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LE. O Scholar: Yazan Meqbil
From: Beit Omar, West Bank
Studying at: Goshen College, Indiana.
Majors Molecular Biology and Biochemistry
Rising Junior
My journey to the United States as a student started in
2015 when I came to Indianapolis, Indiana to study at Ivy Tech
Community College. I was confident that I know the language
and the culture, thus, I was not expecting any problems or
hardships whether in the classroom or outside of it. However, I
was wrong. I remember attending the first-class session that
was about the death penalty in the U.S. and how confused I was.
Students were talking about inmates, mentioning names and
incidents, then the Super Bowl, football games, comics, new phones, and of course,
partying. I remember going home devastated and lost.
I decided to get along with my classmates, google everything, and ask questions.
The cultural differences were not what bothered me at the beginning, I kept telling myself
that I am here for school and not understanding some of the cultural aspects is not a big
deal. All of this changed, however, when I wrote my first paper for my writing class and
received a straight F. I was shocked and my “Arab” pride of not failing an exam ever, just
vanished. I worked harder on the second paper, but yet another straight F. I discussed my
performance with my professor and it turned out that I did not understand the conceptsthat were mostly cultural- behind the assignments. My professor told me that I could call,
text or email at any time, and she encouraged me to ask questions, a lot of them. I was
surprised because where I came from if you ask too many questions, you are not a hardworking student. Moreover, the relationship between a professor and a student in
Palestine is contained within the classroom or the college, no texting or calling would be
possible. That was my first big cultural shock.
I started taking different classes in different fields: philosophy, mathematics,
politics, international relations, and psychology. I was happy and excited to be learning a
lot in different fields. At the same time, I was understanding the culture and the social
norms more. I did not have to say “no” more than once if I don’t want to eat anymore, on
the other hand, Americans don’t insist if you say no for food either! I noticed the sense of
individualism and a new meaning of a family that consists of parents and siblings without
much focus on cousins. I learned how using the cell phone when you’re sitting with others
is disrespectful and how people in the U.S. don’t use car horns- New York and Chicago
are exceptions! I learned about the problems that exist in the U.S., things I did not know
before. Prior to coming to the U.S., I thought that everybody is rich and life is good, but I
was wrong. I thought that I would see a lot of cowboys but I did not. And I thought I would
be free to do what I want, but I was not.
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When I tell my family and friends about what is
happening, how things here are different and how
what we know about the U.S. is not entirely true, I am
usually faced with one comment “it is better than here
anyways.” Which makes sense, at least I can travel
between the States without checkpoints. However,
recently we have established, as international
students and students of color, our own checkpoints
and boundaries in a noncontiguous reaction to the
political climate in the U.S.
My experience in the U.S. gave me the chance
to look at my own culture and background from a
higher point of view. I like to describe it as looking at
things from the sky. When I was in Palestine, I was
part of the society, looking horizontally at things and trying to avoid questioning or
challenging any existing ideas for the sake of avoiding any problems. But my educational
experience in the U.S. has provided knowledge in different fields and expanded my
horizon, it also gave me the opportunity to compare between different cultures and look
at things from a different point of view. More importantly, this change was not in the
sense of challenging everything and adapting to the American way of life, rather, it gave
me the chance to think how to improve and develop my own community and culture. My
family constantly supports me and listens to the evolution of ideas and knowledge that I
have earned, and yet, they are following my lead and supporting me endlessly.
While sometimes I feel like a foreigner here, and a foreigner home, my experience
made me, as what Deya’ Leonard Dresner described it, an International Citizen. Learning,
adapting, thinking, and integrating different cultural aspects to make success, flourish
and improve on all levels.
Thank you for your support of my education.
Sincerely,
Yazan Meqbil
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LE.O Scholar: Wael Haider
From : Bourj El -Barajneh camp Lebanon
Studying at: Lehigh University, PA, Major Chemical
Engineering
Raising Senior
Before I came to the US I have always heard of how proud
Americans are of their country being the melting pot of many
cultures and how they celebrate diversity and freedom of
religion, speech... For a Palestinian kid from Bourj AlBarajneh Refugee Camp this sounded like the dream land.
