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Introduction


The Kids’ Stories


Kids Like Me:Voices of the Immigrant Experience is a collection of 26 stories written from interviews with young people from 23 different cultures. Most of the Kids range in age from 10 to 21, and a few are young adults looking back at their immigrant experience. They are like you in some ways: they live in different cities and towns across the United States, have families and friends, and may share some of your interests. They could be your classmates or neighbors. Yet, they were born outside of the U.S., and they remember and still observe some of the customs from “home”—whether their native country is Korea, Somalia, Mexico, Sierra Leone, or Moldova.


Today most Americans live in multicultural communities with residents from a range of backgrounds. Some of your neighbors may have moved to the United States to have more chances for work, whereas others might have come here for better educational opportunities. They may have fled a conflict among the peoples of their home country or a war between their home country and another. Still others come to the U.S. as a member of a blended family with one American parent or step-parent.


Read about Anne Rose, age 18, who was born in French Guyana of Haitian parents. Anne Rose’s parents came to the United States years in advance of her sisters and her in the hopes of creating a life of opportunity for their family. Anne Rose advises fellow immigrants to “Get involved in everything you can!” Her transition to life in the U.S. was difficult but ultimately fulfilling as she followed the philosophy of “Seek and you shall find.”


The Authors’ Story


This book was written “virtually,” mostly via e-mail between two long-time friends from two different backgrounds on two different continents, with the help of dozens of other adults and the immigrant kids they knew from all across the United States. You could do that with your friends too. Our goal in writing this book is to help Americans kids find out more about their immigrant classmates and the world beyond our shores, and to help young newcomers know that they are not alone or powerless as they try to make a successful transition to life in the U.S. Ultimately, we think that type of knowledge has the power to transform you—the next generation—into the kinds of adults who will make this country and the world a better place for everyone to live. You have a big job!


By listening to the “voices” of these Kids, you will find that you have things in common with all of them: everyone has favorite celebrations and holidays; favorite subjects in school and experiences that are hard or upsetting and ones that make them feel good. Of course there are differences: different cultural histories, different customs, different native languages, and different ways of interacting. That’s part of what makes it interesting to meet new people.


The first part of the book has all of the Kids’ stories. The stories may get you interested in exploring your own culture and learning about immigration and how people adapt to new countries. That’s why there’s a second part of the book. The second part has lots of activities you can do by yourself, or with your friends, family, class, or club. It mentions websites and other resources you can use to learn more about the things that interest you—and how to get more involved with them. You may find topics to use for class or club projects or research papers.


Your Story


We all have a story to tell. If you have ever moved, you probably will remember that you may not have made new friends until you had a chance to tell your story to someone, someone who was interested in where you lived before, liked some of the same things you liked, or had moved themselves.


Consider Liban from Somalia. What do you know about Somalia? Do you see stories about it on TV? Liban talks about living close to relatives and doing lots of the same activities that you do. But he also has a story of living in a country at war, where there was no school, and everyone was afraid. How would you get to know Liban without talking with him and hearing his story? He says he is very talkative…and talks with everyone. Would you be willing to talk to him?


Learning to Deal with Differences


Through these true stories, what you have read in your social studies books will come alive with the history, geography, and cultures of real Kids who will answer many of the questions that you have about the world. We hope this will make you want to reach out to the students around you who come from places that you have never been. When we encounter people who are different from us, we often tend to be afraid of or confused by them. In turn, we then ignore, make fun of, or avoid those people, mostly out of fear. Once we get to know people better the fear diminishes and there is a chance for understanding and friendship to begin.


When we don’t understand people who are different, it is usually because we have been taught different values. As you read the stories, you will find some differences that you may have never thought about before. That is good. You will be learning more about yourself!


Jacque, who emigrated from Mexico, says that while living in the United States she learned more about being Mexican. Pang Houa, who is Hmong, mentions that when she left the U.S. for a year abroad during college, she suddenly realized how American she was!


What Is Culture?


Culture is defined in several ways. Often, we think of culture as being about music, art, religion, or history; some call this big C culture. In contrast, we think of small c culture as being about groups of people—what they believe, how they behave, and what they value. Small c culture is all the things we are taught by our parents, our teachers, and our religious leaders: what is right and wrong, how to behave in different situations, what is important, and so on.


