
In 2004, I decided to apply for a Fulbright Scholarship. 
I was not familiar with the process, so I visited with 
another faculty member, researched the website, and 
found what I thought was a good match for a teaching 
and lecturing opportunity in the field of Entrepreneurship 
at the University of Tirana in Albania. I chose Albania 
because I felt it was a good match for what I considered 
my three-fold mission for this Fulbright and Teaching 
Fellowship. The first was the opportunity to spread 
the spirit of entrepreneurship and free enterprise in a 
former communist country. I also wanted to implement 
different teaching methods rather than what was referred 
to as the “Russian Method of teaching,” which consisted 
mostly of reading and memorizing facts. I wanted them 
to experience more of a discussion and student centered 
experience in the classroom. Secondly, I wanted our family 
to participate in some humanitarian efforts. We received 
some training from the church to be short-term welfare 
specialists. We were also invited to assist LDS employment 
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by teaching some of the career workshops and helping 
couple missionaries with humanitarian projects. Third, we 
wanted the opportunity to share the gospel with the people 
of Albania and, if the opportunity presented itself, with my 
students. 

We knew very little about Albania. From what we 
read and were told, it was a country that had struggled 
to improve economically after fifty years of oppressive 
communist rule that ended in 1991.  I was excited that I 
would not only get to teach, but my family as well, would 
be able to learn and grow along side me, by participating 
in various ways in this threefold mission as you will see in 
some of the personal experiences that will follow.  

The Fulbright Scholarship involves a lengthy process 
of filling out applications and going through the different 
rounds to get accepted, but finally we were notified that 
we had been awarded one of the teaching positions for fall 
semester.  We received some financial assistance from the 
scholarship and were invited back to Washington D.C. for 
some additional instruction and training.  

Prior to starting our Fulbright teaching experience 
in Albania, my wife and I, along with our four children, 
traveled for 6 weeks, camping throughout Europe. It was 
an amazing experience. We traveled to several different 
countries in Western and Eastern Europe. In 2005, GPS 
was relatively new, so we just used maps. We found 
ourselves stopping many times to ask others for directions. 
To this day, we can’t imagine how we got around to all 
those different countries and places. On reflection of this 
experience our daughter Diana wrote, 

“Our trip was an amazing learning experience for me and 

I feel that I have changed for the better. Walking along 

the streets of Venice, taking a Hungarian bath in Hungry, 

braving White Night in Rome, freezing in Belgrade, 

eating with Bedouins in the Sinai, are things I will never 

forget. Now I see everything with a different perspective. 

One of my favorite quotes from Patricia Schultz about 

travel states, ‘Travel changes us, sometimes superficially, 

sometimes profoundly. It is a classroom without walls. 

With travel, our minds become more curious, our  

hearts more powerful, and our spirits more joyous. And 

once the mind is stretched like that, it can never return 

P E R S P E C T I V E  |  2 7



to its original state.’ After exploring so many different 

countries, who could not come back with a different 

perspective and a deeper appreciation for America?”

 We finally ended up in Rome, where we dropped off 
our van and unpacked all our luggage and camping gear. 
What a site we were as we sat on a curbside at the Rome 
airport waiting for our taxi to come and pick us up. We 
managed to pile into two taxes with our luggage and all of 
our belongings stuffed all around us. We were headed to 
the train station to take us to the port city of Bari where 
we would catch a ferry to Durres, Albania. From there 
we had made arrangements to meet a contact we had 
made, Ardian Cuka, and the sister missionaries.  It was an 
overnight ferry and when we arrived the next morning, 
we got some help carrying our luggage outside the port to 

where we thought we would meet our contacts, but no one 
was there. We felt helpless with four children and all of our 
luggage, in a city and country we knew very little about.  
On top of that, no one we met could speak English and we 
didn’t speak Albanian. 

Most tourists to Albania come in through the airport. It 
was much cheaper coming in the way we did, by ferry, so 
this was an unusual way for foreigners to enter Albania. 
They didn’t know what to do with us.  I was able to borrow 
a phone so I called the mission home. The first thing out of 
my mouth was, “We need help!” Well help did finally come. 
After about an hour, we saw two angels; sister missionaries 
that came to our aid and finally put us in contact with 
Ardian Cuka, who become our friend, tour guide, and 
support while we were in Albania.  
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Eventually we made it to the capital city of Tirana, 
Albania, and settled into a small, one bedroom apartment 
that we rented from a member. I settled in to my daily 
responsibilities of preparing for my classes, walking to the 
university and teaching two different night classes in their 
Masters in Business Administration program in Marketing 
and Organizational Behavior. I was originally supposed to 
teach some classes in Entrepreneurship, but the university 
changed my assignment at the last minute. That created 
some interesting challenges for me, especially since all the 
material I had brought was to teach Entrepreneurship. Like 
most foreign experiences though, you just learn to adjust 
and adapt. 

