
Star student travels to Moscow for international competition 
 
 
After a spectacular performance at the Illinois ACTR Olympiada of Spoken Russian in March 
2016, one talented high school student had the opportunity to travel to Russia to compete 
in an international competition with other students from across the world. Amelia Parkes is 
a homeschooled student in her senior year who has been studying Russian remotely with 
Julia Denne at the By the Onion community school for the past four years. Last spring 
Amelia took home an Outstanding Achievement Award at the Illinois Olympiada and was 
subsequently nominated for the XIV International Olympiada of Russian Language, which 
took place in Moscow in November 2016. It was Parkes’ first trip to Russia and this 
experience only deepened her desire to continue her study of Russian and to return for 
more protracted study during college. 
 
Parkes began her study of Russian language and culture in middle school, though she says 
she has loved foreign languages as long as she can remember. After years of studying 
French and Latin, she was looking to start a new language with a different alphabet. Parkes 
learned of By the Onion Sea and began lessons with Denne via Skype and the two have been 
meeting for one or two hours a week ever since. During each lesson they work on reciting 
and translating poetry, as well as more traditional grammar drills and exercises.  
  
The years of study under Denne served Parkes well at the International Olympiada, where 
she was one of five students chosen to represent the U.S. delegation in the Young Orator 
competition and received the third place prize for her speech. The Olympiada also included 
an opening ceremony in which each delegation presented about their country, a timed 
essay, an oral exam on Russian culture, and a daylong comprehensive exam.  
 
In addition to the testing, Parkes and other competing students had the opportunity to visit 
a local high school, tour Red Square, and shop for souvenirs on the Arbat. “It was truly a 
lifetime experience for me,” Parkes explained about the trip, “I had dreamed of visiting 
Russia since 9th grade…I could hardly believe it was happening when I finally got to see the 
Red Square for the first time. I was actually so excited when I saw St. Basil’s Cathedral that 
one of my teammates asked me if I was okay!”  
 
By providing opportunities for talented young students like Parkes, the Olympiada contests 
help to promote the learning of Russian language and culture among American teens. The 
competitions are organized under the auspices of the American Council of Teachers of 
Russian (ACTR) and take place in about 15 regional centers across the country. The 
international Olympiada in which Parks participated is held ever four years. The 2016 
Illinois Olympiada was a collaborative effort of the University of Chicago Center for East 
European and Russian/Eurasian Studies (CEERES) and the University of Illinois Russian, 
East European and Eurasian Center (REEEC). The event is an important outreach activity 
which supports our mission as National Resource Centers to engage and support foreign 
language and international initiatives in K-12 education. 
 



 
Russian students performed traditional dances for the Olympiada contestants. 
 

 
The U.S. delegation. Parkes is pictured second from the left.  
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