
WVU's International House: 'Best secret of the dorms' 
By Casey Hofmann 
 
MORGANTOWN, W.Va. – Forty-two pairs of shoes are neatly lined up outside what is 
the arguably the most diverse living room in Morgantown. 
 
Fragments of English, French, Arabic, Chinese, Japanese and Berber piece together 
conversations about the weekend's activities as a weathered soccer ball is kicked around 
on the plush brown carpet. 
 
The lights dim, and the room suddenly quiets as Osama Alkobrish enters the room 
wearing traditional Saudi Arabian clothing. 
 
The soft glow of a PowerPoint casts shadows across the faces of students from 19 
different countries. 
 
* * * 
 
This is the magic of the International House at West Virginia University; a coed dorm 
where both international and American students live together and share the experiences 
of college life. 
 
But Resident Director Shawna Stewart explains that just a few years ago, the house was 
nothing special. The university rented it as a place to put “overflow” students, who for 
one reason or another couldn't get regular housing. 
 
Stewart's husband, David, was dean of students at the time. Along with Peter Li, director 
of the Office of International Students and Scholars, they dreamed of creating a place for 
international students to feel at home while abroad and live side-by-side with American 
students. 
 
The three-story building was perfect: one floor for 17 female students, another floor for 
20 males, and a ground floor complete with a kitchen, study lounge, and living room. 
 
After years of planning, the dream became a reality in fall 2005. 
 
* * * 
 
The International House is located on a sleepy branch of Spruce Street, nestled between 
sorority houses and Trinity Episcopal Church. Cliques of sorority girls pass casually by 
on their way to class, while churchgoers navigate through pink dogwood trees to park 
their cars across the street. 
 
It's easy to understand why they ignore the little house. Its simple, white Doric columns 
support the rusty upper balcony. Its aged, multicolored bricks reveal nothing special 
about the building. But small clues do exist for those who look: a shiny blue moped waits 



for its owner around the side of the house, and benches on the front porch are pulled at 
angles that suggest an intimacy between those who sit there. 
 
Wait long enough, and the front door will share more secrets. A tall man of African 
heritage walks out wearing a grey suit with red suede tennis shoes, followed shortly by 
another man with shaggy blond hair. They are engaged in deep conversation, and the 
blond man's accent sounds markedly Australian. 
 
Daniel Carlson, 28, has been a Resident Assistant at the International House for the past 
year. He enters the foyer on the ground floor, where the brown and turquoise paisley 
wallpaper gives the house a cozy feeling. Gentle guitar music drifts lazily down the hall. 
 
He peeks his head into the kitchen, where Ondrej Karas, an aerospace engineering 
student from the Czech Republic, is holding a bowl of oatmeal. 
 
“How's it going, man?” asks Carlson. 
 
The two have a quick conversation about flying. 
 
“Ondrej has his pilot's license,” Carlson explains later. “It's pretty cool because we have 
that in common. He's flown some of the residents over Niagara Falls a few times.” 
 
Entering the study lounge, the source of the guitar music is discovered. Juen Ren, 21, is 
perched on the arm of a large green couch, providing soft background noise for a small, 
yet diverse, group of students. 
 
“Hi, Dan!” they call in unison. 
 
Carlson takes a seat at a rustic wooden table, next to a wall covered in flags from Saudi 
Arabia, Pakistan, Estonia, Ireland, and South Korea. He says the residents like to play a 
game of who can identify the most flags hanging in the atrium of the Mountainlair. 
 
Carlson was an RA in Boreman Hall before coming to the International House – or 
“ihouse” as it's known to its inhabitants. 
 
He says being an RA here is a lot easier; typical dorm issues like alcohol, drugs, and 
overnight visitors aren't really problems. 
 
The most common complaints are noise violations and leaving dishes in the sink. 
 
* * * 
 
Stewart's family has always had a global perspective. The first four of her eight children 
were raised in Oxford, England, where they had a diverse group of playmates. When the 
family moved to Morgantown, her youngest son asked, “Why is everyone here the same 
color?” 



