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A l’Ecoute Newsletter “French and Arabic Studies – Modern 
Languages” 

May 2021 
 

cd GRADUATION 2021     cd 

  
 
Given the restricted graduation ceremony, we were not able to capture many photos this year, but 
here are a couple of our graduates, happy to receive their awards and to wear their French Honors 
Society cords!  Left: Gemma Small (French & History major, with Lora Lunt) Right: Windila 
Balbone (French minor, International Studies major). Windila's many accomplishments are all the 
more remarkable as she only started to learn English at age 15. Her passion for French comes from 
growing up speaking the language in Burkina Faso, watching cartoons and French television. 
When she moved to the USA at age 15, she continued studying French because she values 
multilingualism and diversity. Fluency in the language has given her many opportunities and she 
can't wait to explore more in the French world. She plans graduate study in Washington DC. 
 

cd AWARDS 2021. cd 
 

  Gemma SMALL, Departmental Scholar  
Gemma Small has loved French since she was 11. Her travels in France and Canada encouraged 
her passion for Francophone cultures. Gemma has served as a teaching assistant in the French 
program, bringing comfort to students in our virtual classroom and has provided tutoring outside 
of class.  She undertook a Kilmer Research project last suer, A Look at The Blue Lotus Through 
Language Comparison and Historical Setting, working with professors Shiho Imai (History) and 
Lora Lunt (French), translating and comparing texts and analyzing cultural bias in the series of 
Aventures de Tintin. Her presentation received an award at the spring 2021 Research Fair.  
 



 

 2 

Unable to use the Annette Plante scholarship that she was awarded to study abroad this year, 
Gemma hopes to complete her MA in Montreal as the next step toward her goal to teach French 
and History after doing her student teaching for history in the fall semester. 

   Mariame SAMASSA, Canfield Scholarship   
Mariame Samassa, French and International Studies majors, speaks five languages and hopes to 
learn more. Born in the U.S, she grew up in Mali. Mariame says, "It has been tough for me to make 
friends, though this semester my French classes helped me open up and interact more." 
 

   Kambiiz GHAZINOUR, Céline Philibert Award   
Kambiz Ghazinour, French major and Associate Professor of CyberSecurity at SUNY Canton, was 
inspired to learn French when he was five, listening to his cousin speaking French fluently. As a 
Persian-Canadian, Kambiz speaks multiple languages but his passion for French language and 
culture led him to undertake a BA in French. On top of his teaching and research load on 
cybersecurity, professor Ghazinour is thankful to be part of our French program. 
 

    Jana MINCHHOFF, Modern Languages Award   
Jana Minchhoff, another polyglot, originally from Slovakia, holds a BS in International Business 
from Elizabethtown College and a master's in international management and teaching French and 
German from Mississippi State U. She has been teaching German for UMGC Europe and hopes 
to obtain her PhD in French & German. Having completed her French major from Germany using 
Skype and then Zoom, Jana has been hired to teach French in a high school in Kentucky, where 
she and her family are moving. 
 

 

cd FRENCH HONORS SOCIETY      cd 
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Pi Delta Phi induction was conducted as part of a departmental honors ceremony over Zoom, in 
a virtual ceremony without the usual hugs and only images of candles (but with certificates, pins, 
and cords hand-delivered to French students in town). New inductee, Rebecca Matte, voice major, 
(pictured below with certificate and pin) performed the concluding piece in French, "Elle a fui, la 
Tourterelle," by Offenbach. Alumna Laura Capito Arauja (French & Music, 2015) also 
volunteered to sing for our ceremony if needed. 

 

cd VIRTUAL TRAVEL with alumni help!      cd 
 
We were most thankful that the travel course to Andalusia, Spain and northern Morocco, with 
professors Allonah Ezro-Christy and Lora Lunt was able to take place and return safely in January 
2020 before the major outbreak of the pandemic. With the pandemic changing our lives, there were 
no field trips to Montreal the last three semesters and the border is still closed ... so we traveled 
virtually! ... with help from our alumni. 
 
