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WHarT 1s Tais A.P.P.L.E.?

A.P.P.LE. now marks its fifth year of working with
Lithuanian teachers and the Lithuanian Ministry of Edu-
cation and Science. From the start, this grass-roots orga-
nization has worked to create a warm and productive learn-
ing atmosphere, bringing together experts and teacher-
practitioners from the U.S., Canada and Lithuania.

A.P.P.L.E.’s program has evolved from two two-week
sessions in Vilnius in the summer of 1991 to sessions in
up to seven cities in the following four years. This was
done with the moral and financial support of the Minis-
try, as well as from foundations, institutions and the busi-
ness community of the United States and Canada. The

most heartwarming support has come from the thousands

of individual contributors.

A.P.P.LE. teachers are not paid but, instead, they
volunteer their time, travel costs and the many teaching
materials that they bring to Lithuania. They come from
varied backgrounds, from university professors to class-
room teachers. This combination provides the balance of
theory and practice necessary for a dynamic educational
dialogue. Since the educational system in the U.S. is ex-
tremely diverse (there are 16,000 school districts in the
country), there is the opportunity to share many approaches
to issues of methodology, psychology, curriculum devel-
opment, and education philosophy. A.P.P.L.E. has brought
specialists to Lithuania in an effort to satisfy the requests
of school librarians, teachers of the deaf, substance abuse
specialists, social workers and teachers of individual dis-
ciplines, such as music, history and math. General trends
are discussed, such as cooperative learning, integrated
curriculum and mainstreaming in special education.

A.P.P.L.E. administrators work all year long to as-
semble the A.P.P.L.E. courses. Potential lecturers are also
asked about their individual educational philosophies.
A.P.P.L.E. seeks out teachers who enjoy modern interac-
tive methodology. The interplay among practitioners, aca-
demic experts and teacher-students provides a unique op-

portunity to model a learning community in action. Care
is taken to find people who will enhance this community.

A.P.P.LE. teachers also spend the year collecting
teaching materials to send and bring to Lithuania. The
A.P.P.L.E. organization has provided Lithuanian schools
and centers with computers, software, thousands of books,
teaching manuals, art supplies and general school sup-
plies. They have also been successful in bringing medi-
cines and other medical supplies.

From time to time during the year, A.P.P.L.E. sends
individual lecturers to Lithuania for a week or two to give
modified seminars. A.P.P.L.E. members also arrange to
host Lithuanian educators who visit the States, such as
the organizers of various district teacher centers.

—Carol Sperry

THE CoURSE OF DEMOCRACY

Lithuania had won its freedom after World War I, but
the course of democracy—so often taken for granted in
the West, especially in the United States—was rather rocky
in the inter-war period. Nevertheless, Lithuania retained
its democratic form until World War II, when democracy
was snuffed out as a result of invasions by its neighbors.

Now there is good reason for Lithuanians to reedu-
cate themselves in the practice of what Winston Churchill
once called “the worst possible form of government, ex-
cept for every other.” A.P.P.L.E. offered such courses in
1994 and 1995, and I was privileged to play a role.

Early on in the term I concluded that it would be illu-
minating to know what young Lithuanians—especially
teachers—of the early post-Soviet period thought democ-
racy was. Their parents must have had some idea, but, as
a professor of the course, I decided as a class assignment
to ask my students what their idea of democracy was. Then,
at the end of the course, I devoted a portion of a class
period to a discussion of the responses. The responses, of
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able and cooperative interpreter.

I got 21 replies, some of them fuzzy and platitudi-
nous; some more concerned with details than general prin-
ciples; and some showing more concern for rights than
responsibilities. One in particular confirmed the wisdom
of A.P.P.L.E. in offering the course.

“Democracy is a concept that we cannot understand
under our conditions. We felt this after independence was
declared. It was as if the bag was untied and we all scat-
tered, each in his own direction. Now we understand that
we must learn democracy.”

In a similar vein, another wrote:

“I think I know a little about democracy, so I am at-
tending this class.”

Most of the respondents very properly associated de-
mocracy with individual freedom, and some named par-
ticular institutions as characteristic of democracy.

