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Middlebury College

STUDY ABROAD EVALUATION

Evaluating your period of study abroad is one of the most valuable services you can render Middlebury College and future students wishing to study abroad, and it is one of the most important ways you can help us maintain the highest possible standards.  For this reason, until this form is submitted to Off-Campus Study, transfer credit for students who participated on non-Middlebury programs will not be processed, and a hold will be placed on official Middlebury transcript requests for students who participated on Middlebury Schools Abroad.  Please note: If you studied abroad for two semesters on two different programs, you must submit two separate evaluations. 

The staff of Off-Campus Study would welcome the opportunity to hear about your experiences abroad; please feel free to stop by to talk with us!

Please complete and return this as an e-mail attachment to the Office of Off-Campus Study: OffCampusStudy@middlebury.edu

Your name:  
Class:   ’04   
Major(s): European Studies (PoliSci/German)
Country in which you studied:  Germany  



Host University:  Johannes-Gutenberg  Universität  

City: Mainz  


US sponsor (if different from host university)



Period of study abroad:  From  October 
To  August
 Year  2002-2003
Evaluation of personal learning

Given that overseas educational systems differ significantly from ours, please reflect on your adjustment to your host country's educational environment.  In what ways did you benefit from being in a different academic environment? 


Receiving credit from a class at a German university usually required either a) a presentation and a term paper (usually on the same topic), or b) a final exam.  That said, Middlebury only allowed its students in Germany to take one exam per semester, which meant the majority of credit was received as a result of completing option a).  As these projects were very focused and specialized, the reading on the remaining class material was hardly required to complete them, and more often than not I gave into the temptation of completely disregarding the required texts.  Obviously this is not something I’d suggest, for having to rely solely on my own initiation of studies was rather new to me and resulted in rather dire consequences at the end of the semester.  It was my experience in Germany that really showed me how immature my study habits were, and I’ve since been dedicating my remaining year at Middlebury to trying to fix them.  


I remember reading countless evaluations before departure to Germany that described how students finally realized how great Middlebury was upon studying somewhere else, and I won’t hesitate to agree with that.  Much of my frustration with the German system was not on class size or quality of material taught, but rather with the presentation of material.  Aside from the large lectures, most classes consisted of endless presentations from students (completing option a) as described above) which gave me a scattered appreciation of many specific topics within the broad scope of the class.  Personally, I had taken the courses because I found the professors to be interesting and easy to understand on the first days of class, so I felt more than annoyed when the professors played such small roles the rest of the semesters.

How has study abroad influenced your understanding of your host culture?  In what ways has it influenced your perceptions of American culture? 

My first impressions of Germany were that of a well structured society not unlike America.  On the surface level, values and goals seemed to be typically the same.  It wasn’t until after a few months there that I started to see different paths in education, careers, and government, and it was after I found these differences that the experience started to make a stronger impression.  One of the fun parts of this was seeing some truths to the stereotypes of German culture that Middlebury courses had done so well to dispel (i.e. stringent following of rules, love of beer, etc.).  Meanwhile I found myself occasionally yearning for the ease of the Middlebury system (especially in the libraries) that I had grown to take for granted.  


 As for changing perceptions of American culture, I doubt I can answer that in a few sentences.  Seeing America through the eyes of the Germans was a weird mixture of Michael Moore, German media, and leftover sentiments from the Cold War, which I’m sure I never fully understood.  Naturally each person was different, and most of them, after our conversations, left with only a disdain for the US Government rather than American culture.  Simultaneously I found it hard to take sides during the War; I, too, was frustrated at my government’s decisions, yet the last thing I wanted to do was sit silent as German classmates playfully bashed my fellow “Amis” (short for “Amerikaner”).  In no way did I ever feel threatened by the anti-Americanism, but oftentimes I felt I was defending something that I, too, was against.  This has been especially confusing for me personally upon returning to the U.S.

In what ways has study abroad contributed to your personal growth? What were the personal qualities you found most useful during your time abroad?


Many people find that they are forced to be self-dependent while studying abroad, and I can quite agree with this – ‘course, it’s also important to mention the noticeable lack of success I experienced during my time abroad.  While I became quite adept at negotiating my way through train stations of strange lands and languages, I was woefully inadequate in motivating myself to begin my final papers.  This is not an uncommon problem among college students, but it became especially apparent to me abroad, where the institution cared little about my success.  In effort to better control my time and make good use of it, I eventually procured a position as a bartender at a local Mexican restaurant (how’s that for multi-culturalism?) which I’m sure taught me just as much about my own personal qualities as the experiences at the university.  Learning to bartend was not too far from learning to function in German society; dedication to the task and persistence in correcting my mistakes kept me on the path to success, and a healthy understanding of the fact that mastery would take time kept me from going crazy with defeatism.