Since the FREN 304 Quebec/Francophones in North America class could not visit Montreal, we 
invited Seth Defayette (French major, 2008) a Plattsburgh native who has been living and working 
in Montreal for some time, to zoom with us so that students could interview him about life, politics 
and culture in Montreal. We appreciate the support of our alumni. 
 
In the fall, Arabic 101 students participated in the SOLIYA program, through dialogs with 
international participants from North Africa and the US, exploring contemporary issues more 
deeply. In the spring semester, French and Arabic students met virtually with Conversation 
Partners from classes of our Tunisian exchange partners who formerly taught at the Higher 
Institute of Management, Tunis and who taught at SUNY Potsdam during the 2003-2004 exchange 
through the MEPI grant project directed by professors Edwin Portugal (Business) and Lora Lunt. 
Thanks for finding partners for our students go to exchange faculty Imene Chakroun, who is 
now teaching at the English-language Tunis Business School, and Mourad Touzani, who is 
teaching in France at NEOMA University. Some of the participants formed true friendships 
that they say will continue, and perhaps lead to future international exchange in person. 
 
FREN 103 had two interesting projects fall semester: the first was on the topic of ecology in which 
the students presented ways to "Sauver la terre" ranging from eating less red meat, to using 
alternate forms of energy, to washing clothes only when the load is full and with cold water, to 
promoting public transportation and alternate energy sources. 
 
The second was a research project to connect a personal interest or their major to French. Most 
researched a leading Francophone figure in their discipline, but some took the opportunity to 
interview a French-speaking family member: one interviewed his Canadian roommate, and one, 
Connor Trudeau, a student in elementary education, decided to create lesson plans to teach French 
to children. That reminds us that Potsdam used to have a Campus School where education students 
could observe classes right here on campus in Merritt Hall, and where we had perhaps the oldest 
French program for children in the country, taught by Maureen Regan for many years. 
 
In the spring semester with Allonah Ezro-Christy, French 103 students explored Victor Hugo's 
Notre Dame de Paris, the musical, and students did research on its historical, artistic, and cultural 
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context. 
 
 

cd SPECIAL EVENTS      cd 
 
Peace Corps & US AID (Feb 24, 2021). An inspiring presentation about the Peace Corps in 
French- and Spanish-speaking countries and a career in US AID was of great interest to our 
language majors and students in International Studies. Presenters Sarah Healy-Whelden and 
Richard Whelden, not only increased our understanding of the possibilities and the values of 
working in the Peace Corps and the Foreign Service but also showed how the Peace Corps could 
be an important step in building an international career. 
 
Language and the Arts. Two of our Potsdam alumni were able to make presentations to our 
classes this spring related to language and the arts of Morocco and Andalusia, building on the 
January 2020 Travel Course. Both presenters were music majors:  
 

   
 
Chris Witulski (professor of ethnomusicology at Bowling Green University, Ohio) presented in 
Julie Hunter's world music class on music and health in Morocco, a multi-disciplinary approach; 
and Chris Gotzen-berg (guitar instructor at Suffolk CCC & Stonybrook) introduced us to 
Flamenco as an art form fusing different cultures in its music and dance. The Zoom link was 
available to students from the January Spain-Morocco travel course who were not able to attend 
this presentation on one of the most spectacular events in the travel course, Flamenco in Seville.  
 
 

 
original - wooden door panel, 

Fes, Morocco 

 
rubric identifying underlying shapes 

based on circles and squares 

 
colored version 1 

 
colored version 2 

 
Geometric Art Workshop. Chris Witulski also helped Lora Lunt to connect with the Moroccan 
artist, Hamza El Fasiki, who had taught Witulski's students in Fes, January 2020, during his U. 
Bowling Green travel course.  El Fasiki taught a 2-hour workshop on Islamic geometric art for 
Lunt's Arabic and French classes, also attended by art professor Marc Leuthold and professor 
emeritus of anthropology & English, Richard Lunt (who did the most accurate version of the 
geometric design seen so far!). 
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cd NOUVELLES de NOS ANCIENS ETUDIANTS: ALUMNI       cd 

 cd ARABIC STUDIES  
 
Daniel Warne (Archaeology) was a student of Arabic at the start of the Arabic studies program, 
before studying abroad at American University in Cairo and working there in the museum.  
 