“Democracy—when a person is assured of his secu-
rity; can use his rights; can participate in the process of
governing his nation.”

“It is people’s freedom and self rule. A society is
democratic when it has a constitutional government, re-
spects human rights, and all of its members are equal be-
fore the law.”

“Democracy is a government for all, with a view to
Y
everyone’s interests.”

“Democracy means that I can state my opinion re-
garding any question. I can state my opinion in the press.
I can profess any religion. I can elect the president, the
parliament, the area of government.”

“Each member of society is secure and at peace in
both civil and political right; his rights are assured.”

But a disturbing factor was that many who extolled
the virtues of individual freedom were not so enthusiastic
about responsibilities. A few, however, did recognize that
this is an important aspect of democracy. Someone named
Regina saw this point clearly when she wrote, “Democ-
racy is initiative and responsibility, right and duty.”

So did another student. After pointing out the mental
peace which democracy is thought to give, she concluded
with “...democracy is not (her underlining) the same as
anarchy. I am for intelligent, civilized order.”

A classmate put it succinctly: “Democracy is great
freedom, but even greater responsibility.”

One waxed almost poetical:

“It is like a clay which conforms to your hands more
and more as it is being molded, or an orchestra whose
instruments play on time, with concentration; they know
all the rules for common playing and also their own. But
this requires constant study.”

As a professional political scientist, I am encouraged
by these responses, though I would have preferred greater
emphasis on duties and responsibilities and less on rights.

But I am not unhappy that these students realize they have
rights. They will be more ready to defend them in the fu-
ture if sinister forces arise—from the inside or the out-
side—to threaten them. .

—Dr. Emmett Mittlebeeler

BEING THERE — “THE LocaLs”

Americans traveling to Lithuania are invariably sur-
prised that a country its size can be subdivided into so
many regions in which unique local traditions and cul-
tural characteristics are still alive and well. The South-
eastern section of the country is particularly interesting
because of its ethnic make-up. In many of the region’s
counties Lithuanians are a minority while Poles, Russians,
Belorussians and other nationalities constitute most of the
local population. Economic, social, and political problems
abound in this area where residents are often likely to re-
fer to themselves as “locals” rather than Lithuanian citi-
zens. Many do not even speak Lithuanian but a Polish-
based dialect.

The A.P.P.L.E. leadership has been interested in an
outreach program to teachers of this area for quite some
time. During the course of the last four years, only a hand-
ful of educators from Southeastern Lithuania have par-
ticipated in the summer in-service seminars in Vilnius and
other cities. It was also felt that the multicultural experi-
ence of American educators might be useful in dealing
with issues such as bilingual education. The position of
being a “guest” and functioning as a bridge between the
Lithuanian and Polish speaking educators seemed advan-
tageous. While the dynamics of this region’s cross-cul-
tural encounters are usually viewed as destructive in
Lithuania we hoped that we could help foster the idea that
they could eventually also be creative and constructive.
Skeptics would of course call this American.naivete, but
A.P.P.LE. was willing to make the attempt.

The first steps into Southeastern Lithuania were small.
Rather than launch a full two-week in-service seminar,
we called a three-day conference hoping to gauge whether
there was sufficient interest to continue the effort. A “sea-
soned” A.P.P.L.E. faculty which would be sensitive to
the needs of the participants was chosen. Before the con-
ference the lecturers spent July 3rd traveling through the
Salcininkai region to meet local teachers and administra-
tors, and to see some of the area’s schools. The experi-
ence was invaluable and helped the faculty understand
the complexity of the region’s problems. We saw some
schools where the only decorations on the public school’s
classroom wall were the Polish coat of arms and a picture
of the Pope. We met Polish educators who seemed quite
willing to embrace change but pointed out the lack of fund-
ing and other support from the Lithuanian government in
Vilnius. We met some very dedicated Lithuanian educa-
tors who had travelled to this area to work. We fully un-
derstood that the schools we visited were chosen for our
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appointees not without political motivation.

