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One day, a little mouse sees a little house in the middle of the woods. No one 

lives there, so he decides to move in. Over time, he is joined by a frog, then a rabbit, 

then a fox, then a wolf, until the little house is fairly bursting with occupants. Last of 

all, they are joined by a very big bear. The big bear tries to squeeze through the door 

but can’t fit, so he tries to get up on the roof and the whole thing collapses. Not to 

worry though! The whole gang works together to rebuild the house, but this time it’s 

bigger and better. All the animals fit in together and live happily ever after. 

Yes, this is a fairy tale. It is the Russian fairy tale of the teremok (little wooden 

house). I’ve been reading a lot about Russia these days. I have had a personal interest 

reading news about the current situation between Russia and Ukraine. One of my 

students comes from a small town in Russia very close to the southern border of 

Ukraine. She is worried about her parents there. More worrisome is that her husband 

has family in Ukraine. She doesn’t know what will happen to them. I am reminded 

every day that the people I read about in the news or see in videos on the internet are 

not strangers on a distant planet. These are just regular folks who take their kids to 

school in the morning, or visit their grandparents on the weekend, go to the office at 9 

or work the register at a local shop. I have my own connection to Russia, too. My 

father’s parents fled Hungary after World War II to escape Soviet rule. My father was 

the first Gyarfas born in America. 

You may have students from Russia or Ukraine as well or other troubled areas 

in the world, like Afghanistan or Venezuela. Many people come to the US from many 

areas, fleeing violence or economic hardship. They, or their children, end up in our 

classrooms. What do we do when we are faced with students from such backgrounds? 

Do we acknowledge the past or present crisis and potentially open fresh wounds? Do 

we ignore reality and stick to the curriculum? Do we attempt to connect with our 

students on a personal level and encourage them to connect with one 

another?  However we manage it, we must first and foremost welcome all. Tread 

lightly. Open our hearts. Listen. We might fear the big bear bringing the house down 

but if we work together, everyone can fit in. 
 


