
“How do you say ‘confusing’ in Chinese?” 

 

The HVRHS China program was the brainchild of Lisa Carter, formerly the principal of Salisbury 

Central School and recently named assistant superintendent for Region 1.  After having studied Mandarin 

at Georgetown in the early 1970s and then worked in China for several years as a business consultant, 

she changed careers and took a position teaching social studies at HVRHS.  In 2006, Lisa set up an 

exchange program with schools in Shandong Province and took her first group over two years later.  

Since then, some 15-20 Housy students have traveled to China every other year, while counterparts from 

their Chinese “sister school” have come to the Northwest Corner for several summer stays with local 

families.  

You could start with the scorpions squirming on sticks, espied at the Muslim market in Xi’an.  What 

could they possibly be for?  Or what about the villagers emerging from holes in the ground, glimpsed 

from the train one morning, as they sped west toward the city of the buried terra cotta warriors? And what 

to make of the crowd of well-dressed, middle-aged men and women milling about outside the pie-shaped 

Shanghai Museum, smiling and holding up pictures and cards, as if this were some kind of adult mixer? 

(You’ll find the answers at the end.)   

Although the world has seemingly shrunk in recent years, China remains bafflingly strange and exotic, 

especially to a group of jetlagged students from Housatonic Valley Regional High School – most of 

whom had never set foot outside the U.S. before.  Although some sites were reassuring familiar – “Hey, 

there’s a MacDonald’s across the street!” -- much that they encountered during this nearly two-week stay 

resisted explanation and comparison.  The very scale of life in this storied country of over one-and-a-half 

billion people (nearly five times the American population) staggered their minds.  Everything seemed 

overwhelmingly big – from the throngs crowding through the turnstiles at Beijing’s Forbidden City to the 

ultra-modern skyscrapers soaring into the fog on Shanghai’s Pudong district, to the traffic jam their bus 



had to navigate coming from the Beijing airport, to the class of sixty or more they visited at the Shandong 

Experimental High School (over 5,000 students and 500 teachers) during their homestay. 

On a more personal level, interacting with the Chinese they met – at school, primarily – had its own 

puzzling aspects.  Henry Yuliano -- a student from Sharon who had previously gone on a HVRHS-

sponsored trip to Germany -- stayed with a host family whose members didn’t speak a word of English.  

He experienced a brief “panic attack” when he realized he could not communicate with them – or anyone 

else: the computer in their apartment had only Chinese characters, and he hadn’t brought his phone with 

him. Perhaps for the first time in his life, Henry was truly, desperately on his own.  Things went from 

unnerving to bizarre after his host son “Rex” took Henry out to a mall and confided that he had a 

girlfriend – something which was strictly forbidden at his school.  When Henry and the other Housy 

students went there for an assembly, “Rex” disappeared, and his girlfriend ended up escorting a 

flummoxed Henry into the auditorium, suddenly grabbing his hand (another taboo between the sexes 

there) to proudly show off her new American “boyfriend.”   

The cultural chasm separating Americans from Chinese is just as daunting.  Americans are still a rarity, 

even in major tourist cities like Xi’an.   Whenever they were spotted on the street, the Connecticut 

students would quickly draw a crowd of friendly, curious onlookers, eager to have their pictures taken 

with these odd-looking apparitions from another world.  Taylor Cannon, daughter of the high school’s 

library media specialist, Vance, found that her red hair invariably made her the center of attention.  “They 

treated her like she was a doll,” he recalls. “I think they were just as taken aback by seeing her as our kids 

were by the strange things on their breakfast plates.” 

Looking back on their China experience, the Housy students have a deeper appreciation of what it’s 

meant to them.  For Henry Yuliano, it’s the awareness of an ancient civilization, with a much richer 

history than our own, its centuries-old architecture still visible among the sleek high-rise buildings – an 

appreciation for the great differences in how people around the world live, mixed with gratitude that their 

way of life back home in Northwest Connecticut has a lot to recommend it.   



[Answers to questions: the Chinese eat scorpions – considered a great delicacy -- deep-fried, on skewers; 

some people in rural China – as many as 30 million -- do, indeed, till live in caves; and the Shanghai 

couples were seeking eligible spouses for their live-at-home, 30-something children at this weekly 

“marriage market.”] 

 