Many Lithuanian teachers later told us that they per-
ceive themselves a target of the national chauvinism and
political ire of petty non-Lithuanian bureaucrats in the
region. They feel that they are seen as unwanted “intrud-
ers” in their own country by local administrators and re-
ceive no moral or material support from the central gov-
_ernment. Perhaps for this reason, as well as the general
poverty and rural nature of the area, it is hard to recruit
the most highly qualified teachers to work in the schools
of Southeastern Lithuania and few newly arrived
Lithuanian teachers are willing to stay for the long haul.
Still, there are some new Lithuanian schools (in some
cases, one-room schools). There are charismatic directors
who put together teams which stay together to serve the
growing number of children who want to attend
Lithuanian-language schools. Everyone on our tour ech-
oed what appeared to be the most appropriate conclusion
that “this is a lot more complex than we thought”.

The Ministry of Education was not particularly en-
amored with A.P.P.L.E’s new endeavors and implied that
there weren’t any suitable places for a conference in South-
eastern Lithuania (which surprised the local teachers), so
the seminar took place in Vilnius on July 4-6, 1995 at
“Lithuanian House,” a boarding school for Lithuanian
children who lived outside of the country, mostly in Rus-
sia (generally, these are the grandchildren of political pris-
oners and deportees to Siberia). Director Alfonsas Rudys
and his staff provided a friendly and constructive setting.

Evaluations and conversations revealed that the con-
ference had generated interest. Many teachers requested
a full two-week in-service seminar which would take place
in Southeastern Lithuania. We were also pleased in suc-
cessfully bringing together teachers of varied backgrounds.
On the first day we could not figure out who the “Chi-
nese” man in the audience could be. He turned out to be a
Kazach from the northern Lithuanian town of Radviliskis
who had moved to the Salcininkai region and taught En-
glish at a Russian school. He did not speak any Lithuanian,
but since most of the lectures were in English, he did fine.
Incidentally, when we mentioned to Ministry officials that
we had met public school teachers who did not speak
Lithuanian, they told us : “That’s impossible.”

There were moments of tension, such as when a
Lithuanian history teacher exclaimed that he has nothing
against real Poles from Poland; it’s just these “fake” Poles
he has a problem with. But diplomacy prevailed in the
end. Sometimes it is difficult to understand how “the lo-
cals” are to be convinced that they are true Lithuanian
citizens who should feel that they are an integral part of a
newly independent nation. Yet such incidents were not
the norm. As hoped, the good will of the A.P.P.L.E. staff
was infectious and convincing..

A.P.P.LE.s first full in-service seminar for educa-
tors from Southeastern Lithuania will take place this sum-

mer in the resort town of Trakai which is also situated in
a very ethnically diverse region. Unlike the in-services in
Vilnius, Silute, Kaunas and Moletai, this one will be fully
funded by A.P.P.L.E. with the generous support of the
Lithuanian National Foundation (Tautos Fondas) in New
York. Assistance has also been provided by the Lithuanian
Foundation in Chicago, the Soros Open Lithuania Fund,
and the United States Information Agency. Participants
will work with specialists in Civics, Administration, El-
ementary education, Special Education and English lan-
guage. Many remarked last year that it was a rare occa-
sion when Lithuanian and non-Lithuanian teachers sat side
by side at the same in-service session, hopeful and in pur-
suit of better teaching and better schools for the children
of Lithuania. We hope to make it an A.P.P.L.E. tradition.

—Emilija Sakadolskis

Precious FEw

According to statistics provided by departments of
education nationwide, Lithuania is experiencing an espe-
cially severe shortage of teachers. For example, in 1995
there were about 56,000 teachers in all of Lithuania’s
schools (through 12th grade). Of this number, about 10,000
were engaged in teaching a subject that they were not cer-
tified to teach, because of the lack of specialists. Over
2,000 more teachers were needed than were employed in
the system.

A.P.P.L.E., through the good offices of our volunteer
coordinator, Ms. Dalile Polikaitis, has been able to place
American teachers in Lithuanian schools. The “Teach in
Lithuania” program is seeking teachers of English as a
Second Language for Lithuania. Currently, there are 520
unfilled positions for English teachers in Lithuania’s
schools. For more information write to Ms. Dalile
Polikaitis, Westlake Village, CA.

