
exchange student myself. Many 
of them did not believe that I was 
only 19—a very new alumnus my-
self!

The DCO was pretty fantastic, 
and I could see how much the stu-
dents enjoyed it. At the end of the 
orientation, many of the students 
had tears in their eyes. I could al-
ready imagine how dramatic the 
last day of their exchange will be. 
The fact that many of them got so 
connected after only three days 
showed me that they have the pos-
itive, friendly and warm attitude 
an exchange student should have 
in order to succeed.

Lena (1st on left) at Multnomah Falls in Oregon

 My (Unexpectedly) 
Very American Summer

By Jovan Trajkovic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘13
North English, IA

On September 17, 2012, Home-
coming week at English Valley 
High School started. It was really 
eventful. We had many fun things 
to do—like dressing up during 
“theme days” and wacky games 
between students and teachers—
and almost everyone participated. 
The theme days were really funny 
because some students were very 
creative. There were girls walking 
down the halls in dresses with their 
escorts in tuxedos for “Red Carpet 
Day,” students dressed as cowboys 
and babies for “Blast from the Past 
Day,” students dressed as grannies 
and robots for “Future Day,” and a 
variety of superheroes on “Super-
hero Day.” The last day was “Blue 
and Gold Day,” a day where stu-
dents wore the school colors.

For me the most exciting thing 
that happened during homecoming 
week was definitely the corona-
tion of the homecoming court. I 
was one of the candidates from the 
homecoming court, which was in-
triguing and felt surreal. All court 
members had to walk in front of 
all the students in the school gym 
while the emcee read our biogra-
phy and opinions on our school.  
After all the couples had walked 
through the gym, the whole Home-
coming Court waited on the spe-
cial bleachers for the announce-
ment of the king and queen… the 
applause and lights were making 
us all dizzy! Though the stu-
dents voted for another couple as 
the king and queen, it was really 
amazing event. I’m glad that I was 
a part of something like that—it 
really made me feel like I belong 
to that high school.

Homecoming Week

Homecoming Court member Jovan (second row, second from right) 
waits for the announcement of Homecoming King and Queen.  
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Angela Gjekanovikj, YES Macedonia, ‘11
“This photo was taken at a church in Visalia, where our regional coordinator made an event 
where all the exchange students from her cluster presented their countries dressed in their tradi
tional clothes. I was one of the few that got to be in the video for my Placement Organization 
World Link, presenting my country and talking about life in USA. It was an unforgettable day and 
experience, so many students, so many countries and so many things to learn. It was the best 
kick-off to start International Education Week.”

Natasha Carovska, YES Macedonia, ‘12
This is a photo of Natasha and some fellow 
exchange students visiting New York City. 
She says, “this photo was taken three months 
before we left back to our countries. Those are 
my really good friends from Bolivia, France, 
Switzerland and Finland. It was amazing to 
interact with them; we always had fun together 
and always had new things to talk about. We 
were all from different countries, with different 
cultures and with very different languages, 
but despite these differences we really 
bonded and were together 24/7!”

Aida Knezevic
YES Bosnia and Herzegovina, ‘12
“My sister (middle) volunteering at 
a children’s drama club in Tuzla, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.”

Jelena Lucic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘07
“This was taken during one of the 
clean-up actions in Belgrade. 
Besides doing something that helps 
the environment, it always ends up 
being a great get together.”

International Education Week 2012 Alumni Photo Contest Winners
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Alba Boshnajku
YES Kosovo ‘13
The Woodlands, TX

International Education Week is a great opportunity to introduce 
where I’m from, my family background, culture and tradition to stu-
dents in my school and community in The Woodlands, Texas. They 
will be able to learn about a small country that they may not have heard 
of before. One of my presentations is going to be in my high school 
where I will display a PowerPoint presentation and bring Albanian 
food for students. Another presentation will be held in a community 
college where not only young teenagers can learn about Kosovo, but 
also adults who can grasp new concepts and understand a different 
culture. A third presentation that I will be giving is going to be at a 
retirement center. I will introduce traditional games/music with the 
elderly and interact with them about the Albanian rituals and history 
of Kosovo. 

Tamara Rudic
A-SMYLE Serbia ‘13 
Colorado Springs, CO

I’m thinking about doing at least ten presentations, but in aninterac-
tive way, such as bringing in Serbian food or teaching my friends the 
Serbian language. They already want to start learning it!

