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Alumni Spotlight: Bobby O’Brien

Bobby O’Brien and the Mystery of the Missing Parents

Also in this
issue:

By Martina Bozadzhieva

Imagine a small child who lives with
his grandparents. He only sees his
parents once per year, and he can't
live where they are. Imagine a whole
village of families living in the same
situation. Now, imagine there are 200
million of such families with “missing
parents” in your country. Welcome to
Bobby O'Brien's journey that began
with Learning Enterprises and ended
with a Fulbright scholarship.

Bobby’s LE experience in China sparked the

Continued on page 4 curiosity that led to a Fulbright scholarship.
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Topolobampo or ‘Topo,’
as locals call it, is a small
port town in Mexico that
is tucked away between
three large hills along the
Gulf of California. Once a
thriving shrimping port
and a town with much
potential, Topo now faces
serious economic chal-
lenges—ecological de-
struction has drastically

(Continued on page 5) Topolobampo was a thriving shrimping port on the west coast
of Mexico until ecological problems stifled the industry

"The ideal LE
volunteer has
to not only
like to teach,
but love to
learn.”

Lisa
Sferrazza,
LE volunteer
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What is it about Learning Enterprises?

In the words of our Country Coordinators

jobs and go out of their way to
find host families and host
schools for our volunteers.
These are the people who do
their best to arrange every-
thing so that our volunteers
feel comfortable. These are

should anything happen. They

By Viad Gorshkov are our Country Coordinators.

We recently caught up with
our friends in our host coun-
tries.

Many of them have been
working with LE for years, and
we wanted to know why.

These are the people who take Here’s a snippet of what they

time out of their day-to-day

the people who are on call said.

Tatyana (Russia)

I wanted to contribute to
local society, to widen the
scope of children who live
so far from other coun-
tries... Besides, I wanted to
develop tolerance in them
- which is very important.
And of course the English
language itself is very
valuable...

Lucyna (Poland)

I do it for the children. When LE volunteers
come... in the summer, it gets students at my
school excited about learning English... Second,
I believe in the idea of a cultural exchange, of
exposing both cultures to one different from
their own... Lastly, it is a way to give back to the
community. Our village has been involved with
Learning Enterprises for three summers now,
and it is now an important part of many chil-
dren’s summer experience.

Yogurt (China)

I want to let more students from all over the
world know more about China--the real China. I
also want to open a window to the world for
children in China.

Kinga (Romania)
I thought it is a good opportunity and a great

challenge, and meanwhile my English is devel-
oping too.

Flora (Mexico)

This is an opportunity for
young people... to become
more familiar with the
English language. It is an
opportunity for them to
meet people from entirely
different cultures... It is an
opportunity for children

and families in our com-
munities to meet young
students from other countries that volunteer
their time and effort to give the best of them-
selves to help others.

Helena (Croatia)

I want to bring American students to my town
in order to provide young learners of English
with first-hand experience in communicating
with native speakers. I would also like to cre-
ate an opportunity for cultural exchange be-
tween young Americans and young Croatians.
Finally, providing American students with an
opportunity to learn about Croatia is a valuable
promotion to my country.

Abdulhakim (Ethiopia)

I have utmost respect and admiration for the
volunteers who come to small villages across
the ocean to help poor rural students. It is my
own wish to help poor students in the rural
areas as well. Likewise, I cherish the opportu-
nity to help volunteers find good host families,
schools, and facilities to learn our culture, and
teach us theirs.

LE ReCap is a quarterly publication of Learning Enterprises, Inc.
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YouTube Video: LE Through the Eyes of a Volunteer

By Vlad Gorshkov

Matt Weber, a budding movie
-maker and an LE Poland vol-
unteer had a camera, a life-
changing experience, and an
idea. That idea became a
short video about his summer
experience in a small village
in Poland that he shared
through YouTube.

In the video, Matt tells the
story of his summer, from the
life he lived to the people he
met and the things he did.
Above all, he reveals the les-
sons he took home with him
and the changes the summer
experience made in him, all
thanks to the hospitality of a

LE Poland
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Matt Weber’s curiosity and interest in movie-making show just how life-
changing a summer teaching experience can be.

