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Quick Flashback:  A selection of thought provoking, funny, and insightful posts from Allegheny 

College students in the Spring 2009 Study Abroad/Study Away programs.

BLOG ASSIGNMENT QUESTIONS: 

PREPARING FOR THE JOURNEY: Describe two cultural “facts” that you have learned in researching your host 

culture and tell us where you got this information. How has this knowledge influenced your expectations of your 

new “home?”

PERSONAL MAPPING: What have you noticed about people around you in your new “home?” Tell us a story 

drawing from some point of difference (e.g. mode of communication, non-verbal expressions, physical appearance, 

language, age, etc.) that has made you aware of “seeing” your self differently in your new surroundings.

CULTURE TRADE: Having spent some time in your surroundings, what have you introduced your hosts to as 

part of your unique “home” culture (could be national culture or regional culture)? In exchange, what have you 

learned that is non-touristy, and involves deeper interactions with people who live in the place you are visiting?

REFLECTING ON EXPERIENCE: After reading the section on journaling, think about one particular experience 

you have had in your host culture that has made you think back to it often, because it spurred some new learning 

or consciousness. Please describe this experience, and tell us what reflections it evoked.

A PICTURE IS WORTH A THOUSAND WORDS: In this blog entry, please take a picture of an object that is unique 

to the place you are in, and talk about what it signifies that is unique to that culture. It could be a material object, 

or something from popular culture, or a building, or even a local “character.”

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION: Please inform your reader about two examples of new communication 

styles (verbal and/or non-verbal) that you had to become accustomed to in your new setting, and what these 

reveal about the value system of the culture you are in?

EXL 300
Cross Cultural Learning: Theory and Practice

Professor Ishita Sinha-Roy
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BLOG ASSIGNMENT QUESTIONS (Contd.):

YOUTHSCAPES: As you prepare to leave your host site/country, can you reflect on what you, as a young 

person, would take from this experience to inform the perspectives of other young people back home? Why 

should (and should they?) students travel to sites other than their own college, for an educational experience?

SOCIAL CHANGE: Please describe and reflect on a particular example of youth citizenship in action in your 

host culture. By this, I mean an example of young people, like you, taking the initiative to create some social 

program or change that benefits the community at large.

COMING HOME: As you prepare to leave your host site/country, can you reflect on how you have fulfilled the 

role of either Allegheny College ambassador, American ambassador, or both? What did this entail, and what 

were some of the challenges of fulfilling this role.

PREPARING FOR THE 

JOURNEY:

One can type in "England" and 

"culture" into Google and come 

up with thousands of websites. 

I'm not certain, however, if that 

was the type of culture I wanted 

to read about. Fortunately, I 

have a few helpful contacts that 

have given me some 

information that will be useful 

in my home away from home. 

For one, according to a 

professor at the University (who 

shall not be named for his own 

safety, of course), English 

students at Lancaster University 

do not study. Well, at least will 

never admit to studying. Yet, 

magically perhaps, they pass 

their exams and manage to 

graduate despite their clear 

reluctance to read and study 

their books. Of course they 

must study, but I find this 

information rather telling for 

understanding the English 

culture. Unlike United States 

students, who talk and 

complain about their work and 

how much they studied, wrote, 

or read (myself included in this 

number), English students 

perhaps are not vocal about 

how much they work because 

the American idea of working 

hard equals success isn't as 

prevalent there. Once again, this 

might be the professor's opinion 

rather than what goes on 

among the students, but I'll 

have hopefully many 

opportunities to find this out for 

myself. (Robin Sencenbach, 

Britain)
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In a few short months, my 

journey to Australia and my 

semester at James Cook 

University will finally begin 

and I will come face to face 

with a new and different 

culture. In preparation for my 

semester abroad, I have spent 

some time researching the 

unique Australian culture that I 

will be immersed in and have 

stumbled upon a few facts that 

stick out to me as a future 

international student that have 

influenced my expectations for 

my Australian experience. The 

first cultural fact I have come 

across is that of language in 

Australia. Although I am well 

aware that the main language 

spoken in Australia is English 

and this is one of the reasons I 

chose to study here in the first 

place, online research, 

including previous Study 

Abroad student blogs, as well 

as exposure to a New Zealand 

professor have brought my 

attention to the difference in 

accent and dialect of English in 

Australia. Prior to my research, 

I took comfort in the fact that I 

would be studying in a culture 

that speaks English and 

expected that this would help 

me adjust to my new 

surroundings and lessen the 

culture shock that I would 

surely experience. Having read 

various sources and having 

been exposed to a professor 

with a similar accent, however, 

I expect my experience with 

language in Australia will not 

be as simple as I anticipated. It 

is through this research that I 

have become aware of how 

different the same language 

can be in various cultures and 

that a language barrier exists 

between the US and Australia, 

making communication and 

simply understanding what 

others say very challenging 

components of this new 

culture. (Betsy Zirpoli, Australia)

In reading about Spain in my 

student handbook, I have 

learned a little about how their 

eating habits differ from ours 

in the United States. Unlike the 

United States, where dinner is 

usually between 5:00 and 

7:00pm and is our largest, most 

important meal of the day, in 

Spain, dinner is much later and 

much less significant. In Spain, 

they do not eat dinner until 

around 10:00pm, and it is 

usually a small meal. Instead, 

lunch is their most important, 

largest meal and is usually 

served around 3:00pm. This is 

going to be an adjustment for 

me mostly because my body 

has become accustomed to 

eating a certain amount at 

certain times of the day. 

Therefore, this is a change I am 
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...expecting to have to adjust to 

during my first few weeks 

abroad. Another thing I have 

learned from reading my 

student handbook is that in 

Spain, the people are much 

more thrifty with electricity 

than we tend to be in the 

United States. Even if you 

leave the room for one minute, 

the light is expected to be shut 

off. Also, the people try and 

minimize their use of hair tools 

that use electricity, like blow 

dryers and hair straighteners. 

This is going to be a big 

adjustment too just because of 

formed habits. I will admit, I 

blow dry and straighten my 

hair every day. It will be hard 

to try and change that. I want 

to make a conscious effort to be 

as thrifty with the electricity as 

they are and be respectful of 

this cultural rule. I would hate 

to anger or frustrate my host 

family in any way for 

something so simple as turning 

a light off when I leave a room. 

This is another cultural rule I 

am expecting to adjust to as 

quickly and easy as possible 

upon my arrival to Spain. 

