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By: Gina Cirino, Cleveland Council on World Affairs

Aug. 5th – 16th, 2011 was a productive time of learning, exploring, experiencing, thinking and reflecting for Iraqi Youth Leadership participants in Cleveland, Ohio. The main themes of the program in Cleveland were to further develop participants’ appreciation for diversity, leadership and volunteerism.  There are several highlights during this program that I think made the most impact on these young leaders.  
Upon arriving in Cleveland, the students immediately had an orientation and then went straight to their “Welcome and Farewell Reception” where they were the guests of honor.  The reception combined both a “farewell” theme for the Mexican youth delegation and a “welcome” theme for the IYLEP!  There were almost 100 people in attendance, including all the Mexican students’ host families and all the Iraqi students’ host families in addition to staff from the Cleveland Council on World Affairs and of course the Mexican and Iraqi youth participants.  The Mexican students gave a brief presentation and video about their time in Cleveland and the Iraqi students were formally welcomed to Cleveland and united with their host families. The celebration was a “passing of the torch” of sorts. 

Two days later, on Sunday Aug. 7th, we took advantage of another unique opportunity by attending the Iftar dinner that CAIR (The Council on American-Islamic Relations) provided for Muslims and all interfaith guests.  All the students and their families enjoyed an authentic Iftar dinner at the reception hall of the mosque. This experience was unique on two levels, not only did the Islamic participants have the opportunity to share their culture with their hosts, but the Christian participants were able to experience Islam with an open mind and friendly environment.  

The leadership portion of the program kicked- off the following day on Aug. 8th with a workshop with The Diversity Center of Northeast Ohio.  The workshop focused on identity, including, the various levels of identity, what shapes identity, and a discussion about privilege & oppression.  Through various exercises and role-play the students explored how to define who they are.  They were asked to think of four main characteristics that describe them and to analyze those characteristic and discuss with peers why they chose them.  It was taken one step further by exploring whether they have ever had feelings of being proud or shameful about their defining characteristics. Another interesting part of the session was for the students to “profile” themselves as to how strangers could see them.   The point was to identify and reject the stereotype that might be linked with their profile and realize that they too profile others and learn the inaccuracy of their own profiling.  The session wrapped up summarizing that every single person in the room is subject to stereotypes and insecurities.  Everyone had experienced times of confidence and shame due to their defining characteristics.  They explored ways to tailor their thinking to avoid stereotyping others.  The day proceeded with a tour of Cleveland which included the Rock Hall and Museum, the Great Lakes Science Center, Progressive Baseball Field, the Q Arena, Playhouse Square, the Cleveland Clinic, Cleveland Art Museum and Little Italy. Finally the day ended with an African drum and dance workshop with an NGO called Passport Project. The session aimed to teach the students about ways to build community and respect for diversity and rejection of racism, through performances of dance and music. 
The next day started with a guided tour (from one of the host moms) of one of Cleveland’s most unique landscapes, The Cleveland Cultural Gardens. The Cultural Gardens are a virtual monument of different immigrant neighborhoods that have evolved over the past 120 years in Cleveland. Students had the opportunity to learn about the vast cultural diversity of Cleveland and the rich history which shaped the city.  They gained an appreciation for Cleveland’s ethnic tolerance and multi-ethnic society.  Next the students were exposed to the more desperate part of U.S. society, by serving food at Cosgrove Homeless Shelter.  After serving food, they learned about the shelter’s wide variety of clients and the great impact that volunteers have at the shelter and in the community. They also interviewed both staff and volunteers who make the service possible and their view on the importance of providing food without discrimination.
To end the day, the group explored community service in much more jovial atmosphere by volunteering at the Boys & Girls Club of Cleveland (BGCC). The BGCC’s mission is to enable disadvantaged young people to reach their full potential as productive, caring, responsible citizens. The Iraqi’s were paired up with 1-2 kids ages 5-13 to teach them a mini language and geography lesson about Iraq.  Both the Iraqi’s and BGCC kids found this experience very eye-opening, fulfilling and fun. 
The following day started with a completely different type of volunteering while incorporating diversity.  Along with fellow American teenage volunteers, the IYLEP participants helped disabled children at Youth Challenge to play soccer. Creativity was definitely a necessity in helping all of the various types of disabilities.   After the game, the Iraqi’s went swimming at the local park with the Youth Challenge kids, staff and volunteers.  After swimming, the students talked to their American teenage peers about why they dedicate so much time out of their week to volunteer with the disabled.  The Iraqi’s learned how rewarding their service is and the happiness it brings to both the volunteer and the disabled students. They also gained an appreciation for the satisfaction everyone feels when the disabled advance and succeed.  
For our last meeting of the day, the group was exposed to diversity of a different sort by spending time at the Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender (LGBT) Community Center.   Each Iraqi was paired with a member of the LGBT community and everyone worked together to make a meal.   Each IYLEP participant learned a little about their “partner” and vice versa.  After eating, everyone sat in a circle and had a candid conversation. Each person in the room (10 Iraqi’s and 18 LGBT) wrote an anonymous question and put it in a hat.  The questions were drawn one by one and discussed at length.  The Iraqi students were eager to hear from the LGBT community and the LGBT were extremely open to talk about their difficult stories of “coming out” and the prejudice that they sometimes feel.  The Iraqi’s were able to get many of their questions answered for example “When did you realize you were gay?”  and “Were you born that way?”.  With the openness of the LGBT community, the Iraqis felt comfortable to adlib more questions spontaneously, that would be inappropriate in most other situations. The LGBT community also appreciated this open conversation because it gave them the platform to put themselves in a more positive light to outsiders.  In addition, they too had many question about what life is like growing up in Iraq. This was the first time any of the Iraqi students talked to people who identify as LGBT and it was the LGBT’s first time to meet people from Iraq.  Barriers were broken and stereotypes were diminished.  The Iraqi’s left with a much different impression of this community than before. Several of them made comments to me like “I can’t believe it, they are just like me!” and “I’ve always wanted to talk to someone about homosexuality, but it is not possible in Iraq.”