Jelena Jevtic
A-SMYLE Serbia ‘13
Pueblo West, CO

I have already made presentations about my country, so my plan is 
to present them and bring some Serbian food, so students can really 
experience Serbian culture.

There are a lot of students interested in my language, so I will 
organize a meeting after school with all of the people that want to 
learn some polite words, because it is always nice to know how to say 
“Thank you,” “I am sorry,” and “Please” in another language. I will be 
free to answer all the questions that people ask me, because I think that 
is a really good way to bring my culture and my life to them! 

Balkan Youth Voices Asks: 
What activity are you planning for International Education week? 

Maja Stanojkovic
A-SMYLE Serbia, ‘12
“This is the photo of my host sister 
and me. She is showing me real 
country life in Iowa. Also, that was 
my first time riding a horse and it 
was awesome! I am so thankful to 
her for that experience.”

Boris Alibali,  YES Albania, ‘11
The picture on top of Boris and his host family is from Thanksgiving 
during his year on program. The bottom photo is a new photo, taken 
this past August. He says, “I arrived on Saturday night in Swanzey, 
New Hampshire, where a big welcoming party was waiting for me. 
The most special thing about the visit is the fact that I got to see Raja 
and Willow. At the time I was an exchange student my host mom was 
pregnant with them, and now I get to see them. I also got to meet an 
additional family member, Marco, the new exchange student from 
Italy. 5 kids, parties, guests, happiness, joy, and laughter…That is 
what my wonderful American family is all about.”

International Education Week 2012 Alumni Photo Contest Winners



Volume VI, Issue IOfficial Newsletter of A-SMYLE and YESPage 12

By Shpresa Frrokaj
YES Kosovo, ‘13
Bakersfield, CA

On October 13, YES students 
joined together to work as a team 
to help raise funds for the Ameri-
can Cancer Society at their Relay 
for Life event in Tulare, California.

The American Cancer Society’s 
Relay for Life is a huge life chang-
ing event held every year across 
the United States. It gives a chance 
to celebrate the lives of people 
who have battled cancer and to 
remember the lost ones. But most 
importantly, its purpose is to help 
the community fight cancer, espe-
cially by researching for a cure. It 
is known for its symbolic activities 
such as walking around the track 
during the day—to honor all peo-
ple who have survived cancer—

and a luminary event during the 
night—in memory of millions of 
people who have died from cancer. 

In total, there were around 1,700 
volunteers with 69 teams signed up 
for the overnight relay-style race 
that took place on the fields of a lo-
cal high school. Our team of YES, 
A-SMYLE, and FLEX students 
raised a total of $6,177! This is the 
highest amount ever donated from 
exchange students, and it is also 
one of the highest donations made 
in the event. 

This act was very significant for 
us because we had been working 
hard for four weeks and were hap-
py to achieve our goal of helping 
our community, especially for our 
role in raising money and aware-
ness about a disease that affects    
too many. 

Relay for Life

Shpresa (bottom right) with a World Link cluster at the Relay for 
Life Event.
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By Davor Tunjic
YES Bosnia & 
Herzegovina, ‘13
Bakersfield, CA

I am only two months into my 
American experience, and there are 
still a lot of things I want to explore 
about American culture and every-
day life. One of the things I have 
learned about American people is 
that they appreciate community 
service. Since I’m trying to learn as 
much as I can about the American 
people and their values, I wanted to 
get involved in community service 
as soon as I could. 

I feel really helpful to my com-
munity right now. I have changed 
my lazy weekends to something 
helpful for other people. I have vol-
unteered for Project Linus, making 
blankets for those in need; I have 
volunteered at the Bakersfield 
Homeless Center, where I made 
and served food to homeless peo-
ple. And I participated in the Re-
lay for Life. Volunteering has been 
challenging, but it has made me 
realize how good my life is. Some 
of the homeless people I saw were 
almost my age. They don’t have 
the opportunities that I have had, 
so I’m glad that I could help them 
at least by serving them food.

I’m definitely sure that I will 
keep on doing community service 
even after I come back to Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. It’s one of those 
things that everybody in the world 
should be doing to make the Earth 
a better place to live!

