
May 11, 2013 marked the 10th      
anniversary of the Festival of      
Cultures here in Charlottesville.  
For the past 11 years, Debbie 
Tuler and Heidi Gordon have 
been co-coordinators of this 
event, which has become an    
institution for our city.  We had 
the opportunity to ask them a 
few questions about the history 
of the festival, their experiences, 
and the role they see the festival 

playing in the future. 

Back 11 years ago, why did you 
see a need for a Festival of     

Cultures here in Charlottesville? 

Heidi:  Since 2002, I have been  
teaching the International Rescue 
Committee's (IRC) English classes 
through a contact with the         
Charlottesville City School's Adult 
Learning Center (ALC).  In 2004, 
the IRC started resettling the    
Somali  Bantu.  As more and more 
families arrived wearing colorful 
head wraps and flowing robes, 
their visible presence caused both 
positive and negative reactions 
among local residents.  I felt we 
needed a way to introduce the  
Somali Bantu and the refugees 
from 30 other nations to our     
community.  I thought if only the 
public could meet the Somali  
Bantu, learn their stories and   
experience something of their  
culture, they would be more     
accepting and supportive. And this 
would benefit not only the       
refugee population and other 
newcomers to Charlottesville, but 

the entire community. 

As the idea of a festival gelled 
and an organizing committee was 
formed, one of the members --  a 
Senegalese man 
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of my friends just because they wanted to 
live the Iraqi dream, not live the       

American dream with me. 

Now, I want to tell all immigrants and  
especially all refugees that there is   
nothing called the American dream for a 
simple reason!  We can see the dream  
only when we are asleep, but if you want 
to live the American life, you need to 
study and develop yourself to be a part of 

the society.   

After all that, you 
will have the big 
house, cars, and 
all that you 

dreamed to have. 

From the Editor: 
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All people are looking for the American 
dream, but the question is “What is the 

American dream?”  

I was one of these people who was looking 
for it.  I dreamed to have a big house, new 
cars, better jobs from what I had in my 

country, and a beautiful woman to marry. 

I have been here in the United States for 
seven months and eight days.  I looked for 
the American dream.  I found myself living in 
a very small apartment.  I looked for a new 
car.  I found myself driving an old car.  In my 

country, I had the best of these things.   

Then, in one day, I 
realized that my 
American dream is to 
live in safety and in a 
peaceful way, away 
from the killing and 
explosions that I used 
to live with.          
Yesterday, I lost two 
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The American Dream                           
By Mohammed Alkaisy (Iraq) 

As always at this time of year, we celebrate the annual 

Festival of Cultures, and this year is especially significant 

in that it marks the 10th anniversary of this              

Charlottesville institution. Besides our interview with the 

Festival’s co-coordinators, several of the writings in this 

issue reflect the joy and sense of celebration at being 

able to live in Charlottesville’s diverse environment, the 

complicated nature of adjustment and being accepted 

here, as well as questioning the extent to which it is a 

good idea to blend our cultures or maintain a sense of 

separateness while appreciating new ideas.   

The Writing Class also took bold steps in addressing    

controversial civics issues recently in the news.  In class, 

we discussed at length the following question as students 

brought these topics up in their writings:  what is the 

role of government and what is the responsibility of 

private businesses and individuals in (1) deciding how 

to value and protect the environment and the amazing 

variety of species that still exist; (2) enforcing safe 

building standards and ensuring proper rescue and   

recovery in the face of natural disasters; (3) deciding 

who should be allowed to marry; and (4) deciding how 

to display weapons for sale in a way that protects our 

children as well as the right to bear arms?  While the 

writers were invited to express their own opinions, 

they were challenged to present both sides of the issue 

they addressed as much as possible.  The topics chosen 

and opinions expressed are the students’ own.  They do 

not reflect those of the Adult Learning Center. 

Leslie Furlong, Editor 

“… my American 
dream is to live 
in safety and in 
a peaceful way, 
away from the 

killing and     
explosions that I 

used to live 
with.” 
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The Adult Learn-
ing      Center 
(ALC) is very       
appreciative of 
all of the hard 
work and        
enthusiasm      
provided by our 
wonderful           

volunteers.   

This month we    
feature one of 

our volunteers, Sarah Szcserbiak, who will be    
leaving us at the end of this session to move     

overseas. 

Tell us a little bit about yourself.  I am a freelance 
writer by trade, and I specialize in writing        
marketing content, with a particular focus on    
music.  When I’m not working or volunteering at 
ALC, I love attending concerts, promoting bands, 

reading, playing music, and traveling. 

How long have you been volunteering at ALC?  
Tell us what you do here.  I have been              
volunteering since August 2010.  On Tuesday, I   
volunteer with the ESL 100 p.m. class, and often 
work with the students in small groups to help 
them learn the basics of phonics and spelling while 
having simple conversations.  On Thursday, I      
volunteer with the ESL 103 p.m. class.  There, I  
also often work in small groups and help students 
with sentence structure and grammar tenses, talk 
about American traditions, and do activities on the 

computer. 

Tell us about the rewards and challenges of     
volunteering at ALC.  Everyone I’ve ever worked 
with has been so grateful and kind, and it’s      
wonderfully satisfying to make such a positive    
difference in people’s lives.  I learn as much from 
the students as they do from me, and it’s really 
inspiring to hear about all the hardships that many 
of the students have gone through and notice how 
they still have such a bright outlook.  I also love 
hearing the perspectives of people from cultures 
different from my own.  Sometimes, things get  
misinterpreted, or I have trouble defining a word 

or idiomatic phrase in a way that’s easily           
understood, but even when I hit a momentary 
obstacle, the students are so patient and willing 

to learn. 

Would you recommend volunteering at ALC to 
your friends?  Why?  I absolutely would, and I 
already do, actually!  It is one of the best things 
that I’ve ever done, and I will really miss all the 
students and teachers at ALC when I move away 
this summer. Volunteering feels great, and I’m 
blessed to be able to use my knowledge to help 
others, while also receiving the numerous     

benefits of being exposed to other cultures. 

What advice would you give to our students?  
I’d tell them that keeping a positive attitude is 
really helpful when learning a language.  Also, 
I’d remind them that the volunteers and    
teachers are there to help and that there’s no 
need to be embarrassed if they have trouble 
communicating to us clearly.  I learned Italian in 
college, and I am learning Irish Gaelic now, and 
it’s really tough; I have the utmost respect for 
the teachers and my fellow volunteers, but    
especially the students who work so hard to 
grasp an unfamiliar language while getting used 
to all the other challenges of living in a new 

place. 

Anything else?  I would like to give a super    
special thanks to teachers Chip and Kate for   
being so fabulous to work with week after week.  
I have a very busy schedule, but they always 
make it clear how they’re appreciative that I’ve 
come to help, and really make an effort to     
include me in an evening’s lesson plans.  Also, 
I’d like to give similar thanks to every student 
I’ve ever worked with at ALC.  I’ll never forget 
them and will always admire their inner 

strength. 

Heartfelt thanks to Sarah for sharing her time 
and talents with us over the last few years.  Best 

of luck to her in her future! 

Sincerely, Cherry and the ALC Staff 

 

Volunteer Spotlight:  Sarah Szczerbiak 
 By Cherry Stewart, ESL Instructor and Volunteer Coordinator at ALC 
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Tea originates from China, but different nations 

have developed different tea cultures.  In China, 

tea is commonly consumed at social events and is 

used in traditional Chinese medicine and in     

Chinese cuisine. 

In my hometown, Chengdu, you can find a lot of 

teahouses scattered throughout the city.  For 

most people, the perfect place would be        

teahouses, which are their most important social 

place.  Friends always talk about everything in a 

relaxed way in teahouses and play Mahjong.  

Mahjong is a game played with tiles and is     

commonly played with four players, similar to 

Western card games.  Sometimes, people get   

together in teahouses to talk about business.   

In Guangdong, China, people like Dimsum, which 

Tea Culture                                                              
By Zhi Min Jasmine Yu (China) 

All Worlds on Your Plate 
By Marina Volkova (Russia) 

Our planet is divided into many different 
countries, which have many different races 
of people, different customs, and different 
manners.  Everyone knows about it.  But it 
was only after I came to America that I had 
a chance to live in a diverse society.   
 
As you know, Charlottesville is a university 
city with an environment of cultural         
diversity.  My family lives in an apartment 
provided by University Housing Division for 
families whose members work at UVA.  A lot 
of people from China, India, and Europe live 
here.  For example, our neighbors are    
families from China, India, and Italy.  It is 
such a rich blend of cultural traditions from 
all over the world under one roof.   
 
I am very glad that I have the opportunity to 
interact with people of differing ethnicities, 
religions, and cultures.  The diversity that 

comes from other people enriches my life, 
bringing new ideas and energy.  For example, I 
cook new dishes for my family from food     
previously unknown to me.  Guacamole,    
hummus, stir-fry vegetables, masala tea, and 
sweet potato now can often be found at our 
table. 
 
Sometimes, the differences in habits may be 
surprising.  So, I was surprised when I           
experienced the scent of roasted onion and 
curry in the morning.  Is it a good choice for 
breakfast?  For someone, it is so.  Respect for 
differences is an important part of life in a   
diverse community.  Tolerance and respect for 
people’s differences doesn’t mean giving up 
your own heritage.  Every family has its own 
traditions that are something to be proud of.  I 
believe honoring your family’s traditions and 
being open to differences enriches your life.  

is Cantonese favorite 

snacks, while they 

drink tea.  Dimsum 

snacks include fish  

porridge, shrimp 

dumplings, powdered fruit buns, etc.  Friends and 

family always take a long time to eat and chat in a 

relaxed way. 

I like flower teas such as chrysanthemum tea, 

which is very popular in China.  It is purported to 

have medical uses, including an aid in recovery 

from the flu, acne, and in decreasing the risk of 

heart attack and high blood pressure.  It has a   

perfect smell and beautiful color in the glass. 

I think that drinking tea is beneficial to your health 

while you enjoy its wonderful smell. 
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Three years ago, on a hot, humid day of 
summer, I was walking with my camera in the 
forest looking for something special of which to 
take a picture. I was standing at the start of the 
endless and dark road, and suddenly I 
remembered a story from my childhood: Ali 
Baba and the Forty Thieves, and the magic 
words “Open Sesame”, and in front of my eyes 
the road  was full of sparkling “jewels”. 
 
Like Ali Baba, I was astonished by what I saw: a 
great treasure, MUSHROOMS, hundreds of them. 
The road looked paved with ruby, topaz, 
sapphire, pearls and onyx, a collection of color 
and shapes. Being passionate about nature, I 
admit I was captivated immediately by 
mushrooms. 
 
But what exactly is a mushroom? The term 
mushroom is most often used to describe the 
reproductive structure (fruiting body) of a 
fungus. As an apple tree produces apples, a 
fungus produces mushrooms. The Blue Ridge 
Mountains provide a great diversity of flora, and 
mushrooms are an important part of this 
ecosystem because they feed themselves by 
digesting dead or living organic matter.  
 
Some wild mushrooms that grow in the Blue 
Ridge Mountains are edible, like Morels, 
Chanterelles, and Chicken of the Woods. These 
mushrooms have vibrant colors, unusual shapes 
and strong flavor, but before consumption it is 

very important they should be identified by a local 
expert mushroom hunter to make sure they are not 
poisonous. 
 
Animals eat mushrooms too; squirrels and chipmunks 
eat mushrooms as spring snacks. One time I saw a 
turtle enjoy a piece of succulent mushroom, and in 
my pictures I discovered little insect and snails 
eating them, too. 
 
Other mushrooms have exotic qualities, like the 
Jack' O Lantern, which when fresh glows in the 
darkness, and others, like the Destroying Angel, are  
fatal if consumed.  Despite its fragile appearance, 
this mushroom has caused the most deaths from 
ingestion in the U.S. 
 
The shapes are another interesting quality in wild 
mushrooms; they mimic the appearance of other 
things like corals, birds' nests, brackets, tongues, 
trumpets, puffballs, jelly, and the classical umbrella 
shape. 
 
Wild mushrooms are seasonal in the Blue Ridge 
Forest. They show up in summer and fall in 
abundance, and it is much better if you go after a 
few rainy days. 
 
If you want to see them, don't expect that they will 
wait for you; you must go quickly before they 
disappear, because mushrooms live a short life.   
 
The next question you may ask: Why in the 
Appalachian Mountains doesn't a wild mushroom 
hunting culture develop like in France, Italy, or 
Russia? Well, according to information I read on the 
internet, the people in the area inherited a fear of 
them from England, where the majority of original 
settlers came from.  The seventies did their part as 
well, as they are associated with a Hippie Culture.  
For one or another reason, wild mushrooms here 
never took a respected place like in other countries' 
cuisines.  
 
On your next summer trip to the Blue Ridge Forest, 
take the time to find mushrooms and you will, as I 
did, discover a new appreciation for their beauty. 

Jewels of the Forest 
 By Angela Nebel (Chile) 
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It's hard to find activities that involve the whole 

family, but I think bird watching is the 

perfect one. Bird watching, or birding according 

to the texts, is the observation of birds as a 

recreational activity. Also, it is an activity for all 

ages and genders and does not require a large  

investment, just a pair of binoculars and a field 

guide book. 

 

My personal experience with bird watching    

started twenty years ago in Tela, Honduras, at a 

Christmas Bird Count sponsored by the Audubon 

Society. This activity takes place in December, 

and the goal is to count as many species of birds 

as you can in one day. In 1993, I took my     

daughter.  She really enjoyed the event, and we 

remember it as a pleasant experience. 

 

One of the most positive things about bird   

watching is that no matter where in the 

world you live, there always are birds. Scientists 

have estimate that there are about 10,000 species 

of birds in the world.  This means there is no limit 

to where you can find birds. 

 

An example of this that I personally experienced 

was when I went bird watching in the 

desert in Qatar.  There was nothing alive around, 

just sand and stones, but on a cliff I saw a 

magnificent Eagle Owl, the biggest owl in the 

world. I think this is a good example to show that 

there are no limits for finding birds. 