What you’ll find in these stories is primarily about small c culture. You will read about culture in the stories, and you will learn about the value of good relationships with other people.


• Annie describes the Moldovan braided bread that represents togetherness.


• Sanuse and Adib visited friends and relatives during the holiday of Ramadan to wish them well.


• Jeff talks about his close friendship with his five brothers.


• Noemy describes the importance of a girl’s fifteenth birthday celebration.


Most of the Kids mention special foods or holidays with extended family as their best memory and their biggest loss when they moved to the United States. Hewan says that family meals are very important. Holiday celebrations for Tim and Pushpa primarily are times spent with extended family members and often include special food. Manuel and Jacque talk about how weekends are spent with family or visiting relatives. Roya recalls the special events of Persian New Year. Foods and holidays reflect cultural values that they strive to hold onto even as they make a new home in the U.S.


Many of the Kids in this book state that they have a closer relationship with extended family members than they see among their American peers, which is again a reflection of values and customs, or small c culture. Some, like Pang Houa, come from cultures where there are three generations of family members living in one house. Jorge states that his grandparents lived with them to help raise the kids.


Sometimes it is hard to understand culture. That’s because most of it is not something you can touch or see. Can you see respect? Well, you can see how people show respect. Pushpa talks about how the students were taught to show respect for their teachers by standing up when a teacher comes into the classroom. How do we show respect to our teachers in the United States?


When you look in the mirror, what do you see? Try doing that and just say the answer to yourself. Is your answer all that you are…tall/short, blond/dark, bad haircut, nice clothes? Is your haircut considered bad outside of your neighborhood? Would you be considered tall (or short) in every country?


Keep looking in the mirror and tell yourself what you and others can’t see…your beliefs, your ideas, your values, your good singing voice, how close you are to your family. What else? Which of the attributes that you just mentioned are things you can change? Which are things you can learn to do and share? Which are similar to others people’s attributes and which are unique to you?


What Are Stereotypes?


Everyone tends to generalize, but overgeneralizations—stereotypes—whether positive or negative, make us feel defensive and isolated from others. We put people into categories in order to make sense of our world, to protect ourselves, to feel more secure. Yet that kind of protection often cuts us off from the many positive experiences we could have with people of different backgrounds. The Kids in this book tell us their dreams and help us reject stereotypes that we may have about immigrants. For example:


• Raoul is interested in politics or law.


• Anne Rose is considering social work.


• Pushpa and Hewan are hoping to go into medicine.


• Romina wants to study pharmacy.


• Na’ama wants to become a linguist.


• Inayet is interested in working in government or with nonprofit organizations.


• Naomi and Sanuse are interested in the military.


• Jennie would like to help the world by working at the United Nations or becoming a Good Will Ambassador.


As you read the stories, you will find that some of the Kids have stereotypes of Americans (and each other), too. Where did they get those stereotypes and why do they have them? Do you fit the American stereotype? What is an American? Where did your ancestors come from? What can you do to help kids to see Americans and each other as individuals?


Adjusting to a New Culture


One of the main themes you will discover in Kids Like Me is the process by which immigrants learn to live in a new culture. Through classes and activities they make new friends, who then help them improve their language and learn how to be an American kid. You’ll see that


• Adib and Kim got involved in sports.


• Jacque, Eunji, and Jina continued their interests in music.


• Pushpa met her friend through a discussion about rocks.


• Ramon got involved with multicultural clubs.


In addition to finding friends through shared hobbies and sports, some of the Kids found themselves in a particular class with someone who became their friend. Annie became friends with Maddi, one of the first kids she met in school, and Natalia got assigned to a science project group and became close with those classmates. Some sought friends who could speak their language or were immigrants themselves, like Naomi and Romina. How did you meet your friends? Are any of them immigrants?


Adjusting to a new culture begins when a newcomer connects with someone and something meaningful—like another young person who befriends them by helping them with English or their schoolwork, someone who invites them to join a youth organization, someone with whom they can share a favorite hobby or sport, or just someone who is interested in their story. Do you think you could be that “someone” to a newcomer in your community?


As you read Kids Like Me: Voices of the Immigrant Experience, you will learn more about each young person’s country and culture. You’ll be asked to compare your life to theirs in some ways, to look for ways in which you are alike and different, and to explore new concepts through activities, discussion questions, readings, and research.