During the Relay for Life event, 
Davor raised over $100 for the 
American Cancer Society

My Experience with Community Service
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By Bard Ajdini
YES Macedonia, ‘13
Williamsburg, IA

It was a cold day in Iowa when 
I left class early so I could travel 
with my football team to our game 
that night. The trip took two hours, 
but we had so much fun on the bus 
with everyone encouraging each 
other…I’d never seen anything 
like this in real life! 

After we finished changing, we 
went outside, into the now freez-
ing cold, to warm up for the game. 
To say the least, it did not work. 
The temperature was below zero. 
Everyone felt cold. Most of the 
players had worn long sleeved 
t-shirts underneath their pads—all 
except for me and one other play-
er—and he complained about how 
cold he was and said he regretted 
even coming to the game.

The game started sloppy at first, 
but gradually we got back on track. 

By halftime we were only one 
point behind, but our team still left 
the field depressed. In the locker 
rooms, one coach yelled at some of 
the players. The second coach was 
more encouraging, and his speech 
got everyone back on their feet to 
play the second half energized.

The second we stepped back 
outside, we all remembered how 
cold it was and forgot anything the 
coaches had said. For me, being 
sleeveless, the cold literally hurt 
my skin. But I decided that com-
plaining about it wouldn’t help 
anyone. When other players who 
weren’t on the field were huddled 
together for warmth and were 
complaining about how cold it 
was, I decided I had enough and 
went over to them. I said, “No one 
cares if you’re cold. You care if 
you’re cold, but you see those peo-
ple behind you in the stands? The 
ones that drove two hours here? 
They didn’t come here to see you 

whining about how cold you are—
they came here to see you win.” 

To say the least, everyone was 
surprised. Maybe it was the words 
that came out, maybe it was the 
way I said it, or maybe both. Either 
way, they stopped complaining 
about the cold, and immediately 
they started to cheer for the team.

I did not get to play, but I think 
this was one of the most import-
ant things to happen to our team. 
Whenever the players saw other 
players on our team, they would 
take me to them so I could tell 
them that too. By the time every-
one had heard it, we had scored 
two touchdowns in a row. 

When we won the game by 
one touchdown, we ran on to the 
field, bashing our helmets togeth-
er, jumping around, cheering and 
yelling. It was an amazing mo-
ment. Some of the players even 
cried a little bit. Everything was 
perfect. The whole friendship we 

had, the looking out for each other, 
encouraging each other, doing all 
of this, just for each other. It was a 
very special moment.

After that, not feeling our feet 
from the cold, not even our hands 
or arms, we ran into the locker 
room, everyone congratulating 
us. Even the coach from the oth-
er team came to us to shake our 
hands. He looked at me straight 
in the eye. I could tell he had no-
ticed what I had done and he said, 
“Every team needs someone like 
you.” That’s when my eyes started 
watering a bit. But they were the 
happiest tears I have ever had.

When I got on the bus so we 
could go home, everyone that was 
there gave a huge cheer for me. 
And everyone quoted what I had 
previously said. This is where it 
turned out, undoubtedly, to be the 
best day of my whole life.

Cold Hands, Warm Hearts, Can’t Lose

Summer Camp

By Marko Delic
A-SMYLE Montenegro, ‘12

Summer—as we know it—is 
all about relaxing, having fun, and 
not thinking about school. August 
is the last part of the whole sum-
mer package, but it is also the time 
for re-establishing learning skills. 
The summer camp the Montene-

grin-American Youth Alumni Asso-
ciation (MAYAA) held in Kolasin, 
Montenegro from August 20-26, 
was the best choice for re-gaining 
skills, while also developing new 
ones.

The idea of the camp was to 
help teenagers understand the im-
portance of politics in our lives, to 
gain experience in teamwork, and 

much more! Throughout the week, 
participants showed cooperation, 
open-mindedness, maturity, and  
leadership skills while having fun 
doing all the activities. Many of 
the campers have kept in contact 
with not only each other, but with 
the alumni leaders as well.  Day by 
day, they are helping the communi-
ty improve in many ways. There are 

lots of reports on volunteer work, 
participation in a new glee club, 
promoting exchange programs, and 
much more. This all demonstrates 
the success of the camp. Are you 
interested in attending a camp like 
this? I am glad to announce that af-
ter our successful experience with 
this camp, it is likely to see another 
event like this in the future! 

