Copyright 2001 Newsday, Inc.  




Newsday (New York)


July 11, 2001 Wednesday NASSAU AND SUFFOLK EDITION


SECTION: NEWS, Pg. A21

LENGTH: 674 words

HEADLINE: Hard to Say Goodbye;
Exchange students head home after year in U.S.

BYLINE: By Indrani Sen; STAFF WRITER

BODY:
Before they arrived here a year ago, America was just a blur of images gleaned from TV and movies - gunfights and baseball and homecoming dances.

But for almost 900 overseas exchange students who boarded buses taking them to the airport yesterday, those images have been replaced.

The thump of a snowboard on new snow and the face of one particular American girl will represent the United States for Fernando Sanches, 18, when he gets back to Brazil. An elegant senior dinner-dance stands out in the mind of Chayuda Siripong, 17, of Thailand. Elisabeth Mork, 18, went back to Norway clutching photos of her long-haired American boyfriend and basketball-playing American "sisters." 

Girls hugged and clung to each other and boys awkwardly patted each other's backs, but all had tears in their eyes as American Field Service volunteers packed the departing students into buses at Long Island University's C.W. Post Campus. The 886 students from 54 countries assembled to say goodbye to one another and to a country most said they have come to love.

"The first two months it was really hard to get used to it," said Gokhan Kazar, 18, of Turkey, who lived with a host family upstate. "But right after you make friends, it turns out to be a really good experience."

Sanches, who had cloaked himself in a Brazilian flag for the journey home, agreed. Displaying his newfound grasp of American teen idiom, he explained, "I had an awesome relationship with my family, and an awesome relationship with my friends."

The stereotype of Americans as more reticent in expressing their feelings than Latin Americans turned out to be untrue, in Sanches' experience.

"I couldn't believe it," he said. "My friends - big football players - they were crying when I left!"

Marie Schuh, 17, from Austria, spoke of coming into contact with religions other than Catholicism and having close friendships with blacks for the first time during her year in Tampa, Fla.

"In the first days, I touched the black people's hair because I had never seen it," she said. "We don't have many black people or Hispanic people in Austria."

This widening of experience is part of the mission of the American Field Service program, said Christine Vogel, the organization's vice president for marketing and communications.

"I think the whole world has stereotypes ... " she said. "There's nothing like living with people to learn that it's very hard to make stereotypes that are true."

When asked what they would miss most about America, most students didn't hesitate before naming their friends and host families. Beyond that, however, the answers varied widely.

"Pop Tarts," was Siri Ann Tellevik's answer. "In Norway we have everything - we have McDonald's, we have pizzas ... But we don't have Pop Tarts. The cinnamon and sugar ones, ooh!"

Speaking of food, her friend Elisabeth Haukland, 17, also of Norway, was reminded of one thing she won't miss from her year spent in Pennsylvania - scrapple, a sausage-like product made with the less appetizing-sounding parts of the pig.

"I couldn't take it," Haukland said of the dish. "I thought it was horrible."

When asked what he will miss most, Jorge Gavilan Fernandez, 18, had a complex answer. The tanned Chilean in his preppy plaid shirt, cargo pants, and pale blue visor said he changed a lot this year.

"It's like you were born when you came here, and you're going to die when you leave," said Fernandez, his eyes slightly red from crying. "I'm excited to see my family and friends and stuff, but still, it's mostly sad."

AFS organizers who have seen what they call "D-Day" unfold year after year say this moment is one that stays with the teens after they return home, and even into adulthood.

"People cry not only because they're sad, but because they're amazed," said Alex Frankel, 24, an AFS volunteer who was himself an exchange student in his teens. "This is an amazing trial for these 1,000 kids, and when they're done, I think they can't believe it."



GRAPHIC: Newsday Photos/Don Jacobsen - 1) Exchange students prepare at the C.W. Post Campus for trips home after a year in the United States. 2) Nearly 900 students from abroad said their tearful goodbyes. 3) Maria Emilia Martinez Bucheli of Ecuador hugs a friend.
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