Although every effort has been made to include functioning Internet websites containing accurate and appropriate information and minimal commercial content, the authors and publishers of Kids Like Me cannot guarantee the continuity or accuracy of information from the websites referenced in this book.


After you read and discuss these stories and do your research on the various cultures, you might be surprised to see how much you also have learned about yourself and your own country and culture. Enjoy the book and see what you can do with what you learn!


—Judith M. Blohm and Terri Lapinsky





Notes to Teachers, Parents, and Other Mentors


This book is based on the premise that teachers, parents, and mentors also are learners and that children often are our teachers. Everybody has a story and there are lessons to be learned from each one. In order to help all students achieve their potential and contribute to society, whatever their background, each one must have an equal opportunity not only to learn but a chance to teach others about what matters to herself or himself and why.


Teachers and other mentors can’t control the home environment and can’t change a child’s history. Parents don’t always have a say in the way their children are treated in the classroom. Other mentors can’t do much about either situation. Nonetheless, even a loving home and safe neighborhood, a good school, and competent teachers will not guarantee that all students have a level playing field from which to learn.


Most young people need to be encouraged to get engaged in their own learning and motivated to read, write, and think critically about their world. This means seeing themselves in their textbooks, having their own stories told, and having the respect and interest of their teachers, parents, and other mentors; their peers; and their communities. For children of color and/or those born in other countries, this does not always happen. Bias, prejudice, and discrimination can be overcome by positive interaction with and accurate information about those whom we perceive to be different from ourselves. This occurs person by person, family by family, classroom by classroom, and club by club.


The personal stories in this book are intended to help our youth delve more deeply into understanding the root causes that result in immigration and the range of its effects on their foreign-born peers—as well as on their own lives. Through these stories globalization takes on a face, that of the rich diversity of the global village, where the next generation is better prepared to contribute to a more just and peaceful world. If this book opens any doors and takes readers through some steps toward making that happen, it will have achieved its purpose.


We hope this book will help teachers to teach and students to learn more holistically about history, geography, languages, cultures, and politics. It offers a revealing set of firsthand accounts by which kids can learn through their international peers about the effects of conflicts from World War II to Vietnam to Iraq; how conquests changed world maps; how languages and names evolved; how what the United States considers to be its assistance to other countries often triggers a flood of immigration that pushes it to close its doors to some and open them wide to others. Most of the book is written to and for the youth to promote their empowerment as independent learners, group facilitators, critical thinkers, and social actors.


With the wide range of experiences described by the youth in this book, each of the stories should address at least one standard or learning objective that you are trying to help your students to achieve in subject areas such as social studies, history, geography, multicultural studies, and foreign or second language education. For example, the book clearly addresses three of the ten themes that form the framework of the social studies standards prescribed by the National Council of Social Studies (NCSS), as excerpted in the following list from http://www.socialstudies.org/standards/stands/:


• Culture—The study of culture prepares students to answer questions such as:What are the common characteristics of different cultures? How do belief systems, such as religion or political ideals, influence other parts of the culture? How does the culture change to accommodate different ideas and beliefs? What does language tell us about the culture?


• Individual development and identity—Students should consider such questions as:Why do people behave as they do? What influences how people learn, perceive, and grow? How do people meet their basic needs in a variety of contexts? How do individuals develop from youth to adulthood?


• Global connections—Students need to be able to address such international issues as human rights, economic competition and interdependence, age-old ethnic enmities, and political and military alliances. See http://www.socialstudies.org/standards/strands/


Lessons learned from this book can mean even more to your students or youth group members and to yourself than the achievement of such standards. So many of the young people interviewed noted the importance of an understanding teacher or mentor, of making at least one good friend, and of getting involved in at least one activity that they liked.


çlthough every effort has been made to include functioning Internet websites containing accurate and appropriate information and minimal commercial content, the authors and publishers of Kids Like Me cannot guarantee the continuity or accuracy of information from the websites referenced in this book.


Use the Kids Like Me stories, discussion questions, activities, and resources in the book as jumping off points for getting to know all the young people with whom you work. Help them to discover and share their interests and talents, to know themselves and each other even better. Especially use them to help those who need you the most: the ones from whom you hear the least, the ones who can’t speak the language well, those who dress differently, who eat different foods and celebrate different holidays from the majority, the ones who have stories they’re reluctant to tell. Don’t hesitate to ask them questions, to visit their homes, and to invite them to yours. You’ll be the richer for it, and they will never forget you.