 

In addition, there are no borders for birds. Some 

species migrate great distances, and it is possible 

that if you live here in Virginia and you travel to 

South and Central America, you will see the same 

birds in different seasons. The most remarkable 

one is the Ruby-throated Hummingbird that lives 

here in Virginia. It is a common visitor in your  

garden or feeder in late spring, summer, and fall. 

But in the winter time, they travel large distances 

into the jungles of Central and South America for 

food and then come back again. 

 

The abundance of some species can be            

remarkable when viewed in one place.  That was 

my impression when I first saw Baikal Teals (a 

teal is small duck).  They spend the winter on the 

Geum River in South Korea. The ducks there keep     

together in one large packed group, up to 

400,000 individuals. Every evening in winter time 

these huge flocks of ducks swirl and dance in the 

sky, giving off a low rumbling noise, reminiscent 

a of distant train. 

 

In the beginning, one of the difficulties of       

becoming a bird watcher is learning to            

differentiate between very similar species, but 

after months of practice and perseverance in the 

field, beginners are able to overcome this. For 

others, however, to wake up early in the morning 

is a big deal.  Bird watching is an early-morning 

activity because is in the morning when the birds 

are more active and are in greater abundance. 

 

I could offer you many examples of how bird 

watching is a rewarding activity, but I think you 

need to experience these things for yourself. If 

you are going to make a decision about a new 

hobby, my suggestion is bird watching because it 

gets you up, up and away. 

Hobby in the Skies 
By Angel Nebel (Chile) 

Ruby-throated Hummingbird. 
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For those who do not know, Dijla is the    
Arabic name for the Tigris River.  Dijla is 
one of the two big rivers in Iraq. It is 1,850 
km long, rising from Turkey, stretching into 
Syria, and ending in Iraq. I always watched 
the river and asked myself, “What is the 
secret about this river?” This river is very 
rich and important for Iraqis not just      
because the water supports life, but also 
because “he” (the river) shares with them 
sadness and happiness. He is the witness of 
all Iraqi history. One bad tragedy was when 
Hulagu Khan (“the man who has no      
mercy”) occupied and destroyed Baghdad 
and threw thousands and thousands of    
Arabic language books into the Dijla until 

the river was black with ink. 

 One day, I was looking to get advice from 
someone. I looked and looked but nothing 
was useful for me. Suddenly, I                
remembered the words “We made from 
the water every living thing.” (Surah Al- 
Anbiya from the Quran) I went to Dijla to 
find that secret that he always keeps deep 
inside him. Then I found the inspiration 
when I saw him. I started to talk to him, 
and I talked without getting any answers. 
But I found myself knowing what I was 
looking for. Whenever I had a problem I 
went to sit and ask him to give me the 

right advice. 

September 9, 2012 was the last time I met 
with him. I talked to him but he never    
answered me. I begged him to give me an 
answer for my questions; I had a million 
questions at that moment. I started to ask 
him if I made the right decision to move to 
the United States: “Do you think they will 
treat me in a good way? Can I be part of 

the society?”, etc. He gave me answers, 
but I did not understand him. At the end, 
he told me he will be proud of me and he 

will always be here waiting for me. 

Now, this is the right time to send him my 
regards and let him know that I know what 
he meant at that moment. I found people 
here who have the same questions that I 
had and they asked for answers to these 
questions. I found the law that protects 
our rights and protects the relations       
between neighbors. They do not torture 
humans or even animals here; they prevent    
injustice and call for justice, love,          
togetherness, and cooperation for the 
best. They are kind to young and elderly 
people, to women and to weak people. 
They established a law that does not             
discriminate between Christian and non-
Christian. I realize I found Islam, but I do 

not find Muslims.   

The Secret of Dijla 
By Mohammed Alkaisy (Iraq) 
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Changes often come to our lives unnoticed and     
sometimes we only find out what we have lost when 
it is too late. There are many examples I could refer 
to but I want to speak of especially one change 
which we live with day by day and that goes        
unnoticed by most people, the changes undergone 
by freshwater.   
 
In 1976 in Chile, my country, I was having a        
conversation with my friend, Lina, and I said, “Lina, 
can you imagine that in the future we will buy water 
in bottles?”   She answered, “What kind of things 
are you saying?  Water is never going to be sold in     
bottles!”; In 1983, I moved to Honduras, and that 
was the first time that I bought a five-gallon bottle 
of water, and for the rest of the 19 years that I lived 
there, freshwater was rationed, coming to us 
through the pipes only twice a week. 
 
While the amount of freshwater available is         
important, the quality of freshwater and how it 
changes with the surrounding environment is also 
important. I would like to quote three stanzas of a 
love poem by a little-known Chilean poet.  His name 
is Juvencio Valle (1900-1999).  The name of the   
poem is called “Water Song” (1951), translated by 
my step-son, David Nebel. 
 
Blue, clean, crystalline water 
flows forth from each strand of hair 
free falling toward the curves of your fingertips. 
 
I sing to the water, enduring the wait 
blue water that rises naked and thin 
from the soles of your feet. 
 
I sing to the water, tell the clean water: 
From the darkest depth within me I sense you, 
Water-cup, water-sky, water hyacinth. 
 
But what kind of environment inspired the poet to 
write this poem? Juvencio Valle was born in     
southern Chile in Nueva Imperial.  This particular 
area used to be covered with Chilean native forest 
where the rain water was retained by mosses, ferns 
and lichens and later released drop by drop to 
streams.  The poem itself reflects the serene and 
placid environment that the poet saw only a few 

years ago, but not anymore.  In the 80's, this area 
was wiped out of native forest, and the mosses, 
ferns and lichens gone, too. The trees were       
replaced with pines and eucalyptus because they 
made more profit than native plants.  Without the 
native plants the water runs easily to the Chilean 
Basin, contaminated by soil erosion. 
 
The same thing happened with the cloud forest,   
a region above a certain altitude in the tropics 
where specific ferns and aqua-firs thrive and 
which supplies freshwater to Honduras. Large   
areas have been cleared with the goal of creating 
more cultivated land; consequently, the land has 
lost its freshwater “natural sponge”. As in Chile, 
the water flows uncontrollably when it rains. For 
this reason, Honduras has enough freshwater in 
rainy season but lacks enough water in dry season.  
 
Freshwater, despite being a necessary element in 
our lives, is often undervalued especially in our 
modern societies where it is wasted easily. Our 
pretentious way of living makes things worse. We 
can only anticipate a bleak future. Experts say  
major industrial agriculture and industries are the 
largest consumers of freshwater.  Furthermore, it 
is common in cities and towns for people to water 
their gardens with freshwater, and large amounts 
of freshwater are used in our daily activities like 
cleaning the bathroom and kitchen and doing the 
laundry.  
 
Freshwater has a delicate balance in nature, and 
our activities many times do damage. We must be 
aware of the changes that freshwater undergoes 
before is too late.  We can shape the future     
together, develop more conservation programs, 
and change our water consumption to mitigate the 
consequences.  Or, one day we will be without it 
and remember its beauty only in a special poem or 
recall the abundance of water of those times with 
nostalgia.  As the poet recites in his last stanza: 
 
Lower your head and touch to the stone. Seek, 
through tears, on your knees, in the earth,  
this source of water 
 
The future, it is up to you.  

H2O 
By Angel Nebel (Chile) 
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Do you pay attention to the use of borrowed 
words in your native language?  I notice this in my 
native language, Russian.  Today, the Russian  
language has many English words, and most    
people use them in everyday life.  But it was not 
always this way. 
 
For a long time, up to 1991, Russia, which was 
called the Soviet Union, was separated from the 
world for political and economic reasons.  After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, new information 
became available through foreign books and mov-
ies about the lives of people in other countries.  
In the Russian language, there are many new 
words because our language has no words for 
some things like “hamburger” and “glamour”.  
Many new words are connected to the field of        
computing and information technology.  Some of 
them are used without changes, for instance, 
“email”, “mailbox”, “provider”, “hacker”, 
“chat”, “user”, “upgrade”, and “browser”.  Many 
new words in Russian also come from the field of 
economics:  “coupon”, “voucher”, “broker”, 

New World, New Words                             
By Marina Volkova (Russia) 

“franchise”, “retail”, and “outsourcing”. 
 
Many new words, however, are produced in      
Russian slang now.  These words have English roots 
and Russian suffixes.  For example, a popular   
Russian slang word is shoitsya, which means “go  
shopping”.  Also, sometimes we use a common 
Russian word and give it a new meaning.  For ex-
ample, mylo means “soap” in Russian, but we say 
mylo in spoken Russian to mean “email” because it 
sounds similar.  Also, Russian people’s speech is 
full of English borrowings including “Wow”, 
“cool”, “respect”, “sale”, and many others. 
 
It’s great that the English language has become a 
universal means of communication between     
people, businesses, and nations.  However, the 
native language and English should not be mixed, 
but two languages should compliment each other.  
I try not to use many English words in my Russian 
speech.  I value my native language and try to 
avoid unnecessary borrowings. 

Same-sex marriage has been allowed in twelve 
states in the U.S as of June 2013. But people have 
different opinions about whether same-sex     
marriage should become legal. 
 
One side says same-sex marriage should not be 
legal. They say that it would decrease the rate of 
heterosexual marriage, resulting in negative    
effects on children, crime rates, and health. They 
say only heterosexual marriage partners can    
procreate and consistently provide a “natural” 
and stable environment for the growth and           
maturation of children. Therefore, they believe 
that same-sex marriage should be prohibited. If 
not, the healthy growth of children will be       
destroyed.  However, those who disagree point 
out that divorce rates for heterosexual marriage 
are at an all-time high, and many couples who 
marry don’t have children. 

Another side says same-sex marriage should be  
allowed and people should not be discriminated 
against in terms of rights. If two people, whether 
they are heterosexual or homosexual, love each 
other, they should be allowed the same rights, 
privileges, and responsibilities, no matter their 
genders. Moreover, gay and lesbian couples are 
having children already without the benefit of 
marriage.  They say they need the full citizenship 
rights of marriage in order for them and their   
children to have a good life.  This includes      
property and inheritance rights, as well as tax,  
social security, and healthcare benefits. 
 
I contend that same-sex marriage should be      
recognized by the government because same-sex 
couples love each other and live together feeling 
happy. That’s their right, just as it is the right of    
heterosexual couples.  

Same-sex Marriage                                
By Ji Min Jasmine Yu (China) 
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“Education 
is the third 
eye of       
human      
beings.” 

Who Should Be Responsible for Earthquakes      

That Kill Many People?                              
By Yi Jin Jasmine Yu (China) 

Everyone knows that 

many people have been 

killed by earthquakes 

around the world. There 

are many different    

opinions about who is   

responsible for why so 

many people have died. 

On the one hand, so far predicting earth-

quakes is difficult. Scientists say there is still 

no way to know what will lead to a deadly 

quake, and there is also no way to know 

when one will happen. However, I believe 

that the government should support scientists 

so they can better predict earthquakes. 

Hopefully, scientists will find a way to      

predict earthquakes precisely. It’s good to 

know if earthquakes are probable, so that 

people will pay attention to earthquake 

warnings if scientists give exact predictions.  

This will save many lives. 

On the other hand, buildings constructed like 

tofu-dregs have made many people die. For 

example, there was the Wenchuan earth-

quake in China in 2008.  It was 80 km from 

Chengdu.  Chengdu is my hometown.  My  

parents and my brother lived here. According 

to Chinese officials, the earthquake killed 

about 69,000 people, and more than 370,000 

people were injured.  More than 7,000 

schoolrooms collapsed in the earthquake.  

Inferior construction killed so many school 

children. Even newly constructed  school-

houses were destroyed, while older building 

nearby were often unscathed. The parents 

who lost their children felt upset and deep 

despair.  

Why did this huge tragedy happen?  Many   

students would have survived if they studied 

in good quality schoolhouses. Where was the 

government to supervise and to inspect?  

In addition, it is also important to manage 

evacuations and save lives after an earth-

quake occurs. The government should       

popularize information related to earthquakes 

and make people understand how to escape 

when earthquakes happen. If not, many    

people won’t know anything about earth-

quakes, so they will be scared and not know 

what to do when the earthquake comes, 

which would increase the risk of people not 

being able to escape. When I was a little girl, 

my family lived in a seismic zone. We often 

were rocked by small earthquakes.  My father 

told me I must stay under the table or bed 

when earthquakes happened because my 

home was of light construction so falling     

debris would not hurt us, and we had enough 

food and water to save ourselves.  

On April 20th, a powerful earthquake struck 

Ya’an City in Sichuan, China. It sits on a basin 

on the edge of the Tibetan plateau and is 76 

miles from Chengdu, Sichuan’s capital. The 

city has a population of 1.5 million. About 190 

people were killed and more than 500 were 

injured by this earthquake. I was so upset, for 

people did not still know the earthquake was 

coming, and, once again, many people had to 

face the tragedy of losing family relations and 

their homes. 
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Wednesday      
morning, I had my 
first class in      
writing, and we 
read a very          
interesting article 
about weapons. The 
title is “Should 

There Be a Law to Forbid Carrying a 
Weapon?” by Maxim Shugaev       
(Multi-Cultural Brief, Volume 14,     
Issue 3, April 2013).  In this article, the  
writer discusses his opinion about arms 
in the U.S. 
 
It is well know that citizens who live in 
the United States can carry weapons 
legally, but should they be permitted 
to carry them in public areas, like    
supermarkets, shopping centers,     
restaurants, etc.? 
 
In my opinion, unfortunately, the     
effect of the exposure to weapons is 
more subtle than you think it is.  After 
finishing my class, I went to WalMart 
to research how much exposure     
people have to weapons.  It was a big 
surprise to discover that the weapons 
and ammunition section was only two 
aisles from the toy department. 
 
TV and movies also expose the public 
to violent behavior.  Finally, video 
games for young adults are the worst, 

because the kids who play these games 
make decisions to fire on a selection of 
virtual enemies, creating a well-trained 
generation of gunmen. 
 
I believe that not only carrying weapons 
is a problem here, but that sales of arms 
in the wrong places, violence in the  
movie industry, and violent video games 
produce the results we see in the news – 
a “weapons culture”. 
 
The problem with weapons must be     
attacked in the whole context of society, 
not only in the change of one law.  