 

Daniel Warne examining a mummy 
while assisting with the 'Mystery of 
the Albany Mummies' exhibit at the 
Albany Institute of History and Art, 
Albany, New York, 2019. 

 
Daniel reports: "The last year has brought about a great number of changes in my life. After nearly 
a decade of teaching (anthropology, archaeology, and ancient history courses), I decided to go 
back to school and finally get my PhD, a life-long goal. It was a rough first semester figuring 
things out from my little apartment in Memphis, TN. There are six Egyptologists between two 
departments, making it one of the largest programs with two active projects in Egypt. The 
professors are wonderful, the students are friendly, and I am slowly adjusting to life as a student 
once again. I was stretched between four campuses the last couple of semesters and was absolutely 
exhausted (as much as I do love teaching) and needed a change. It was far too hard to try to research 
and work on several publications that I wanted to complete for some time.  
 
I do miss teaching and look forward to returning to my own class in the future. I had one of the 
best groups in my history of ancient Egypt course last spring and found it tragic that we had to 
transition to Zoom and Blackboard. They were working with objects in the Cazenovia collection 
just as things started shutting down and I still feel awful about it. The Kahoot worked fantastic for 
the professor I was TA-ing for this fall. The students had such fun playing the game in preparation 
for the exams. Sadly, my Arabic is not what it once was, and I will soon be reviewing. I am also 
preparing for my German and French exams, so any suggestions for aids in preparing for written 
exams are welcome. I hope you are well. Best wishes from Syracuse." Dan 
 

 
 
Alex Newby (Arabic studies, above tutoring Arabic 101 students with Chelsea Smith Quiñonez, 
Spanish & Arabic Studies) is currently living in the Philadelphia PA area working as a content 
strategist. "A content strategist is sort of a cross between a writer and a designer. I work with the 
business folks at comcast to decide how best to present content on their website - how different 
pages should connect to each other, how brand messages should flow together, etc - and then do a 
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good portion of the writing of that content. It's very engaging!" He also responds to the Modern 
Language Department's January 2020 travel course: "The Andalusia & Morocco trip sounds lovely 
- my partner and I are thinking about taking a trip to Gibraltar ourselves, once travel restrictions 
loosen up. We'd love to chat about it sometime if that plan ends up coming together!"  
 
Sadie Tomko (Arabic studies and TA for Arabic 103, French major) 
 

....  
 

These creative pages from an original composition in book form, illustrating if-clause structures 
for an Arabic class project at SUNY Potsdam, might have predicted the fact that Sadie Tomko is 
now working as an artist. She writes: "My memories of studying for my Arabic minor are the best 
I have of college. The real irony is - I ended up becoming an artist to make my living! But when I 
travel, my knowledge of Arabic broadens my horizons and keeps my interest alive. At least, it does 
when travel still existed as an option, haha!" 
 

cd ESL/TESOL ALUMNI 
 
Corrine Spencer (former SIIM in in TESL and TA in our ESL "Conversation Partners" program) 
is still teaching ESL to international students as she works on her PhD, but her hours have been 
cut during the pandemic. "With funding gone, there is no money to go to conferences and [she is] 
just floating.” 
 
Paul Capobianco graduated from SUNY Potsdam in 2011 with a SIIM in linguistics and culture 
and served as TA for the Conversation Partners program. Conversation Partners was designed to 
help incoming international students with English and adapting to American university culture, 
but it turned out to be a cultural - and sometimes language - exchange. Paul went on to obtain an 
MA in Asian Studies and a PhD in cultural anthropology. Dr. Capobianco conducted fieldwork 
with immigrant communities in Japan from various periods throughout 2013-2017 and worked for 
Hokkaido University 2019-2021. He recently relocated to Hong Kong to start a teaching position 
at Lingnan University. His current research focuses on intercultural communication and Asia’s 
diversifying demographics. He reports: "I worked in Japan for 5 years while finishing my PhD, 
and I just recently relocated to Hong Kong to start a teaching position here. I really miss Potsdam 
actually. That was a very enjoyable time for me." He has been thinking about doing a second PhD 
in Korean Studies, and reported that information to Lora Lunt to inquire about her reasons for 
having done two PhDs.  
 

cd FRENCH PROGRAM ALUMNI 
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Alex Dumouza (International Studies, French minor) reports that he is speaking both Spanish and 
some French at work to help people who are "stuck in isolation." As an undergraduate, he used to 
ask Lora Lunt to proofread the letters in French that he mailed to his grandfather in Paris. Now he 
says, "I write to my grandfather by phone now. He has upgraded!" We are all thankful for the ways 
that technology has helped us teach our classes and maintain a sense of community this past year.			
 

