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By Natalia Ciesielska
No, it’s pronounced, “Che-

Shel-Ska!”   As a person with 
a Polish last name, I’m used 
to the mispronunciation that 
comes with it. I wait for teach-
ers to read the attendance and 
I’m used to the pause when they 
get to my name.  My friends and 
I smile as the teachers mumble 
through it and then look up and 
ask me hopefully, “Was that 
close?” and I just shake my 
head. 

I have gone through most of 
my school years with teachers 
and students repeatedly asking 
me, “So how do you pronounce 
your last name again?” And 
when I respond, they request, 
“Say it again!” I say my name 
bit by bit as students try to re-
peat it correctly, with much dif-
ficulty. 

The attention that comes 
with being the student with 
the crazy last name is nice, but 
sometimes I wish they could 
get it right, just once. Though 
it’s certainly not intentional, I 
feel humiliated when my cul-
ture is assaulted.

I’m proud of my beautiful 
ten-letter long last name- a 
name that I couldn’t quite 
spell on my own until I sat 
down in third grade and taught 
it to myself letter by letter.

People with hard-to-spell 
and hard-to-pronounce last 
names are hard to forget. Del-
bar Mamedzade (Muh-Mehd-
Zah-Deh), ‘13, said that the 
benefits of having a tricky last 
name are that “it’s unique, and 
you will be picked out of the 
crowd with a name like that.” 

Although Mamedzade her-
self is Azerbaijani, her last name 
is Persian and means, “Son of.” 
Unfortunately for Mamedzade, 
“There has never been one per-
son in my life who is not Az-
eri and who has pronounced 
my name correctly.” But she 
emphasizes that she is “quite” 
used to the mispronunciation. 
However, “mispronouncing 

my name 
is like mis-
p r o n o u n c -
ing me,” she 
said. 

R i c h a r d 
N g u y e n , 
‘13 feels 
similarly to 
Mamedzade 
and also 
agrees that 
it may be 
harder to for-
get people 
who have in-
triguing last 
names, but 
he is a little 
more relaxed about the issue. 
His last name, Nguyen (Noo-
Yin), is pronounced with a si-
lent ‘g’, although most people 
don’t know it. 

Nguyen said that he is also 
used to the mispronunciation, 
because he knows it’s not a 
typical or easy Asian name 
such as Li or Chen which are 
more common and easier to 
pronounce. He doesn’t get mad 
at people when they mispro-
nounce his name,“but I might 
roll my eyes,” he said.

When asked if most of his 
friends can pronounce his last 
name correctly, “Yes – most of 
the time,” he said. Nguyen ex-
plained that usually the people 
who pronounce his name cor-
rectly have heard the name be-
fore, and that’s why many of 
his teachers get it right. It’s the 
people who haven’t met him 
before or have never heard the 
name who mispronounce it.

Mamedzade said, “Your 
name is who you are, and 
people can never get it quite 
right.” She recalls how in first 
grade her teachers and peers 
had a class just on how to pro-
nounce her name and how to 
spell it correctly. Although it 
might be irritating sometimes 
when people can’t pronounce 
it, she still loves her name.

Nguyen said, just as 

Mamedzade did, that he 
wouldn’t change his last name; 
he’s happy with it, because “my 
name is who I am.”

ARHS Social Studies teach-
er Christopher Gould is known 
for taking special interest in 
the names of his students. “I 
like to make an instant connec-
tion with people when I meet 
them, so having some sense of 
a name’s history allows that to 
happen,” he said. “I decided 
to pay attention to names and 
I tried to take a mental note or 
two about them when I began 
teaching. It has helped my un-
derstanding of language and 
culture while revealing un-
usual themes about family and 
parents.”

Mr. Gould finds that, “the 
trickiest names are those that 
have changed over the years 
for one reason or another. 
They are harder to trace and 
often reflect a family’s quick 
decisions rather than a cultural 
path.” 

Although some people may 
complain about their ridiculous-
ly long or hard to pronounce 
last name, some things can be 
quite beneficial. It might be a 
name that is hard to forget and 
that grabs people’s attention. Or 
it might simply be a name that 
reflects who you are and your 
own culture and background.

By Talia Levy
The Masonic Lodge is, 

“almost like the Leaky Caul-
dron,” said Maya Karpovich, 
’14, referencing a pub from 
the Harry Potter Series. 

My first contra dance, 
which began at 7:30 on a 
Wednesday night, imme-
diately wrenched me out 
of the dull fog that is the 
middle of the week. Upon 
entry, an 83-year-old man 
asked Karpovich to dance 
the Swedish Polka with him.

The peculiar couple pol-
kaed as the band warmed up. 
The band for the night con-
sisted of ARHS science teach-
er Jim Fownes playing the 
keyboard, his daughter Kath-
leen Fownes, ’12 playing the 
fiddle, and a guest musician 
playing the guitar. The regu-
lar attendees ranged from the 
83 –year-old contra dancing 
expert, to the talented and 
friendly UMass student Fe-
lix Alfonso, who didn’t stop 
smiling and laughing for the 
entire duration of the dance. 

As the first dance com-
menced, an old-fashioned 
country tune rang through 
the open room, and we be-
gan to move across the floor, 
swinging from one partner to 
the next. The people became 
familiar, and soon we were 
all smiling and laughing and 
repeating the dance sequence 
dozens of times, the move-
ments becoming ingrained.

Karpovich was intro-
duced to contra dancing by 
her parents when she was 
around seven years old. “The 
only thing the people have 
in common is that they love 
to dance, or they want to 
learn how,” said Karpovich. 

“You’re basically thrown 
from one person to the next,” 
said Karpovich. “It’s cha-
os, but controlled chaos.” 
She stated that the mood 
was infectious, and ev-

eryone is always smiling. 
The New England form 

of contra dances are partner 
dances where you switch 
partners every song. By the 
end of a contra it is common 
to have danced with almost 
every person in the room.

No special outfit that is re-
quired for a contra dance, but 
many, both men and women,  
tend to lean towards long 
lightweight skirts, which 
look nice during spins and 
twirls. Many contra danc-
ers dance barefoot, but soft 
soled shoes also work well.

As the dance started, the 
caller for the night, a young 
woman with cherry red hair, 
approached the small stage 
and took the microphone off 
its stand. She told the less 
experienced dancers to find 
more experienced partners, 
and told us the steps that we 
would use in the first dance. 

The older people loved 
to show the younger people 
just how much they knew 
about contra dancing, with 
advice like, “lean back into 
it,” and, “that spin needs 
to fit into four counts.”

Alfonso says the contra 
dancing crowd feels almost 
like a family. People are 
friendly and accepting, and 
attendees range from young 
kids to elderly men and 
women. The only real con-
nectors between these people 
are their interests. “Most 
of the time I find people 
who are very artistic, very 
into music,” said Alfonso.

At the end of our talk 
I asked Alfonso if he had 
learned anything from con-
tra dancing, anything that he 
could apply to the rest of his 
life. “I learned how to flow,” 
said Alfonso, “like water.” 
As I said my goodbyes and 
got ready to leave, I decided 
that I would most definite-
ly return next Wednesday.

Dancing with strangers

Mr. Gould enjoys making a connection to his 
students with their last names.
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Students explore local Contra scene

Last names reflect 
students’ backgrounds