(Ashley Miller, Spain)

Germans have lots of laws that 

would seem pretty strange to 

most Americans. For example, 

in Germany you aren't allowed 

to name your newborn 

anything deemed too weird, 

like "Blümchen" (flower) or 

Mstislav without applying for 

the ability to name this child 

something along the lines of 

the aforementioned. Of course, 

typically German names like 

Jan, Katarina, Jochen, Janina, or 

Wolfgang are totally kosher. 

But if you want to name your 

German-born baby Trinh or 

Moonshine, you better make 

sure the authorities are okay 

with it too. On the other hand, 

some laws are pretty lax. 

Apparently, if you're carrying 

less than 2 grams of marijuana, 

you probably won't be arrested 

or even fined, but your 

marijuana will be confiscated. 

You can drink alcohol in your 

car and on the street. Certain 

arbitrary freedoms are 

regulated by laws, while 

people caught with marijuana 

may receive a slap on the wrist. 

There is no capital punishment 

in Germany. It seems that to 

compensate for this lack of 

severe punishments, 

lawmakers have preferred the 

regulation of such minor 

issues. I guess I should watch 

my step while in Germany - 

who knows what laws I will 

unwittingly break? (Matthew 

Neckelmann, Germany)
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Recently, I have invested in a 

book called "Kenya" published 

by the Lonely Planet series, 

which gives a nice insight into 

cultural perspectives. Two 

elements that I found to be 

relevant, engaging and 

influential on my trip are 

education and appropriate 

dress wear. I wanted to learn 

about the education system of 

my host country and what that 

could essentially mean for me. 

Literacy rates in Kenya are 

around 79%, which the authors 

explain is remarkably high 

considering that everyone has 

to pay for school education. 

Fees at secondary schools are 

expensive and competitive 

places for most Kenyans. The 

desire to get an education isn't 

compulsory but the motivation 

to get an education is huge, 

even impoverished students 

dress in uniforms. I'm 

particularly interested in 

interacting with my host family 

and other students to exchange 

perspective on education. I feel 

like I value my education as an 

American student but that it 

was never really a burden or a 

struggle to attend school. Also, 

sometimes students let down 

their appearance for class, 

which leads into my next topic. 

(Rachel Poole, Kenya)

 My month at home has been 

comprised of saving up money 

for my trip, buying plane 

tickets, and talking to those 

that have been to Australia 

through Allegheny. I still have 

a several weeks until I depart 

from the United States and 

arrive in a city within the 

Tropic of Capricorn. During 

my two decades of life, I have 

yet to break the domestic 

barrier of the United States. I 

have been to Canada yet I 

rarely consider this foreign 

travel due to the fact that I 

could literally look over 

Niagara Falls and see the New 

York State. If you do want to 

say that my visit was 

technically to another country, I 

still have not set foot on 

another continent. Even 

though all oceans are 

technically connected, I also 

have yet to swim in an ocean 

besides the Atlantic or a sea for 

that matter. (Zachery Honess, 

Australia)
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PERSONAL MAPPING:

My journey to Kenya has not 

actually begun yet but over 

the next week I will be 

without internet access while 

beginning the orientation 

phase. The realization of 

leaving for three months has 

finally set in as I begin to 

think of things as "this is my 

last American dinner" or my 

"last shower" before I leave. I 

am very excited to leave the 

comfort of Allegheny College 

and my country behind for a 

new experience. One of the 

aspects that I am most 

excited/nervous about is 

learning a new language. I 

will be studying Swahili for 

my stay in Nairobi. The 

classroom phase only last two 

months but I will have the 

opportunity to live with two 

different host families and 

practice my new language. I 

feel like this experience will 

give me an extra edge in 

becoming familiar with the 

culture because I am trying to 

assimilate my self with the 

locals and not be a mere 

observer. Kenyans do speak 

English and it is more 

common in urban settings so 

my language skills will be 

useful when traveling to my 

rural homestay. I have never 

been to a place where learning 

another language would be so 

crucial to communicating. 

Last summer in India I had 

the opportunity to practice 

some basic Hindi phrases but 

learning Swahili will be a new 

experience for me. I want to 

learn the language and be 

challenged for what I can 

make of my study abroad 

experience. Learning a new 

language will allow me to 

gain confidence in my new 

surroundings because I will 

be working towards my goal 

of communicating with 

Kenyans in native tongue. In 

the end I hope the locals will 

respect me more when I speak 

in Swahili. (Rachel Poole, 

Kenya)

A college student is a college 

student is a college student--

or so I have always thought. 

In fact, judging by physical 

appearance and fashion, it 

would be difficult to 

determine whether I was an 

American student or an 

English student just by 

looking at me. Then I open 

my mouth and it becomes 

quite clear that I am not 

English. Perhaps one of the 

most disorienting aspects of 
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...studying in the UK is the 

English accent. Of course I 

anticipated that most people I 

would be attending classes 

with and talking to would have 

a British accent. However, I did 

not think of my own reaction to 

this. On one of my first days of 

classes, I was sitting in a lecture 

room comprised of nearly all 

British students. As they were 

already acquainted with one 

another, they were talking 

together. Strangely, I didn't feel 

as though I was the only 

"normal" speaker in the room 

but rather quite the opposite. 

Perhaps years of being 

interested in English history 

and literature has given me the 

overly glorified impression of 

the English and the English 

language. But my own 

American accent felt jarring 

and out of place, as though I 

was a barbarian invading a 

very cultured classroom. 

This feeling repeated itself 

when I was talking to my 

fellow hall mates, all of whom 

are natives of the UK. 

Although they never gave me 

an impression of their 

superiority over me, I felt 

instantly self-conscious about 

my voice, how I spoke, and the 

phrases I used. Of course, I 

mentally acknowledge that my 

self-consciousness is 

ridiculous, that my American 

accent denotes that I am 

different, not inferior. But I still 

find myself naturally softening 

my voice, as though I'm 

worried about speaking too 

loudly and being characterized 

as a brash, loud American. 

Thankfully, in my second week 

of classes, I've felt more 

comfortable in the midst of the 

prevalent English accent and 

speaking among them. 

However, as I hear myself 

speak, even now, I still hear 

how different I sound from 

everyone else. While I certainly 

will not adopt an accent (from 

any region in the UK) not my 

own, I hope to adjust to the 

point where I am satisfied with 

hearing myself speak again. 

