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 6,795, the number of miles away from home. 18, the amount of hours of travel to get 

back. 1, the number of people like Yuchen Gao, 22, from Beijing, China. 

 Gao stands 6 feet, 4 inches tall. He can be seen wearing athletic shorts and sandals just 

about every day. Gao goes by his American name Kevin, a name he said he gave himself in 

honor of his favorite basketball player, Kevin Garnett.  

 "I decided to have my transfer semester studying in Oklahoma State University, in fall 

2015 ... I just wanted to go abroad to get a bigger view on the world and broaden my horizon," 

Gao said. 

 Gao is unlike most international residents in the U.S. His American best friend Michael 

Vestal, 22, has never met anyone like him. 

 "We had this virtual stock exchange project where we get a certain amount of money 

allocated to us and we are to distribute that money between different stocks, mutual funds and all 

this different stuff. We had a two week practice period and within the first day, Kevin took all 

$500,000 of our money and invested it in Twitter, I was like, who decides to do something like 

that?" 

 Vestal said Gao is able to be so successful because of his charisma and intelligence. 

Gao's ability to analyze situations and adapt accordingly have enabled him to have great success.  

 Gao first established himself as a prominent figure and made an impression on members 

of the Stillwater community at the annual Mr. and Mrs. International pageant in November, 

2015. 

 "First I played a piece of music from Titanic with my Clarinet, which I can just pick up 

and play, the song I played was 'My Heart Will Go On, which I think helped me because it is 



sensitive to people,'" Gao said. "I tried to showcase my speaking ability when answering 

questions and showing how I can build up my community by being Mr. International, last but not 

least, I am confident, so it is not so difficult for me." 

 Gao's personality has two sides. One is his traditional side, because he cares much about 

his traditional Chinese culture and preserving it. On the other side he is outgoing  and friendly 

with people and attempts to broaden his horizon.  

 "It's kind of double personality," Gao said. "Sometimes I'm very conservative, sometimes 

I'm very outgoing and want to show off." 

 Vestal has experienced both sides of Gao and continues to learn more about him each 

day, he said. Something interesting Vestal noticed about Gao is how nonchalantly he discusses 

his life experiences. 

 "I mean this guy has been in a movie," Vestal said. "There is a two hour Chinese movie 

on YouTube that Kevin stars in, he has also spoken at Cambridge University." 

 On top of everything else, Gao had a decent acting career in China, but gave it up to 

study at OSU. At only 22, Gao has seen more of the world than many will in their lives. 

 "I've been to the United Kingdom, Thailand, Korea and Japan," Gao said. "I went to 

Japan in 2002 to watch the world cup, in 2014 I studied for two weeks in Cambridge as well as 

traveling around Edinburgh, Scotland." 

 Experiencing life outside of his home country is important to Gao because he has seen a 

general loss of traditional Chinese culture in China because of the open door policy, he said. 

 "The foreign cultures came in and we spend more time on them than our own culture," 

Gao said. "It's kind of a tragedy, I just feel bad if our culture is losing, that is why I liked Japan 

so much because they have held on to their culture, which came from Chinese culture." 



 The desire to experience culture is what brought him to the U.S., Gao said. The ability to 

so quickly adapt to and thrive in any sort of environment is what has allowed Gao to be so 

successful.  

 Gao talked to and interacted with as many people as he could to get the best 

understanding of the U.S so he would know what to expect. 

 "I watched a lot of TV series and listened to pop songs, I think those are the things 

Americans use to express themselves in a native way ... my favorite show is Breaking Bad, the 

acting and drama is so good. I also learned a lot about drugs, which was cool." 

 Although Gao hasn't seen his family since summer and won't again until Christmas, he 

hasn't struggled with homesickness because it is important for him that he experience life on his 

own. His favorite way to do this is by cooking traditional Chinese cuisine. 

 Gao prides himself on maintaining a healthy lifestyle, he tries to go to the Colvin every 

day. Although he loves America, he has noticed that the food isn't that healthy, and prepares 

everything he eats from scratch using ingredients from Crepe Myrtle Asian Market, a small 

international grocery store on Lewis street. He combines fresh vegetables, Asian noodles, meat 

and traditional Asian sauces to create healthy meals. 

 "My mother is a great cook and always made healthy traditional food," Gao said. "She 

taught me a lot and now  I do it for myself." 

 Kevin's polarizing personality and ability to make people feel comfortable as allowed 

him to make a lot of friends and establish connections in the U.S. 

 Tim Huff is the advisor for the International Student Organization and recognizes the 

differences present in Gao. 



 "First and foremost, his stature, his size, he is a really big guy by Asian standards," Huff 

said. "He also has a very loud voice that carries very well and is great for public speaking, he is 

also very extroverted. Traditional Asian cultures are way more introverted and not as gregarious 

as he is ... he's not afraid to jump in and get it all over him if you will. The guy really enjoys 

being exposed to something new and something different." 

 Gao has left an impact on Huff because of his ability to adapt and improvise in clutch 

situations. In particular, Huff expressed a situation that occurred at OSU's Culture Night. 

 "We are on stage ready to give the awards and Kevin is on stage, he had been the emcee 

all night and had done a really great job," Huff said. "We're up there getting ready to give out the 

grand prize and Kevin looks over to me and asks if I'm ready to read off the card. I didn't have 

my glasses at the time so I couldn't read it, so I told Kevin to read it and I'll hand out the award. 

Kevin stops right there and turns to the audience and says 'Tim Huff has refused to read the 

winners,' the audience starts laughing and he is just great in the moment and a really funny guy."   

 Similarly to Huff, Gao has made an impression on other young international Stillwater 

residents because of his electric personality. 

 Jooyoung Kwak is from China has worked closely with Kevin all year. 

 "He just has so much energy and confidence ... he was one of the rare Asian participants 

in ISO, he is not like a native English speaker, but he practiced really hard to get where he is," 

Kwak said. 

 Gao worked closely with Kwaka during the Mr. International pageant and Culture Night.  

  

 Raghav Nargotra also met Gao through the ISO and learned quickly the type of person he 

is. 



  "The first thing I remember about him was during his Mr. International competition, the 

first thing everyone had to do was dance, then introduce yourself, everyone was kind of shy and 

scared, but as soon as Kevin came on, his enthusiasm and excitement you could feel that he was 

capable of a lot," 

 Gao has made the most of his time in Stillwater, a place he says he loves because of how 

quiet and peaceful it is. He has the whole world in front of him and after he leaves Stillwater in 

two years with his degree, he plans to return one day and retire here. 

 "I just love it here so much," Gao said. "I see myself working here in the U.S. after 

school, eventually, I want to return to Stillwater and spend the rest of my life here." 

  

  

  


