
Regional
Page 3Friday, December 28, 2012 — www.theintelligencer.com

Lavallee teaches and studies Chinese culture
China has become an economic super-

power, influencing more and more world 
events. No wonder the ability to both 
communicate with the people of China, 
and to understand Chinese culture 
has become increasingly important in 
many aspects of American politics and 
business. And while we use the word 
Chinese to describe the language, the 
fact is that there are so many languages 
and dialects that many Chinese people 
do not speak each other ’s language. 

“There are officially eight major dia-
lects in China,” said Tom Lavallee, 
an associate professor in the depart-
ment of foreign languages and liter-
ature at Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville. “Different regions in 
China have their own distinct dialect, 
and even at a finer level when you move 
from city to city within a province you’ll 
have more different kinds of emphasis 
that is placed per word.” He has experi-
enced these complexities himself. 

 “It was 1990 when I made my first 
trip to the People’s Republic of China,” 
Lavallee remembers. “I was in a bus, it was 
a summer and there were vendors selling 
watermelon. As the bus would stop and 
pick up more people, the vendors would 
come to the bus and ask people if they 
wanted to buy a watermelon.  The word 
for watermelon, as we kept going farther 
and farther away from Nanjing and into 
the mountains, the word started to change 
to the point that when we got to the moun-
tains, I knew it was watermelon but I 
didn’t know what they were saying.”

Born in Holyoke, Mass., Lavallee 
obtained two bachelor ’s degrees, 
one in Chinese and another one in 
English literature from the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, and a mas-
ter ’s degree in Chinese literature and 
doctorate in Chinese and comparative 
literature from Washington University 
in St. Louis. 

Today the most widely used dialect in 
China is Mandarin, the one used most 

often for official business and commerce.  
It is also the one taught in most schools. 
And if you don’t think it is a complex 
language, just consider that you need to 
know about 4,000 different characters just 
to be able to read a typical newspaper.

Because of the growing importance of 
China in the modern world, we see how 
the study of the language has become 
more and more popular in colleges and 

universities. But that does not mean that 
it is an easy language to learn. 

“For a lot of students it is exciting, 
and for some it’s intimidating,” said 
Lavallee. And a lot of what I do as a 
teacher is to try to reduce the intimida-
tion factor and provide them with cer-
tain sets of skills so that they can take 
what seems to be something very differ-
ent and break it down in ways that allow 

them to develop familiarity.” Lavallee 
said that the way he teaches Chinese is 
as a process, allowing students to not 
only learn the language but their own 
way of processing the language.

 “A lot of what I’m doing in the first 
year is asking them over and over again, 
‘How are you learning? What’s going 
on in your mind?’ in terms of how they 
are processing the language and try to 

identify what kind of learners they are,” 
he explained. Beyond understanding the 
language, the art of writing the Chinese 
character makes you feel that you almost 
have to become an artist to do so. 

“Yes, that is one aspect of the lan-
guage,” said Lavallee. “It really is an art 
form. In ancient times how you learned 
about another person could very well be 
done through the analysis of calligraphy. 
It exhibits the person’s character.” After 
the first semester of Chinese, Lavallee’s 
students come out with a rudimentary 
knowledge of the language.

 “We have as a goal that we are going 
to have under control at least 150 char-
acters,” he said. “Because after the first 
semester they are not only learning 
the character, they are also learning 
the Romanization system called pin-
yin. That’s the basic way to capture the 
sounds of Chinese using the Latin alpha-
bet.” As a Westerner who has been to 
China many times, Lavallee summarizes 
the major cultural differences between 
Chinese cultures and Western ones as 
complex – yet somehow familiar.

 “A lot of times when I am in China, 
places that I often visit are very 
Westernized, like Shanghai, Beijing, and 
other big cities and urban centers,” he 
said. “But if I were to isolate and maybe 
highlight differences, definitely there 
are two areas that come to my mind: 
Family and food. Those two areas are 
very fun to talk about.”

Aldemaro Romero is the Dean of the 
College of Arts and Sciences at Southern 
Illinois University Edwardsville. His show, 
“Segue,” can be heard every Sunday morn-
ing at 9 a.m. on WSIE, 88.7 FM. He can 
be reached at College_Arts_Sciences@siue.
edu.
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Dr. Tom Lavallee in Funjian Province, Tulou Historic Site.
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Showing compassion beyond his short 
years, Wyatt turned around and gave the 
prize money to his neighbors, Trisha and Jim 
Kielty, for their 2-year-old daughter Cara who 
had just weeks earlier been diagnosed with 
acute lymphocytic leukemia.  