Rather than second-guess my often foundering grammar, I found that a willingness to force out my thoughts in German proved invaluable, not only in finding a job, but also in making comments in class and in casual conversation.  The worst thing I could have done (and often did, unfortunately) was to correct my own sentences countless times as I spoke them, hindering the flow of conversation and fostering frustration on all sides.  

How has study abroad influenced your academic and career goals?  How has it influenced your personal goals?

I found myself fascinated with the study of history while abroad in Europe, something that developed rather accidentally in my first semester.  When I first arrived, I had hopes of taking courses on European politics, but all these courses could only be found among the more difficult, higher level seminars.  Looking for other options to complete requirements for my EUS degree, I enrolled in a small history seminar.  For the first time, the places and events of European history were alive in my mind as we read original sources in their original languages.  In my travels I found myself visiting areas like the WWI battlefield of Verdun and the national museum of Scotland rather than the hippest backpacker hangout.  Now I feel like these experiences justify my degree in European Studies more than the political science courses I’ve taken, and I hope to continue learning about history when I can, traveling whenever possible.


Unfortunately, this has done more to confuse my career goals than solidify them.  How can I see myself working in an office analyzing data or shaking hands to make deals when I could be jumping on the next train for parts unknown?  Maybe I’ll go into travel writing.  Or heck, I could just be an astronaut.  

Evaluation of level of integration

Please comment on how successful you were in integrating into your host culture with regard to the following (please give details; e.g., what type of housing situation you chose, in what activities you participated, etc.).  Also comment on which was most valuable in helping you to integrate into your host culture and why, and what strategies worked best in helping you to integrate.


a)  classes:

Not very successful.  For the first 2 months, I could barely understand more than 60-70% of the material anyway, so I never spoke up.  They typically met once a week for 2 hours, so you could easily let a week pass by without seeing fellow classmates.  I did develop one relationship with someone by asking some stupid question in an elevator on the way to class, and after that we began meeting once a week to discuss current events.  That was probably the best experience, though something of an anomaly.


b)  housing:

Much more successful.  Middlebury split its students between two dorms, and through the other Middkids I began to meet German students at parties and weekly bar nights.  The bar nights were great at the beginning of the semesters, before people had established themselves in groups, but about halfway through the semesters people would establish cliques that oftentimes made interactions awkward (it should be noted that the Middkid clique was indeed one of these).  The common kitchen on each floor occasionally served to bring residents on the halls together, though I was surprised at how little this occurred.  Another meeting point was in the elevator, which was a sort of hit-or-miss location for casual conversation.  It should be said that the temptation to spend all my time with other Middkids became the core of my social life – something I don’t really regret, since we tended to continue speaking German for the most part, plus they served as social bridges to other German students.  

c)  extra-curricular activities (please list):

I was not involved on campus.  This was my mistake, for there were plenty of opportunities for PE classes and so on.  

d) other (e.g., internship, independent projects, work, etc.):

Successful.  As mentioned, I got a job as a bartender, and the other workers at the restaurant came from all over the world.  Some would speak German with me, others English, and over time I was able to piece together an international view of Germany from the inside.  There were some unpleasant moments on the job where I found myself suddenly able to make my thoughts known in German (usually when very annoyed or angry), which were kind of neat in a sense of learning the language, but probably not constructive.  I also became acquainted with some German bureaucracies in paying bills, securing employment, etc.  One of the most interesting part of the job was that half our customers were American servicemen and their families, and slowly I was able to note some differences in attitudes, adding to my own experiences as an American. 

Evaluation of language learning (if on a program in a non-English speaking country)

What was the language of the host culture?       German     






What kind of progress did you make in the different components of language study (aural comprehension, reading, writing, and speaking)?

Aural comprehension was the most noticeable improvement, followed by reading.  Marked improvements in both could be noted within the first month.  Given the structure of the courses, my German writing skills were not often used, though I could see some huge improvements by the end of the semesters.  Speaking was a slow and difficult skill to develop, and I just had to trudge through all the frustration.  After 2 months I went home, frustrated and tired, for Christmas, but upon returning I realized how much progress I really had made, especially in everyday interactions (sales, ordering food, etc.).  After the first semester, it was much harder to notice improvements, but I’m positive they occurred, simply taking into consideration the experiences I had and the time I spent there.

Evaluation of program/university and study abroad experience overall

Did your host institution/program provide you with adequate information prior to departure, an appropriate orientation on arrival, and sufficient support while you were there?  Was it accurately presented in its brochures and correspondence?  Please comment.