(Robin Sencenbach, Britain)

The difference that has had the 

most effect on me in terms of 

how I see myself in my new 

surroundings would have to be 

the fashion in England. While 

this may sound materialistic, it 

has become quite clear that the 

English use fashion as a 

deliberate means of self-

expression, leaving me feeling 

quite plain and I guess, 

American. At Allegheny, it is 

quite typical to enter your 

classroom and see half your 

peers in sweatpants and the 

other half in jeans. At 

Lancaster, it is much more 

typical to see perhaps half of 

your peers in jeans and the 

other half in dresses or some 

other form of stylish clothing. 
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...It is quite atypical to see 

someone here wearing a 

sweatshirt, and it seems only 

acceptable to wear sweatpants 

when going to or from the 

gym. While this change in style 

was quite shocking at first, as I 

wished I had known this before 

I packed, it was also quite 

exhilarating. While everyone 

certainly puts more effort into 

his or her appearance here, you 

will be hard-pressed to find 

someone wearing the same 

thing as someone else. 

Everyone has a unique style, 

and a lot of the outfits I've seen 

(and even begun to wear) I 

know would stick out in 

Meadville, and probably be 

mocked. (Sarah Kropp, Britain)

Being at Duke Marine Lab is 

very similar to Allegheny in 

many ways. I mean we are all 

College kids. The more 

rewarding aspects of the Lab 

would have to be the closeness. 

We all eat dinner together. 

When we go out we go as a 

group or if we stay in we just 

hang out. However, with close 

proximity, other challenges 

present themselves. Challenges 

like personal time. For me, I 

enjoy getting out and having 

time to myself. To solve this 

problem I have found a perfect 

running route, which ends at a 

beautiful beach. I run everyday 

and it is a great way to collect 

my thoughts. (Amanda 

Schworm, Duke Marine Lab)

After a full day of traveling by 

train to Newark International 

and then by plane to London 

and Barcelona, I finally arrived 

in Sevilla. However, in 

Barcelona, I had quite the 

language immersion with a 

friend where we had to use our 

entire vocabulary to try to find 

her luggage, which was lost. 

Listening and comprehending 

native Spanish speakers is 

difficult enough at the pace 

that they speak at, but when 

you throw in all the Spanish 

dialects which I am not used to 

it becomes very interesting. 

You can truly begin to 

appreciate how slow our 

professors at Allegheny talk to 

help us fully understand 

everything they say. However 

the guy at baggage did not 

slow down. My host mother 

here is absolutely wonderful 

but at times the el accento 

sevillano from Andalucia is 

very had to understand. This 

dialect of Spanish, like French, 

has lost its s sounds (en 

Spanish “ese” is the sound of 

the letter s) so words like siesta 

or fiesta (pronounced here as 

ieta and fieta) sound 
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...completely different. It took 

me 20 minutes one day at 

lunch to figure out that we 

were discussing the siesta and 

not some obscure thing I knew 

nothing about. Another 

observation of mine is that a 

formality such as a handshake 

or a kiss on both cheeks is 

almost always expected when 

you greet someone that you 

know where ever you are and 

whatever you are doing and 

when you leave them, whether 

you are male or female 

greeting either of the sexes. 

The last observation is the 

passion I have seen in the 

people for each other, for their 

sports, and for their political 

views, which we do not even 

comprehend in the U.S. Of this 

subject I will discuss 

thoroughly and in depth for 

my next blog since I think the 

context of the question is more 

appropriate. (Benjamin Eyers, 

Spain)

CULTURE TRADE:
Since I am living in 

Washington, D.C. there are not 

any national cultures things 

that I can share with my fellow 

peers. However, I was able to 

share Steeler Nation on Super 

Bowl Sunday. A few other 

Pittsburghers and I dressed 

completely in black and gold. 

Most of the people here did not 

care about what team won and 

others just hated the Steelers. 

As you know from Allegheny, 

Steelers fans are very serious 

when it comes to football. We 

had a small party in one of our 

rooms. One of the guests was 

from France, so we explained 

the game to him and I’m sure 

he left knowing that Steelers 

fans are very passionate. It was 

interesting to watch everyone’s 

reactions as I was screaming at 

the television. Most of the 

looks were of confusion. They 

were probably thought I was 

insane. Everyone there 

experienced Steeler Nation first 

hand. One of the things I 

learned that wasn’t a touristy 

observation was that 

Washington is all about 

making “appearances” and 

getting reelected. Appearances 

are in quotes because most of 

the time it is an illusion. One of 

our speakers talked to my class 

about his job working for a 

Senator. He told us a story 

about the Senator asking him 

to complete the job at that 

morning’s breakfast. Confused 

he asked another in his office 

what the Senator meant. He 

meant that when you pick up 
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...your name tag as you enter 

the breakfast simultaneously 

with your other hand pick the 

Senator’s name tag. That way it 

“appears” that the Senator had 

attended the breakfast when 

the staff looks over the name 

tags left at the end of the event. 

By “appearing” at the 

breakfast, it also shows that the 

Senator cares about the event 

and will gain him votes in the 

next election. (Megan McNally, 

Washington D.C.)

Because of the location and 

schedule of the institution here, 

I haven't really had the 

opportunity for any kind of 

cultural exchange with the 

Costa Ricans much beyond the 

superficial. However, yesterday 

the center director explained to 

us a crucial nuance of Tico 

culture. By nature and by 

custom, Costa Ricans are not 

confrontational. Since the last 

draft of their constitution in 

1948, the army has been 

officially abolished, for 

example. This avoidance goes 

beyond diplomacy, however, 

and extends into every aspect 

of traditional Tico social 

behavior. Quite literally, they 

can't say no. If you ask them a 

question or somehow impose 

yourself, they won't directly 

turn you down, simply to 

avoid being perceived as rude. 

What usually follows is a 

strange duel of half answers 

that are made even more 

complicated by the language 

barrier. As a foreigner, you 

eventually learn that if you 

walk away feeling confused 

about why a local basically 

ignored your question in favor 

of a more positive, but 

altogether unhelpful answer, 

the answer was probably no or 

something negative. 

(Christopher Wagner, Costa Rica)

My studies in Kenya are quite 

different than Allegheny in 

numerous ways. I spend six 

hours a day in class however 

the academic portion is ending 

in two weeks to make way for 

my internship. A few weeks 

ago I went to the University of 

Nairobi Library to collect 

materials for my three term 

papers and was shocked at the 

quality of research available. 