The Intelligencer attended First Clover Leaf 
Bank’s check presentation and ran a story 
featuring Wyatt’s selfless act.  Noelle recalled 
that day.   “You guys were the only paper 
there,” she said.  “The bank had contacted the 
local TV stations and you guys were the only 
ones that showed up and were interested in 
the story at the time.  And we were so excited 
that he was going to be in a newspaper and 
he was so excited.  Then when he was on 
the front page we were like, “Oh my gosh, it 
doesn’t get much better than this.””

But that was just the beginning of what 
would be a whirlwind of media attention 
from St. Louis to as far away as Brazil, 
South America.  After the story ran in the 
Intelligencer, the national news organization 

Huffington Post ran the story on its online 
newspaper and suddenly social media and 
the Internet made Wyatt an international 
celebrity.

Noelle explained how after the Intelligencer 
story ran, the St. Louis Post Dispatch ran a 
story and St. Louis’ Fox Channel 2 called to 
visit and interview Wyatt the following day.  
“He was on that night on Channel 2 and 11.”

The next day Wyatt’s father, Jeff’s, 
great-grandmother called the family from 
Woodstock, Ill.  She said, “Why didn’t you 
tell us that Wyatt was going to be on TV?” 
Noelle recalled the conversation.  “And I said, 
“I’m sorry, he was just on a St. Louis channel 
so you wouldn’t be able to see it up there.”  
She said, “He was on our station up here five 
minutes ago.””

Noelle said that they then began hear-
ing from other people around the country, 
through mostly Facebook, that Wyatt was 
being featured on different Fox stations across 
the country.  

“It never occurred to us that it would 
go into another market.  A lot of this never 
occurred to us that it would go anywhere.  
And it kept going,” she said.  “It was just so 
funny because every time something hap-
pened we were like, well, it can’t get much 
better than this.”

But it did.  Wyatt would be interviewed by 
the ABC network, was featured on countless 
television stations, was interviewed and fea-
tured in a segment by the Brazilian television 
network GLOBOTV, and “Wyatt and Cara” 
even trended to number one in social media 
during the days of the Democratic National 
Convention no less.  “Michelle Obama was 
number three and he was above Snooki’s 
baby’s picture.  There he was at number one.  
Oh my gosh,” Noelle said in absolute amaze-
ment.

Just when they thought all the hoopla had 
died down, the Intelligencer began receiving 
dozens of cards and letters, many containing 
money, to the care of Wyatt and Cara.  The 
correspondence came from places as close as 
Champaign but also as far away as the west 
coast’s Richland, Wash., and Fresno, Calif., to 
the eastern coast of Riverhead, N.Y.  The mes-
sages inside were heartwarming and pointed 
out the incredible generosity and compassion 
of Wyatt.  Over $900 would ultimately be 
received and put into accounts for Wyatt and 
Cara at First Clover Leaf Bank.

Shortly thereafter the City of Edwardsville 
invited Wyatt to a city council meeting where 
Mayor Gary Niebur declared the day “Wyatt 
Erber Day” and presented Wyatt with a key 
to the city.  “The mayor started reading the 

proclamation to Wyatt and there was a lot 
of “whereas’es” and then all of a sudden the 
mayor said, “OK, now listen to this, this is 
pretty cool,”” Noelle recalled.  “When he got 
to the bottom part –Wyatt was standing there 
very seriously listening and all of a sudden 
you could see Wyatt’s whole face light up 
when the mayor said, “And I am proclaim-
ing today, Wyatt Erber Day.”  His whole face 
just totally lit up and then he got a key to the 
city.”

Wyatt took his key to the city to school the 
next day to share with his classmates.  “I let 
everybody feel it, and they were like 'Cool.'  I 
don’t know if it’s gold or copper,” the inquisi-
tive 8-year-old said. 

While receiving the key to the city was 
definitely a highlight of the entire experience, 
the ride to the city council meeting had to be 
the icing on the cake.  “A fire truck drove us 
there, and I got to sit in the front seat,” Wyatt 
said excitedly.

“The mayor sent a fire truck to pick up 
our family,” Noelle added referring to Jeff 
and their 7-year-old daughter, Anna.  “It was 
amazing.  The kids didn’t know it was com-
ing, but a lot of the neighbors did and there 
were people outside.  I don’t think it really 
gets much better than that for an 8-year-old 
boy.  The fire truck, the key to the city and 

having it declared Wyatt Erber Day.”
“And Cara got some flowers,” Wyatt inter-

jected as he obviously is always thinking of 
others.  “And I’m the youngest person ever to 
get a key to the city in Edwardsville.”  