A.P.P.L.E. is happy to report that American teachers =
who have volunteered for the school year in Lithuania
have not only benefited from their experience but have
indeed established lifelong ties Thanks to three very dif-
ferent and wonderful teachers for these updates:...

From a letter to: Dalile Polikaitis from: Trudy Conrad,
ESL teacher in Lithuania

...I loved my time in Lithuania. If I hadn’t had my
daughter and responsibilities here, I would have liked to
have stayed longer. (Daughter, age 16, lived with Trudy
in Vilnius.) I think I cried the last two weeks of school. I
was really sad to leave my wonderful students, and the
staff at my school. I am hoping somehow to surprise my
10th (now 11th) form students and go back for their gradu-
ation next year!

Now, I will try to address the pluses and minuses of
teaching in Lithuania. As I said, the students are a real
plus. They love learning English and will be glad to act as
translators or help you out any way they can. In the last
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textbooks out of Britain. They are actually pretty good
and have more conversation and interaction type activi-
ties than the old textbooks from Moscow. They even have
audiotapes. So, I had plenty of material to teach from.
One thing you might tell people going is that the kids are
used to straight book work and therefore love to do_any-
thing unusual. I sang with them, did panel type “shows,”
spelling bees, made autobiographies into little books, told
lots of American jokes, played games, shared American
magazines, taught them American baseball, had various
native English speakers come speak with them, and—most
of all—laughed and talked with them constantly.

By the end, they were the ones playing and telling
jokes.... My advice is: relax and enjoy the kids! Teach
grammar and writing, but have them talk, talk, talk!

Note: Do not count on having modern machinery such
as typewriters, computers, overhead machines, copy ma-
chines or an intercom system. By the end of the year I
decided that was a blessing. It does away with the dreaded
overload of paperwork we have in America!

There are really no supplies you have to take for the
kids. They have paper and pencils. They love stickers,
though, so those are nice to take (as a treat). I tried to take
such things as small valentines or SMALL gifts to share
on holidays.... The kids really appreciate anything from
America!

If you have a good Lithuanian-English teacher-for a
translator you’ll be fine. That is definitely a must, though.
Too many things come up through the year that you’ll
want to know about, and you will need someone to an-
swer questions. ... Your school principal will make calls
for you and find out where other Americans are nearby.
While in Lithuania buy the “Baltic Observer,” which will
give you the news in the Baltic States in English.

Also, it is easy to travel oni your own, as soon as you
pick up enough language to ask prices. Or have someone
write out things like, “How much are tickets to___,” etc.
You will feel much safer in Lithuania than you do in the
States! The flats are just fine to live in. They are like apart-
ments here of various sizes. Hopefully, they do have hot
water all the time now.... People need to come prepared
for winter. They need to take plenty of winter clothes.
The winter is LONG! If the teachers want to wear dresses
to teach in, they need to bring knee boots. This is what all
the native teachers wear. Don’t take expensive clothes with
you. You most likely will have to wash them by hand.
The schools aren’t picky about how you dress—so dress
nicely, but comfortably.

Now for the minus side of things. Because you don’t
know the language, things can get confusing sometimes.
In your flat and in school things at first might be misun-
derstood. Sometimes you will feel that you are imposing
on people at your school because they have to translate so
often! You do feel a little left out at faculty parties and
meetings, where everyone is visiting and you can’t.

You won’t have a car. You will be standing at bus
stops and walking A LOT. The buses are cold, and the
school and flat will be cold until you get heat, and then it
will not be warm enough. We took “caribou” fur-lined
boots over with us. They were about $65 a pair, but worth
every penny of it. Boots are extremely expensive over
there, so you should buy them here. We had snow for four
months and it was cold. IMPORTANT: Be prepared for
cold weather AND wet, rainy weather. The yards you may
have to walk through to the bus stop, etc., will be mushy,
to say the least. The snow actually is beautiful. But when
it melts....