 
 
Rama Muhammad (International Studies major), who took a number of courses in French, 
studied abroad in England, and participated in the January 2020 travel course to Spain and 
Morocco with professors Allonah Ezro-Christy and Lora Lunt, reports as follows: " I am currently 
an intern at the UN and I absolutely love it. The photo above shows me at my internship site. I am 
so glad that I took part in going to Spain and Morocco. During these unprecedented times, I hope 
and pray for tranquility and peace. It’s so good to hear from you!" just as we are so glad to hear 
from Rama about how she is applying her studies.  
 

 
 

Josh Pilch (French minor, history major who did a translation project on materials from a French 
village studied by MJ Heisey). When we last heard from Josh in 2018, he was just finishing a 
successful student teaching semester teaching 8th grade social studies, but this year during the 
pandemic he served as a long-term high school social studies substitute with in-person and virtual 
students in August and September. His reaction: "It was... it was complicated. It was hard to 
develop any rapport with the students, lessons had to be changed to handle virtual students, and it 
was like having two classes at once when I was teaching both the virtual and in-person students. I 
was running myself ragged, really. A lot of the other teachers I talked with felt it was insanely 
difficult and that they didn’t have a lot of support from the school district. And more than a few 
teachers knew someone who just up and left teaching because they were either at risk or lived with 
someone who was." That sums up the teaching-during-COVID experience for so many educators. 
 
Vianney Mckevin Houedjissi (French minor, teaching assistant in French, Anthropology major, 
2016) has been working since graduation as a case worker in NYC while supporting his mother 
and family. He reports that he has applied to the business administration program at Adelphi 
University in Garden City, NY and is looking forward to continuing his education there starting 
fall 2021. 
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cd FACULTY NEWS       cd 
 
Mylène Catel (French) has been writing poetry on the theme of exploring "the sick unraveling 
of Being as exposed in the vicissitudes of life." What better way to make use of the confinement 
imposed by COVID 19!  
 
Allonah Ezro-Christy (French & Spanish). After 5 years of teaching with the Modern 
Language department, Allonah Ezro-Christy will be returning to the University of Georgia to 
begin work on her Ph.D. in Romance Languages. She will be focusing her studies on linguistics, 
particularly the historical and social linguistics comparing the development of Spanish, French, 
and Catalan. She’s already begun to form her dissertation committee with two faculty working 
in these areas and is excited to dive back into her research. 
 

 

Allonah with colleagues Jennifer 
Mitchell (English) & Lora Lunt 
(Modern Languages), in Chefchaouen, 
Morocco, January 2020. Allonah 
organized this successful travel course, 
kept all on track, and problem-solved 
when there were unexpected events. 

 
Bryan Hudak (Classics) reports that during the spring, third semester introductory Greek was 
offered via tutorial to three students.  Likewise, three students took an intermediate Latin poetry 
tutorial on Ovid.  
 
Lora Lunt has been working to create new WAYS courses for the general education program and 
to integrate courses in our programs into general education for credit both toward the major and 
the new requirements. The faculty workshops and weekly discussions among the WAYS 101 
Critical Thinking faculty preparing to teach a new course that is half philosophy and half content 
area in their disciplines have brought together faculty from many departments, all working on a 
common project, and provided valuable faculty development. Lunt is also working on an article to 
compare and contrast the first two Tunisian women novelists - one from a Muslim background and 
the other from a Jewish community, through two autobiographical novels. Lora is the recipient of 
a Marquis Who's Who Lifetime Achievement award, 2021. 


