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Peace Corps Volunteer Jon Buettler struggled to keep from falling as 

an 11-year old Moldovan girl grabbed his hand. They moved to 

their left and picked up speed. Children appeared from every 

direction, some were dressed from head to toe in folk garments while others 

wore designer jeans. Everyone had their jackets on tight and with good 

reason; it was -8 degrees Celsius.  A Ukrainian girl from Jon's 10th form 

business class grabbed his other hand and within a second, they had 

formed a full circle. Oksana Bogdanivna Sokolyuk, the dance instructor from 

his local youth center in Ukraine, led with enthusiasm, “kick to the right, bow 

into the circle and move out, switch direction!” The youths were dancing a 

wild jig to stay warm.

The previous morning had started early. Forty-eight students had piled into a 

bus and began the 8-hour journey from their small town of Kosiv, Ukraine, to 

a school in Chisinau, Moldova. There they were greeted by an excited group 

of youths. One by one they were matched with a Moldovan peer and joined 

their host family. 

The International Dance and Culture Festival in Moldova was underway. 

Youth groups from different countries showcased their festive dances. The 

group from Kosiv was especially composed. The youth had prepared 

extensively for their performances and executed their dance routines 

superbly. 

The following days were filled with television interviews, frosty performances 

in front of municipal buildings and a parade through the center of town. The 

dance groups from Belarus, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, 

Poland, Romania and Ukraine formed a long line. Each group was dressed 

in their folk attire, played their traditional instruments and danced their way 

down the main street. Jon was somehow delegated to hold the Ukrainian 

flag. His students looked at him and exclaimed that maybe he wasn't 

Ukrainian by birth, but his love of Ukraine made him an honorary citizen.

The experience at the Moldovan dance festival gave the youth of Kosiv a 

unique experience of cultural exchange. Upon their departure, numbers 

were swapped and tears were shed. Jon felt honored to have been a 

chaperone and companion for the youth of both Ukraine and Moldova. Plans 

were made for the youths to see each other for a Ukrainian Christmas. They 

will certainly dance to keep warm then as well.
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I don't want to sleep!” protested 10th grade student Nastia Sudakova. It 

was after midnight and the group “Agit Brigada” (Alternative 

Propaganda Group) was returning to Perechyn after performing at 

Peace Corps' October PEPFAR training. Piled into one kupe were twelve 

high school students, all from different schools, economic, ethnic, and 

familial backgrounds, and all participants in a HIV/AIDS project managed 

by charitable fund Opika and PCV Margaret McKenna. 

What were all these teenagers doing on the train? They were singing 

Ukrainian, Russian, and Roma (gypsy) folksongs, captivated by the small 

Roma teenager with a raspy voice and magic fingers on the guitar. Sasha, 

the musician, has only been living at the orphanage in Perechyn for two 

years, after being picked up by police in Moscow. He, along with his 

younger sister, had spent most of their lives surviving on their own, making 

money for food by singing and playing the guitar. Having never gone to 

school the adjustment to structured life in the orphanage was difficult.  

Being a student trainer and performer with Agit Brigada has helped him 

forge friendships with his peers as well as students from different schools. 

His initially truculent nature has been transformed into a playfulness that is 

more characteristic of fifteen-year-old boys.  Most impressive, his dreams 

have been transformed, “I want to go to University in Kyiv and study in the 

music department – I want to be a musician,” disclosed Sasha to a group of 

curious adults. 

The project, “Your Life-Your Choice”, is the product of a collaboration 

between PCV Margaret McKenna and leaders of the charitable fund, 

Opika (Eng: guardian), supporting and advocating for orphans and at-risk 

youth in the Perechyn region (located in Transcarpathia).  Opika leaders, 

Iryna Sudakova and Olga Yankovich, designed an HIV/AIDS awareness 

project, with funding from the Peace Corps PEPFAR program. The heart of 

the project is the collaboration of youth from three schools in Perechyn: the 

Perechyn Boarding School, Secondary School, and Gymnasium. 

Seasoned veterans of managing performances, Iryna Sudakova and Olga 

Yankovich directed this aspect of the project, incorporating song, dance, 

humor, and drama into a thirty minute scenario followed by a concert 
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Agit Brigada

Entertainment: Performance at the PEPFAR
training in Kyiv
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showcasing the youths' many talents. After numerous rehearsals and 

trainings, the students were ready to travel and perform in the villages 

throughout the Perechyn region schools and cultural centers. 10-th grade 

student at the Perechyn Gymnasium, Igor Vyshnjak said about his 

involvement in the project, “At first, we just went to the meetings because 

we thought we should go, but then we realized that this is quite a serious 

problem in Ukraine and that made us understand the importance of 

teaching others about the dangers of HIV/AIDS.”