Part 1




Their Stories


The stories you are about to read in Kids Like Me are the personal recollections of young people who were born in other countries—countries you may not know much about yet. You will find out many of the different reasons why they moved to the United States.


The Kids in this book tell you about things that are important to them. If they were very young when they left their countries, they may have just a few strong memories. Those who were older when they left share more about important historical events that affected their lives. Their stories and the discussion questions will help you see a variety of perspectives on history, culture, and adjustment to a new country.


We’ve asked all of the Kids to talk about their lives in the United States as well, and what it has been like for them to go to school here. See how that compares to what it’s like for you.


Most of all, we hope you find these Kids worth knowing—and realize that the new kids in your schools and neighborhoods are too, each in their own way. Try to meet someone around your age who was not born in the United States and learn his or her story. Perhaps you’ll make a new friend, too!





Our Round Bread Symbolizes Togetherness


[image: Image]


Name: Annie


Age: 10


Home country: Moldova


Residence in U.S.: California


My first name is Ana. It means “to sacrifice in the name of art.” My middle name is Maria, the name of Jesus’ mother. It means “love for God.” My mom spells it Ana-Maria like one name, but my dad spells it like two names, Ana Maria. I also have people call me Annie, and not Ana.


I live in California. I am 10 years old and I am in the fifth grade in a nice school. I am from Moldova, a country in Eastern Europe. I came here because my mother got married to an American and we came to the United States to have a better future.


In Moldova, I went to preschool in our town. I used to play with all the kids who lived around my mom’s apartment and my grandma and grandpa’s house. We were much closer to our neighbors and relatives there than here. We remember our relatives and those who died. We have a holiday called The Easter of the Dead, and we go to the cemetery to remember those who are not living. We have a special way to talk to our elders. We say Dumneavoastra to them to show respect instead of tu, which is the way to say the word you to another kid.


For Christmas, weddings, and funerals we make a bread called colac. It is made out of special dough. We twist together two or three strips of dough. The bread is round and symbolizes the togetherness of our people. (That is the bread I am holding in the picture.) Generally, we meet guests with bread and salt as a symbol of our hospitality. I really like helping my mom make this homemade bread. It is so delicious. It is normal in Moldova to go to a neighbor to ask for bread or salt if you run out of it.


My parents want me to study a lot. They say that I have to go to college to get a degree. My dad volunteers a lot at my school. We have 20 field trips, and when he gets time he drives me and my classmates on field trips. In school we do International Round Robin, which helps us to understand the cultural heritage of other people. We learned how to dance like Mexicans and how to eat with chopsticks.




We meet guests with bread and salt as a symbol of our hospitality.





My best friend is Maddi. She was one of the first persons I met in kindergarten and we have been friends for five years. After two months of being in the United States I felt much better being with the kids in my school. It was around Halloween and I was learning more and more English. I was in kindergarten and I felt like I could communicate with the other kids and play with them. Before that I once wet my pants because I didn’t know how to ask to go to the bathroom. My dad had to teach me how to ask.


I might like to become a lawyer. I could do this in Moldova. I also might like to be a real estate agent, which is hard to do in Moldova. I would also like to travel, which is hard for Moldovans to do, because other countries don’t like to let Moldovans into their countries, because they think Moldovans will just stay there. Also, most Moldovans don’t make very much money, which I’ll need to have a good life.


Most people don’t know I am from another culture, and even if they do, they don’t know anything about Moldova and any stereotypes about the culture. The only stereotypes I hear are that some people think Moldova is all just farmland and that all Moldovans are farmers and work out in the fields. Moldova does have a lot of farmland and a lot of farmers, but we also have cities and factories and things like that.


Immigrants need to make more effort to get to know Americans. The kids should make friends with Americans at school. The adults should maybe talk to their neighbors. They should see what Americans do and do what they do.


Americans shouldn’t judge newcomers before they get to know them. They need to be more patient with newcomers and explain things.
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Questions


1. How do you show respect to your elders?


2. Name one thing your family has borrowed from a neighbor and explain why.


3. Where are your ancestors buried? Have you ever been there?


4. Ask a classmate who was born in another state or country to explain to you how to do some thing you don’t already know how to do. Did you learn to do it? Why or why not?