Weapons and Ammunition only Two Aisles Away 

from the Toy Department at WalMart                  
By Angela Nebel (Chile) 
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Are You Thinking of Attending PVCC? 

Do you have questions about career assessment, 
career planning, placement testing at PVCC,    

scholarship information, program assessment, and 

other community college options? 

Lynda Smethurst 

Adult Career Coach 

VA Workforce Center 

Adjunct Instructor, Student Development 

Piedmont Virginia Community College 

434-293-8901; lsmethurst@pvcc.edu 

Will be available in the Adult Learning Center     

Resource Room: 

Every Wednesday 

From 12:30-3:00 p.m.  

Also available at One-Stop:  M, T, Th: 9:30-2:30 p.m.                   

The ESL 102 p.m. class visited the Newsplex TV station and got a tour from Brantley Ussery, CBS 

19 meteorologist.  Students were able to watch the live recording of the 7 p.m. news and take a 

tour of the building.  They learned about all of the things it takes to put the news on the air and 

how to do the weather. 

The ESL 102 p.m. Class Visits Newsplex                 
By Cherry Stweart, ESL Instructor and Volunteer Coordinator at ALC 
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-- said it was important 
to showcase all cultures, 
both those of new     
residents and those of 
residents whose families 
have been here for   
hundreds of years.  A 
committee member 
from Afghanistan      
suggested the name 
"Festival of Cultures"      
instead of  

"International Festival”. These simple        
suggestions changed the entire focus of the 

festival from "us and them" to "us".   

Debbie:  For me there was a convergence of 
situations 11 years ago that prompted my   
interest in having a cultural festival in     
Charlottesville: one was the frequent         
response when I told people I taught ESL - 
"Oh, you speak Spanish?" - which made me   
realize that even though I was aware of      
diversity in Charlottesville, other people were 
not (I do not speak Spanish, at the time I had 
no Spanish-speaking students, and in fact we 
had a class with students from 15 countries 
speaking 15 different languages).  With both 
the university and a refugee resettlement   
office, and migrant labor, the Charlottesville 
area is quite diverse for a city of its size.  I 
saw a need for people to become more aware 
of the diversity in a way that would lead to 

respect and openness rather than ignorance, 

fear, or hatred.   

What has been the primary mission of the       

festival? 

Heidi:  The primary mission of the festival is 
to promote cross-cultural understanding and         
tolerance for all members of our              

community.   

Debbie: Our stated mission is to celebrate         
diversity in our community, increase    
awareness of diversity in a respectful        
environment, and provide an opportunity for 
building a bridge of communication between 
newcomers and established residents.  From 
the beginning, we wanted to create       
something that would be all-inclusive rather 
than create an "us vs. them" atmosphere.  We 
also felt a need for something that would get 
folks meeting and talking with each other 

face-to-face. 

In what ways has the festival grown and 

changed over the years? 

Heidi:  The festival has grown from            
attendance of about 200 in 2004 to over 
2,000 this year.  These days whenever I   
mention the Festival of Cultures to anyone, 
the usual response is, "Oh, I've been to that 
festival." Or, "That's a great festival.”      
Vendors, performers, service providers and    
exhibitors now contact us 
to participate. So, I feel 
that the Charlottesville 
Festival of Cultures really 
has become a local        

institution. 

Debbie: That first year, 
most people who came 
were refugees and those 
working with refugees. 
Now, we have people 

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures (Continued from page 1) 

(continued on page 14) 
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from all walks of life.  
There is more diversity 
of cultures represented, 
and the festival has a 
more balanced mix of          
international newcomers 
and native-born.  Other 
things have remained the 
same: we always have 
music and dance        
performances, cultural 
exhibits (hosted by    

people of the culture represented), food and  
artisan vendors, hands-on craft activities for 
kids, and service agency information booths. 
This last year we added cooking             
demonstrations and speakers.  Over the years 
there have been some commonalities and 
some changes in the cultures represented,  
depending on who is here and wanting to   
participate. Some things we tried but didn't 

continue (e.g. storytelling).  

What have been some of the most rewarding       

experiences for you? 

Heidi: In 2005, the second year of the festival, 
several students from my IRC class, Meskitian 
Turks that had been here only 2 weeks, were 
so excited to participate that they ran home 
to get a cassette and then led the audience in 
an exuberant line dance.  It was such an      
expression of hope and gratitude for their 
new home.  I remember thinking, "Wow! They 

got it!  This is 
what the    
Festival of  
Cultures is all 
about.” The 
past few years, 
Charlottesville 
Mayor    
Satyendra    
Huja, an      
immigrant 

from India, has given the opening remarks at 
the festival.  Afterwards, the mayor spends 
time greeting  festival participants.     
Watching the expressions of newly arrived 
Bhutanese refugees as they speak to their 
mayor in Nepali always makes me tear 
up.  And, of course, most rewarding is  
watching the interactions of all participants: 
the new residents, the established residents, 
the children -- everyone happy, respectful,      

interested, and learning about each other. 

Debbie:  One of the most rewarding           
experiences is that we lasted 10 years!  When 
we started, I had no idea what would happen.  
Another rewarding experience was the first 
year: we had students from the ALC help us 
find and articulate our vision, mission, and 
name; their voices were 
an essential aspect of 
that all-inclusive       
atmosphere.  Seeing the 
joy and pride people 
feel in sharing their  
traditions has been    
amazing; as one person 
said several years ago, 
the festival is an        
opportunity to "give 
back to the community" 
that took them in.  
Working with Heidi has been very rewarding 
for me also; I think we have balanced each 

other well.  

What have been some of the challenges? 

Heidi: Certainly the greatest challenge has 
been funding.  The Festival of Cultures is a 
nonprofit event, but there are significant  
expenses involved in putting it on:  the tents, 
the stage and dance floor, the sound system, 
the fees associated with using Lee Park. Since 
2008, competition for a shrinking pool of 
available funding has  
intensified. Debbie 

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures             
(Continued from page 13) 

(continued on page 15) 

Mayor Satyendra Huja (right) and local      

Charlottesville resident. 
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has worked 
hard  writing 
grant          
proposals and 
searching for 
new funding 
sources and so 
we have always 
been able to 

squeak by, but it has been time-consuming 

and stressful.  

Debbie:  I agree with Heidi!  Also, we always 
need people to take an active role in helping 

to plan the festival.   

Why do you think it is important for the        

festival to continue?   

Heidi:  A great deal of hard work has gone  
into bringing the festival to the point where it 
has  become a  Charlottesville institution.  I 
hope that in the coming years the organizers 
will build on its past success and strive to 
make it even better, to involve more people, 
and to continue to achieve our mission of    
understanding and celebrating                 

Charlottesville's diversity.  

Debbie:  I think the festival continues to    
provide newcomers the opportunity to share 
their lives, cultures, experiences, and        

talents, to show that 
they have much to      
contribute to our 
community.  As long 
as we are not        
homogeneous, there 
will be a need and 
desire to celebrate 
both our            
commonalities and 
our differences.  As 
long as people keep 
coming here from 
other places 

(whether they are coming from New York or 
Bhutan), we need a safe place to learn about 

each other.   

What do you see as the future of the       

festival going forward? 

Heidi: My hope is that the festival finds a 
permanent sponsor partner and that a     
committee of Charlottesville residents,    
representing a diversity of cultural and    

ethnic groups, 
takes on the task 

of organizing it. 

Debbie:  My hope 
is that others 
will carry the   
mission and 
event forward 
and improve on 
it, that it will be 
a permanent 
event like the 
Festival of the 
Book, the Film 

Festival, etc.   

On behalf of the Adult Learning Center and     
Charlottesville as a whole, we thank Heidi 
and Debbie for their hard work in bringing our 
community together to make Charlottesville’s 
rich diversity more visible, celebrated by all.  
We hope the new leadership will extend this 

mission for years to come. 

 

  

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures             
(Continued from page 14) 



The Multi-Cultural Brief is an ESL newsletter creat-

ed by students who want to improve their English 

and is produced as part of a newspaper class offered 

through the Charlottesville Adult Education pro-

gram.  Its purpose is to provide students with an op-

portunity to: 

• share their experiences of being from another 

country, 

• offer multicultural perspectives on life in Char-

lottesville, 

• help inform people who are new to Char-

lottesville of issues and opportunities around 

town, 

• build a bridge of communication between the 

ESL population and Americans living in the Char-

lottesville community. 

Mission Statement of the Multi-Cultural 

Brief Calendar Dates to Remember 
 
Wednesdays June 18-July 18:  Ongoing 
Assessments for classes at ALC, 10:00-12:00 
p.m.  Please be on time.  Call 434-245-2817 
for details.                                                                                                      
June 27: Pot Luck at ALC and last day of 
classes for Spring Term.                          
July 9-August 1:  Summer Classes at ALC .  
July 8-August 1:  Summer Classes for GED 
at other locations.  Call 434-245-2817 for 
details.                                                  
Bad Weather:  In case of bad weather, call 
434-245-2401 to see if school is canceled! 

ADULT LEARNING CENTER             
Charlottesville City Schools             
Adult ESL Program                            
935-A Second Street, SE                  
Charlottesville, VA  22902               
(434)245-2817                              

http://www.adultslearn.org 



May 11, 2013 marked the 10th      
anniversary of the Festival of      
Cultures here in Charlottesville.  
For the past 11 years, Debbie 
Tuler and Heidi Gordon have 
been co-coordinators of this 
event, which has become an    
institution for our city.  We had 
the opportunity to ask them a 
few questions about the history 
of the festival, their experiences, 
and the role they see the festival 

playing in the future. 

Back 11 years ago, why did you 
see a need for a Festival of     

Cultures here in Charlottesville? 

Heidi:  Since 2002, I have been  
teaching the International Rescue 
Committee's (IRC) English classes 
through a contact with the         
Charlottesville City School's Adult 
Learning Center (ALC).  In 2004, 
the IRC started resettling the    
Somali  Bantu.  As more and more 
families arrived wearing colorful 
head wraps and flowing robes, 
their visible presence caused both 
positive and negative reactions 
among local residents.  I felt we 
needed a way to introduce the  
Somali Bantu and the refugees 
from 30 other nations to our     
community.  I thought if only the 
public could meet the Somali  
Bantu, learn their stories and   
experience something of their  
culture, they would be more     
accepting and supportive. And this 
would benefit not only the       
refugee population and other 
newcomers to Charlottesville, but 

the entire community. 

As the idea of a festival gelled 
and an organizing committee was 
formed, one of the members --  a 
Senegalese man 

The 10th Anniversary of the    

Festival of Cultures 
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Debbie Tuler (left) and Heidi Gordon (right),      

co-coordinators of the Festival of Cultures 



of my friends just because they wanted to 
live the Iraqi dream, not live the       

American dream with me. 

Now, I want to tell all immigrants and  
especially all refugees that there is   
nothing called the American dream for a 
simple reason!  We can see the dream  
only when we are asleep, but if you want 
to live the American life, you need to 
study and develop yourself to be a part of 

the society.   

After all that, you 
will have the big 
house, cars, and 
all that you 

dreamed to have. 

From the Editor: 
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All people are looking for the American 
dream, but the question is “What is the 

American dream?”  

I was one of these people who was looking 
for it.  I dreamed to have a big house, new 
cars, better jobs from what I had in my 

country, and a beautiful woman to marry. 

I have been here in the United States for 
seven months and eight days.  I looked for 
the American dream.  I found myself living in 
a very small apartment.  I looked for a new 
car.  I found myself driving an old car.  In my 

country, I had the best of these things.   

Then, in one day, I 
realized that my 
American dream is to 
live in safety and in a 
peaceful way, away 
from the killing and 
explosions that I used 
to live with.          
Yesterday, I lost two 

© 2013 Charlottesville Adult Educa-

tion.  All Rights Reserved.  The 

entire contents of this publication 

are protected by copyright.  All 

rights reserved.   

This project was funded in part by 

the VA Department of Education 

under the EL/Civics Grant. Howev-

er, opinions expressed herein do 

not represent the position or policy 

of the U.S. Department of Educa-

tion, and no official  endorsement 

should be inferred. 

The American Dream                           
By Mohammed Alkaisy (Iraq) 

As always at this time of year, we celebrate the annual 

Festival of Cultures, and this year is especially significant 

in that it marks the 10th anniversary of this              

Charlottesville institution. Besides our interview with the 

Festival’s co-coordinators, several of the writings in this 

issue reflect the joy and sense of celebration at being 

able to live in Charlottesville’s diverse environment, the 

complicated nature of adjustment and being accepted 

here, as well as questioning the extent to which it is a 

good idea to blend our cultures or maintain a sense of 

separateness while appreciating new ideas.   

The Writing Class also took bold steps in addressing    

controversial civics issues recently in the news.  In class, 

we discussed at length the following question as students 

brought these topics up in their writings:  what is the 

role of government and what is the responsibility of 

private businesses and individuals in (1) deciding how 

to value and protect the environment and the amazing 

variety of species that still exist; (2) enforcing safe 

building standards and ensuring proper rescue and   

recovery in the face of natural disasters; (3) deciding 

who should be allowed to marry; and (4) deciding how 

to display weapons for sale in a way that protects our 

children as well as the right to bear arms?  While the 

writers were invited to express their own opinions, 

they were challenged to present both sides of the issue 

they addressed as much as possible.  The topics chosen 

and opinions expressed are the students’ own.  They do 

not reflect those of the Adult Learning Center. 

Leslie Furlong, Editor 

“… my American 
dream is to live 
in safety and in 
a peaceful way, 
away from the 

killing and     
explosions that I 

used to live 
with.” 
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The Adult Learn-
ing      Center 
(ALC) is very       
appreciative of 
all of the hard 
work and        
enthusiasm      
provided by our 
wonderful           

volunteers.   

This month we    
feature one of 

our volunteers, Sarah Szcserbiak, who will be    
leaving us at the end of this session to move     

overseas. 

Tell us a little bit about yourself.  I am a freelance 
writer by trade, and I specialize in writing        
marketing content, with a particular focus on    
music.  When I’m not working or volunteering at 
ALC, I love attending concerts, promoting bands, 

reading, playing music, and traveling. 