To watch Matt’s video, click on the image above; the image is a link to You-
Tube. You can also click on the following link or type it into the URL section
of your web browser:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gl0GxsowH6g

small village in southeastern
Poland.

In Matt’s own words:

“Prior to this summer, I had never
eaten 3 hot dogs for breakfast. I
had also never lost a ping pong
game to a 6 year old or watched
the sun rise over a 12th century
castle. I had never said a prayer
in a Cathedral fifty stories below
ground in an old salt mine or even
taught children before... let alone
English, let alone in a foreign
country where the native lan-
guage was more Greek to me
than, well...Greek.”

"My time with Learning Enter-
prises in Poland was a whirlwind
of excitement, challenge, and per-
sonal nourishment.”

"On the plane leaving Krakow, I
couldn't wait to share with my
friends and family the wonderful
images and experiences that I
had captured. Once home, I dis-
covered that editing this video
was like getting back together

Matt (right) shows off his skills at mak-
ing pirogies, a traditional dumpling.
“Dobre? (good)” he asks. “Dobre, do-
bre!” his host mother answers.

with old friends. Except they were
new friends and Poland, too, was
now a home.”

"It was an absolute privilege and
profound joy to take part in the
LE Poland program. I hope this
video conveys at least an ounce of
our group's enthusiasm towards
international volunteerism and
fosters a deep respect and fond-
ness towards Poland and her peo-
ple.”

Check out other
videos made by past
volunteers:

(click on the
thumbnail to watch)

LE China:

What's LE

Back to front page
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Bobby O’Brien and the Mystery of the Missing Parents (cont.)

PHOTO BY: BOBBY O’BRIEN

The village of Wangcun in rural China has practically no middle-aged
residents. They all migrate to China’s big cities in search of jobs, leaving

the grandparents to raise the kids.
(Continued from page 1)

Bobby was an LE volunteer
in the village of Wangcun in
2006. He describes his ex-
perience as “mind-blowing”
and “life-changing.” Cer-
tainly, the little mountain
village with no running wa-
ter, no electricity, and no
middle-aged population was
drastically different from
anything he had seen be-
fore. A George Washington
University student with a
strong interest in China at
the time, this was his first
opportunity to see China’s
deep countryside, and do so
from a unique perspective
that even established schol-
ars rarely get.

As Bobby tells it, as he was
enjoying teaching and learn-
ing “lots of new things every
day,” he started to notice

that there was something
bizarre in his picturesque
host village - the parents of
his students were missing.
He was told that they had all
migrated to the big cities to
work in low-paid jobs and
that they rarely came back.
Their children, however, were
not entitled to public educa-
tion outside of their home
region, so they couldn’t go
with their parents.

This social phenomenon fas-
cinated Bobby so much that
he started reading about it
and researching it deeper as
soon as he returned to the
United States. When he went
to the language academy in
Beijing later that year, Bobby
worked with local non-profits
and met the other side of the
story - the migrant workers
themselves. Thus was born
his Fulbright-winning re-

search project to study the
effects of the policies of the
Chinese government to im-
prove the position of “the
floated population” as the mi-
grants are called.

Bobby is currently in Beijing
working on his research and
improving his Chinese. Soon,
he intends to go back to the
village where he volunteered
to meet with friends, and to
see the situation once again
from the point of view of the
children and grandparents.
Ever since his experience with
LE, Bobby has been deter-
mined to devote his life to the
diplomatic relations between
the US and Chinese govern-
ments. His next step - a doc-
toral degree on China, of
course.

Bobby says LE has a special
place in his heart. He has
worked as an LE Campus Di-
rector and has done a great
deal to establish a strong LE
presence at the George Wash-
ington University campus in
Washington DC, and is still
very connected with the or-
ganization. His message to all
LE alumni is to think carefully
about your experience after
you come back, not just
where you went and what you
ate, but also about the deeper
effect volunteering has had on
your lives, and where you can
grow from here. His story is a
strong reminder of just how
far these reflections could
lead.

Reading somebody else’s copy? Want your own?

Send your email address to learning.enterprises.execs@gmail.com with “Add” as the subject line
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An LE Community: Topolobampo, Mexico (cont.)