Marko with campers in Kolasin, Montenegro



Fall 2012 Page 15www.americancouncilssee.org

By Anna Wright
YES Abroad, ‘13 
Sarajevo, BiH

On November 4, 2012, the five 
YES Abroad students took a 2.5 
hour train ride from Sarajevo to 
Mostar, the largest city in Herze-
govina. American Councils Bosnia 
and Herzegovina Office Director 
Luljeta Koshi and Regional Direc-
tor for South East Europe Sarah 
Hennessey joined the YES Abroad 
students on this trip. 

During the day, the students vis-
ited the Karadjoz-Berg Mosque 
and climbed the minaret for an 
excellent view of the city. They 
walked through the Old Town and 
admired the Old Bridge.

An excerpt from YES Abroad 
student Anna Wright’s report of 
the day follows. 

“We went into the Karadjoz-Beg 
Mosque and climbed the minaret 
for a stunning view of the city. We 
wandered towards the Old Town, 
and stopped behind a 16th centu-

ry mosque for an optimal view of 
the Old Bridge.  We also climbed 
that minaret (even though it was 
a lot higher). We kept walking to-
wards the bridge, but stopped in at 
a shop to watch the owner make 
designs on copper, and at a mu-
seum to learn about the bridge’s 
destruction during the war and re-
construction.

We eventually got to the bridge, 
which is what I had wanted to see 
for a very long time. It was gor-
geous. When we got there, a biker 
who was dressed like Oliver Twist 
leaned his bike against a wall, 
pulled an accordion off of his bike, 
and started to play a really beauti-
ful, slow piece in a minor key. We 
walked across and walked down 
to the Neretva River to see it from 
another angle. Then we continued 
on our sight-seeing adventures and 
meandered towards the Crooked 
Bridge, which looks like the Old 
Bridge but is a lot smaller. It’s over 
a small, gushing stream that feeds 
into the larger river.”

Mostar

All the YES Abroad BiH students (from left): Katie, Savannah, Anna, Emma, and Helena

Anna poses for a picture while visiting Mostar.

For Anna’s full article, please visit: 
http://www.yesprograms.org/impact/story/anna-mostar
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By Ivan Vuksanovic
A-SMYLE Montenegro, ‘07

On June 8, eight Montenegrin 
A-SMYLE alumni had the oppor-
tunity to meet with Montenegrin 
Chair of Parliament Mr. Ranko 
Krivokapic. Prior to the meeting, 
we were shown around the Par-
liament building and toured the 
main chamber, committee rooms, 
and passed historical reminders of 
those who have served in that leg-
islative body. 

Mr. Krivokapic learned about 
the A-SMYLE program and selec-
tion process and spoke with alumni 

about their study and volunteer ex-
periences in the United States. He 
also took the time to share his own 
experiences in America. Alumni 
shared information about opportu-
nities to participate once partici-
pants return home and lobbied for 
support from the Montenegrin gov-
ernment to fund future projects of 
MAYAA, the Montenegrin-Ameri-
can Youth  Alumni Association we 
formed with alumni of the Global 
UGRAD program.

Telling the alumni that they 
are the future of their coutnry, the 
Chair of Parliament said, “You are 
the messengers of the opening of a 

new Montenegro. What you bring 
from the world is the best security 
that the future can be better. Our 
small country, which is opening to 
the larger world, also requires dip-
lomats like you.”

For alumni who had the oppor-
tuntiy to visit U.S. government of-
fices or legislative bodies during 
their exchange, this visit provid-
ed an opportunity to compare the 
two countries’ systems. Many were 
pleasantly surprised to find an open 
door policy and opportuntiies for 
young people to serve as Parlia-
ment Committee staffers. Alum-
na Balsa Lubarda (‘11) said, “For 

me, getting the chance to meet the 
head of the legislative branch was a 
life-changing experience...and the 
Parliament’s Chair showed a lot of 
interest in our views of the Ameri-
can-Montenegrin relationship and 
the overall experience we had in 
the States.”

Alumni awarded the Chair 
with an “Alumni Ambassador of 
the Month” t-shirt, shared a copy 
of the joint A-SMYLE and YES 
SEE newsletter Balkan Youth Voic-
es with him and expressed their 
wish for future cooperation with              
the Parliament.

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:
 The United States Department of State, 

Bureau for Educational and Cultural Affairs
Website: www.exchanges.state.gov
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