We also took the opportunity on the weekends with 
our friend and guide, Ardian Cuka, to visit some of the 
many unique places in Albania as well as the surrounding 
countries. Albania has a unique heritage and history 
with many fascinating places to visit. So off we went to 
an ancient castle in the center of Saranda, to Greek and 
Roman ruins in Apolonia, a medieval city in Berat, and 
the Greek Roman and Byzantine cities in Durres. We also 
visited the National Gallery of Art containing 400 icons 
dating from the 12th and 18th century. We had no idea that 
Albania was so rich in antiquities. 

We did not know what to expect, spending four months 
living in Albania. A fellow Fulbright described it this way, 

“I knew Albania would be rough going. After all, the 

country had been the most isolated in Europe—perhaps 

the world –during 50 years of the most oppressive form 

of communism under Enver Hoxha. Albania was one of 

the poorest countries in Europe.  I expected the worst, 

an economy in shambles, people out of work, and a 

country with laws that didn’t work. I’d read that the 

Albania in transition was ‘held hostage to a collection 

of traffickers, mobsters, hustlers, money launderers 

and politicians who were bent on corruption.’  Even the 

State Department put Albania on the ‘No Travel’ list. So 

I expected the wild, wild, West. Just the way America 

once was in the beginning.” 

Well, fortunately things had changed quite a lot from 
what she described when we arrived in Albania. And as 
I write this, it has been 9 ½ years since we lived there, so 
I am sure things have changed quite a bit. We found that 
Tirana, the capital city of Albania, was lively, energetic, 
and crowded. There were many sidewalk cafes filled with 
people drinking coffee. There were little shops everywhere 
selling all sorts of things. The traffic was crazy; you took 
your own life into your hands when you tried to cross the 
street. Then there were the colors of the various buildings. 
Mayor Edi Rama decided to brighten the city from the 
old gray drab cement buildings to reds, purples, canary 
yellow, and green. It was exciting to be in a new part of the 
world, but it definitely had its challenges. I was invited to 
write two editorials addressing challenges that we noticed; 
littering and a proposal to put gambling in a community 
center. In addition to these challenges, there are always 
difficulties living in an economically challenged country. 
Our daughter, Diana, described facing some of these 
difficulties in the following way: 

“I still remember that awful sound of the electricity and 

heat going out and then the question, when would it 

ever come back on again? “Duam Drita,” was written in 

graffiti on many walls in the city. It means “Give us light.” 

When we first arrived in Albania, we had no electricity 

for 4 hours of the day. Then one day they turned it off an 

hour earlier and soon it was an hour earlier than that. It 

would also go off and on whenever at random periods 
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of time. There was no real schedule we could depend 

on. It got to where we were without electricity for up to 

10 hours a day.  I remember the challenge of walking up 

4 flights of stairs in pitch black, studying by candle light, 

cooking meals on a camp stove, huddling in blankets 

to keep warm. We certainly learned to appreciate the 

blessing of electricity. The words to a poem we had 

memorized came to us often, “God please forgive me 

when I whine. I’m blessed indeed, the world is mine.”  

Our twelve year-old son, Jared, described his perspective in 
this way:

“I often saw people missing limbs--an arm or a leg and I 

remember one man in particular who sat on the street 

corner without any legs. The whole experience was 

foreign to me-- walking along the busy streets passing 

half ruined buildings that seemed to echo the painful 

cry from years of communism, the chanting coming 

every few hours from the Muslim mosques reminding 

Albanians of the call to prayer, the sidewalk curbs 

lined with hundreds of people selling almost anything 

just to survive. To be quite frank, I was frightened and 

shocked by the cultural differences. My eyes were 

opened to another world and I could never return to 

who I once was. Sadness overwhelmed me at times 

as I saw the struggles of many of the Albanian people. 

I had never seen the confused and lost look of orphan 

children, running in the streets, begging for money, with 

no apparent home. I had never witnessed such deep 

distress until I observed an old man who sat on the 

sidewalk hour after hour, and day after day, patiently 

waiting for anyone to come by and pay a few cents to 

get weighed on an old scale. But more importantly, as I 

had the chance to meet and even visit with the Albanian 

people, I had never felt such love and humility coming 

from people who seemed to be suffering so immensely.” 