My first arrival in Germany was alone, and, though a confusing, scary experience, I was able to negotiate the train system to reach Mainz using only the materials sent to me before departure.  Orientation was very thorough, and the German student who aided the program was also always available if there were questions or problems.  

Was the Resident Director/International Officer competent, effective, and helpful?  Was s/he approachable and concerned about your general well-being and success?  Please comment.

The students in Mainz and those in Berlin had two very different experiences in this field, and I can say confidently that I’m glad I was in Mainz.  The program director lived right in town, had office hours twice a week on campus, gave us her home and work numbers, and kept us well-informed.  I have only compliments to give regarding the running of the program in Mainz.  

Would you recommend that other Middlebury students attend this program or university?   Yes. 

Why or why not?









  

Although the method of education was admittedly different and not a good fit for me personally, this was all part of the experience that made it worthwhile.  It forced me to reevaluate my academic pursuits and aims, while forcing me to think in an entirely new context.  I now feel much more confident in negotiating foreign systems, while communicating with or without language – a skill which came very much in handy in other parts of Europe.  Strangely enough, the bulk of this experience was not through my involvement in the Uni-Mainz, but rather in all those empty moments riding the bus, buying groceries, and simply walking around town.  Those times were what defined my understanding of German culture, and I think they created a much more genuine idea of life in my mind than a program that would have forced me to sit through classes all week.  Maybe I can’t recall exactly what Article 21 of the German Constitution says, or what percentage of government spending goes toward education, but I can tell you about the view from the top of the Reichstag in Berlin or what a Croatian national feels about her upbringing in German elementary schools.  Or how about the taste of local grog in the North Frisian Islands on a December morning, or how thick the head should be on a Hefeweizen when an American is ordering versus when a German is ordering?  The Middlebury program gave me the context and the connections, but it was only through my own initiative that I could find out these details of German culture and society.

What advice would you give to other Middlebury students considering study abroad in general, and this program or university in particular?

When you first arrive, write down some goals and expectations for yourself, then check them once a month to see if you’re really achieving what you had hoped.  If you were hoping to become fluent in just one semester, see if the time you’re spending with the other Middlebury students is really helping you – they might be a hindrance in some ways.  Also, instead of getting frustrated by your lack of knowledge, remember how far you’ve come in your study of the language; focusing on progress and success can really make the experience more worthwhile.  Also, in the beginning, make sure to leave your dorm!  The most interesting moments were not spent sitting alone, feeling helpless in a foreign culture.  Regarding classes, keep in good contact with the professors, because they will keep you from feeling lost when you’re writing your term papers.  It’s scary the first semester, but just take the time to stammer through some introductions during office hours the first week.  You may end up with a funny story or two, but establishing a connection is invaluable, no matter how it turns out.  And don’t worry, you can wait until your second week of classes to talk to your professor if you’re too scared the first week.  I did.

Did you see or experience any form of discrimination in your host country?  What advice would you give future students regarding these issues? 

No.  I’d heard stories of discrimination against Turks and Eastern Europeans, but I was never aware of it myself.  The anti-Americanism was not discriminatory; it mostly consisted of off-hand comments that led nowhere.  Germany has become pretty accepting of its multiculturalism, and they’ve done a good job of educating their population about it.  

[NB: It would be helpful to future students if you would like to contribute a page of reflections on what it meant to be a woman studying abroad and/or a member of a minority (ethnic, religious, sexual orientation, etc.) in your host country. Be sure to indicate the country you studied in and your own gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and/or religious affiliation, as appropriate (these comments will be made available to interested students).]

Evaluation of academics

Are there any particular academic strengths of your host university/program that you would recommend to other students?

The history department was good, albeit intense, at times.  The class material is very interesting if you make a personal effort to learn it.  It’s funny you ask about strengths, because all the things that come to mind are weaknesses – endless bureaucracies, departments, random office hours, etc.  I was very frustrated with the political science department, since the only classes I could take were intro classes; the rest were Hauptseminare.  I felt comfortable enough to take one of these in the second semester, but the abstract political concepts were much harder to follow in German than the historical ones.
Please list the courses you took, including what level (intro/upper/seminar), and comment on each one (if you did an independent study project or internship, please describe):

[Please keep in mind that overseas educational systems operate according to different systems of values than those that govern U.S. systems of education.]

	               Courses Titles (please list)


	           Comments

	1) Modern Political Theory
	Indicate level:  intro

Comment on course content:

I was pretty lost for the first 2 months of class.  Once we got to Hobbes I figured out what was going on by finding an English translation of Leviathan.  The class was far more interesting after that.