There was not a single 

computer for use and the 

limited books were twenty 

years old. I found this to be a 

frustrating experience because 

I am use to organization and 

quality materials. The students 

nonetheless had their papers to 

write but were without the 

access to information that I am 

used to. This was the first time 

I realized that some schools do 

not have the appropriate 

funding to furnish a library. 

The experience reminded me 

that I am an outsider and that 



ALLEGHENY COLLEGE	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 SPRING 2009

11

...students in Kenya must 

work twice as hard for their 

research. I respect the 

students for making the most 

out of limited resources and 

now I am more appreciative 

for what Allegheny has to 

offer. (Rachel Poole, Kenya)

Though I have only recently 

arrived in Australia, I have 

picked up on one very 

interesting difference between 

American university students 

and those I am currently 

studying with. This 

realization did not come 

about as a result of a singular 

experience, but from many 

experiences linked together. 

University students here at 

James Cook seem significantly 

more worldly and adult than 

students back in the USA. 

Perhaps this is because JCU is 

a relatively good university, 

or because, unlike in the USA, 

only the more successful high 

school students continue on to 

higher education. Regardless, 

my peers know an incredible 

amount about their country’s 

politics, economics, 

healthcare, etc. I often find 

myself embarrassed about 

how little I know about how 

my own country functions, 

and even more embarrassed 

when my new companions 

know more about some aspect 

of the USA than I do. 

I have never been interested 

in politics or the inner 

workings of American society, 

but I find that I am now 

inspired to learn more about 

what is going on back home, 

even if it is just so that I can 

contribute to conversation at 

the dinner table. (Emily 

Thornton, Australia)

REFLECTING ON 

EXPERIENCE:

I have only been in China for 

about a week and classes have 

only just begun today, thus I 

do not have many experiences 

for me to reflect upon. Despite 

my lack of skills in literacy in 

the Chinese language, it 

seems that I blend in with the 

people in Beijing well enough 

that I am never labeled as a 

foreigner. This has gotten me 

strange looks when I find 

myself asking people to help 

me read signs and posts or 

walking around the nearby 

supermarket in circles for 

extremely long periods of 

time searching for every day 

things that was in front of me 

all along. I have also had the 

unique experience of 

somehow blazing through the 
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...registration process while it 

took other similar students 

hours of waiting on various 

lines. Unfortunately, the speed 

of my registration also meant 

that I didn't receive notices on 

orientation (which I apparently 

accidentally skipped) or when I 

was getting tested on my 

placement in Chinese (I ended 

up hunting down a teacher/

professor). Fitting in this well in 

what I suppose would be 

considered a foreign country for 

now is a bit strange, but fully 

appreciated. When I visited 

Taiwan with my father a few 

years ago, we stayed with 

relatives and family friends, it 

was known among them that I 

was a foreigner, that I was an 

ABC (American Born Chinese) 

and was treated as such (ex. Oh 

my! You can speak Chinese!). 

However, here I am seen as just 

another Chinese person (who 

might be a trifle touched in the 

head). (Jennifer Yin, China)

D.C. offers many exciting 

experiences for me to draw 

inspiration from. There are 

people from all different walks 

of life, all different cultures, 

coexisting in this city. However, 

if I had to choose one event that 

I continuously think back to and 

that continuously affects me, I 

would choose January 20, 

2009…Inauguration Day. On this 

day, not only did I get to witness 

history being made but I also 

was able to witness the beauty 

of community. Inauguration Day 

was a crazy day. Not only were 

there millions of extra people in 

the city, but also all of these 

extra millions were on the 

metro. Traveling on that day 

became an adventure, and I was 

convinced that the long lines 

and packed metro cars would 

create a mob of monsters. 

Thankfully I found that just the 

opposite happened. People were 

helpful and considerate and 

supportive. When I was packed 

like a sardine into a metro car, 

instead of hearing complaints 

and grievances, I heard words of 

friendship and support. One 

specific instance sticks out the 

most for me. I overheard a 

Washingtonian explaining to a 

man from Moscow and a 

woman and her son from 

California the ins-and-outs of 

the metro and of the city, which 

stop to get off at and which 

streets to stay away from. He 

ended up getting off the train 

with them and helping them all 

figure out where to go so that 

they wouldn't get lost and 

would be able to experience the 
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...event fully. This event serves 

as a reminder to me that 

through sharing experiences 

and uniting for a common 

purpose, people form 

communities. Waiting in line, 

traveling on the metro, 

huddling for warmth, all of 

these experiences brought out 

the best in people. This reality 

encourages me as I meet new 

people, explore the city, and 

have new experiences. (Rebecca 

Simko, Washington D.C.)

I knew before coming to 

Mexico that the culture would 

be extremely different. I wasn't 

worried about going through 

culture shock because I figured 

I was prepared enough for the 

changes. Nevertheless, after 

about a month of being here, I 

was very frustrated with the 

differences in culture, even 

though I knew I shouldn't be. I 

tried to think of ways in which 

the inefficient culture of 

Mexico had benefits over my 

home culture but it was not 

working. One day, I was 

walking with my tray of food 

and did not see a group of 

Mexicans standing in the 

doorway of the cafeteria 

having a conversation. This act 

symbolized the whole 

inefficiency and 

disorganization of the country. 

I bumped into one of them and 

spilled my soup on him. The 

group of people laughed and 

introduced themselves and we 

actually all became friends. It 

was from this experience I 

realized how much more at 

ease with everything they are 

compared to me. This culture 

doesn't mind waiting in long 

lines or not having things done 

as quickly as possible because 

they love life and are in no 

rush to get it over with. They 

converse on stairs or in 

entranceways because they 

don't mind running into people 

they know (or do not know) 

and striking up a conversation. 