(Continued from page 1)

reduced the amount of shrimp
in the town’s waters and led to
a decrease in the productivity
of the town’s shrimping indus-
try, the mainstay of its econ-
omy.

To address the problem, the
Mexican government has
planned to transform Topo
into a tourist center and a
major import-export port.
But until those plans are real-
ized, the men and women of
the town have to make do.
For many, this means travel-
ing to Louisiana and Missis-
sippi in the United States for
several months each year to
work in the crabbing industry
there. The remittances they
send or bring back help their
families carry on with their
lives from year to year.

Being able to speak English
has never been more impor-

Dofia Chela, pictured here with
last year’s Director of Training and
Recruiting Adam Salazar, has
been the foundation of the Topolo-
bampo program for the past four
years

Topolobampo Quick Facts:

Official Name: Puerto de Topolobampo
Location: Sinaloa Province, Mexico
Population: 30,000

Students: ~150

Age: Six to adult

Years with LE: Four

tant to the people of Topo.
Its residents return from
work in the United States
dedicated to improving their
English skills. They often en-
courage their children to
learn the language as well.
For some, it's an investment
into their future. For others,
it's a way to broaden their
current opportunities.

Each summer, Learning En-
terprises classes in Topo
draw over 100 students from
the community. Both children
and adults return to the pro-
gram year after year, eager
to learn a bit more and take
advantage of the opportunity
to practice their English skills
with a native speaker. Many
students study or have stud-
ied the language in school,
but have little opportunity to
practice it with someone who
speaks the language fluently.
Moreover, few have the op-
portunity to learn from some-
one who takes a fun and non
-textbook-based approach to
teaching the language!

Dofa Chela, a Mexican-
American who keeps busy in
Topo’s politics and teaches
English to a few teenagers
and adults on the side, has

been the foundation of the LE
program in Topo. She has
kept the LE program running
there every year since she
helped set it up four year
ago. Every year, she spends
countless hours planning for
the seven weeks that an LE
volunteer will spend in the
town, ensuring that the vol-
unteer has all that he or she
needs to handle the rowdy
students that flock to the
classrooms.

Dofia Chela has continued to
be a strong proponent of the
program because of the im-
pact that it makes on stu-
dents. She sees LE students
coming back year after year,
excited to learn more and to
get to know the new volun-
teer.

Above all, Dofa Chela boasts
how, “the program brings the
community together... The
hugs, the kisses, the gracias,
the goodbyes are so hard for
everyone ...these are the mo-
ments where you can truly
see the impact that Learning
Enterprises has left on the
port. Thatis when I say to
myself that all the sweat and
tears of the seven weeks was
worth it.”

Back to front page




Winter 2008 -2009

Page 6

How can I help? LE Donation Form

As the stories in this newsletter attest, Learning Enterprises is a life-
changing and life-shaping experience for both the student volunteers and
the host communities they meet and serve.

We encourage you to help us to continue this tradition by making a tax-
deductible donation to Learning Enterprises.

Naturally, we will send you a thank you letter.

But it will be special and it won’t come from us. It will come from the very
students that an LE volunteer will teach and learn from this upcoming sum-
mer. It will come from the students whose lives will be among those shaped
by the intercultural interaction that Learning Enterprises makes possible.
You can donate:

+ Online with a credit card (using Google checkout), or...

¢ By check. Just print, fill out, and return the form below along with the
check (made out to ‘Learning Enterprises’) to:

PO Box 20053, Stanford, CA 94309

You have the opportunity to sponsor Learning Enterprises at any of the following levels,

though donations of any amount are appreciated:

¢ Sponsor a student $20 — 99
¢ Sponsor a class $100 — 499
¢ Sponsor a village $500+

Amount of donation $

Name

“"Learning
Enterprises is not
about sending
money, making a
donation, or
sending a
postcard. It is
about being able
to put a nhame to a
face, breaking
through textbook
limitations, and
knowing you have
taught your
students much
more than
English.”

Alejandra Amador
LE Volunteer

Street

City

State Zip

Email

If you are helping at the request of a particular LE volunteer, what is his/her hame?

If your employer matches your contribution, what is the name of your employer?

Please check the box on the right if you do not wish to receive our quarterly e-newsletter O
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