When I got accepted to Lehigh I was very excited to live in the US. I thought I would adapt
easily since Lebanon is very westernized (or that's what I thought) but the first big
difference I realized was law and order. Lebanon is a very chaotic country but I didn't
realize how chaotic it was until I came here. At first I really hated how organized
everything is, how people have to think about every sentence they say to make sure they
are not offending someone else. I was never taught to be very cautious, to put it mildly
Lebanese jokes, even the ones I never thought would be racist or anti anything, were not
taken very well. That made me afraid to talk for the first couple of weeks but I quickly
adapted and changed my behavior. I still find many laws ridiculous but I think nowhere
is perfect.
I didn't realize how many Americans don't know
much about anywhere else and they proudly and blindly
assume their country is better than everywhere else in
the world. I saw so much ignorance and so much
arrogance, but I also saw curiosity and willingness to
learn. I really hated to introduce myself because
whenever I said I am a Palestinian from Lebanon the
most popular response was, "oh is that the country next
to Israel?!" This was my response (for lack of suitable
words). I would also say; how do you not know Lebanon
and you have probably had so many Lebanese food
items. I would only mention hummus and they would
say, "Yeah I've had hummus, I love it!" This doesn't
mean I never met people who knew Lebanon because I
did and these people became my friends and we all try
to educate others about it.
Other than the cultural growth that happened to me and to other people I met along
the way, I realized how privileged people here are and they don't even know it. Electricity,
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water, high speed internet and so many more things that every family gets no matter what
their socioeconomic status is, are things that I, like any Lebanese resident, struggled to
get. When I talk to my roommates and friends about my life in Lebanon they would be
shocked with how I managed to live through it. This is something I never really thought
of until I came here. It was the norm to wake up in the middle of the night to flip the
switch between electricity lines so we won't wake up with no electricity or hot water. It
was the norm to go to a cyber cafe if I wanted to do a research for school or just play a
game. I really appreciate these small things that I don't have to worry about anymore and
that and many things were not possible without the support that LE. O gives me every
day!
Regards,
Wael Haidar
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LE.O Scholar: Marah Abdin
From: Jerusalem
Studying at: The University of Rochester, Major:
Electrical Engineering, Minor: Statistics.
Rising Sophomore.
"As a freshman at the University of Rochester. I
have decided to major in Electrical Computer
Engineering with a minor in Statistics. This year was
really intense. I'm currently working on my end-ofyear Statistics project, a research paper for my
writing class and most excitingly, on my second
computer game for this year, which I will be
programming using C++ language. They're both
quite fun board games; in fact, I'm looking forward
to self-learn more about game coding this summer.
While on campus, I like to balance my time between academics and activities I enjoy.
I am on the logistics team for Colleges Against Cancer. I enjoy trying new activities. I love
travelling and challenges. Thus, I’m looking forward to study abroad during my
undergraduate studies. I hope I get to participate in research as well.
I have worked several jobs so far. For instance, I’ve worked as an official Books’ Buyer
with Belltower Books first semester and I’m currently employed as a Student Fundraiser
at Ruffalo Noel Levitz. I am also looking forward to become a math teaching assistant next
year. I enjoy volunteering. I got the chance to volunteer in one of Rochester’s middle
schools this year, which was an absolute positive experience.
This year has taught me more than just math and science, I have learnt things about
the Western world and especially the American culture that I never thought of. I got to
learn how it's very possible for certain Americans to have the same views as an Arab, even
in politics, all based on open-mindedness and acceptance of one another. I have met many
Europeans before, however, before I came to the States, I thought that Americans
are similar to Europeans. In fact, it turns out that I'm totally wrong, they are actually quite
different, they are more argumentative, which I love. I get to indulge in hour-long
conversations with people here, it's great, because I get the chance to learn so much. I also
realized that as foreigners, we don't really pay attention to how large the United States is,
we even totally neglect the fact that different cultures can exist within such a large country
itself.
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Furthermore, the smaller society I live in
(my college society), is my absolute favorite. I
enjoy being surrounded by very intelligent
people all the time. It makes a huge difference,
I learn literally all the time, during lunch, while
playing video games even while walking to
class. I believe that's how it is in most
universities in the world, but as I said, I think
what makes Americans unique, is there
argumentative aspect. In one way or another,
they get you to join in the conversation and
benefit just like they are. I am looking forward
to learn more about the American culture and
life in the coming years.
Finally, I'd like to express my gratitude and thankfulness for your support for me and
my fellow Palestinian students around the States."
Thank you.
My best,
Marah
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LE.O Service Recipient: Hashem Abu Shama'a
From: Al Aroub Camp in Hebron, West Bank
School attended: Earlham College, IN.