I can now see that this culture 

is so friendly relaxed. They do 

not stress about little things 

such as bad service or 

complicated processes, because 

they honestly don't care. If you 

embrace that part, the 

differences will not matter as 

much because you will not be 

as stressed out. This experience 

has helped me come to terms 

with the differences in a good 

way and am now starting to 

enjoy life here a lot more than I 

was. (Greg King, Mexico)

During my time in Spain so far, 

I have had many experiences 

that have taught me a lot about 

the language and culture, but 

also myself and cultural 
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...awareness. One experience 

that I have had here in 

particular, has taught me 

about cultural awareness and 

about myself, and that is their 

form of greetings and their 

differences in regard to 

personal space. When I first 

met my intercambio, I 

extended my hand for a 

handshake. I figured out very 

quickly that I had made the 

wrong move by the look on 

her face. She shook my hand, 

understanding that I was used 

to a different form of greeting, 

but she also explained to me 

that in Spain, you greet 

someone with a kiss on each 

cheek. As we proceeded to 

talk, I noticed that she seemed 

uncomfortably close to me. In 

Spain, the amount of personal 

space given when talking to 

someone is significantly less 

than the arm's length rule in 

the United States. 

Something so small taught me 

a great deal about cultural 

awareness. I felt badly when I 

greeted my intercambio 

incorrectly, and I felt like I had 

been disrespectful. We were 

able to laugh about it together, 

but I still felt that I should 

have done the appropriate 

thing. I knew about the two 

kiss greeting beforehand, but 

it was still very early in the 

semester, and it wasn't 

something that I thought 

about much. Now, whenever I 

meet someone, I keep in mind 

the cultural differences, and 

greet them appropriately. I 

believe that making that 

mistake was the first step that 

I needed to take in order to 

become more culturally 

aware. (Ashley Miller, Spain) 

A PICTURE IS WORTH A 

THOUSAND WORDS:

My picture that best captures 

my experience thus far would 

be a painting of Obama on the 

side of a house in Nakuru, 

Kenya. The message is 

inviting because it makes me 

feel welcome in my new 

country. Images of Obama are 

everywhere and people seem 

willing to discuss politics. I 

find the election of Obama to 

be a good starting point when 

I meet Kenyans. There is 

excitement on both ends of 

the conversation because 

people believe this is a new 
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...era for the U.S. and the world. 

I have a lot of faith that our 

new president will take pride in 

rebuilding the image of the 

country. Obama may be the 

president of the U.S. but 

Kenyans also take pride that his 

father was a native. People 

come up to me in various 

places such as the supermarket 

or at the post office and say, 

"Welcome to Obama Country." 

It makes me feel good inside 

knowing that Kenyans respect 

my president and country. 

Obama on the side of a house 

represents more than an 

election but rather the 

meaningful relations and 

experiences that are behind the 

image. The sight or mention of 

name makes many people 

smile. I would like my friends 

and family back home to know 

that we have the support of the 

rest of the world. The election 

of Obama was special because 

of his origin but also because it 

was another peaceful transition 

of power. Places like Kenya and 

the rest of the world do not 

always witness good transitions 

with governmental positions. 

For instance, last spring the 

MSID program was closed due 

to post election violence. This 

shows that I live in a country 

that is fortunate enough to have 

peaceful transitions. I would 

want other Americans to know 

how respected we are for 

civility. (Rachel Poole, Kenya)

This is a pub here in Lancaster 

called Merchants. It's been 

around since 1688. The nifty 

thing is, it is entirely 

underground! That's right, 

those vines growing on the 

outside of the small portion of 

brick are actually real. 

Merchants used to be a wine 

cellar, but it was converted into 

a small, quaint little pub not 

long after the original place 

burned down (at least that was 

the story I heard). In any case, 

this little place has been a part 

of Lancaster for a long, long 

time and I have never seen 

anything like this before! As 

soon as you walk in you are 

met with a curved roof, low 

lighting and only two rooms to 

eat in, along with the main 

room which houses the bar. It's 

a very nice place and the staff is 

wonderfully friendly- it was 

actually my very first pub and 

they made it a great experience! 

But it is just so different! How 

many places in the states can 

boast something like this? 

(Jenna Levitski, Britain)
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Uncle Rusty explaining the 

significance of the cave paintings 

above us, while making string 

from a native plant. The 

paintings, representing several 

dreaming stories of Uncle 

Rusty's Aboriginal community, 

are at least 4-5,000 years old. A 

thousand words is an 

understatement. Last weekend, 

my Indigenous Studies class 

went on a field trip with Mr. 

Rusty Butler (Uncle Rusty), a 

local Aboriginal fellow, so that 

he could share some of the 

knowledge of his culture with 

us. Indigenous culture in 

Australia is incredibly rich, 

though most people, even 

Australian citizens, know little 

about it. We had a rare 

opportunity to accompany Uncle 

Rusty around his people's land 

and learn the uses of native 

plants and animals, and the 

significance of ancient dreaming 

stories and cave paintings. Not 

all Indigenous people are the 

same, though mainstream 

Australian tourism companies 

often portray them as such. 

Uncle Rusty's community is 

native to an island off of the 

northeast coast of Australia, but 

originally dwelled on the Great 

Barrier Reef, years ago when sea 

level was lower. Indigenous 

Australians have been on this 

continent for tens of thousands 

of years, making them one of (if 

not) the oldest cultures on Earth. 

They have a very rich oral 

history, passing their stories 

down from generation to 

generation for millennia. We 

were very fortunate, as aliens to 

this culture, to have Uncle Rusty 

share the stories of his ancestors 

with us. After our all day 

excursion, we had been given a 

glimpse into Indigenous culture 

that very few outsiders ever 

experience. (Emily Thornton, 

Australia)

Two weeks ago I went by train to 

Cordoba from Sevilla, where I 

visited this castle in a nearby 

village. For me, the castle 

represents the strong, deep, and 

ancient history of Spain, which is 

not documented as well in the 

United States at this time. The 

castle was the strong hold of 

Pedro the Cruel and my favorite 

thing I have seen to date in 

Spain. The eight towers and the 

strategic position on the ridge 

overlooking the valley made me 

think of its historic significance 

in the past. (Benjamin Eyer, Spain)
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In 1912, the American 

Government received Cherry 

Blossom tree seeds from the 

Mayor of Tokyo to establish a 

good relationship between the 

two countries. The First seeds 

were planted near the Tidal 

Basin in North Platonic Park. 

The blooming of the cherry 

trees has since remained a 

cultural festival to the people 

of Washington, as well as other 

Americans in the States. The 

cherry Blossom festival is 

celebrated early April. The 

festival is a unique celebration 

to Washingtonians, since it 

brings families and friends 

together. It is a two-week 

celebration, marked with races 

and cultural activities. These 

activities are organized to bring 

awareness to both Asian and 

American cultures. The 

celebration attracts thousands 

of people both from the District 

of Columbia area and from 

other parts of the world. This 

celebration means a lot to both 

American and Asian people all 

over the world, but most 

importantly to the American 

government and the Asian 

government. I am glad to be in 

Washington to experience the 

celebration of this historic 

festival. (Edayatu Lamtey, 

Washington D.C.)