To close, I must say that the pluses far outweigh the
minuses. I would urge anyone to go and make the most of
it. Mix with the Lithuanians; enjoy their culture; learn to
stroll instead of rush; explore all the sights; and enjoy your
students and teaching without the stress that we have here.

AND A Follow-up to the previous article:

I'am anxiously preparing to return to Vilnius towards
the end of May. Five of the classes that I taught will gradu-
ate this year, so I am returning for the graduation activi-
ties. I can hardly wait to see everyone again!

I'have enclosed the picture of the computers that my
school in Lithuania purchased with the money that the
students who I teach here raised. If I understand the in-
voice right, they are IBM 386 models. Plus, they received
MS DOS 6.2, MS Windows 3.11 and Borland office for
windows 2.0 programs with the computers. I have sent a
letter off to the company from where they were purchased
to see about getting a modem so that I can get them hooked
up and we can e-mail each other. That would be fun for
the students in both schools.

My friend Ramune wrote and said that the students
really needed to be able to hear English speakers and
wondered if I could mail some cassettes. So last week I
mailed 278 books over to the school, plus about 27 cas-
settes. The books range from Dr. Seuss and various be- -
ginner books through favorite junior high paperback
books.

My next project this year will be to raise enough
money to purchase a printer, TV and VCR for the school.
If it works out, I will take the money over with me .

At this holiday season, I just wanted to take the time
to tell you thanks again for allowing me the opportunity
to teach in Lithuania. Today my daughters put up our
Christmas tree and all the decorations—which included
handmade stockings that my daughter made in Vilnius
out of paper, Lithuanian Santas, and other items that serve
as reminders of our wonderful time overseas. Lithuania

-will always have a special place in our hearts. I hope to

be able to repay the people in various ways for their many
kindnesses to my daughter and me while we lived there.

If there is anything that I can ever do for you or your
organization, please let me know. I admire your work in
helping those in your homeland.
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(The editors print the following with a warning label.
We hope that you are not, like the author, a moody per-
son. Do not get excited—instead, consider teaching in
Lithuania)

Could you tell us about yourself?

I am 29 years old, never married and no children that
Iknow of. I have a bachelor’s degree in Soviet East Euro-
pean Area Studies, and after four years of being a profes-
sional chef, I decided to get a UCLES Certificate to Teach
English to Adults.

‘What intentions or thoughts did you bring here? What
did you expect?

I'thought that I would be the greatest teacher that ever
walked the face of the Earth, and that all my students would
love me. I am not, and probably never will be, and I know
that some students enjoyed my classes a lot ,whereas oth-
ers didn’t. You can only please some of the people some
of the time.

I wasn’t sure how I was going to live on $75 a month.
Fortunately, I make a little more than that. Plus the school
pays the rent for my room, so [ really have a pretty decent
income by Lithuanian standards.

I do speak Russian—I worried a bit because I wasn’t
certain that Lithuanians would remember how to speak
Russian. The average Lithuanian is still fluent. Ive got-
ten to know a few ‘people in the Russian-speaking com-
munity as well.

In 1989 I studied Russian in St. Petersburg for three
months. I expected the standard of living to be similar.
That is, there would be nothing to buy, and if there was a
line somewhere, I would blindly get in line and then ask
what it is for. I did this while in Moscow actually, on Red
Square. There was this big line, and it was heading into a
funny-looking black-and-red marble shop. I asked what
the line was for, but people looked at me as if I was crazy,
or as if they didn’t understand. Well, I waited, but when I
got to the head of the line, the sales clerk had died.... Life
here has been much better than I had expected. My living
conditions are quite adequate—or normal, as Lithuanians
would say.

‘What did and didn’t you like about Klaipeda?

The first thing I noticed was the air quality. Those
big yellow buses are absolutely noxious! If I were mayor,
I'd sent them back to Hungary! In the U.S. they would be
fined. Another thing that I didn’t like about Klaipeda were
all those cold, rainy, wintry grey days. What I do like are
the German buildings and the cobblestoned streets. I also
have really enjoyed having access to the beach. I wish
that I was going to be here for the summer.

What experience did you get as a person and as a
teacher?