For Margaret McKenna, working on this project embodies Peace Corps' 

goals of sustainability and capacity-building in communities. “From this 

project I learned the value of considering the cultural context of the 

community and how that will impact the implementation of the project. 

Sports and an active lifestyle are very important to me and something I 

wanted to share with my community; particularly girls and women. 

However, because of the lack of institutional support of organized sports 

for girls in Ukraine, this was not an effective way of reaching a large 

number of youth. I was forced to reevaluate my methods.” This led to her 

partnership with Opika and has allowed her to gain experience in a 

completely new field of theater and art performance. Margaret further 

commented, “While art performance is not my particular skill, it is a very 

significant and intrinsic aspect of Ukrainian culture and has been the most 

effective way of promoting awareness and increasing knowledge of the 

HIV/AIDS epidemic in Ukraine to youth in the villages in our region.” 

Possibly the most important outcome of this project is the relationships that 

have been made, not dictated by race or class, but built on friendship and 

shared experience. This is the real success story – the effects of which will 

continue to echo throughout the community, well after the close of this 

project.

1 1 1

111: 
222

Promoting awareness in a 
different way: showing the 
harmfulness of drugs
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Have you ever watched a blind man read a poem he wrote in 

braille, or seen him successfully peel a potato? Have you ever 

heard a guy with hearing aids sing Russian karaoke?  Have you 

ever witnessed a teenage boy knit or cheered on a weight lifter who walks 

with a crutch?  Have you ever played UNO with an autistic girl who just 

learned her numbers and shapes?  

These small miracles happen every day at the Slavyansk Social Club for 

Disabled Youth.

The Slavyansk Center for Disabled Youth (“Planet Friends”) provides art, 

dance, music, cooking, and sport therapy four days a week for its 50 

members and parents.  A staff of teachers, psychologists, and community 

volunteers offer members the opportunity to paint, knit, sculpt, sing, dance, 

work out, and cook during individual and group sessions.  Psychologists 

and speech therapists also teach members to read, write, and count, as 

well as provide training and support for members' parents.

Vera Pavlova, director of local non-profit Spryannia, founded the Social 

Club in 2001 with six regularly participating disabled teenage members.  

Pavlova had been worried that the 400 disabled youth of Slavyansk were 

at risk of remaining shut-ins and never have the chance to socialize with 

other people with similar challenges.  She decided to do something about 

it. 

As a secondary project Peace Corps Volunteer Katherine FitzSimons 

worked with Pavlova to write a grant proposal to Peace Corps to enhance 

the facility. This expansion has proven so successful that Spryannia now 

has a full-time PCV, Megan McGormley working with the organization as a 

consultant.  The local mayor and town government have recognized the 

importance of the Club in its yearly budget and the government in Kyiv will 

fund repairs to move the Club to a bigger space and expand it to 

accommodate new members and equipment.  These days community 

contributions represent 70% of the project's final budget.

 “Club members are some of the nicest, smartest, friendliest, and upbeat 

Ukrainians I've met.  I am so happy they have a place where they can 

relax, learn, and enjoy being together.” 

Miracles happen: 
the opportunity to paint, knit, sculpt, sing, 
dance, work out, and cook

disabled people have 

Planet Friends



US Peace Corps 
in Ukraine

FROM THE FIELD is a bimonthly newsletter covering current Volunteers’ achievements in Ukraine and is published 
by US Peace Corps in Ukraine

ADDRESS: US Peace Corps in Ukraine
19 Nyzhniy Val St., Kyiv, 04071, Telephone: 8 (044) 391 6620, 
Fax: 8 (044) 391 6621 E-mail: info@ua.peacecorps.gov

EDITOR: Anne Silver

COPY EDITOR: Olia Luchuk-Vysotska

CONTRIBUTORS: Jon Buettler, Margaret McKenna, Megan McGormley, Katherine FitzSimons

PRODUCTION: Henry Shymonovych

Please submit your entries via e-mail to: hshymonovych@ua.peacecorps.gov 
by the last week of each month.

fr
o

m
 t

h
e

 b i m o n t h l y n e w s l e t t e r

 FIELD


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6