The photo that I am using for 

this entry is one of the Virgin of 

Guadalupe. It is the most 

venerated icon in all of Mexico. 

This specific photo was taken 

of a shrine in the parking lot of 

the supermarket but there are 

many shrines just like this one 

all over the city of Queretaro 

(and the country). I have seen 

them in gas stations, drug 

stores, on public busses, in 

homes, on the side of highways 

etc. According to the Mexican 

catholic tradition, she appeared 

in the 16th century to a man 

named Juan Diego and asked 

for a church to be built in her 

honor. When the Bishop asked 

for proof, roses from his native 

home in Spain grew where it 

was impossible for roses to 

grow and an image of the 

Virgin of Guadalupe was 

imprinted on the robe Juan 

Diego was wearing. This 

occurrence rapidly spread the 

Catholic religion through 

Mexico and today Mexico is 

90% Catholic. Also, throughout 

history, the icon of the Virgin 

has been transformed into a 

symbol of Mexican nationalism 
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...and pride. During the war of 

independence, for example, 

rebel leaders shouted "death to 

the Spaniards and long live the 

Virgin of Guadalupe!" In 

today's culture, the icon and 

the story are taken very 

seriously. You do not tell a 

Mexican that the story of the 

Virgin is silly or ridiculous 

unless you are looking for a 

fight. I have heard also heard 

people in Mexico say that they 

have long since lost their faith 

in the Catholic Church but they 

will never lose faith in the 

Virgin of Guadalupe. It is a 

symbol that unites all of 

Mexico. It is very interesting 

because I don't think in the 

United States we have a 

symbol that is venerated to this 

existent. It shows that in some 

ways Mexico has more 

nationalism than we do. For 

example, the American flag is 

probably the most important 

symbol in America yet there are 

people who burn the flag to 

because they have the right to 

or to prove a point about 

politics etc. I don't think it 

would be acceptable under any 

circumstances to deface a 

shrine of the Virgin. (Greg King, 

Mexico)

INTERCULTURAL 

COMMUNICATION:

Learning to communicate in 

India has probably been the 

most trying part of my 

experience. Since I stepped off 

the plane I have been aware of 

the language barrier that many 

people told me “wouldn’t be 

that big of a problem.” Even 

when translated sometimes it is 

difficult to understand the 

meaning of what was said. The 

verbal communication isn’t the 

only problem; there are plenty 

of non-verbal cues that one 

must be aware of. One that I 

was warned of before I left was 

the “left hand rule.” In most 

parts of the country the use of 

toilet paper just isn’t feasible. 

So that duty is reserved for 

your left hand, making your 

right hand the one that is clean, 

“non-polluted” and 

appropriate to use for things 

like eating or receiving things. 

This rule gets confusing though 

because while you’re eating 

with your right hand you 

should not touch food on 

serving plates with that hand, 

since you’ve been putting it in 

your mouth. So then you 

should grab say another piece 

of bread with your left hand. I 

didn’t catch onto that part of 

the rule right away and I was 

incredibly embarrassed after 

handing someone a piece of 
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...bread with my right hand 

during dinner. Then everyone 

stared at me the man who 

received the bread making a 

gesture to God so that it would 

be ok. (Caitlin O’Neill, India)

When you go to a sit-down 

restaurant in the U.S., you are 

given your bill when you're 

finished eating, sometimes 

before you're finished with your 

meal. The French never do this, 

as they consider that idea rude, 

and they feel that this concept is 

a means of pushing the 

customer out the door. In 

France, when you are finished 

with your meal at a sit-down 

restaurant, you go up to the 

counter to pay your bill. They 

do not "kick you out" to get 

more customers to sit at your 

table. The French feel that you 

bought something to eat at their 

restaurant, and you are entitled 

to take as long as you want to 

eat, stay there and eat at your 

own pace and never feel rushed 

because the place is getting too 

busy. (Bryan Kramer, France)

In every culture and community 

there are different forms of 

communication that must be 

learned and observed. 

Washington, D.C. is no different. 

The communication system in 

D.C. is highly reflective of the 

professional and driven nature 

of this city. While taking the 

metro, it is an unspoken yet 

well-known practice to stand on 

the right and walk on the left 

when using the escalator. If you 

do not observe this protocol, 

you are automatically labeled a 

tourist, or as someone who is 

unfamiliar with the cultural 

communication of the city. 

Another observed and 

unspoken communication 

within the D.C. culture is visible 

in the metro cars. No one 

speaks. There is very little 

communication and discussion 

among passengers. When there 

is speaking, it must be hushed; 

vibrant, animated discussion is 

frowned upon as it may upset or 

distract other passengers. After 

living in D.C. for almost four 

months, I consider myself fluent 

in the cultural language of the 

city. And I have found it to be a 

very individualistic language 

that dissuades people from 

reaching out to each other. 

Every now and then, 

pedestrians may exchange nods 

or hellos, but the overreaching 

cultural protocol is to remain in 

your own bubble and to not 

distract others from their 

responsibilities. (Rebecca Simko, 

Washington D.C.)
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When communicating in Costa 

Rica, one always has to 

remember to “quedar bien,” 

that is, literally to keep well or 

essentially to avoid any form of 

confrontation or potential 

insult. Culturally, people here 

are very sensitive. Here people 

an almost compulsive urge to 

gossip about you, their family 

and essentially anyone within 

their extensive sphere of 

community contacts, but the 

American style of sarcasm and 

poking fun doesn’t exactly 

translate and is received poorly 

to varying degrees. The aim, 

instead, is to do or say things 

that make others feel 

uncomfortable or embarrassed 

in as hilarious a way as 

possible. Basically, the idea is 

to be slightly obnoxious or 

clever and make the target 

blush. Humor is something 

that has taken me awhile to 

really work through. Jokes in 

general don´t translate well, 

and with the language barrier 

it’s sometimes very difficult to 

figure out exactly what a 

person means. (Christopher 

Wagner, Costa Rica)

YOUTHSCAPES:

On a class field trip to the 

Shekhawati region of Rajasthan 

one of the taxis taking us there 

lost a wheel. It didn’t get a 

flat…the entire wheel flew off. 