T've gotten a lot more patient, thorough, and a little
less lazy. As a teacher I've learned to yell, kick and scream.
Some Lithuanian children seem accustomed to motiva-

tion through humiliation and grades. I really struggled with
this. S

Do you think Lithuanians are cheerful people? What
about their sense of humor?

Some are and some aren’t, but in general I find that
Lithuanians laugh very easily and enjoy a good anecdote
at the expense of the Chukcha. Under the veneer, though,
there tends to be a darkness full of the uncertainty of the
future, and wanting very much to have more. I always
ask, “How much is enough?”

Have you fallen in love here?
I guess I have, but I would never admit it.
Can you speak Lithuanian now?

I know a couple of words and phrases, and seem to
understand a fair amount. I am ashamed at how little I
managed to learn. Knowing Russian was a severe handi-
cap in that sense.

Have you traveled this year? Where?

I’ve been to Tallinn, Krakow, Warsaw, Vilnius,
Kaunas, Siauliai, Palanga, Mosedas and Rumsiskis. I wish
I had gotten a chance to go to Riga. Maybe next year,
when I'll be working in Tallinn.

Have you ever needed help? Did you get it?

I’ve always gotten the help I need when I've asked
for it, but I don’t always have enough humility to do so.

What can you say about the pupils-at school? Their
knowledge of English? Headmaster? Deputies? Col-
leagues? What advice would you give us?

1 find that the pupils I have had contact with by-and
large speak English extraordinarily well. Most are greatly
gifted, and I would even say that a few speak better than
their teachers, although they may not know grammar and
semantics as well. I would suggest to my pupils to worry
less about grades and concentrate on what they could learn.

The headmaster seems like a good guy, and I'm con-
vinced that he tries hard and does his best. He could work
on his interpersonal skills and politicking. When serving
others, those you serve are always right.

My colleagues were fantastic! They got me to laugh
and not take myself so seriously. Much of the English
faculty I greatly admire, and some of the most rewarding
times of my stay here have been during our Friday evening
potlucks.

Did your salary allow a glass of wine on weekends?

As a recovering alcoholic, I haven’t had a glass of
anything alcoholic in over two-and-a-half years. I used to
drink myself into oblivion every night and do whatever
was necessary to get my hung over head to work the next
day. I was helpless and hopeless. After sobering up (over
two-and-a-half years) I remembered that coming here to
teach had been a dream of mine for years. I couldn’t have
managed this without the fellowship of Alcoholics Anony-
mous and their meetings held here in Klaipeda on Tues-
days and Thursdays at 19:00 on Liepu Gatve 51. You have
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meeting is just starting up on Smilteles Gatve 27 in the
old church. Fridays at 18:00. There is a solution!

As far as my salary is concerned, all the travel would
not have been possible without teaching a few private les-
sons each week.

Do you leave Klaipeda with a sign of relief? Thank
God it is over?

No, not in that sense. I’ve enjoyed my stay here, al-
though I've worked hard. All teachers work hard. So it is
natural to look forward to summer vacation.

Have you heard any funny anecdotes?

Yes, a chukcha comes to Lithuania on a business trip.
One of his colleagues suggests that he try Cepelinai, which
he thoroughly enjoys, and so asks for the recipe, which he
takes back home with him. Later that month he throws a
Cepelinai party for his chukcha buddies, who in turn
greatly admire this wondrous concoction. One of his guests
notice that his host is not eating any and asks him why.
The host replies, “I would eat a couple, but my jaw still
hurts from mashing all those potatoes.”

My Li1FE IN LIETUVA

As I look back now, I realize that it was really the
only thing that I was ever really sure of. I was in flight, on
my way to Lithuania, the Old Country, and my plans were
to teach English to high schoolers; to experience life in
the former Soviet Union; and to have the time of my life.
Little did I realize the extent of fulfillment that was to
come my way. I wish that my grandfather was alive to
know that I went back. My story begins with him.

Theodore came over to America in 1910 with his
brother and, later, his mother. He had dreams of a future
that were different from his mother’s and brothers’, which
is why he was the only one to stay in America. Like so
many others, Theodore’s brother and his family were even-
tually sent to Siberia in the ’50s, and the two brothers
were only to meet once again in Latvia so many years
after they parted.