5. Name four things about someone you are meeting for the first time that makes you think that person was born in a country other than the U.S. What are the advantages and disadvantages of making these assumptions? Why?


6. Annie’s mom is from Moldova and her dad is American. Do you or does anyone you know have family members of different cultures, races or religions? What customs or traditions does each one bring to the family from their own heritage?


Research


• Research the history of Moldova. Find its capital city on a map. What do people do in Moldova besides farming? What language(s) do Moldovans speak? See http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761566942/Moldova.html#s4


• Learn to ask a common question in Moldovan or another foreign language and practice asking it to a friend. Learn an answer to the question! Go to http://moldova.takingitglobal.org/home.html (for “chatting” with Moldovan youth.)


• Annie loves her colac bread. See if you can find other countries where colac (kolach) is eaten. You can start here: http://www.romanian-folk-life.ro/Eng/RTC_09.htm. Do you have a family tradition that includes making and eating a certain dish at a specific time of year? What is the dish and when do you eat it? Where did the recipe come from? How is it made?


• Look up this recipe for colac (kolach) on the Web: http://www.justalotofgoodrecipes.com/k/k1023107.shtml. With adult supervision, make it and serve it to your classmates, friends, or family.


• A young American living in Moldova says that on the Easter of the Dead,“They visit the graves of loved ones and set up huge meals of food and drink on their graves, so as to celebrate with them instead of just in honor of them.” Read her other descriptions at this site http://www.haverford.edu/newsletter/june05/moldova.htm. Discuss your opinions about the observance with your classmates. How does it compare to your own family traditions?


Activities


Some activities related to Annie’s story:


Holidays and Celebrations (in the section Cultures and Customs)


Routines and Rituals (in the section Cultures and Customs)





Home Was a Secular Country with Many Religions
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Name: Raoul


Age: 18


Home country: India


Residence in U.S.: Washington


My name is Raoul. It is a Portuguese name. We originally come from a part of India discovered by Vasco da Gama, a Portuguese explorer. It is a small island off the coast of Mumbai [Bombay] that was settled by many Spanish and Portuguese missionaries. My great-great-grandfather was a Spanish priest who came to India to convert souls but ended up marrying an Indian lady and leaving the priesthood. My name also was inspired by the actor Raul Julia, since my mother is a big movie fan.


I was born and raised in Bangalore, India until the age of five. Life in India was very simple yet very fulfilling. People are not materialistic in India and are quite happy to play hopscotch and cricket on the streets. The popular modes of transportation are bicycle and moped. I was raised in the same home as my grandparents from my mother’s side. My parents divorced soon after my mother gave birth to me.




Respecting our elders, especially our parents and grandparents, is a top priority.





In Indian culture, respecting our elders, especially our parents and grandparents, is a top priority. Most families raise the younger ones in one household so the children never have to go to daycare. It is common to be raised by uncles, aunts, older sisters, grandparents, and sometimes even by domestic help while parents go to work. In my family we had two maids, one to do the cooking and the other to do the cleaning. My mother stayed home and looked after me until I was five.


India is a secular country with people of different religions. In most Hindu families, girl babies are not as valued as boys. Some Hindus even will kill their unborn female fetuses. Women are often oppressed as well. Since I grew up in a Catholic household, I was taught that everyone was equal and that a marriage is a partnership between a man and a woman. I feel lucky to have that Western ideology instilled into my upbringing.


We celebrate about 21 holidays in India, including all the Christian, Muslim, and Hindu festivals. Some of the big ones are Easter, Christmas, Eid-al-Fitr, Holi, and Deepavali. Exchanging food that is homemade is a typical tradition. During the Hindu holidays neighbors give us lots of Indian sweets. At Christmas time gift-giving is not a big thing. Instead, families gather together and go to church and then come home and feast on some amazing dishes, all made by family members, much like the American Thanksgiving feast here.
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During Deepavali, which is the festival of lights, people light lamps in their yards and then set off firecrackers all night long. This is a lot of fun. During Holi, the festival of color, the Hindus parade in the streets, throwing colored water on people so we wear our old clothes. During Id, the Muslims slaughter a goat or lamb and feast on it while sharing the meat with neighbors. The Muslim dish biriyani is my favorite. All the holidays and food are celebrated with great gusto and I miss them.