 
Stewart's children (and now some grandchildren) can usually be found accompanying her 
around the house, adding to the familial atmosphere. 
 
Indeed, to the students who live there, she's like a mother away from home. 
 
When the dorm closes for university holidays, her home is always open for students who 
need a place to stay in town. 
 
She keeps the pantry of the house well-stocked, and when residents want to cook a 
special recipe from their native country, she takes them shopping to find the unique 
ingredients. 
 
“Nobody ever wants to move!” she laughs, brushing a strand of light blonde hair from her 
face. 
 
She loves how the residents interact with each other. Like all students in WVU housing, 
they're required to have a meal plan, but rather than sit in the dining halls, they get their 
food to-go and bring it back to the house to eat together. 
 
The bedrooms don't have cable, so in the evenings everyone crowds around a large TV in 
the living room. Most of the time the TV is commandeered to play FIFA, a popular 
soccer video game. 
 
Every holiday for every culture represented in the house is celebrated to the fullest. This 
past St. Patrick's Day, the household ate a breakfast of green eggs, green pancakes, and 
green grapes. 
 
“We celebrate birthdays all the time,” adds Stewart. 
 
* * * 
 
Carlson's favorite thing about the house is the energy – the energy of talking, the energy 
of sharing life, the energy of the house. 
 
“Our students are participating in life to the fullest,” he says. 
 
The residents build lifelong friendships during their time here; most of them have been 
around the world visiting each other. There have even been a few marriages. 
 
Carlson tells the story of how two Australian students realized that back home they only 
lived a few blocks away from each other – even attended the same school – but had never 
met before coming to the International House. This semester, two girls from Hong Kong 
had a similar discovery. 
 
“How close did you guys live to each other in Hong Kong?” he asks one of the girls. 



 
“Ten steps,” she says, illustrating her point by stomping across the floor. 
 
Carlson laughs. 
 
“This place is the best secret of the dorms,” he says. 
 
Ren lays down his guitar and pipes in. For him, living in the house is an everyday thing, 
but stepping back, he realizes what an amazing experience it is. 
 
“For us, it's normal,” he says, “but if you think about it, it's so special.” 
 
He smiles. 
 
“Lots of stories to tell back in Hong Kong,” he adds. 
 
* * * 
 
Sunday nights are particularly special at the house. Each week highlights a different 
country, where students share a presentation about their native culture, followed by their 
favorite comfort foods. 
 
The smell of qahwa, or Arabic coffee, overwhelms the small kitchen where Stewart is 
helping the Saudi students prepare the night's meal. 
 
The coffee is served in tiny cups, without cream or sugar. Instead, dates are eaten with it 
to counter the spiciness. But despite the rich flavor, it's surprisingly weak. Alkobrish says 
he can drink around 10 cups without feeling jittery. 
 
The oven's timer dings and Stewart pulls out several large pans of kibbee (fried meat 
rolls), fatayer (layers of phyllo and chickpeas) and kabsa (a rice and meat dish). As they 
cool, she tidies up the ingredients. 
 
“I have to buy things for them... no one else knows what they are,” she laughs, putting an 
unidentifiable bottle of spices back in the cabinet. 
 
A group of English, American, Czech, Jordanian, and Moroccan students gather eagerly 
around the feast, loading their plates high before finding a table together. 
 
Not much time passes before the food disappears, and Alkobrish asks Carlson to try on 
his keffiyeh. Excitedly, Carlson hops up and the room giggles as they watch Alkobrish 
form the traditional headdress from a red and white scarf. 
 
Carlson wears it the rest of the evening. 
 
“A world view is so invaluable,” he says. “Most Americans don't have a world view – 



they have a U.S. view.” 
 
Stewart loves how supportive the students are of each other, and how they focus on their 
similarities, rather than their differences. 
 
“The core goodness of each individual is what we all have in common,” she says. 
 
It's getting late, and the room slowly empties amid talk of homework and early classes. 
There are only a few weeks left before the International House closes for the summer 
break. 
 
“When it's time to go,” says Stewart, “there are so many tears.” 
 
 
 
 