Somehow the car made it to the 

side of the road and 

immediately a whole group of 

people showed up, one 

retrieved the wheel and 

everyone was trying to help. In 

the end everything was fixed 

and we continued on our way, 

thanks to the help of a group of 

complete strangers. Then there 

was the time I was taking the 

bus from Jaipur to Bhikampura 

alone. I was at the bus stop 

waiting for the bus that was 

supposed to come at 4:00 pm 

and it was now 4:30. I was 

getting pretty nervous because 

no one at the bus stop really 

spoke English and I was afraid 

that maybe I had made a 

mistake. Luckily the men 

sitting next to me asked me 

where I was going and not only 

knew the village but the NGO 

that I was specifically going to. 

They reassured me that the bus 

was coming and even made 

sure when it came that I had a 

good seat and that the bus 

driver knew where I was 

going. I think every experience 

I’ve had on a bus in India has 

been like that, a friendly 

stranger lends a helping hand. 

Now I’m not saying all Indians 

are friendly towards strangers 

or that this is a trait that is 

specific to India. And many of 

the instances may have only 

been because I am clearly a 
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...foreigner. But no matter the 

circumstances experiences have 

made me rethink my own 

attitude towards strangers or 

anyone who appears to need 

help, whether they’re asking or 

not. (Caitlin O’Neill, India)

As my time in D.C. is winding 

down, I have been thinking over 

my experiences here, wondering 

if I would do it over again. And 

I would. I think that that is the 

best information I can give 

someone else who may (or may 

not) be considering studying off-

campus or abroad. I do not 

know this semester's group of 

study abroaders' experiences; I 

only know my own. And, based 

on my own, I would do this 

again. I would leave home and 

enter a new culture and interact 

with different kinds of people all 

over again if the opportunity 

arose. An experience like this, 

gaining insight into another way 

of life, has truly given me 

perspective on my own life 

choices and actions. I have met 

students from all over the 

country and the world! I have 

discussed poverty prevention 

and public policy changes with 

some of the best minds in the 

field, and I would not give this 

up. Traveling outside of one's 

comfort zone is a perfect way to 

challenge your preconceived 

understandings and 

perspectives of the world. If 

students just learn and learn but 

never apply any of their 

knowledge in the field by 

defending their positions and 

interacting with people who 

hold different views, then what 

has really been learned? My 

experience in D.C. was amazing. 

I will treasure this time in my 

life forever. Students 

considering studying off-

campus or abroad need to 

realize that you gain perspective 

and knowledge only through 

experience; and situations like 

this give you experience. 

(Rebecca Cimko, Washington D.C.)

I would highly encourage other 

young people to travel abroad 

because as people always say, it 

is life changing. A person can't 

really learn about another place 

unless they go there themselves. 

Will a book give you a Kenyan's 

perspective on politics or take 

you into a crowded one-room 

home in the slums? The answer 

is no. If you want to live life 

unchallenged then stay in 

America. This is not to say that 

America isn't a complicated 

place but to really learn about 

yourself, try living in a foreign 

country for awhile. Kenya has 

challenged who I am on a daily 

basis. I find myself asking 

questions like what does it mean 
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...to be white, American, female 

and a part of the youth? After 3 

1/2 months I'm proud of my 

independence and confidence I 

have gained. I came to Africa 

not knowing a soul and now I 

know a whole network of 

people. I would encourage 

people my age to study abroad 

and not just do an EL Term. 

Last summer I went to India 

and it was great but it doesn't 

compare to staying somewhere 

a whole semester. I have lived 

with two Kenyan families and 

that is where I learned the most 

information. My days here 

were not glamorous by any 

means. I had my share of 

adventures but for the most 

part I went to school or was at 

my internship. That is what 

studying abroad is really 

about, being able to live in 

another environment and to 

comprehend concepts not 

imaginable before I left U.S. 

soil. (Rachel Poole, Kenya)

SOCIAL CHANGE:

I haven't seen much of a new 

social program being started by 

young people here, but I have 

seen young people involved in 

the community and changes in 

the community. One example 

of where I have seen this 

around the city involves 

Bolonia. Bolonia is a new 

education law, changing the 

format of education in Spain. 

They are trying to change the 

education system to a system 

very similar to that of the 

United States. However, many 

students are opposed to this 

change, and have started 

protests in the city against the 

change. One day, a bunch of 

students stood and sat in the 

middle of the highway, 

blocking traffic into the center 

of the city to protest against the 

new Bolonia law. Another 

example of young people 

trying to make a change is their 

work for the deaf and mute. 

They work around the city, 

asking people for donations 

and signatures to help raise 

money for the deaf and mute, 

to give them more 

rehabilitation opportunities. 

During their work, they try to 

avoid speaking, to demonstrate 

the struggles of the deaf and 

mute, but instead show you the 

description of what the are 

doing, and try to communicate 

with you without speaking. I 

don't know of any programs 

that have been specifically 

started by young people here, 

but the young people definitely 

get involved in what happens 

in the community, as can be 

seen by the Bolonia protests 

and the petitions and 

donations for opportunities for 

the deaf and mute. (Ashley 

Miller, Spain)
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With a campus as large as 

JCU's, there are bound to be 

numerous student groups 

working for different types of 

social change. One that is 

particularly obvious to the 

outside observer is the food co-

op that provides fresh produce 

to university students. For a 

small fee, students get a 

weekly supply of local, fresh, 

in-season produce. Besides 

being cheaper than grocery 

store fruits and vegetables, 

consuming locally grown food 

cuts down on transportation 

costs and fuel emissions. It also 

supports local, small-scale 

farmers who are at risk of 

being outcompeted by large, 

convenient grocery stores. 

(Emily Thornton, Australia)

I couldn't have been in a better 

location for studying youth 

citizenship in the UK than at a 

university. Much like 

Allegheny or really most any 

college or university in the 

U.S., Lancaster University 

encourages volunteer efforts 

and working in the community. 

Perhaps the largest contingent 

of volunteer/citizenship efforts 

is the Lancaster University 

Volunteering Unit (LUVU). 