We Indians are taught from a young age that we will be worth nothing without education, so education is forced on us and the pressure to perform well is very hard on students. India has a high number of teenage suicides because children are afraid of facing their parents with bad grades. Parents get very involved in their children’s education and force goals on them, such as becoming a doctor (even if the kid is squeamish and hates the sight of blood) or an engineer (even if the kid is not good in math) or a lawyer (even if the kid is not a good debater or public speaker).


When I was five, my mother moved from India to Dubai, UAE (United Arab Emirates) and met her future husband there. We moved to America when I was nine years old, because my stepdad is American and he wanted to be close to his son from a previous marriage.


My mother takes us once a year to a different country so that we learn to appreciate and respect other cultures. I see other immigrants struggling with English and American kids making fun of them. I’ve been learning Spanish for the last five years so I can reach out to Hispanic immigrants.


Since I spoke English before coming to this country, my own transition was easier. I did have to practice the American accent though, because the educated Indians speak English with a British accent. My math and geography skills were higher than my classmates, even though I was a year younger than they, and the other students accepted me more easily because of this. I was an honors student right from the get-go.


I haven’t had any challenges or disappointments yet academically except that I was put back a grade because I started school early in India (at the age of three). I was two grades ahead of the average American when I came to this country, but my mother insisted that they only put me back one grade. This is why I entered college at the age of 17.


I’m 18 years old now and I live in the state of Washington. My closest friend in the United States is Ryan. We became friends when my mother enrolled me in a soccer team. Ryan and I do not go to the same school but we are still best friends. I have other schoolmates whom I still consider to be my friends, but now that I’m in college Ryan is the only one I keep in touch with.


I am attending university with political science as my major. My dream is to become an American, which will happen in a few months. After that, I’d like to work in politics or as a constitutional lawyer. In India, the vast population of educated Indians causes great competition in most areas of advanced study. Unless you are super rich it is impossible to get into politics. I think the Indian government is corrupt and secretive, unlike the American government where almost everything is public knowledge. I like the transparency and accountability here. Also, you can actually see your tax dollars go to work in America.


I would like Americans to know that not all Indians speak like Appu on The Simpsons, and not all Indians are cab drivers or 7-Eleven store owners. Some of us are very highly educated in India, where we live in large homes, drive cars on mostly paved roads, and eat healthy food. We don’t believe in violence and very few Indians own guns. We follow Gandhi’s motto of nonviolence. But not all Indians run around wearing loincloths like Gandhi. The Christian population in India is growing.


American teachers should have more patience, tolerance, and understanding of new students. They should ask them questions rather than assume the worst or imagine some stereotype that Americans get from the media. A lot of immigrants come to this country to better their standard of living. Many also come here with advanced degrees from their own countries which are not recognized here so they have to go back to school and re-qualify. Lots of doctors and engineers have to redo their exams to work in the same field as back in their native countries. A lot of them give up higher status in their countries to start from scratch here. Showing respect for others’ cultures rather than mocking them is a good thing. Being supportive by helping newcomers understand the nuances of the American culture also helps. Americans and new immigrants can learn a lot from each other.


New immigrant students should try to learn English quickly in order to integrate, and get tutors if they can. Most schools offer ESL [English as a Second Language] classes. Getting involved in some sporting activity allows you to make friends fast, especially if you’re good at that sport, since sports are a big thing in this country. At the same time, new students should not be ashamed of their heritage or their homeland. They should proudly discuss their traditions and customs with their American friends so that the Americans can understand far-away cultures and be less critical.





Questions


1. Find an atlas or a globe. Do you see an island on the map that is off the coast of Mumbai, India? What is it called? Also locate Bangalore, India. Where is Dubai, UAE?


2. What does it mean to be a secular country? Name three countries that are secular and three that are not. What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of living in a secular country?


3. Which holidays do you celebrate in your school? Which ones are religious holidays and which ones are national holidays? Find out what other holidays are celebrated by the students in your class. Do research to find the dates, traditions, and the food of at least one of the holidays that Raoul mentions. With your teacher, choose a custom from any holiday that is new to you and most of your classmates and celebrate it on the appropriate date.
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