How long have you been volunteering at ALC?  
Tell us what you do here.  I have been              
volunteering since August 2010.  On Tuesday, I   
volunteer with the ESL 100 p.m. class, and often 
work with the students in small groups to help 
them learn the basics of phonics and spelling while 
having simple conversations.  On Thursday, I      
volunteer with the ESL 103 p.m. class.  There, I  
also often work in small groups and help students 
with sentence structure and grammar tenses, talk 
about American traditions, and do activities on the 

computer. 

Tell us about the rewards and challenges of     
volunteering at ALC.  Everyone I’ve ever worked 
with has been so grateful and kind, and it’s      
wonderfully satisfying to make such a positive    
difference in people’s lives.  I learn as much from 
the students as they do from me, and it’s really 
inspiring to hear about all the hardships that many 
of the students have gone through and notice how 
they still have such a bright outlook.  I also love 
hearing the perspectives of people from cultures 
different from my own.  Sometimes, things get  
misinterpreted, or I have trouble defining a word 

or idiomatic phrase in a way that’s easily           
understood, but even when I hit a momentary 
obstacle, the students are so patient and willing 

to learn. 

Would you recommend volunteering at ALC to 
your friends?  Why?  I absolutely would, and I 
already do, actually!  It is one of the best things 
that I’ve ever done, and I will really miss all the 
students and teachers at ALC when I move away 
this summer. Volunteering feels great, and I’m 
blessed to be able to use my knowledge to help 
others, while also receiving the numerous     

benefits of being exposed to other cultures. 

What advice would you give to our students?  
I’d tell them that keeping a positive attitude is 
really helpful when learning a language.  Also, 
I’d remind them that the volunteers and    
teachers are there to help and that there’s no 
need to be embarrassed if they have trouble 
communicating to us clearly.  I learned Italian in 
college, and I am learning Irish Gaelic now, and 
it’s really tough; I have the utmost respect for 
the teachers and my fellow volunteers, but    
especially the students who work so hard to 
grasp an unfamiliar language while getting used 
to all the other challenges of living in a new 

place. 

Anything else?  I would like to give a super    
special thanks to teachers Chip and Kate for   
being so fabulous to work with week after week.  
I have a very busy schedule, but they always 
make it clear how they’re appreciative that I’ve 
come to help, and really make an effort to     
include me in an evening’s lesson plans.  Also, 
I’d like to give similar thanks to every student 
I’ve ever worked with at ALC.  I’ll never forget 
them and will always admire their inner 

strength. 

Heartfelt thanks to Sarah for sharing her time 
and talents with us over the last few years.  Best 

of luck to her in her future! 

Sincerely, Cherry and the ALC Staff 

 

Volunteer Spotlight:  Sarah Szczerbiak 
 By Cherry Stewart, ESL Instructor and Volunteer Coordinator at ALC 
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Tea originates from China, but different nations 

have developed different tea cultures.  In China, 

tea is commonly consumed at social events and is 

used in traditional Chinese medicine and in     

Chinese cuisine. 

In my hometown, Chengdu, you can find a lot of 

teahouses scattered throughout the city.  For 

most people, the perfect place would be        

teahouses, which are their most important social 

place.  Friends always talk about everything in a 

relaxed way in teahouses and play Mahjong.  

Mahjong is a game played with tiles and is     

commonly played with four players, similar to 

Western card games.  Sometimes, people get   

together in teahouses to talk about business.   

In Guangdong, China, people like Dimsum, which 

Tea Culture                                                              
By Zhi Min Jasmine Yu (China) 

All Worlds on Your Plate 
By Marina Volkova (Russia) 

Our planet is divided into many different 
countries, which have many different races 
of people, different customs, and different 
manners.  Everyone knows about it.  But it 
was only after I came to America that I had 
a chance to live in a diverse society.   
 
As you know, Charlottesville is a university 
city with an environment of cultural         
diversity.  My family lives in an apartment 
provided by University Housing Division for 
families whose members work at UVA.  A lot 
of people from China, India, and Europe live 
here.  For example, our neighbors are    
families from China, India, and Italy.  It is 
such a rich blend of cultural traditions from 
all over the world under one roof.   
 
I am very glad that I have the opportunity to 
interact with people of differing ethnicities, 
religions, and cultures.  The diversity that 

comes from other people enriches my life, 
bringing new ideas and energy.  For example, I 
cook new dishes for my family from food     
previously unknown to me.  Guacamole,    
hummus, stir-fry vegetables, masala tea, and 
sweet potato now can often be found at our 
table. 
 
Sometimes, the differences in habits may be 
surprising.  So, I was surprised when I           
experienced the scent of roasted onion and 
curry in the morning.  Is it a good choice for 
breakfast?  For someone, it is so.  Respect for 
differences is an important part of life in a   
diverse community.  Tolerance and respect for 
people’s differences doesn’t mean giving up 
your own heritage.  Every family has its own 
traditions that are something to be proud of.  I 
believe honoring your family’s traditions and 
being open to differences enriches your life.  

is Cantonese favorite 

snacks, while they 

drink tea.  Dimsum 

snacks include fish  

porridge, shrimp 

dumplings, powdered fruit buns, etc.  Friends and 

family always take a long time to eat and chat in a 

relaxed way. 

I like flower teas such as chrysanthemum tea, 

which is very popular in China.  It is purported to 

have medical uses, including an aid in recovery 

from the flu, acne, and in decreasing the risk of 

heart attack and high blood pressure.  It has a   

perfect smell and beautiful color in the glass. 

I think that drinking tea is beneficial to your health 

while you enjoy its wonderful smell. 
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Three years ago, on a hot, humid day of 
summer, I was walking with my camera in the 
forest looking for something special of which to 
take a picture. I was standing at the start of the 
endless and dark road, and suddenly I 
remembered a story from my childhood: Ali 
Baba and the Forty Thieves, and the magic 
words “Open Sesame”, and in front of my eyes 
the road  was full of sparkling “jewels”. 
 
Like Ali Baba, I was astonished by what I saw: a 
great treasure, MUSHROOMS, hundreds of them. 
The road looked paved with ruby, topaz, 
sapphire, pearls and onyx, a collection of color 
and shapes. Being passionate about nature, I 
admit I was captivated immediately by 
mushrooms. 
 
But what exactly is a mushroom? The term 
mushroom is most often used to describe the 
reproductive structure (fruiting body) of a 
fungus. As an apple tree produces apples, a 
fungus produces mushrooms. The Blue Ridge 
Mountains provide a great diversity of flora, and 
mushrooms are an important part of this 
ecosystem because they feed themselves by 
digesting dead or living organic matter.  
 
Some wild mushrooms that grow in the Blue 
Ridge Mountains are edible, like Morels, 
Chanterelles, and Chicken of the Woods. These 
mushrooms have vibrant colors, unusual shapes 
and strong flavor, but before consumption it is 

very important they should be identified by a local 
expert mushroom hunter to make sure they are not 
poisonous. 
 
Animals eat mushrooms too; squirrels and chipmunks 
eat mushrooms as spring snacks. One time I saw a 
turtle enjoy a piece of succulent mushroom, and in 
my pictures I discovered little insect and snails 
eating them, too. 
 
Other mushrooms have exotic qualities, like the 
Jack' O Lantern, which when fresh glows in the 
darkness, and others, like the Destroying Angel, are  
fatal if consumed.  Despite its fragile appearance, 
this mushroom has caused the most deaths from 
ingestion in the U.S. 
 
The shapes are another interesting quality in wild 
mushrooms; they mimic the appearance of other 
things like corals, birds' nests, brackets, tongues, 
trumpets, puffballs, jelly, and the classical umbrella 
shape. 
 
Wild mushrooms are seasonal in the Blue Ridge 
Forest. They show up in summer and fall in 
abundance, and it is much better if you go after a 
few rainy days. 
 
If you want to see them, don't expect that they will 
wait for you; you must go quickly before they 
disappear, because mushrooms live a short life.   
 
The next question you may ask: Why in the 
Appalachian Mountains doesn't a wild mushroom 
hunting culture develop like in France, Italy, or 
Russia? Well, according to information I read on the 
internet, the people in the area inherited a fear of 
them from England, where the majority of original 
settlers came from.  The seventies did their part as 
well, as they are associated with a Hippie Culture.  
For one or another reason, wild mushrooms here 
never took a respected place like in other countries' 
cuisines.  
 
On your next summer trip to the Blue Ridge Forest, 
take the time to find mushrooms and you will, as I 
did, discover a new appreciation for their beauty. 

Jewels of the Forest 
 By Angela Nebel (Chile) 
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It's hard to find activities that involve the whole 

family, but I think bird watching is the 

perfect one. Bird watching, or birding according 

to the texts, is the observation of birds as a 

recreational activity. Also, it is an activity for all 

ages and genders and does not require a large  

investment, just a pair of binoculars and a field 

guide book. 

 

My personal experience with bird watching    

started twenty years ago in Tela, Honduras, at a 

Christmas Bird Count sponsored by the Audubon 

Society. This activity takes place in December, 

and the goal is to count as many species of birds 

as you can in one day. In 1993, I took my     

daughter.  She really enjoyed the event, and we 

remember it as a pleasant experience. 

 

One of the most positive things about bird   

watching is that no matter where in the 

world you live, there always are birds. Scientists 

have estimate that there are about 10,000 species 

of birds in the world.  This means there is no limit 

to where you can find birds. 

 

An example of this that I personally experienced 

was when I went bird watching in the 

desert in Qatar.  There was nothing alive around, 

just sand and stones, but on a cliff I saw a 

magnificent Eagle Owl, the biggest owl in the 

world. I think this is a good example to show that 

there are no limits for finding birds. 

 

In addition, there are no borders for birds. Some 

species migrate great distances, and it is possible 

that if you live here in Virginia and you travel to 

South and Central America, you will see the same 

birds in different seasons. The most remarkable 

one is the Ruby-throated Hummingbird that lives 

here in Virginia. It is a common visitor in your  

garden or feeder in late spring, summer, and fall. 

But in the winter time, they travel large distances 

into the jungles of Central and South America for 

food and then come back again. 

 

The abundance of some species can be            

remarkable when viewed in one place.  That was 

my impression when I first saw Baikal Teals (a 

teal is small duck).  They spend the winter on the 

Geum River in South Korea. The ducks there keep     

together in one large packed group, up to 

400,000 individuals. Every evening in winter time 

these huge flocks of ducks swirl and dance in the 

sky, giving off a low rumbling noise, reminiscent 

a of distant train. 

 

In the beginning, one of the difficulties of       

becoming a bird watcher is learning to            

differentiate between very similar species, but 

after months of practice and perseverance in the 

field, beginners are able to overcome this. For 

others, however, to wake up early in the morning 

is a big deal.  Bird watching is an early-morning 

activity because is in the morning when the birds 

are more active and are in greater abundance. 

 

I could offer you many examples of how bird 

watching is a rewarding activity, but I think you 

need to experience these things for yourself. If 

you are going to make a decision about a new 

hobby, my suggestion is bird watching because it 

gets you up, up and away. 

Hobby in the Skies 
By Angel Nebel (Chile) 

Ruby-throated Hummingbird. 
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For those who do not know, Dijla is the    
Arabic name for the Tigris River.  Dijla is 
one of the two big rivers in Iraq. It is 1,850 
km long, rising from Turkey, stretching into 
Syria, and ending in Iraq. I always watched 
the river and asked myself, “What is the 
secret about this river?” This river is very 
rich and important for Iraqis not just      
because the water supports life, but also 
because “he” (the river) shares with them 
sadness and happiness. He is the witness of 
all Iraqi history. One bad tragedy was when 
Hulagu Khan (“the man who has no      
mercy”) occupied and destroyed Baghdad 
and threw thousands and thousands of    
Arabic language books into the Dijla until 

the river was black with ink. 

 One day, I was looking to get advice from 
someone. I looked and looked but nothing 
was useful for me. Suddenly, I                
remembered the words “We made from 
the water every living thing.” (Surah Al- 
Anbiya from the Quran) I went to Dijla to 
find that secret that he always keeps deep 
inside him. Then I found the inspiration 
when I saw him. I started to talk to him, 
and I talked without getting any answers. 
But I found myself knowing what I was 
looking for. Whenever I had a problem I 
went to sit and ask him to give me the 

right advice. 

September 9, 2012 was the last time I met 
with him. I talked to him but he never    
answered me. I begged him to give me an 
answer for my questions; I had a million 
questions at that moment. I started to ask 
him if I made the right decision to move to 
the United States: “Do you think they will 
treat me in a good way? Can I be part of 

the society?”, etc. He gave me answers, 
but I did not understand him. At the end, 
he told me he will be proud of me and he 

will always be here waiting for me. 

Now, this is the right time to send him my 
regards and let him know that I know what 
he meant at that moment. I found people 
here who have the same questions that I 
had and they asked for answers to these 
questions. I found the law that protects 
our rights and protects the relations       
between neighbors. They do not torture 
humans or even animals here; they prevent    
injustice and call for justice, love,          
togetherness, and cooperation for the 
best. They are kind to young and elderly 
people, to women and to weak people. 
They established a law that does not             
discriminate between Christian and non-
Christian. I realize I found Islam, but I do 

not find Muslims.   

The Secret of Dijla 
By Mohammed Alkaisy (Iraq) 
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Changes often come to our lives unnoticed and     
sometimes we only find out what we have lost when 
it is too late. There are many examples I could refer 
to but I want to speak of especially one change 
which we live with day by day and that goes        
unnoticed by most people, the changes undergone 
by freshwater.   
 
In 1976 in Chile, my country, I was having a        
conversation with my friend, Lina, and I said, “Lina, 
can you imagine that in the future we will buy water 
in bottles?”   She answered, “What kind of things 
are you saying?  Water is never going to be sold in     
bottles!”; In 1983, I moved to Honduras, and that 
was the first time that I bought a five-gallon bottle 
of water, and for the rest of the 19 years that I lived 
there, freshwater was rationed, coming to us 
through the pipes only twice a week. 
 
While the amount of freshwater available is         
important, the quality of freshwater and how it 
changes with the surrounding environment is also 
important. I would like to quote three stanzas of a 
love poem by a little-known Chilean poet.  His name 
is Juvencio Valle (1900-1999).  The name of the   
poem is called “Water Song” (1951), translated by 
my step-son, David Nebel. 
 
