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‘Three Cups’ author Mortenson to visit this
week
STUDENTS
LEARN
ANOTHER
CULTURE, ONE CUP OF TEA AT A TIME
By AARON BURKHALTER
Staff Writer
n Aaron Burkhalter can be reached
at 360-416-2141 or aburkhalter@ skagitpublishing.com. Follow him on Twitter at www.twitter.com/schools_
svh.

BOW — Sixth-graders with steaming hot cups of tea have a hard time keeping focused.
At Edison Elementary School on Friday, students filled up mugs of black tea, chai tea, orange tea or raspberry.
Some spilled their sugary, creamy concoctions on their desks. Others made faces while slurping the slightly bitter
beverage for the first time.
Olivia Nilsen, 12, of Edison didn’t like her tea but displayed it carefully on her desk, in a china cup her family
brought from Norway.
Their teacher, Heidi Herder, had the kids bring tea for a discussion on the student edition of “Three Cups of Tea,” a
book about humanitarian Greg Mortenson’s efforts to build schools.
Mortenson is speaking at Skagit Valley College on Thursday evening. Before the sold-out event, he’ll meet with
students from across the county at Mount Vernon High School to discuss his work building schools for villages in
Afghanistan and Pakistan county adjusted their curricula to include the book.
Herder is talking with students about relationships, education and gender. Seventh-grade teacher Janis Swanson
at Cascade Middle School is using the book as a tool for writing exercises.
On Friday, Herder wanted students to understand the book was about getting to know each other through the
Central Asia Institute. — sitting and listening through
Mortenson, a three-time Nobel Peace Prize nominee, has spent his career promoting peace in Central Asia by
educating children — young girls in particular.
Students in Skagit County received thousands of copies of his book from an anonymous donor at the beginning of
the school year. Spurred by similar donations, teachers across the three cups of tea.
Mortenson once received some advice from a Pakistani man. Haji Ali of Korphe told Mortenson to slow down and
get to know the villagers. It would take three cups of tea, Ali had said — one as strangers, one as friends and finally
one as family. Herder’s students heard the book’s message, but the meaning took time to sink in. One boy forced
down three cups of tea in a row so he could be “family” right away.
Kensington Lang, 11, prodded another student to drink his tea quickly, otherwise they’d never be friends.
“We have to drink it right now!” Land said. “We’re still strangers!”
When they sat down and talked about the book, however, students started to get the message.
“It’s kind of weird how kids are these days,” said Ali Lester, 12. “They care so much about how they look or what
they wear. In Pakistan, they wear what they have.”
Lester was amazed she took her education for granted. The children described in Mortenson’s book started out
doing addition by drawing with sticks in the dirt.
Swanson’s students at Cascade Middle School gained a better understanding about life in Pakistan.
Kortni Amundson, 12, said she thought Pakistan was just a war zone. She changed her mind when she heard the
philosophy about sitting down for tea.
“I thought that was really cool that they had that,” she said. “I didn’t think it was anything like that when I started
reading.”
When she sees Mortenson on Thursday, Amundson hopes she can learn more about why he has taken on his
work even though it meant living out of a car for a short time in the United States and being kidnapped briefly in
Afghanistan.
“Some people would just blow it off, say they were going to do it and not do it,” Amundson said.
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Aaron Burkhalter / Skagit Valley Herald
Ariana Zebold, 12, of Bow, drinks tea at Edison Elementary School Thursday. She and her classmates are
reading “Three Cups of Tea” by Greg Mortenson, who is speaking at Skagit Valley College on Thursday.
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Aaron Burkhalter / Skagit Valley Herald
Olivia Nilson, 12, of Edison brought a silver tea service and a Norwegian teacup Friday to Edison Elementary
School to drink tea with her classmates. The students are reading “Three Cups of Tea” by Greg Mortenson, who is
speaking at Skagit Valley College on Thursday.
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