According to its website, over 

200 students participate in 

organizations such as 

Lancaster District and 

Homeless Action, Lancashire 

Wildlife Trust, and a mentoring 

program that is probably the 

equivalent to Big Brothers, Big 

Sisters in the US. There are also 

opportunities to be placed in 

primary and secondary 

classrooms for the benefit of 

both experience in teaching 

and for mentoring to children, 

a program which a hall mate of 

mine is involved in. Outside of 

LUVU, Amnesty International 

is also one of the groups on 

campus, which frequently 

advertises for various meetings 

and discussions. (Robin 

Sencenbach, England)

China's students have a special 

place in history in regard to 

social change. They were in the 

middle of one of the darkest 

times in China's modern 

history, and their actions had 

lasting effects on the country. 

The youth and students were 

the backbone of the Cultural 

Revolution. During this time 

the youth students were given 

almost absolute freedom. Some 

abused this power and abused 

others, while others took 

advantage of this and saw the 

country. The Cultural 

Revolution's effect can still be 

seen in society today. One of 

the major movements of the 

revolution was anti-
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...intellectualism. Professors, 

doctors, scholars, etc. were 

imprisoned and students 

stopped going to school. By the 

time the Cultural Revolution 

was over, there was a surplus of 

students with little to know 

higher education. Unsure of 

what to do with them, the 

government sent them to the 

countryside. Some of these 

youths eventually tested back 

into school, and received a 

college education, but most of 

the people who are now in their 

60s missed the opportunity for 

higher education. (Jennifer Yin, 

China)

COMING HOME:

I am unsure on whether I've 

been an American or Allegheny 

ambassador. Instead I've been 

more of an ambassador of 

oversea Chinese in general. 

There are many of my kind in 

America, and our knowledge 

and experiences vary. Some are 

almost completely 

Americanized, and no longer 

know the language, culture, or 

traditions. Some know most of 

the culture and traditions, 

enough of the language, and 

blend in with the rest of them 

quite well, it is only apparent 

that they aren't Chinese born 

and raised comes through 

when you start discussing 

politics, literature, or other 

smart people stuff. Most fit 

somewhere in between. One of 

the best tests to see how well 

you fit in is a walk through the 

touristy markets like Silk Street. 

If they ignore you, 

Congratulations! You’re one of 

them! In some ways I have 

been more of an ambassador 

for Taiwan more so than 

America. All Chinese can 

instantly tell that my family is 

from down south. The vast 

majority can tell that my family 

is from Taiwan. Other 

Americans in China, or the vast 

amount of American media that 

mostly come from the Internet 

has already demystified 

America for them. However, 

Taiwan still holds a certain aura 

of mystery for most. It is quite 

difficult for most Chinese to 

ever visit Taiwan. Travel 

between the two countries is 

mostly one way. Until recently, 

the only way for them to see 

Taiwan was to take a boat tour 

that circles the country, never 

entering Taiwan's waters. 

Although travel between the 

two countries is slightly more 

open now, extraordinarily few 

Chinese are making it to 

Taiwan. (Jennifer Yin, China)
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I still have about a month left 

in Australia and though I did 

not come here expecting to be 

an American ambassador, I can 

think of some ways I have 

changed my new friends’ 

perceptions of American 

culture. The United States and 

Australia are very similar 

countries. We share similar 

histories, language, and 

governments, but the attitudes 

of the people are incredibly 

different. Australians see us as 

loud, elitist jerks. This 

stereotype is not helped by the 

exchange students who only 

spend time with others from 

America, or those who are, in 

fact, loud, elitist jerks (I have 

met a few). I am proud to say 

that my Australian clique has 

officially adopted me as one of 

their own. On occasion, they 

will bring up “the 

Americans” (other exchanges) 

in conversation, and quickly 

turn to me and say, “oh, but 

you don’t count.” I hope I have 

shown them that Americans, 

like Australians, are not all the 

same, and those of us who 

want to learn about and 

assimilate into another culture 

can do it quickly and easily. I 

also hope that through four 

months’ worth of conversation 

they have learned a little bit 

about America: its history, 

government, school systems, 

and so on. It is great to have so 

much knowledge about 

something by default, and we 

often find ourselves comparing 

and contrasting aspects of 

culture over meals. I believe 

that networking opportunities 

like those provided by 

studying abroad can result in 

understanding and prosperity 

for all parties involved. (Emily 

Thornton, Australia) 

I am satisfied with my 

ambassadorial role here. 

Although I have only really 

been in Germany for about 6 

weeks, I have definitely 

fulfilled my role. I have made 

an effort to cut my ties with 

Americans here and speak 

German with Germans. I am 

constantly asking people where 

they are from and what it's like 

there. A good example relates 

to a girl from Riga, Latvia. I 

asked where she was from and 

she replied "Lettland" - I didn't 

know this was the German 

name for Latvia, so she said 

that I ought to know if I'm 

interested in diplomacy, which 

we had discussed earlier. I then 

explained to her that I didn't 

know Lettland was Latvia, and 

to make my point clear and to 

make sure I was certain about 

where it was, I told her that it 

was between Estonia and 

Lithuania. I wanted to let her 

know that I do want to learn 

about countries! I am interested 

in the world! I do know some 

things about it! And I think I've 
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...made that point clear to all 

of my acquaintances that I've 

lived in Germany for a year 

already, China for two 

months, and plan on interning 

in Serbia next Spring. And I 

write for an art center in 

Shanghai and have two 

passports and am working on 

getting my third. Although 

my German still needs work, 

the fact that I carry around a 

little log and write down 

every incomprehensible word 

lets people know that I really 

am trying to learn the 

language - and it's paid off! 

My German is getting so 

much better! (Matthew 

Neckelmann, Germany)

My American Politics seminar 

was filled with juniors and 

seniors. I was the only 

sophomore in my class. We 

began the semester by 

reviewing the past campaign 

and talking with political 

consultants. I jumped at every 

opportunity to learn anything 

I could from our speakers 

because it was a once in a 

lifetime experience. After my 

morning session, my 

classmates and I would have 

lunch together and talk about 

the speakers. Numerous 

times, my peers would say 

they wish they had asked 

about, yet they did not even 

raise their hand. Within a few 

days, I realized how much 

harder Allegheny is compared 

to the schools my peers 

attended. Allegheny’s 

professors also require their 

students to participate in class 

and to think critically. By 

participating in class and 

asking in-depth questions, I 

show the class how to learn as 

much as possible from our 

professor and speakers. I am 

happy that I was able spread 

my excitement and curiosity 

for the topic by using skills 

that I learned at Allegheny. 

(Megan McNally, Washington 

D.C.)
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