Blue, clean, crystalline water 
flows forth from each strand of hair 
free falling toward the curves of your fingertips. 
 
I sing to the water, enduring the wait 
blue water that rises naked and thin 
from the soles of your feet. 
 
I sing to the water, tell the clean water: 
From the darkest depth within me I sense you, 
Water-cup, water-sky, water hyacinth. 
 
But what kind of environment inspired the poet to 
write this poem? Juvencio Valle was born in     
southern Chile in Nueva Imperial.  This particular 
area used to be covered with Chilean native forest 
where the rain water was retained by mosses, ferns 
and lichens and later released drop by drop to 
streams.  The poem itself reflects the serene and 
placid environment that the poet saw only a few 

years ago, but not anymore.  In the 80's, this area 
was wiped out of native forest, and the mosses, 
ferns and lichens gone, too. The trees were       
replaced with pines and eucalyptus because they 
made more profit than native plants.  Without the 
native plants the water runs easily to the Chilean 
Basin, contaminated by soil erosion. 
 
The same thing happened with the cloud forest,   
a region above a certain altitude in the tropics 
where specific ferns and aqua-firs thrive and 
which supplies freshwater to Honduras. Large   
areas have been cleared with the goal of creating 
more cultivated land; consequently, the land has 
lost its freshwater “natural sponge”. As in Chile, 
the water flows uncontrollably when it rains. For 
this reason, Honduras has enough freshwater in 
rainy season but lacks enough water in dry season.  
 
Freshwater, despite being a necessary element in 
our lives, is often undervalued especially in our 
modern societies where it is wasted easily. Our 
pretentious way of living makes things worse. We 
can only anticipate a bleak future. Experts say  
major industrial agriculture and industries are the 
largest consumers of freshwater.  Furthermore, it 
is common in cities and towns for people to water 
their gardens with freshwater, and large amounts 
of freshwater are used in our daily activities like 
cleaning the bathroom and kitchen and doing the 
laundry.  
 
Freshwater has a delicate balance in nature, and 
our activities many times do damage. We must be 
aware of the changes that freshwater undergoes 
before is too late.  We can shape the future     
together, develop more conservation programs, 
and change our water consumption to mitigate the 
consequences.  Or, one day we will be without it 
and remember its beauty only in a special poem or 
recall the abundance of water of those times with 
nostalgia.  As the poet recites in his last stanza: 
 
Lower your head and touch to the stone. Seek, 
through tears, on your knees, in the earth,  
this source of water 
 
The future, it is up to you.  

H2O 
By Angel Nebel (Chile) 
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Do you pay attention to the use of borrowed 
words in your native language?  I notice this in my 
native language, Russian.  Today, the Russian  
language has many English words, and most    
people use them in everyday life.  But it was not 
always this way. 
 
For a long time, up to 1991, Russia, which was 
called the Soviet Union, was separated from the 
world for political and economic reasons.  After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, new information 
became available through foreign books and mov-
ies about the lives of people in other countries.  
In the Russian language, there are many new 
words because our language has no words for 
some things like “hamburger” and “glamour”.  
Many new words are connected to the field of        
computing and information technology.  Some of 
them are used without changes, for instance, 
“email”, “mailbox”, “provider”, “hacker”, 
“chat”, “user”, “upgrade”, and “browser”.  Many 
new words in Russian also come from the field of 
economics:  “coupon”, “voucher”, “broker”, 

New World, New Words                             
By Marina Volkova (Russia) 

“franchise”, “retail”, and “outsourcing”. 
 
Many new words, however, are produced in      
Russian slang now.  These words have English roots 
and Russian suffixes.  For example, a popular   
Russian slang word is shoitsya, which means “go  
shopping”.  Also, sometimes we use a common 
Russian word and give it a new meaning.  For ex-
ample, mylo means “soap” in Russian, but we say 
mylo in spoken Russian to mean “email” because it 
sounds similar.  Also, Russian people’s speech is 
full of English borrowings including “Wow”, 
“cool”, “respect”, “sale”, and many others. 
 
It’s great that the English language has become a 
universal means of communication between     
people, businesses, and nations.  However, the 
native language and English should not be mixed, 
but two languages should compliment each other.  
I try not to use many English words in my Russian 
speech.  I value my native language and try to 
avoid unnecessary borrowings. 

Same-sex marriage has been allowed in twelve 
states in the U.S as of June 2013. But people have 
different opinions about whether same-sex     
marriage should become legal. 
 
One side says same-sex marriage should not be 
legal. They say that it would decrease the rate of 
heterosexual marriage, resulting in negative    
effects on children, crime rates, and health. They 
say only heterosexual marriage partners can    
procreate and consistently provide a “natural” 
and stable environment for the growth and           
maturation of children. Therefore, they believe 
that same-sex marriage should be prohibited. If 
not, the healthy growth of children will be       
destroyed.  However, those who disagree point 
out that divorce rates for heterosexual marriage 
are at an all-time high, and many couples who 
marry don’t have children. 

Another side says same-sex marriage should be  
allowed and people should not be discriminated 
against in terms of rights. If two people, whether 
they are heterosexual or homosexual, love each 
other, they should be allowed the same rights, 
privileges, and responsibilities, no matter their 
genders. Moreover, gay and lesbian couples are 
having children already without the benefit of 
marriage.  They say they need the full citizenship 
rights of marriage in order for them and their   
children to have a good life.  This includes      
property and inheritance rights, as well as tax,  
social security, and healthcare benefits. 
 
I contend that same-sex marriage should be      
recognized by the government because same-sex 
couples love each other and live together feeling 
happy. That’s their right, just as it is the right of    
heterosexual couples.  

Same-sex Marriage                                
By Ji Min Jasmine Yu (China) 



Page 10 Volume 14, Issue 4 

“Education 
is the third 
eye of       
human      
beings.” 

Who Should Be Responsible for Earthquakes      

That Kill Many People?                              
By Yi Jin Jasmine Yu (China) 

Everyone knows that 

many people have been 

killed by earthquakes 

around the world. There 

are many different    

opinions about who is   

responsible for why so 

many people have died. 

On the one hand, so far predicting earth-

quakes is difficult. Scientists say there is still 

no way to know what will lead to a deadly 

quake, and there is also no way to know 

when one will happen. However, I believe 

that the government should support scientists 

so they can better predict earthquakes. 

Hopefully, scientists will find a way to      

predict earthquakes precisely. It’s good to 

know if earthquakes are probable, so that 

people will pay attention to earthquake 

warnings if scientists give exact predictions.  

This will save many lives. 

On the other hand, buildings constructed like 

tofu-dregs have made many people die. For 

example, there was the Wenchuan earth-

quake in China in 2008.  It was 80 km from 

Chengdu.  Chengdu is my hometown.  My  

parents and my brother lived here. According 

to Chinese officials, the earthquake killed 

about 69,000 people, and more than 370,000 

people were injured.  More than 7,000 

schoolrooms collapsed in the earthquake.  

Inferior construction killed so many school 

children. Even newly constructed  school-

houses were destroyed, while older building 

nearby were often unscathed. The parents 

who lost their children felt upset and deep 

despair.  

Why did this huge tragedy happen?  Many   

students would have survived if they studied 

in good quality schoolhouses. Where was the 

government to supervise and to inspect?  

In addition, it is also important to manage 

evacuations and save lives after an earth-

quake occurs. The government should       

popularize information related to earthquakes 

and make people understand how to escape 

when earthquakes happen. If not, many    

people won’t know anything about earth-

quakes, so they will be scared and not know 

what to do when the earthquake comes, 

which would increase the risk of people not 

being able to escape. When I was a little girl, 

my family lived in a seismic zone. We often 

were rocked by small earthquakes.  My father 

told me I must stay under the table or bed 

when earthquakes happened because my 

home was of light construction so falling     

debris would not hurt us, and we had enough 

food and water to save ourselves.  

On April 20th, a powerful earthquake struck 

Ya’an City in Sichuan, China. It sits on a basin 

on the edge of the Tibetan plateau and is 76 

miles from Chengdu, Sichuan’s capital. The 

city has a population of 1.5 million. About 190 

people were killed and more than 500 were 

injured by this earthquake. I was so upset, for 

people did not still know the earthquake was 

coming, and, once again, many people had to 

face the tragedy of losing family relations and 

their homes. 
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Wednesday      
morning, I had my 
first class in      
writing, and we 
read a very          
interesting article 
about weapons. The 
title is “Should 

There Be a Law to Forbid Carrying a 
Weapon?” by Maxim Shugaev       
(Multi-Cultural Brief, Volume 14,     
Issue 3, April 2013).  In this article, the  
writer discusses his opinion about arms 
in the U.S. 
 
It is well know that citizens who live in 
the United States can carry weapons 
legally, but should they be permitted 
to carry them in public areas, like    
supermarkets, shopping centers,     
restaurants, etc.? 
 
In my opinion, unfortunately, the     
effect of the exposure to weapons is 
more subtle than you think it is.  After 
finishing my class, I went to WalMart 
to research how much exposure     
people have to weapons.  It was a big 
surprise to discover that the weapons 
and ammunition section was only two 
aisles from the toy department. 
 
TV and movies also expose the public 
to violent behavior.  Finally, video 
games for young adults are the worst, 

because the kids who play these games 
make decisions to fire on a selection of 
virtual enemies, creating a well-trained 
generation of gunmen. 
 
I believe that not only carrying weapons 
is a problem here, but that sales of arms 
in the wrong places, violence in the  
movie industry, and violent video games 
produce the results we see in the news – 
a “weapons culture”. 
 
The problem with weapons must be     
attacked in the whole context of society, 
not only in the change of one law.  

Weapons and Ammunition only Two Aisles Away 

from the Toy Department at WalMart                  
By Angela Nebel (Chile) 



Page 12 Volume 14, Issue 3 

Are You Thinking of Attending PVCC? 

Do you have questions about career assessment, 
career planning, placement testing at PVCC,    

scholarship information, program assessment, and 

other community college options? 

Lynda Smethurst 

Adult Career Coach 

VA Workforce Center 

Adjunct Instructor, Student Development 

Piedmont Virginia Community College 

434-293-8901; lsmethurst@pvcc.edu 

Will be available in the Adult Learning Center     

Resource Room: 

Every Wednesday 

From 12:30-3:00 p.m.  

Also available at One-Stop:  M, T, Th: 9:30-2:30 p.m.                   

The ESL 102 p.m. class visited the Newsplex TV station and got a tour from Brantley Ussery, CBS 

19 meteorologist.  Students were able to watch the live recording of the 7 p.m. news and take a 

tour of the building.  They learned about all of the things it takes to put the news on the air and 

how to do the weather. 

The ESL 102 p.m. Class Visits Newsplex                 
By Cherry Stweart, ESL Instructor and Volunteer Coordinator at ALC 
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-- said it was important 
to showcase all cultures, 
both those of new     
residents and those of 
residents whose families 
have been here for   
hundreds of years.  A 
committee member 
from Afghanistan      
suggested the name 
"Festival of Cultures"      
instead of  

"International Festival”. These simple        
suggestions changed the entire focus of the 

festival from "us and them" to "us".   

Debbie:  For me there was a convergence of 
situations 11 years ago that prompted my   
interest in having a cultural festival in     
Charlottesville: one was the frequent         
response when I told people I taught ESL - 
"Oh, you speak Spanish?" - which made me   
realize that even though I was aware of      
diversity in Charlottesville, other people were 
not (I do not speak Spanish, at the time I had 
no Spanish-speaking students, and in fact we 
had a class with students from 15 countries 
speaking 15 different languages).  With both 
the university and a refugee resettlement   
office, and migrant labor, the Charlottesville 
area is quite diverse for a city of its size.  I 
saw a need for people to become more aware 
of the diversity in a way that would lead to 

respect and openness rather than ignorance, 

fear, or hatred.   

What has been the primary mission of the       

festival? 

Heidi:  The primary mission of the festival is 
to promote cross-cultural understanding and         
tolerance for all members of our              

community.   

Debbie: Our stated mission is to celebrate         
diversity in our community, increase    
awareness of diversity in a respectful        
environment, and provide an opportunity for 
building a bridge of communication between 
newcomers and established residents.  From 
the beginning, we wanted to create       
something that would be all-inclusive rather 
than create an "us vs. them" atmosphere.  We 
also felt a need for something that would get 
folks meeting and talking with each other 

face-to-face. 

In what ways has the festival grown and 

changed over the years? 

Heidi:  The festival has grown from            
attendance of about 200 in 2004 to over 
2,000 this year.  These days whenever I   
mention the Festival of Cultures to anyone, 
the usual response is, "Oh, I've been to that 
festival." Or, "That's a great festival.”      
Vendors, performers, service providers and    
exhibitors now contact us 
to participate. So, I feel 
that the Charlottesville 
Festival of Cultures really 
has become a local        

institution. 

Debbie: That first year, 
most people who came 
were refugees and those 
working with refugees. 
Now, we have people 

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures (Continued from page 1) 

(continued on page 14) 
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from all walks of life.  
There is more diversity 
of cultures represented, 
and the festival has a 
more balanced mix of          
international newcomers 
and native-born.  Other 
things have remained the 
same: we always have 
music and dance        
performances, cultural 
exhibits (hosted by    

people of the culture represented), food and  
artisan vendors, hands-on craft activities for 
kids, and service agency information booths. 
This last year we added cooking             
demonstrations and speakers.  Over the years 
there have been some commonalities and 
some changes in the cultures represented,  
depending on who is here and wanting to   
participate. Some things we tried but didn't 

continue (e.g. storytelling).  

What have been some of the most rewarding       

experiences for you? 

Heidi: In 2005, the second year of the festival, 
several students from my IRC class, Meskitian 
Turks that had been here only 2 weeks, were 
so excited to participate that they ran home 
to get a cassette and then led the audience in 
an exuberant line dance.  It was such an      
expression of hope and gratitude for their 
new home.  I remember thinking, "Wow! They 

got it!  This is 
what the    
Festival of  
Cultures is all 
about.” The 
past few years, 
Charlottesville 
Mayor    
Satyendra    
Huja, an      
immigrant 

from India, has given the opening remarks at 
the festival.  Afterwards, the mayor spends 
time greeting  festival participants.     
Watching the expressions of newly arrived 
Bhutanese refugees as they speak to their 
mayor in Nepali always makes me tear 
up.  And, of course, most rewarding is  
watching the interactions of all participants: 
the new residents, the established residents, 
the children -- everyone happy, respectful,      

interested, and learning about each other. 