An unusual opportunity presented itself to our 18 year-old 
daughter, Rachel. She was invited to have an experience of 
serving as a full-time missionary. She related  
the following: 

“While we were working on the logistics of getting 

settled into Albania, I was approached by President 

Clayton, who was at that time presiding over the 

Tirana, Albanian Mission and asked if I would consider 

serving a possible mission, helping with a three-sister 

companionship. This would help them not to have 

to close one of the mission areas. President Clayton 

asked me to pray about it. I felt strongly that this 

was the right thing to do, that it would increase my 

confidence, strengthen my testimony, and develop my 

communication skills, even though I did not know the 

language. As an off-track student at BYU-Idaho,  

I knew a big part of my education experience was to 

increase both my secular and spiritual knowledge and 

to become a better disciple of Jesus Christ. I accepted 

this opportunity with gladness and some trepidation, not 

knowing the language.”

She had a wonderful 2-month mission and grew to love 
the Albanian people in a whole different way as she helped 
to teach and serve them. The Lord had other plans for 
Rachel as well.  When she turned 21, she put in her mission 
papers and to her surprise, as well as ours, she was called 
back to be a full-time missionary to the Albania, Tirana 
Mission. The 2-month mission ended up being a great 
preparation for her future, full-time mission.  

We all had some wonderful humanitarian opportunities 
while in Albania as well. My wife and children helped serve 
at a soup kitchen, worked at an orphanage and helped in 
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a Christian library. My oldest son, David, and I helped to 
construct dormitories for youth camps for an organization 
called “Help for Albania.” We assisted Ardian Cuka, who 
was at that time the District Employment Specialist, to 
teach the LDS Career Employment Workshops at various 
universities. We coordinated with the local Rotary Club 
to help purchase wheelchairs for an LDS humanitarian 
project, working in conjunction with LDS couple 
missionaries who were serving in Albania. We also were 
blessed to participate in the church’s district celebration 
of the Prophet Joseph Smith as part of the District 
Conference. Along with the Albanian saints, we sang songs 
of praise to the Prophet Joseph Smith singing “Sa e bu kur 
es mon jesi”, “Oh how lovely was the morning…”  As we 
participated in this program, we could see how the stone 
was rolling forth without hands as the prophet Daniel had 
prophesied it would. The church was quickly growing in 
this country that had been under the oppressive hand of 
communism for over 50 years. The church had only been 
in Albania for a few short years and now there were four 
branches in the capital city of Tirana as well as 3 branches 
in other parts of the country. Now, in recent years, a new 
stake has been created, fulfilling the dream of many saints 
and missionaries who have served in this country. Truly we 
can see how Daniel’s prophecy is coming to pass.  

Along with the unique opportunities we had of doing 
missionary work and humanitarian service in Albania, our 
son, David, while spending time with us in Albania, went 
on a two week Habitat for Humanity build in Romania 
as part of a construction management internship. In his 
words he relates the following:

“The project consisted of building four different homes, 

each of which a family had been selected for. These 

families had to commit to putting a certain amount of 

time in helping Habitat build their new homes. When a 

Habitat volunteer group starts on a project, they don’t 

build a home from start to finish. We were the last 

group to work on these homes in Comanesti. We spent 

most of our time painting, putting in wood floors, and 

mudding sheet rock. It made me very appreciative of the 

technology that we have in America. For example, they 

had very few power tools. There was no going down 
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“Travel does change us, 
sometimes superficially, 
sometimes profoundly.  It is 
indeed a classroom  
without walls.”

to the lumberyard and picking up some studs or other 

material; it was all cut and made right on the site. Every 

nail that was used was hand driven. The most rewarding 

part of being the last group on the job site was being 

able to attend the dedication of the homes and turn 

them over to the new owners. We spent a few hours 

making signs with each family’s name so they could 

hang them over the front door of their new homes. Then 

we listened as the local priest blessed the homes. We 

then expressed to the families our gratitude for letting us 

be part of their lives and sharing their country and town 

with us. It was so exciting to see the children running 

through their homes and the joy in their parent’s eyes.”

We appreciate so much the opportunity of traveling 
to this wonderful part of the world. The blessing of 
meeting and getting to know the amazing people of 
Albania as well as visiting other parts of Europe cannot 
be adequately expressed. We have been blessed to have 
two Teaching Fellowships while at BYU-Idaho over these 
last 17 years.  Our second teaching fellowship was a living 
and teaching Entrepreneurship experience in China 
with our two youngest children. One of our fondest, yet 
most challenging memories, was spending three days at 
a Buddhist Monastery where they taught us some basic 
Tai Chi and Kung Fu. That’s another story for another 
time. Yes, when it is all said and done, “Travel does change 
us, sometimes superficially, sometimes profoundly.  It is 
indeed a classroom without walls.” t