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

Final paper, weekly questions.

Evaluate course, please comment:

The paper was interesting because I wrote on a familiar concept (the history of political realism).  Once I started understanding the class it got far more interesting, but it was tough to get through for those first 2 months.  The professor – Annette Schmidt – wrote on the board often, which helped immensely.



	2) Stilistik
	Indicate level:  intro

Comment on course content:

Grammar was a good help sometimes – I actually came back once a week in the second semester to sit in on the other students’ grammar section.  Still, for most of the class it was too specific to be of any help to us in every day life.  When writing papers, sure it helped, but I’m not sure if I remembered alot of it when the time came.  The literature was so-so.  The cultural studies left much to be desired.

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

Weekly papers, readings, grammar exercises

Evaluate course, please comment:

It was painful, most of the time.  Meeting twice a week for 1.5 hours would have been far better than once for 3 hours.  The constant writing was the best part, because we would go over common mistakes together.  



	3) European Integration from 1815-1914
	Indicate level:  seminar 

Comment on course content:

Different readings from throughout the time period.  Rather than read a million articles and books like one does at Middlebury, there was a light amount of reading and more intense in-class discussion.  It was perfect.

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

Final paper, presentation.

Evaluate course, please comment:

The second best course I took in Mainz.  This course gave me an appreciation for history.  The professor was Polish, so she understood my difficulties as a foreign student.



	4) Political System of Germany
	Indicate level:  lecture (not to be confused with the seminar of the same name)

Comment on course content:

Was basically an outline of the German constitution and not much else.

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

Final paper

Evaluate course, please comment:

I had no idea what was going on throughout the year.  I could sometimes concentrate for a few minutes, but then I would lose it again in the academic speech of the professor – Jurgen Falter.  Writing the paper helped me work out what I was supposed to be learning in lecture.



	5) The American Revolution
	Indicate level:  seminar 

Comment on course content:

Covered many facets of the period leading up to the Revolution and directly afterward.

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):
Final paper, presentation, readings.

Evaluate course, please comment:

The best course I took in Mainz.  Granted, I was familiar with the subject matter, but that allowed me to focus on the language and really improve my skills.  This was also my second semester in which my comprehension was significantly better.  The professor was great as well – Helmut Schmahl.  Highly recommended.



	6) Ottoman Expansion
	Indicate level:  seminar 

Comment on course content:

Interesting material – totally new to me.  

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

Paper and presentation.  

Evaluate course, please comment:

I worked very very hard on the paper and presentation because the subject matter was unfamiliar to me, and I still got a B-.  It was an interesting class, but after the first few weeks it turned into an endless string of student presentations.


	7) Social Structure of Germany
	Indicate level:  lecture

Comment on course content:

An endless list of statistics, facts, and graphs about Germany’s demographic in comparison to other EU countries. 

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

Final exam

Evaluate course, please comment:

While the material was interesting, the exam ruined my entire experience.  I do not recommend taking an exam, unless it’s somehow tailored to you as a foreign student.  This was a class of over a thousand, and the professor – Stefan Hradil – did not want to waste his time on me as a special case.  I was told by a fellow student when I sat down to take the exam that half of the previous year’s class – also over 1,000 – failed.  Not surprisingly, I failed as well.



	8) Globalization and Politics
	Indicate level:  seminar

Comment on course content:

Surveyed perspectives of globalization on politics and economics. 

Methods of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

Final paper.

Evaluate course, please comment:

Fascinating material, though as an upper level seminar the discussion was often difficult to understand.




Evaluation of the Office of Off-Campus Study

Please comment on your interaction with the staff of the Middlebury (Vermont) Office of Off-Campus Study:

I had very limited contact with them while off-campus.  Before leaving, my acceptance to the program was deferred on condition of getting better grades in Summer School, and then I never received word back from them about whether or not I had met their conditions.  Since I had a pretty good idea that I would be accepted, I ended up just buying a ticket to Germany on blind faith.  It would have been nice to get some feedback on the issue before the time came to buy a plane ticket.

Did you attend Middlebury’s pre-departure orientation meeting(s)?  Did you find the meetings and handouts useful?  How would you recommend that we improve in this area?

Yes.  They were useful.

Would you like to make an appointment with Off-Campus Study to discuss your study abroad experience?     

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 No

Would you be interested in volunteering your time to help with pre-departure orientations and/or other study abroad meetings or promotional activities?      FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes    FORMCHECKBOX 
 No  

May we use your comments in future publications?      FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes    FORMCHECKBOX 
 No

Please return this as an e-mail attachment to the Office of Off-Campus Study: OffCampusStudy@middlebury.edu