Either because he married an Irish girl or because he
was “melting” into American society, my grandfather
never passed on the Lithuanian language. He was illiter-
ate in his native language and may have forgotten most of
it by the time he passed away in 1977. In addition, much
of his personal history was never recorded or relayed,
which left a lot to be learned of him when Lithuania be-
came independent.

In 1992, my father and brother were the first to go
over. The stories, memorabilia and strong relationships
with our relatives that they returned with prompted me to
make the trip myself. It was truly uncanny how comfort-
able it was to be with these people. Their English was
minimal—our Lithuanian, nonexistent. But after the first
few awkward moments, spoken language was unneces-

sary. I felt like a link that fit comfortably into a chain. On
the flight home, I started developing a plan to go back for
a longer stay. .

It took a while to find an organization that was in-
volved in Lithuania, but once I was in contact with
A.P.P.LE., I started to realize that my idea could work.
The next year was a chance to get organized, send over
several boxes filled with materials, and prepare myself
for the journey. I'll never forget getting the letter in the
mail congratulating me on being placed in the town of my
choice—the town where my relatives live. Then I had to
think, “Am I really ready for this? Can I teach English to
high schoolers? How will my family get on without me?”

Finally, the time had come, and I was on my way. It
wasn’t easy leaving my friends and family, and there were
times when I wanted to cancel the whole thing. A year
seems like a very long time when you are leaving every-
thing familiar and going to everything foreign. My family
was very supportive and let me know that if I couldn’t
feel good over there, I could come home and they would
still be proud that I tried.

I had brought a lot of things and sent even more over
so that I would be prepared. I had practically my own
little pharmacy, four seasons’ of clothes, and classroom
materials that could supply five rooms. I was ready!

At first it was difficult getting along without speak-
ing the language. I felt as though I was a deaf person who
couldn’t speak and depended on the one person who could
understand sign language. Sometimes I was downright
depressed. Sometimes I wanted to gather my things and
head back to America, to my family and friends, to all the
things I understood—and this was before school began.
However, I stayed and had visions of teaching my own
classes and putting into practice all of what I had learned
in college. I wanted desperately to get to know Vilnius
and explore on my own the deep inlets and unmarked
shops. Luckily, I had an international license and co-owned _
a car, which made independence much closer to reach.
By the same token, I lived just outside the capital city and
could zip in and zip out as soon as I learned my way
around.

Before school had begun, I met with the director and
some of the staff and was warmly welcomed. As the di-
rector put it, I was a hero and sent by God to fill an other-
wise empty position. Could this be real? I went from be-
ing one-of-hundreds-to-apply to a school system, and now
I was a gift from God? Funny how life is. I was to have
the responsibility of teaching 175 students in grades 5, 7,
8,9, 10 and 11—ten classes in all, and 32 lessons per
week. Not knowing much about teaching high school, I
freely agreed.

On the first day of school I was noted as “the Ameri-
can” by almost all of the students and parents at a school-
wide celebration. This culminated into receiving flowers
from the students and thanked, in English, by several of
them. I attribute this to Hollywood and the fact that many




[image: image7.jpg]of the people in Grigiskes had never seen a real, live
American before. This may sound flattering—and some-
times it was—but there were times when I just wanted to
fit in and go unnoticed. I didn’t want people to be nervous
or to feel reserved around me. I wanted to blend in.

Quickly, a comfortable rapport developed between
myself and my students. In the beginning, it was difficult
to communicate, and my translator left after the first
month. But after a while an understanding was reached,
even by my fifth graders. At the same time, my work load
was diminishing as I got into a routine and a better under-
standing of my and my students’ expectations. I was in-
vited by the British Council, to whom I owe my deep grati-
tude, to attend monthly seminars on teaching English. The
library is extensive at Council, and the staff were helpful
in many areas. I learned much from them and had a place
to fall back on when the need arose.