Debbie:  One of the most rewarding           
experiences is that we lasted 10 years!  When 
we started, I had no idea what would happen.  
Another rewarding experience was the first 
year: we had students from the ALC help us 
find and articulate our vision, mission, and 
name; their voices were 
an essential aspect of 
that all-inclusive       
atmosphere.  Seeing the 
joy and pride people 
feel in sharing their  
traditions has been    
amazing; as one person 
said several years ago, 
the festival is an        
opportunity to "give 
back to the community" 
that took them in.  
Working with Heidi has been very rewarding 
for me also; I think we have balanced each 

other well.  

What have been some of the challenges? 

Heidi: Certainly the greatest challenge has 
been funding.  The Festival of Cultures is a 
nonprofit event, but there are significant  
expenses involved in putting it on:  the tents, 
the stage and dance floor, the sound system, 
the fees associated with using Lee Park. Since 
2008, competition for a shrinking pool of 
available funding has  
intensified. Debbie 

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures             
(Continued from page 13) 

(continued on page 15) 

Mayor Satyendra Huja (right) and local      

Charlottesville resident. 
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has worked 
hard  writing 
grant          
proposals and 
searching for 
new funding 
sources and so 
we have always 
been able to 

squeak by, but it has been time-consuming 

and stressful.  

Debbie:  I agree with Heidi!  Also, we always 
need people to take an active role in helping 

to plan the festival.   

Why do you think it is important for the        

festival to continue?   

Heidi:  A great deal of hard work has gone  
into bringing the festival to the point where it 
has  become a  Charlottesville institution.  I 
hope that in the coming years the organizers 
will build on its past success and strive to 
make it even better, to involve more people, 
and to continue to achieve our mission of    
understanding and celebrating                 

Charlottesville's diversity.  

Debbie:  I think the festival continues to    
provide newcomers the opportunity to share 
their lives, cultures, experiences, and        

talents, to show that 
they have much to      
contribute to our 
community.  As long 
as we are not        
homogeneous, there 
will be a need and 
desire to celebrate 
both our            
commonalities and 
our differences.  As 
long as people keep 
coming here from 
other places 

(whether they are coming from New York or 
Bhutan), we need a safe place to learn about 

each other.   

What do you see as the future of the       

festival going forward? 

Heidi: My hope is that the festival finds a 
permanent sponsor partner and that a     
committee of Charlottesville residents,    
representing a diversity of cultural and    

ethnic groups, 
takes on the task 

of organizing it. 

Debbie:  My hope 
is that others 
will carry the   
mission and 
event forward 
and improve on 
it, that it will be 
a permanent 
event like the 
Festival of the 
Book, the Film 

Festival, etc.   

On behalf of the Adult Learning Center and     
Charlottesville as a whole, we thank Heidi 
and Debbie for their hard work in bringing our 
community together to make Charlottesville’s 
rich diversity more visible, celebrated by all.  
We hope the new leadership will extend this 

mission for years to come. 

 

  

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures             
(Continued from page 14) 



The Multi-Cultural Brief is an ESL newsletter creat-

ed by students who want to improve their English 

and is produced as part of a newspaper class offered 

through the Charlottesville Adult Education pro-

gram.  Its purpose is to provide students with an op-

portunity to: 

• share their experiences of being from another 

country, 

• offer multicultural perspectives on life in Char-

lottesville, 

• help inform people who are new to Char-

lottesville of issues and opportunities around 

town, 

• build a bridge of communication between the 

ESL population and Americans living in the Char-

lottesville community. 

Mission Statement of the Multi-Cultural 

Brief Calendar Dates to Remember 
 
Dialogue Café:  July 12, July 19, and July 
26 from 12:30 p.m. to 2:30 p.m.  Free. 
Wednesdays June 18-July 18:  Ongoing 
Assessments for classes at ALC, 10:00-12:00 
p.m.  Please be on time.  Call 434-245-2817 
for details.                                                                                                      
June 27: Pot Luck at ALC and last day of 
classes for Spring Term.                          
July 9-August 1:  Summer Classes at ALC .  
July 8-August 1:  Summer Classes for GED 
at other locations.  Call 434-245-2817 for 
details.                                                  
Bad Weather:  In case of bad weather, call 
434-245-2401 to see if school is canceled! 

ADULT LEARNING CENTER             
Charlottesville City Schools             
Adult ESL Program                            
935-A Second Street, SE                  
Charlottesville, VA  22902               
(434)245-2817                              

http://www.adultslearn.org 



May 11, 2013 marked the 10th      
anniversary of the Festival of      
Cultures here in Charlottesville.  
For the past 11 years, Debbie 
Tuler and Heidi Gordon have 
been co-coordinators of this 
event, which has become an    
institution for our city.  We had 
the opportunity to ask them a 
few questions about the history 
of the festival, their experiences, 
and the role they see the festival 

playing in the future. 

Back 11 years ago, why did you 
see a need for a Festival of     

Cultures here in Charlottesville? 

Heidi:  Since 2002, I have been  
teaching the International Rescue 
Committee's (IRC) English classes 
through a contact with the         
Charlottesville City School's Adult 
Learning Center (ALC).  In 2004, 
the IRC started resettling the    
Somali  Bantu.  As more and more 
families arrived wearing colorful 
head wraps and flowing robes, 
their visible presence caused both 
positive and negative reactions 
among local residents.  I felt we 
needed a way to introduce the  
Somali Bantu and the refugees 
from 30 other nations to our     
community.  I thought if only the 
public could meet the Somali  
Bantu, learn their stories and   
experience something of their  
culture, they would be more     
accepting and supportive. And this 
would benefit not only the       
refugee population and other 
newcomers to Charlottesville, but 

the entire community. 

As the idea of a festival gelled 
and an organizing committee was 
formed, one of the members --  a 
Senegalese man 

The 10th Anniversary of the    

Festival of Cultures 
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of my friends just because they wanted to 
live the Iraqi dream, not live the       

American dream with me. 

Now, I want to tell all immigrants and  
especially all refugees that there is   
nothing called the American dream for a 
simple reason!  We can see the dream  
only when we are asleep, but if you want 
to live the American life, you need to 
study and develop yourself to be a part of 

the society.   

After all that, you 
will have the big 
house, cars, and 
all that you 

dreamed to have. 

From the Editor: 
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All people are looking for the American 
dream, but the question is “What is the 

American dream?”  

I was one of these people who was looking 
for it.  I dreamed to have a big house, new 
cars, better jobs from what I had in my 

country, and a beautiful woman to marry. 

I have been here in the United States for 
seven months and eight days.  I looked for 
the American dream.  I found myself living in 
a very small apartment.  I looked for a new 
car.  I found myself driving an old car.  In my 

country, I had the best of these things.   

Then, in one day, I 
realized that my 
American dream is to 
live in safety and in a 
peaceful way, away 
from the killing and 
explosions that I used 
to live with.          
Yesterday, I lost two 

© 2013 Charlottesville Adult Educa-
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rights reserved.   
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The American Dream                                        
By Mohammed Alkaisy (Iraq) 

As always at this time of year, we celebrate the annual 

Festival of Cultures, and this year is especially significant 

in that it marks the 10th anniversary of this              

Charlottesville institution. Besides our interview with the 

Festival’s co-coordinators, several of the writings in this 

issue reflect the joy and sense of celebration at being 

able to live in Charlottesville’s diverse environment, the 

complicated nature of adjustment and being accepted 

here, as well as questioning the extent to which it is a 

good idea to blend our cultures or maintain a sense of 

separateness while appreciating new ideas.   

The Writing Class also took bold steps in addressing    

controversial civics issues recently in the news.  In class, 

we discussed at length the following question as students 

brought these topics up in their writings:  what is the 

role of government and what is the responsibility of 

private businesses and individuals in (1) deciding how 

to value and protect the environment and the amazing 

variety of species that still exist; (2) enforcing safe 

building standards and ensuring proper rescue and   

recovery in the face of natural disasters; (3) deciding 

who should be allowed to marry; and (4) deciding how 

to display weapons for sale in a way that protects our 

children as well as the right to bear arms?  While the 

writers were invited to express their own opinions, 

they were challenged to present both sides of the issue 

they addressed as much as possible.  The topics chosen 

and opinions expressed are the students’ own.  They do 

not reflect those of the Adult Learning Center. 

Leslie Furlong, Editor 

“… my American 
dream is to live 
in safety and in 
a peaceful way, 
away from the 

killing and     
explosions that I 

used to live 
with.” 
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The Adult Learn-
ing      Center 
(ALC) is very       
appreciative of 
all of the hard 
work and        
enthusiasm      
provided by our 
wonderful           

volunteers.   

This month we    
feature one of 

our volunteers, Sarah Szcserbiak, who will be    
leaving us at the end of this session to move     

overseas. 

Tell us a little bit about yourself.  I am a freelance 
writer by trade, and I specialize in writing        
marketing content, with a particular focus on    
music.  When I’m not working or volunteering at 
ALC, I love attending concerts, promoting bands, 

reading, playing music, and traveling. 

How long have you been volunteering at ALC?  
Tell us what you do here.  I have been              
volunteering since August 2010.  On Tuesday, I   
volunteer with the ESL 100 p.m. class, and often 
work with the students in small groups to help 
them learn the basics of phonics and spelling while 
having simple conversations.  On Thursday, I      
volunteer with the ESL 103 p.m. class.  There, I  
also often work in small groups and help students 
with sentence structure and grammar tenses, talk 
about American traditions, and do activities on the 

computer. 

Tell us about the rewards and challenges of     
volunteering at ALC.  Everyone I’ve ever worked 
with has been so grateful and kind, and it’s      
wonderfully satisfying to make such a positive    
difference in people’s lives.  I learn as much from 
the students as they do from me, and it’s really 
inspiring to hear about all the hardships that many 
of the students have gone through and notice how 
they still have such a bright outlook.  I also love 
hearing the perspectives of people from cultures 
different from my own.  Sometimes, things get  
misinterpreted, or I have trouble defining a word 

or idiomatic phrase in a way that’s easily           
understood, but even when I hit a momentary 
obstacle, the students are so patient and willing 

to learn. 

Would you recommend volunteering at ALC to 
your friends?  Why?  I absolutely would, and I 
already do, actually!  It is one of the best things 
that I’ve ever done, and I will really miss all the 
students and teachers at ALC when I move away 
this summer. Volunteering feels great, and I’m 
blessed to be able to use my knowledge to help 
others, while also receiving the numerous     

benefits of being exposed to other cultures. 

What advice would you give to our students?  
I’d tell them that keeping a positive attitude is 
really helpful when learning a language.  Also, 
I’d remind them that the volunteers and    
teachers are there to help and that there’s no 
need to be embarrassed if they have trouble 
communicating to us clearly.  I learned Italian in 
college, and I am learning Irish Gaelic now, and 
it’s really tough; I have the utmost respect for 
the teachers and my fellow volunteers, but    
especially the students who work so hard to 
grasp an unfamiliar language while getting used 
to all the other challenges of living in a new 

place. 

Anything else?  I would like to give a super    
special thanks to teachers Chip and Kate for   
being so fabulous to work with week after week.  
I have a very busy schedule, but they always 
make it clear how they’re appreciative that I’ve 
come to help, and really make an effort to     
include me in an evening’s lesson plans.  Also, 
I’d like to give similar thanks to every student 
I’ve ever worked with at ALC.  I’ll never forget 
them and will always admire their inner 

strength. 

Heartfelt thanks to Sarah for sharing her time 
and talents with us over the last few years.  Best 

of luck to her in her future! 

Sincerely, Cherry and the ALC Staff 

 

Volunteer Spotlight:  Sarah Szczerbiak 
 By Cherry Stewart, ESL Instructor and Volunteer Coordinator at ALC 
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Tea originates from China, but different nations 

have developed different tea cultures.  In China, 

tea is commonly consumed at social events and is 

used in traditional Chinese medicine and in     

Chinese cuisine. 

In my hometown, Chengdu, you can find a lot of 

teahouses scattered throughout the city.  For 

most people, the perfect place would be        

teahouses, which are their most important social 

place.  Friends always talk about everything in a 

relaxed way in teahouses and play Mahjong.  

Mahjong is a game played with tiles and is     

commonly played with four players, similar to 

Western card games.  Sometimes, people get   

together in teahouses to talk about business.   

In Guangdong, China, people like Dimsum, which 

Tea Culture                                                                                
By Zhi Min Jasmine Yu (China) 

All Worlds on Your Plate 
By Marina Volkova (Russia) 

Our planet is divided into many different 
countries, which have many different races 
of people, different customs, and different 
manners.  Everyone knows about it.  But it 
was only after I came to America that I had 
a chance to live in a diverse society.   
 
As you know, Charlottesville is a university 
city with an environment of cultural         
diversity.  My family lives in an apartment 
provided by University Housing Division for 
families whose members work at UVA.  A lot 
of people from China, India, and Europe live 
here.  For example, our neighbors are    
families from China, India, and Italy.  It is 
such a rich blend of cultural traditions from 
all over the world under one roof.   
 
I am very glad that I have the opportunity to 
interact with people of differing ethnicities, 
religions, and cultures.  The diversity that 

comes from other people enriches my life, 
bringing new ideas and energy.  For example, I 
cook new dishes for my family from food     
previously unknown to me.  Guacamole,    
hummus, stir-fry vegetables, masala tea, and 
sweet potato now can often be found at our 
table. 
 
Sometimes, the differences in habits may be 
surprising.  So, I was surprised when I           
experienced the scent of roasted onion and 
curry in the morning.  Is it a good choice for 
breakfast?  For someone, it is so.  Respect for 
differences is an important part of life in a   
diverse community.  Tolerance and respect for 
people’s differences doesn’t mean giving up 
your own heritage.  Every family has its own 
traditions that are something to be proud of.  I 
believe honoring your family’s traditions and 
being open to differences enriches your life.  

is Cantonese favorite 

snacks, while they 

drink tea.  Dimsum 

snacks include fish  

porridge, shrimp 

dumplings, powdered fruit buns, etc.  Friends and 

family always take a long time to eat and chat in a 

relaxed way. 