Major Political Science.
He is the first Arab male to receive a Rhodes
Scholarship to Oxford, he will attend this Fall.
After a 12-day trip to the United States, my
parents returned home to Palestine. I have
always loved my parents and looked up to them,
and my love and respect for them only increased
after this trip. I watched them as they navigated
a new experience after another. Too often I was
uncomfortable and nervous, for I felt that two
worlds that may be too
foreign for each other were merging. To them, the questions were different. The languageliteral and metaphorical-was different. I was also nervous because I knew that parts of my
experience at Earlham may not fully align with their expectations.
I was wrong. Throughout, my dad's reserved curiosity and my mom's genuine
yearning for connecting with people prevailed. Their eyes were wide open as we walked
the streets of different cities, and the questions were countless. Whenever the experience
became very uncomfortable, they would often say: "it is just a different society with a
different life." Patience and hesitance, combined with genuine respect--this is what they
exhibited. They indeed helped me fully embrace my experience, with its bottoms and
peaks.
There was one memory that will always stay with me. On our last day in Indiana, my
dear professor and mentor James Logan came to say goodbye to my parents. As a gesture
of appreciation, he gave them a statue that represents the struggles and celebratory
persistence of the Black Diaspora, saying: "I want this piece to stand in your refugee camp
as a sign of solidarity with you and the Palestinian people." While packing, my mom
carefully wrapped the statue with her embraided dress to make sure it is not damaged
during the trip. Later on, my dad would ask questions about the African American
struggle, often expressing shock and surprise at the levels of individual and institutional
racism in the United States.
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This is because of the lack of global coverage and
education on the plight of the African American
communities. Not only did this show me how much
we sometimes underestimate our families' openness
to new experiences and their pure yearning for
learning. But it also showed me that our sometimesinaccessible discussions of intersectionality and
coalition building must be accessible to the people we
speak of, and that this accessibility has an inherent
liberatory and transformative potential. There is so
much work that still needs to be done to educate
ourselves and our communities.
I am grateful to all of the people who have made my educational journey possible.

Regards
Hashem Abu Shama'a
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LE. O Service Recipient: Mahmoud AbuEid

From: Jordan
School attended: Gustavos Adolphus College MN,
Pre-Med
Currently in OPT year (Optional Practical
Training) at the Medical College of Wisconsin
where he starts his PhD program this summer.
Coming to the US has been a life changing
experience for me. My perspective on life priorities
and my career path have changed as I was
continuously being educated about the unlimited
possibilities one can have. Since I came here I was
always involved with my fellow Americans in numerous activities like athletics, clubs, and
student organizations. All of this allowed me to slowly integrate in a great society at my
school and learn a lot about US and how to be part of the culture. I've always shared with
my fellow students my stories from back home and welcomed their curiosity with open
arms, I've even invited them for traditional home cooked Arabic meals, had them meet
my family over skype and taught them some Arabic words. It has been a blessing for me
since day one. At the same time my friends and family back home were always curious
about the life style in Jordan for a Palestinian family, the food and the culture. They would
always ask me questions like what do they eat over there? what is the weather like? what
do you do for fun. This made me realize that
people at heart are the same they have
the same interests and ask the same
questions I think my family and friends
back home really appreciate the American
society and the unlimited potential it has to
offer for the people who work hard for it.
Over all it is the greatest experience of my
life, the friendships I made the barriers that
were broken and the great amount of
knowledge that I've obtained. I'm very
grateful for all the people that helped me
become the person I am today and who helped shape my adjustment and great experience
in the US.
Regards
Mahmoud AbuEid
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LE. O Service Recipient: Haya Mohanna

From: Gaza
Studied at: Gettysburg College
Major: Mathematical Economic, Minor:
business
Deya Comments on Haya:
Haya entered college through the Hope
Fund, an NGO I used to work for. However her
scholarship was not enough to cover her
education and so I engaged the local Mennonite
Church in Gettysburg who was willing to bridge
the gap. My husband and I also took on the
responsibility of becoming her host family due
to the restrictions she faced in returning home.
This weekend we attended her graduation,
packed her up and brought her home. Haya will
search for a job and work for a couple of years before pursuing a graduate degree.
Please follow link to see Haya’s commencement speech:

Senior Address - Haya Mohanna ’17 - Commencement 2017
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A0HXht-cZsg