Thursday August 11th, was dedicated to religious diversity.   The day started with a tour of Temple Tifereth Israel and Rabbi Block detailed the fundamentals of Judaism, showed and explained the Torah, and described the meaning and significance behind Jewish traditions, symbols and culture. He was a charismatic speaker and made learning about Judaism interesting.  Next, the group traveled to St. Stanislaus, a Catholic church and met with Franciscan Father, Mike. Father Mike, dressed in a traditional Franciscan robe, explained the traditions of Christianity, Catholicism and the Franciscan way.  He gave a detailed explanation of why the church is architecturally shaped the way it is, symbolisms within the church, and Christian traditions and values.  The students really enjoyed their time there and found Father Mike to be charismatic, kind and easy to talk to.  To wrap- up the religious diversity day, we ended with a Religious Round Table Discussion with members of a local Interfaith Student Group.  These students came from all different countries and religious backgrounds.  After a few brief ice-breaking activities, everyone sat in a circle and again wrote down anonymous questions regarding religion.  Many theoretical and philosophical questions were asked and even more questions arose.  Topics included: life after death, 911, eating pork, atheism, extremists, gender bias, head scarves and sexuality.   Since the questions were anonymous, students felt comfortable to ask with open inquiry and therefore, sensitive topics were uncovered through this unique setting.  
Early in the morning on Friday Aug. 12th the IYLEP shined like I’ve never seen before.  They were asked to give a presentation for about 120 members of the The Rotary Club of Strongsville during their Friday breakfast meeting.   As a group, the IYLEP chose four representatives to stand in front and speak on behalf of the entire group.   Two people represented Kurdistan, one person represented Baghdad and one for Basra.  The participants first spoke about what their regions’ reaction was and is to American occupation in Iraq and second, about the lifestyle changes from when Saddam Hussein was in power to now.  Then the forum opened up to Q and A from the audience.  All four IYLEP spoke articulately, intelligently and perspicuously.   Every single eye in the room was glued to the four speakers.  They WOWED the audience and represented Iraq with prowess and esteem.  There were so many comments from the (adult) audience that if THESE are the future leaders of the country, then Iraq has nothing to worry about.  The whole group left with their heads held high, proud and eager to create peace in Iraq.  
For the next few hours the group worked in the computer lab on the video documentaries that they had been shooting footage for all week.   The rest of the day was spent having fun and exploring Cleveland.  The group took a luncheon cruise on the Goodtime III which is a large boat that cruises down the Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie.  Next they went to Laurel School (for girls) and played a soccer match.  The teams were mixed with both Iraqi and American student and the game was a fun opportunity to get to know new American youth through sports. Lastly, the whole group went to the Cleveland Indians baseball game where everyone met their host families and enjoyed a summer evening together with fireworks after the game.
On Saturday, the whole group (except two) traveled to Niagara Falls.  The group stayed together all day and explored the magnificence of the falls. On the final day, Aug. 15th, the group started by working on their video documentaries.  Next, they were finally able to visit the  Rock n Roll Hall of Fame and Museum and then saw a film at the IMAX and then watched the final documentaries (only one was complete).   In the evening, all the host families gathered at the home of one of the hosts for a pot-luck farewell gathering.  The farewell was a fun event where the whole group played the Iraqi game Baat, with all the host brothers and sisters.  At the end of the evening I presented each participant with a Certificate of Completion signifying a successful conclusion to the Cleveland portion of the IYLEP. Gina Cirino, International Visitor Programs Officer at CCWA