I like flower teas such as chrysanthemum tea, 

which is very popular in China.  It is purported to 

have medical uses, including an aid in recovery 

from the flu, acne, and in decreasing the risk of 

heart attack and high blood pressure.  It has a   

perfect smell and beautiful color in the glass. 

I think that drinking tea is beneficial to your health 

while you enjoy its wonderful smell. 
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Three years ago, on a hot, humid day of 
summer, I was walking with my camera in the 
forest looking for something special of which to 
take a picture. I was standing at the start of the 
endless and dark road, and suddenly I 
remembered a story from my childhood: Ali 
Baba and the Forty Thieves, and the magic 
words “Open Sesame”, and in front of my eyes 
the road  was full of sparkling “jewels”. 
 
Like Ali Baba, I was astonished by what I saw: a 
great treasure, MUSHROOMS, hundreds of them. 
The road looked paved with ruby, topaz, 
sapphire, pearls and onyx, a collection of color 
and shapes. Being passionate about nature, I 
admit I was captivated immediately by 
mushrooms. 
 
But what exactly is a mushroom? The term 
mushroom is most often used to describe the 
reproductive structure (fruiting body) of a 
fungus. As an apple tree produces apples, a 
fungus produces mushrooms. The Blue Ridge 
Mountains provide a great diversity of flora, and 
mushrooms are an important part of this 
ecosystem because they feed themselves by 
digesting dead or living organic matter.  
 
Some wild mushrooms that grow in the Blue 
Ridge Mountains are edible, like Morels, 
Chanterelles, and Chicken of the Woods. These 
mushrooms have vibrant colors, unusual shapes 
and strong flavor, but before consumption it is 

very important they should be identified by a local 
expert mushroom hunter to make sure they are not 
poisonous. 
 
Animals eat mushrooms too; squirrels and chipmunks 
eat mushrooms as spring snacks. One time I saw a 
turtle enjoy a piece of succulent mushroom, and in 
my pictures I discovered little insect and snails 
eating them, too. 
 
Other mushrooms have exotic qualities, like the 
Jack' O Lantern, which when fresh glows in the 
darkness, and others, like the Destroying Angel, are  
fatal if consumed.  Despite its fragile appearance, 
this mushroom has caused the most deaths from 
ingestion in the U.S. 
 
The shapes are another interesting quality in wild 
mushrooms; they mimic the appearance of other 
things like corals, birds' nests, brackets, tongues, 
trumpets, puffballs, jelly, and the classical umbrella 
shape. 
 
Wild mushrooms are seasonal in the Blue Ridge 
Forest. They show up in summer and fall in 
abundance, and it is much better if you go after a 
few rainy days. 
 
If you want to see them, don't expect that they will 
wait for you; you must go quickly before they 
disappear, because mushrooms live a short life.   
 
The next question you may ask: Why in the 
Appalachian Mountains doesn't a wild mushroom 
hunting culture develop like in France, Italy, or 
Russia? Well, according to information I read on the 
internet, the people in the area inherited a fear of 
them from England, where the majority of original 
settlers came from.  The seventies did their part as 
well, as they are associated with a Hippie Culture.  
For one or another reason, wild mushrooms here 
never took a respected place like in other countries' 
cuisines.  
 
On your next summer trip to the Blue Ridge Forest, 
take the time to find mushrooms and you will, as I 
did, discover a new appreciation for their beauty. 

Jewels of the Forest 
 By Angela Nebel (Chile) 
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It's hard to find activities that involve the whole 

family, but I think bird watching is the 

perfect one. Bird watching, or birding according 

to the texts, is the observation of birds as a 

recreational activity. Also, it is an activity for all 

ages and genders and does not require a large  

investment, just a pair of binoculars and a field 

guide book. 

 

My personal experience with bird watching    

started twenty years ago in Tela, Honduras, at a 

Christmas Bird Count sponsored by the Audubon 

Society. This activity takes place in December, 

and the goal is to count as many species of birds 

as you can in one day. In 1993, I took my     

daughter.  She really enjoyed the event, and we 

remember it as a pleasant experience. 

 

One of the most positive things about bird   

watching is that no matter where in the 

world you live, there always are birds. Scientists 

have estimate that there are about 10,000 species 

of birds in the world.  This means there is no limit 

to where you can find birds. 

 

An example of this that I personally experienced 

was when I went bird watching in the 

desert in Qatar.  There was nothing alive around, 

just sand and stones, but on a cliff I saw a 

magnificent Eagle Owl, the biggest owl in the 

world. I think this is a good example to show that 

there are no limits for finding birds. 

 

In addition, there are no borders for birds. Some 

species migrate great distances, and it is possible 

that if you live here in Virginia and you travel to 

South and Central America, you will see the same 

birds in different seasons. The most remarkable 

one is the Ruby-throated Hummingbird that lives 

here in Virginia. It is a common visitor in your  

garden or feeder in late spring, summer, and fall. 

But in the winter time, they travel large distances 

into the jungles of Central and South America for 

food and then come back again. 

 

The abundance of some species can be            

remarkable when viewed in one place.  That was 

my impression when I first saw Baikal Teals (a 

teal is small duck).  They spend the winter on the 

Geum River in South Korea. The ducks there keep     

together in one large packed group, up to 

400,000 individuals. Every evening in winter time 

these huge flocks of ducks swirl and dance in the 

sky, giving off a low rumbling noise, reminiscent 

a of distant train. 

 

In the beginning, one of the difficulties of       

becoming a bird watcher is learning to            

differentiate between very similar species, but 

after months of practice and perseverance in the 

field, beginners are able to overcome this. For 

others, however, to wake up early in the morning 

is a big deal.  Bird watching is an early-morning 

activity because is in the morning when the birds 

are more active and are in greater abundance. 

 

I could offer you many examples of how bird 

watching is a rewarding activity, but I think you 

need to experience these things for yourself. If 

you are going to make a decision about a new 

hobby, my suggestion is bird watching because it 

gets you up, up and away. 

Hobby in the Skies 
By Angel Nebel (Chile) 

Ruby-throated Hummingbird. 
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For those who do not know, Dijla is the    
Arabic name for the Tigris River.  Dijla is 
one of the two big rivers in Iraq. It is 1,850 
km long, rising from Turkey, stretching into 
Syria, and ending in Iraq. I always watched 
the river and asked myself, “What is the 
secret about this river?” This river is very 
rich and important for Iraqis not just      
because the water supports life, but also 
because “he” (the river) shares with them 
sadness and happiness. He is the witness of 
all Iraqi history. One bad tragedy was when 
Hulagu Khan (“the man who has no      
mercy”) occupied and destroyed Baghdad 
and threw thousands and thousands of    
Arabic language books into the Dijla until 

the river was black with ink. 

 One day, I was looking to get advice from 
someone. I looked and looked but nothing 
was useful for me. Suddenly, I                
remembered the words “We made from 
the water every living thing.” (Surah Al- 
Anbiya from the Quran) I went to Dijla to 
find that secret that he always keeps deep 
inside him. Then I found the inspiration 
when I saw him. I started to talk to him, 
and I talked without getting any answers. 
But I found myself knowing what I was 
looking for. Whenever I had a problem I 
went to sit and ask him to give me the 

right advice. 

September 9, 2012 was the last time I met 
with him. I talked to him but he never    
answered me. I begged him to give me an 
answer for my questions; I had a million 
questions at that moment. I started to ask 
him if I made the right decision to move to 
the United States: “Do you think they will 
treat me in a good way? Can I be part of 

the society?”, etc. He gave me answers, 
but I did not understand him. At the end, 
he told me he will be proud of me and he 

will always be here waiting for me. 

Now, this is the right time to send him my 
regards and let him know that I know what 
he meant at that moment. I found people 
here who have the same questions that I 
had and they asked for answers to these 
questions. I found the law that protects 
our rights and protects the relations       
between neighbors. They do not torture 
humans or even animals here; they prevent    
injustice and call for justice, love,          
togetherness, and cooperation for the 
best. They are kind to young and elderly 
people, to women and to weak people. 
They established a law that does not             
discriminate between Christian and non-
Christian. I realize I found Islam, but I do 

not find Muslims.   

The Secret of Dijla 
By Mohammed Alkaisy (Iraq) 
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Changes often come to our lives unnoticed and     
sometimes we only find out what we have lost when 
it is too late. There are many examples I could refer 
to but I want to speak of especially one change 
which we live with day by day and that goes        
unnoticed by most people, the changes undergone 
by freshwater.   
 
In 1976 in Chile, my country, I was having a        
conversation with my friend, Lina, and I said, “Lina, 
can you imagine that in the future we will buy water 
in bottles?”   She answered, “What kind of things 
are you saying?  Water is never going to be sold in     
bottles!”; In 1983, I moved to Honduras, and that 
was the first time that I bought a five-gallon bottle 
of water, and for the rest of the 19 years that I lived 
there, freshwater was rationed, coming to us 
through the pipes only twice a week. 
 
While the amount of freshwater available is         
important, the quality of freshwater and how it 
changes with the surrounding environment is also 
important. I would like to quote three stanzas of a 
love poem by a little-known Chilean poet.  His name 
is Juvencio Valle (1900-1999).  The name of the   
poem is called “Water Song” (1951), translated by 
my step-son, David Nebel. 
 
Blue, clean, crystalline water 
flows forth from each strand of hair 
free falling toward the curves of your fingertips. 
 
I sing to the water, enduring the wait 
blue water that rises naked and thin 
from the soles of your feet. 
 
I sing to the water, tell the clean water: 
From the darkest depth within me I sense you, 
Water-cup, water-sky, water hyacinth. 
 
But what kind of environment inspired the poet to 
write this poem? Juvencio Valle was born in     
southern Chile in Nueva Imperial.  This particular 
area used to be covered with Chilean native forest 
where the rain water was retained by mosses, ferns 
and lichens and later released drop by drop to 
streams.  The poem itself reflects the serene and 
placid environment that the poet saw only a few 

years ago, but not anymore.  In the 80's, this area 
was wiped out of native forest, and the mosses, 
ferns and lichens gone, too. The trees were       
replaced with pines and eucalyptus because they 
made more profit than native plants.  Without the 
native plants the water runs easily to the Chilean 
Basin, contaminated by soil erosion. 
 
The same thing happened with the cloud forest,   
a region above a certain altitude in the tropics 
where specific ferns and aqua-firs thrive and 
which supplies freshwater to Honduras. Large   
areas have been cleared with the goal of creating 
more cultivated land; consequently, the land has 
lost its freshwater “natural sponge”. As in Chile, 
the water flows uncontrollably when it rains. For 
this reason, Honduras has enough freshwater in 
rainy season but lacks enough water in dry season.  
 
Freshwater, despite being a necessary element in 
our lives, is often undervalued especially in our 
modern societies where it is wasted easily. Our 
pretentious way of living makes things worse. We 
can only anticipate a bleak future. Experts say  
major industrial agriculture and industries are the 
largest consumers of freshwater.  Furthermore, it 
is common in cities and towns for people to water 
their gardens with freshwater, and large amounts 
of freshwater are used in our daily activities like 
cleaning the bathroom and kitchen and doing the 
laundry.  
 
Freshwater has a delicate balance in nature, and 
our activities many times do damage. We must be 
aware of the changes that freshwater undergoes 
before is too late.  We can shape the future     
together, develop more conservation programs, 
and change our water consumption to mitigate the 
consequences.  Or, one day we will be without it 
and remember its beauty only in a special poem or 
recall the abundance of water of those times with 
nostalgia.  As the poet recites in his last stanza: 
 
Lower your head and touch to the stone. Seek, 
through tears, on your knees, in the earth,  
this source of water 
 
The future, it is up to you.  

H2O 
By Angel Nebel (Chile) 
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Do you pay attention to the use of borrowed 
words in your native language?  I notice this in my 
native language, Russian.  Today, the Russian  
language has many English words, and most    
people use them in everyday life.  But it was not 
always this way. 
 
For a long time, up to 1991, Russia, which was 
called the Soviet Union, was separated from the 
world for political and economic reasons.  After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, new information 
became available through foreign books and mov-
ies about the lives of people in other countries.  
In the Russian language, there are many new 
words because our language has no words for 
some things like “hamburger” and “glamour”.  
Many new words are connected to the field of        
computing and information technology.  Some of 
them are used without changes, for instance, 
“email”, “mailbox”, “provider”, “hacker”, 
“chat”, “user”, “upgrade”, and “browser”.  Many 
new words in Russian also come from the field of 
economics:  “coupon”, “voucher”, “broker”, 

New World, New Words                                           
By Marina Volkova (Russia) 

“franchise”, “retail”, and “outsourcing”. 
 
Many new words, however, are produced in      
Russian slang now.  These words have English roots 
and Russian suffixes.  For example, a popular   
Russian slang word is shoitsya, which means “go  
shopping”.  Also, sometimes we use a common 
Russian word and give it a new meaning.  For ex-
ample, mylo means “soap” in Russian, but we say 
mylo in spoken Russian to mean “email” because it 
sounds similar.  Also, Russian people’s speech is 
full of English borrowings including “Wow”, 
“cool”, “respect”, “sale”, and many others. 
 
It’s great that the English language has become a 
universal means of communication between     
people, businesses, and nations.  However, the 
native language and English should not be mixed, 
but two languages should compliment each other.  
I try not to use many English words in my Russian 
speech.  I value my native language and try to 
avoid unnecessary borrowings. 

Same-sex marriage has been allowed in twelve 
states in the U.S as of June 2013. But people have 
different opinions about whether same-sex     
marriage should become legal. 
 
One side says same-sex marriage should not be 
legal. They say that it would decrease the rate of 
heterosexual marriage, resulting in negative    
effects on children, crime rates, and health. They 
say only heterosexual marriage partners can    
procreate and consistently provide a “natural” or 
traditional and stable environment for the growth 
and maturation of children. Therefore, they    
believe that same-sex marriage should be       
prohibited. If not, the healthy growth of children 
will be destroyed.  However, those who disagree 
point out that divorce rates for heterosexual  
marriage are at an all-time high, and many     
couples who marry don’t have children. 

