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Siberia… This is the mysterious land of legends about the Mother Nature that has not been always nice to its people.  Some uncanny laws of harmony and simple joys of Siberia make it look like a country inside the big country of Russia.  Siberian small towns are enticing by the hospitality and generosity of the people, who never know what kind of other weather pattern is waiting for them just around the corner. Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?

Twice I flew  across twelve time zones to hear Minnesotans say exactly the same thing about their pride and love for their state. Some of my Americans friends, whom I met on various international American-Russian projects, couldn’t see why I was drawn to the northern state of Minnesota.  It is very similar to my native Altay region on the South-west of Siberia. The contrast between these regions is hardly detectable and there is nothing really new that one can encounter.

This is exactly why I keep coming back to Minnesota. Everything is so familiar and welcome to a Siberian: the rows of sky-high pines, dazzling white smiles of birch groves, fresh air, good warm baked potatoes, immense depth of sky and waters. 

With all my love for poetry though, I am not gifted enough - by far - for writing an ode about the Land of 10 000 lakes. It is actually my teaching vocation that has brought me to Minnesota. I am a foreign language instructor, an interpreter and an intercultural communication facilitator in Biysk Professional Lyceum 22. The purpose of my visits to the US is to study the academic life of the students and the teaching techniques employed by the American colleagues and share this knowledge with teachers and students of my home country that is Russia.

This year in late spring I had another great opportunity to come to the St Cloud area with a group of Biysk University scholars. Through the support of the Providence and the Dean of the Geography Department, SCSU Sharon Cogdill, our Siberian group came to explore Minnesotan landscapes and the culture as compared to those of Altay, Siberian Region. The faithful coordinator and the tour guide on our project Dr Mikhail Blinnikov, Professor of Global Geography, SCSU helped us get a better understanding of many of the realities of the American educational system and the life style too. 

Some of the culture shocks my Biysk friends Oksana Sulimenkina and Viktoria Kochkina have experienced on their trip were the generous portions of food served, an endless ocean of smiles around us and hardened health of Minnesotans. While we were running around St Cloud State campus with many layers on, but still shivering of chilly wind, Minnesota residents wore light summer outfits seemingly ignoring the vicissitudes of the weather. Uh-ti ! (Rus.)- Wow! Are Minnesotans tough!

Our visit to the Sartell Middle School was one of many memorable events on our agenda. Oksana Sulimenkina, the teacher of botany in Biysk University, willingly showed to the SMS students some slides of Altay landscapes and commented on them. In my turn I invited the students of Sara Gillian and Lynn Hansen’s classes to join our email-based project in global communication Lingva class: Intercultural Dialogue. It lets the students of different educational institutions, who live time zones away from each other, learn to think internationally and share their ideas worldwide.

As a language specialist, I also met with the SCSU students, who take classes of Russian from Dr. William Langen, a Professor, whom I really admire for his extensive knowledge of Russian and French historical linguistics.  His students asked me many good questions about my home town Biysk and the Russian culture.  To name just a few facts about our home, Biysk is considered to be a small Russian town with its 250,000 residents. For three centuries Biysk has been Russia’s gateway into Central Asia. These gates opened in 1709 in the usual confident manner by a Russian tsar Peter the Great. Biysk is thus a younger sister town of St Petersburg, which makes Biysk one of the national cultural centers. 

It was a great pleasure to visit with our Minnesota friends, who have been to Biysk and enjoyed it during their visit to Altay. Many thanks go to Brenda Graves, Arvid Fristad, Irina Blinnikov, Karyn Heckendorn, Amy Higgins, Matt Russell and to all others, who gave us a hearty welcome in their home area. 

Hereby our trip to Minnesota has encouraged many new ideas of further student-teacher exchange projects between the educational institutions and businesses of Altay and Minnesota.
Dr Blinnikov plans to bring another group of SCSU students to Altay in the summer of 2009 to show them some of the beautiful Siberian wilderness. The SCSU professor of Russian Maria Mikolchak, who is also a good specialist in teaching multi-cultural literature, revealed the interest in carrying out joint email-based projects with the Siberian educators. Furthermore, there, hopefully, will be the letter and experience exchange between the administrators and the faculty of the Teaching English as Second Language Department of SCSU and the educators of Siberia concerning the opportunities available for the professional development of the latter.

Dr. Erika Vora, professor of intercultural communication, has given us books and her blessing to keep this intercultural work going.  

We consider establishing the relationships between the colleagues of Russia and the USA one of the greatest results of this project.  Such international endeavors impact the participants both personally and professionally. The terms of professionalism, competence and humanity are international and they sound alike both in Russian and English even though we still have a great deal of differences in the languages and cultures. And that’s the point: If you learn to appreciate the similarities and accept the differences, the world positively becomes a nicer and friendlier place for your friends, family and yourself. George Moore: “After all, there is but one race- humanity.” 