The family can recount numerous funny 
stories that happened during the month or 
so of the Wyatt frenzy.  One is the fact that 
they inadvertently gave an interview to the 
National Enquirer.  The other funny story 
involved Jeff and the day that Wyatt was 
featured in the St. Louis Post Dispatch.  “I 
was on a plane at 6 a.m. out of Lambert, 
and I didn’t have a chance to stop and get 
a paper,” Jeff  recalled.  “I look over at a 
guy reading the paper and I see Wyatt 
on the front page and I’m like seriously?  
So when he was done with the paper, I 
was like, “Can I have that paper because 
my son is on there?”  And he looks at me 
crooked, like yeah right whatever – you 
can just have my old paper.  And I was like 
thank you.”  

But the proud parent wanted a copy of the 
article because they were putting a memory 
book together for Wyatt to one day look back 
and recall the month when this 8-year-old 
boy from Edwardsville showed compassion 
beyond his years and made an impact on 
people across the world.

WYATT
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 During the event over $58,000 in scholarship 
money was donated to Father McGivney to pro-

vide financial assistance to its students.  “It has 
been great to see the amount of support we have 
received from the Bob Emig Foundation and the 
community,” McGivney Principal Mike Scholz 
said. 

“Our motto here at McGivney always has been 
and will continue to be that if a child wishes to 
receive a Catholic education, money will not be 
the obstacle to making that wish come true.”

 Father McGivney eagerly awaits the kickoff of 
its athletics programs next year. 

It has already begun interviewing potential 
coaches for both boys and girls soccer and 
basketball.  Any students or parents interested 
in taking a tour of the new school or obtain-
ing more information should contact David 
Michael at david.michael@mcgivneygriffins.
com.
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Complaints can be filed with the Illinois Commerce Commission Services 
Division by phone (800)-524-0795 or online at www.illinoisattorneygen-
eral.gov/consumers/filecomplaint.html. Complaints can also be made with 
City Clerk/Collector Dennis McCraken at 692-7500 or Homefield Energy 
Customer Service at custcare@Home fieldEnergy.com or (866)-694-1262 to 
verify the legitimacy of the contacts you receive regarding the city’s electrical 
aggregation program.
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Joining members of the inaugural Father McGivney class of 2016, from left to right, are Athletic Director Henry Johnson, Principal 
Mike Scholz, and the Founders of the Bob Emig Foundation, Aaron Emig and Camille Hill-Emig.
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Southwestern Illinois College 
Adult Basic Education is giving indi-
viduals a chance for a new begin-
ning. The department will hold sev-
eral free GED classes in St. Clair and 
Madison counties in January.

The Regional Office of Education 
administers the high school equiva-
lency examinations monthly. The 
free GED preparation classes at 
SWIC are open to anyone who has 
not yet received a high school diplo-
ma.

If you have begun your GED stud-
ies, but have not yet completed your 
testing, you are encouraged to com-
plete your GED in 2013. The GED 
test is being revamped and current 
scores expire at the end of 2013.

Day classes will be held Thursday, 
Jan. 10 through Thursday, Feb. 7 
and meet Monday through Thursday 
from 9 a.m. to 12:50 p.m. Registration 
is part of each first class meeting.

The daytime GED classes will meet 
at the following locations:

Carlyle Ave.

Campus, 4950 Maryville Road

116 Church St.

College Center, 601 James R. 
Thompson Blvd.

Day classes at the Red Bud Campus, 
500 W. South Fourth St., will be held 
Thursday, Jan. 31 through Thursday, 
March 7 and meet Monday, Tuesday 
and Thursday from 9-11:50 a.m.

Evening classes will be held 
Thursday, Jan. 10 through Thursday, 
March 7 and meet Tuesdays and 
Thursdays from 6-8:50 p.m. 
Registration is part of each first class 
meeting.

The evening GED classes will meet 
at the following locations:

Carlyle Ave.

Campus, 4950 Maryville Road

Morrision Ave.
An additional evening class 

will be held at the East St. Louis 
Community College Center, 601 
James R. Thompson Blvd., Thursday, 
Jan. 10 through Thursday, March 7 
and meet Tuesdays and Thursdays 
from 5:30-8:20 p.m.

If you are interested in registering 
or for more information about GED 
classes, call 618-235-2700, ext. 5525, 
or toll free in Illinois at 866-942-SWIC 
(7942), ext. 5525.

SOLICITORS

SWIC schedules free 
GED classes in January