Another side says same-sex marriage should be  
allowed and people should not be discriminated 
against in terms of rights. If two people, whether 
they are heterosexual or homosexual, love each 
other, they should be allowed the same rights, 
privileges, and responsibilities, no matter their 
genders. Moreover, gay and lesbian couples are 
having children already without the benefit of 
marriage.  They say they need the full citizenship 
rights of marriage in order for them and their   
children to have a good life.  This includes      
property and inheritance rights, as well as tax,  
social security, and healthcare benefits. 
 
I contend that same-sex marriage should be      
recognized by the government because same-sex 
couples love each other and live together feeling 
happy. That’s their right, just as it is the right of    
heterosexual couples.  

Same-sex Marriage                                                  
By Ji Min Jasmine Yu (China) 
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“Education 
is the third 
eye of       
human      
beings.” 

Who Should Be Responsible for Earthquakes      

That Kill Many People?                                                      
By Yi Jin Jasmine Yu (China) 

Everyone knows that 

many people have been 

killed by earthquakes 

around the world. There 

are many different    

opinions about who is   

responsible for why so 

many people have died. 

On the one hand, so far predicting earth-

quakes is difficult. Scientists say there is still 

no way to know what will lead to a deadly 

quake, and there is also no way to know 

when one will happen. However, I believe 

that the government should support scientists 

so they can better predict earthquakes. 

Hopefully, scientists will find a way to      

predict earthquakes precisely. It’s good to 

know if earthquakes are probable, so that 

people will pay attention to earthquake 

warnings if scientists give exact predictions.  

This will save many lives. 

On the other hand, buildings constructed like 

tofu-dregs have made many people die. For 

example, there was the Wenchuan earth-

quake in China in 2008.  It was 80 km from 

Chengdu.  Chengdu is my hometown.  My  

parents and my brother lived here. According 

to Chinese officials, the earthquake killed 

about 69,000 people, and more than 370,000 

people were injured.  More than 7,000 

schoolrooms collapsed in the earthquake.  

Inferior construction killed so many school 

children. Even newly constructed  school-

houses were destroyed, while older building 

nearby were often unscathed. The parents 

who lost their children felt upset and deep 

despair.  

Why did this huge tragedy happen?  Many   

students would have survived if they studied 

in good quality schoolhouses. Where was the 

government to supervise and to inspect?  

In addition, it is also important to manage 

evacuations and save lives after an earth-

quake occurs. The government should       

popularize information related to earthquakes 

and make people understand how to escape 

when earthquakes happen. If not, many    

people won’t know anything about earth-

quakes, so they will be scared and not know 

what to do when the earthquake comes, 

which would increase the risk of people not 

being able to escape. When I was a little girl, 

my family lived in a seismic zone. We often 

were rocked by small earthquakes.  My father 

told me I must stay under the table or bed 

when earthquakes happened because my 

home was of light construction so falling     

debris would not hurt us, and we had enough 

food and water to save ourselves.  

On April 20th, a powerful earthquake struck 

Ya’an City in Sichuan, China. It sits on a basin 

on the edge of the Tibetan plateau and is 76 

miles from Chengdu, Sichuan’s capital. The 

city has a population of 1.5 million. About 190 

people were killed and more than 500 were 

injured by this earthquake. I was so upset, for 

people did not still know the earthquake was 

coming, and, once again, many people had to 

face the tragedy of losing family relations and 

their homes. 
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Wednesday      
morning, I had my 
first class in      
writing, and we 
read a very          
interesting article 
about weapons. The 
title is “Should 

There Be a Law to Forbid Carrying a 
Weapon?” by Maxim Shugaev       
(Multi-Cultural Brief, Volume 14,     
Issue 3, April 2013).  In this article, the  
writer discusses his opinion about arms 
in the U.S. 
 
It is well know that citizens who live in 
the United States can carry weapons 
legally, but should they be permitted 
to carry them in public areas, like    
supermarkets, shopping centers,     
restaurants, etc.? 
 
In my opinion, unfortunately, the     
effect of the exposure to weapons is 
more subtle than you think it is.  After 
finishing my class, I went to WalMart 
to research how much exposure     
people have to weapons.  It was a big 
surprise to discover that the weapons 
and ammunition section was only two 
aisles from the toy department. 
 
TV and movies also expose the public 
to violent behavior.  Finally, video 
games for young adults are the worst, 

because the kids who play these games 
make decisions to fire on a selection of 
virtual enemies, creating a well-trained 
generation of gunmen. 
 
I believe that not only carrying weapons 
is a problem here, but that sales of arms 
in the wrong places, violence in the  
movie industry, and violent video games 
produce the results we see in the news – 
a “weapons culture”. 
 
The problem with weapons must be     
attacked in the whole context of society, 
not only in the change of one law.  

Weapons and Ammunition only Two Aisles Away 

from the Toy Department at WalMart                                    
By Angela Nebel (Chile) 
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Are You Thinking of Attending PVCC? 

Do you have questions about career assessment, 
career planning, placement testing at PVCC,    

scholarship information, program assessment, and 

other community college options? 

Lynda Smethurst 

Adult Career Coach 

VA Workforce Center 

Adjunct Instructor, Student Development 

Piedmont Virginia Community College 

434-293-8901; lsmethurst@pvcc.edu 

Will be available in the Adult Learning Center     

Resource Room: 

Every Wednesday 

From 12:30-3:00 p.m.  

Also available at One-Stop:  M, T, Th: 9:30-2:30 p.m.                   

The ESL 102 p.m. class visited the Newsplex TV station and got a tour from Brantley Ussery, CBS 

19 meteorologist.  Students were able to watch the live recording of the 7 p.m. news and take a 

tour of the building.  They learned about all of the things it takes to put the news on the air and 

how to do the weather. 

The ESL 102 p.m. Class Visits Newsplex                  
By Cherry Stweart, ESL Instructor and Volunteer Coordinator at ALC 
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-- said it was important 
to showcase all cultures, 
both those of new     
residents and those of 
residents whose families 
have been here for   
hundreds of years.  A 
committee member 
from Afghanistan      
suggested the name 
"Festival of Cultures"      
instead of  

"International Festival”. These simple        
suggestions changed the entire focus of the 

festival from "us and them" to "us".   

Debbie:  For me there was a convergence of 
situations 11 years ago that prompted my   
interest in having a cultural festival in     
Charlottesville: one was the frequent         
response when I told people I taught ESL - 
"Oh, you speak Spanish?" - which made me   
realize that even though I was aware of      
diversity in Charlottesville, other people were 
not (I do not speak Spanish, at the time I had 
no Spanish-speaking students, and in fact we 
had a class with students from 15 countries 
speaking 15 different languages).  With both 
the university and a refugee resettlement   
office, and migrant labor, the Charlottesville 
area is quite diverse for a city of its size.  I 
saw a need for people to become more aware 
of the diversity in a way that would lead to 

respect and openness rather than ignorance, 

fear, or hatred.   

What has been the primary mission of the       

festival? 

Heidi:  The primary mission of the festival is 
to promote cross-cultural understanding and         
tolerance for all members of our              

community.   

Debbie: Our stated mission is to celebrate         
diversity in our community, increase    
awareness of diversity in a respectful        
environment, and provide an opportunity for 
building a bridge of communication between 
newcomers and established residents.  From 
the beginning, we wanted to create       
something that would be all-inclusive rather 
than create an "us vs. them" atmosphere.  We 
also felt a need for something that would get 
folks meeting and talking with each other 

face-to-face. 

In what ways has the festival grown and 

changed over the years? 

Heidi:  The festival has grown from            
attendance of about 200 in 2004 to over 
2,000 this year.  These days whenever I   
mention the Festival of Cultures to anyone, 
the usual response is, "Oh, I've been to that 
festival." Or, "That's a great festival.”      
Vendors, performers, service providers and    
exhibitors now contact us 
to participate. So, I feel 
that the Charlottesville 
Festival of Cultures really 
has become a local        

institution. 

Debbie: That first year, 
most people who came 
were refugees and those 
working with refugees. 
Now, we have people 

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures (Continued from page 1) 

(continued on page 14) 
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from all walks of life.  
There is more diversity 
of cultures represented, 
and the festival has a 
more balanced mix of          
international newcomers 
and native-born.  Other 
things have remained the 
same: we always have 
music and dance        
performances, cultural 
exhibits (hosted by    

people of the culture represented), food and  
artisan vendors, hands-on craft activities for 
kids, and service agency information booths. 
This last year we added cooking             
demonstrations and speakers.  Over the years 
there have been some commonalities and 
some changes in the cultures represented,  
depending on who is here and wanting to   
participate. Some things we tried but didn't 

continue (e.g. storytelling).  

What have been some of the most rewarding       

experiences for you? 

Heidi: In 2005, the second year of the festival, 
several students from my IRC class, Meskitian 
Turks that had been here only 2 weeks, were 
so excited to participate that they ran home 
to get a cassette and then led the audience in 
an exuberant line dance.  It was such an      
expression of hope and gratitude for their 
new home.  I remember thinking, "Wow! They 

got it!  This is 
what the    
Festival of  
Cultures is all 
about.” The 
past few years, 
Charlottesville 
Mayor    
Satyendra    
Huja, an      
immigrant 

from India, has given the opening remarks at 
the festival.  Afterwards, the mayor spends 
time greeting  festival participants.     
Watching the expressions of newly arrived 
Bhutanese refugees as they speak to their 
mayor in Nepali always makes me tear 
up.  And, of course, most rewarding is  
watching the interactions of all participants: 
the new residents, the established residents, 
the children -- everyone happy, respectful,      

interested, and learning about each other. 

Debbie:  One of the most rewarding           
experiences is that we lasted 10 years!  When 
we started, I had no idea what would happen.  
Another rewarding experience was the first 
year: we had students from the ALC help us 
find and articulate our vision, mission, and 
name; their voices were 
an essential aspect of 
that all-inclusive       
atmosphere.  Seeing the 
joy and pride people 
feel in sharing their  
traditions has been    
amazing; as one person 
said several years ago, 
the festival is an        
opportunity to "give 
back to the community" 
that took them in.  
Working with Heidi has been very rewarding 
for me also; I think we have balanced each 

other well.  

What have been some of the challenges? 

Heidi: Certainly the greatest challenge has 
been funding.  The Festival of Cultures is a 
nonprofit event, but there are significant  
expenses involved in putting it on:  the tents, 
the stage and dance floor, the sound system, 
the fees associated with using Lee Park. Since 
2008, competition for a shrinking pool of 
available funding has  
intensified. Debbie 

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures             
(Continued from page 13) 

(continued on page 15) 

Mayor Satyendra Huja (right) and local      

Charlottesville resident. 
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has worked 
hard  writing 
grant          
proposals and 
searching for 
new funding 
sources and so 
we have always 
been able to 

squeak by, but it has been time-consuming 

and stressful.  

Debbie:  I agree with Heidi!  Also, we always 
need people to take an active role in helping 

to plan the festival.   

Why do you think it is important for the        

festival to continue?   

Heidi:  A great deal of hard work has gone  
into bringing the festival to the point where it 
has  become a  Charlottesville institution.  I 
hope that in the coming years the organizers 
will build on its past success and strive to 
make it even better, to involve more people, 
and to continue to achieve our mission of    
understanding and celebrating                 

Charlottesville's diversity.  

Debbie:  I think the festival continues to    
provide newcomers the opportunity to share 
their lives, cultures, experiences, and        

talents, to show that 
they have much to      
contribute to our 
community.  As long 
as we are not        
homogeneous, there 
will be a need and 
desire to celebrate 
both our            
commonalities and 
our differences.  As 
long as people keep 
coming here from 
other places 

(whether they are coming from New York or 
Bhutan), we need a safe place to learn about 

each other.   

What do you see as the future of the       

festival going forward? 

Heidi: My hope is that the festival finds a 
permanent sponsor partner and that a     
committee of Charlottesville residents,    
representing a diversity of cultural and    

ethnic groups, 
takes on the task 

of organizing it. 

Debbie:  My hope 
is that others 
will carry the   
mission and 
event forward 
and improve on 
it, that it will be 
a permanent 
event like the 
Festival of the 
Book, the Film 

Festival, etc.   

On behalf of the Adult Learning Center and     
Charlottesville as a whole, we thank Heidi 
and Debbie for their hard work in bringing our 
community together to make Charlottesville’s 
rich diversity more visible, celebrated by all.  
We hope the new leadership will extend this 

mission for years to come. 

 

  

The 10th Anniversary of the Festival of Cultures             
(Continued from page 14) 



The Multi-Cultural Brief is an ESL newsletter creat-

ed by students who want to improve their English 

and is produced as part of a newspaper class offered 

through the Charlottesville Adult Education pro-

gram.  Its purpose is to provide students with an op-

portunity to: 

• share their experiences of being from another 

country, 

• offer multicultural perspectives on life in Char-

lottesville, 

• help inform people who are new to Char-

lottesville of issues and opportunities around 

town, 

• build a bridge of communication between the 

ESL population and Americans living in the Char-

lottesville community. 

Mission Statement of the Multi-Cultural 

Brief Calendar Dates to Remember 
 
Dialogue Café:  July 12, July 19, and July 
26 from 12:30 p.m. to 2:30 p.m.  Free. 
Wednesdays June 18-July 18:  Ongoing 
Assessments for classes at ALC, 10:00-12:00 
p.m.  Please be on time.  Call 434-245-2817 
for details.                                                                                                      
June 27: Pot Luck at ALC and last day of 
classes for Spring Term.                          
July 9-August 1:  Summer Classes at ALC .  
July 8-August 1:  Summer Classes for GED 
at other locations.  Call 434-245-2817 for 
details.                                                  
Bad Weather:  In case of bad weather, call 
434-245-2401 to see if school is canceled! 

ADULT LEARNING CENTER             
Charlottesville City Schools             
Adult ESL Program                            
935-A Second Street, SE                  
Charlottesville, VA  22902               
(434)245-2817                              

http://www.adultslearn.org 