I tried several ways to become involved in the school
and in my personal life. Through the seminars that I at-
tended and other functions I made friends with a group
from Britain. It was wonderful to speak freely in English
and to relate similar “war stories” of teaching. I also made
friends with several people who lived in Grigiskes, as the
family Ilived with had children of my age. My Lithuanian
was getting increasingly better, and I began to venture off
on my own. My new love was Vilnius, which supplied
unlimited interest as often as I expanded my realm. Also,
I started going to aerobics classes, which allowed me to
release energy and to have a consistent activity on my
own. By Christmas, I was comfortable in my Lithuanian
lifestyle and embraced new ideas in that way of living.

Especially at Christmas, it was still difficult to be so
far from my family. I had left behind my godchild, who

was three months old when I left and was growing up

without knowing his Auntie. People at home were won-
derful in their support. Not a week went by that I didn’t
get a letter, package or phone call. My mother even came
to visit around my birthday. In addition, I had begun a
pen-pal program with American students. Learning maga-
zine printed a letter that I wrote asking people around the
U.S. to send postcards to our school. I received over two
hundred letters and cards from coast to coast—and not
just from teachers and students. One postcard was extra
special.

In January, a couple from California sent me a post-
card and mentioned that they had family in Lithuania but
had been unable to contact them for decades. Through
correspondence of a little over a month, I was able to lo-
cate one brother, and the family was reunited.

I had ongoing dialogue journals with my upper-grade
students, which yielded open, one-on-one contact between
myself and each individual. Many students wrote with
great feeling and allowed me to get to know them, which,
in turn, allowed me to express myself to create a sense of
understanding. They began to realize how similar people
all over the world really are. Although I might do some
strange things, like rollerblading and jogging, deep down

I was no different from them.

Some of my teaching styles may have seemed unor-
thodox. I began the year by rearranging the rows of desks
into a horseshoe shape and filled my room with posters
and pictures of whatever pertained to the unit we were
working on. Some teachers followed suit and found that
the “horseshoe” makes for easier discussions and simply
keeping an eye on everyone. Since there were very few
colorful materials available to use for bulletin boards,
many people came to my classroom—students and teach-
ers alike—to see what was up next. Most people enjoyed
the poster on how to read one’s palm. To my satisfaction,
my students, including the fifth graders, were roped into
translating it to their friends and often had to repeat it the
next day. Games like Bingo, Jeopardy and Pictionary of-
fered reinforcement for each unit and added a light, some-
times exciting atmosphere to the lessons.

Gradually, as the year began to close, we all realized
that I would be leaving soon. Although I was contemplat-
ing staying longer, I knew we all needed the break from
lessons. My students displayed a mixture of sadness and
relief of having a lessened work load. I had to leave be-
fore the end of school to finish graduate school in the States
and find a job as well. After the going-away parties and
the tearful good-byes, I reflected on my year in Lithuania.
Had it only been a year? Can I really leave? Many times I
wanted to stay to watch my students progress further, to
develop my language skills in Lithuanian, and to become
more a part of the culture. But I was set to go, and after I
assured the school of my replacement, I headed home.

1 still feel my experience in Grigiskes in my heart.
I'll never let it go. I've been asked several times if I had
suffered from culture shock, and I must reply, yes. I'm
not so sure it was shocking, but there was that part of me
that, for several weeks, told me to fly back, especially
after I realized my replacement fell through. Now, there
is no English teacher. I still ask myself , “Do I return to
the Fatherland again? Is there someone out there among
those reading this account who might consider teaching
English in a Lithuanian town?”

—Elizabeth Bartkus

BooTs AND SHOES

Many tiny feet walking to school in the Kedainiai area
will be warm and dry because Mrs. Ruta Degutis, owner
of PAKMAIL service, offered to send winter shoes to
Lithuania free of charge. Students at Royalview Elemen-
tary School in Williwick, Ohio, responded very gener-
ously and donated 62 pounds of footwear. Because last
summer the A.P.P.L.E. seminar was held in Kedainiai, I
asked Mrs. Degutis that the shipment be made to the
Teacher Center of that town, This is our thank you for
their hospitality.

—Irena Gedris-Giedraitiene.
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