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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 Middlebury College 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 or call and talk with us!
Please complete and return this as an e-mail attachment to the Office of Off-Campus Study: OffCampusStudy@middlebury.edu
Handwritten evaluations will not be accepted.

Your name_ ___________________________ Home institution_Middlebury__________________________________ Class _’06_____
Major(s)_English; Spanish_________________________________________________________________________________________    
Country in which you studied_Mexico


Host University_University of Guadalajara

City_Guadalajara

US sponsor (if different from host university)



Period of study abroad:  From_February 1
To_June 10
 Year 
2005


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? 

(Note: This box will expand as necessary.)
I was surprised and disheartened by how disorganized my classes and the school, in general, were.  I was never sure whether I had to register for classes, and if so, with whom.  Because of some code that had to be confirmed, it took weeks and weeks to get my student ID.  The absence of that magic card meant that everything was restricted or even impossible for me (like using the library or the computer labs).  I found that the courses varied widely in format, difficulty, and quality.  One felt like a seventh-grade book club, while another felt like a cutthroat graduate-level seminar.  With the absence of clear syllabi, the professors gave all assignments in the form of off-handed comments (which were usually drowned out by the din of students leaving the room).  I was always the last to know of an assignment or to get the readings from my classmates (who had much more experience photocopying and distributing books that I never laid eyes on).  In short, absolutely nothing at school was easy or convenient.  I think that my fellow students’ academic activities were similarly hindered by the lack of coordination and resources at the university.  Because of these difficulties, they often did work (essays and such) that catered to their professor’s whims or preferences, rather than explored new topics or styles of writing and investigation.  Although I did gain a further appreciation of a Middlebury education, I did not benefit in any way from this different academic environment.

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

In each area of my experience—at school with the students, at home with my family, on the buses with any and everyone—I learned so much from observing and experiencing my host culture first-hand.  Although I had visited Mexico before, I really had no prior understanding of the attitudes and beliefs behind the things I’d seen in markets or churches, on street corners, on the beach, or on the bus.  I was amazed and humbled by Mexicans’ devotion to their families and by the importance of family life.  I was impressed by my fellow students’ unstinting optimism.  I was disappointed by Mexican’s disregard for the environment and angered by some of their attitudes towards of women.  No aspect of Mexican culture was exactly what I’d expected; nothing seemed easily definable or comparable to American culture.  My experience influenced my perceptions of American culture by making me realize that, while I often don’t support my government’s actions or even see eye-to-eye with the majority of my fellow citizens, I am intrinsically attached to American culture.  Fundamentally, I am an American.  I found myself explaining my Americanness and different aspects of my culture with a fervor and a sense of pride that I didn’t think I had.  I identified with my country and strove to represent it accurately at all times, whether I was criticizing or praising it.  I would wax nostalgic about things I never thought I’d miss, like Americans’ constant sense of hurry.  I came home from Mexico not only with a deeper understanding of Mexican culture, but with an ardent desire to commit myself to my country and its people, to truly know it and get down into its workings, for better or for worse.

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

As I stated in the previous question, studying abroad has deepened my understanding of culture—foreign and familiar—and sparked a previously unacknowledged sense of nationalism.  I feel that I now have a more complex identity (as an American).  Studying abroad also affected me on a very personal level by reminding me that I am a creature of habit and comfort.  I realized that, like most people, I need to hold on to some basic habits to feel like myself.  When, for example, I lost my ability to express myself with my normal precision, to involve myself in my country’s current affairs, or to go running where and as much as I pleased, my stress and dissatisfaction increased.  After a while, I learned that although I could never replace those things, I could supplement them with other fulfilling habits and experiences.  Also, I realized that I covet my feelings of privacy, anonymity, and equanimity among the general public.  This is a privilege that, as an American woman, I didn’t even recognize I had at home until I was abroad.  In Mexico, when I stood out awkwardly at school or drew constant attention on the street, I would feel frustrated and even enraged (at times), as if my privacy had been grossly invaded (which was seldom the case).  While abroad, my independence, sense of adventure, laid-back attitude, and general confidence were my most useful personal qualities.  All of these personal qualities were heightened by the experience.

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

Although the university was uninspiring, studying abroad in Mexico increased my desire to write a thesis in Spanish on a topic related to the relationship between Mexico and the U.S.  My experience inspired me to continue after college my study of the United States’ dynamic, troublesome, and unique relationship with Mexico and its people.  I feel that I could spend years studying this relationship and still confront new paradigms, ironies, and tragedies.  My experience influenced my personal goals of attaining language fluency, truly understanding another culture, and devoting myself to Mexican-American issues.

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:
Academically, I immersed myself as best I could, although, at times, this immersion seemed impossible.  I bugged my classmates for photocopies, and they were generally happy to help.  We teamed up in the library to track down the ever-elusive books.  Like my classmates, I memorized the library and computer labs schedules (and the internet cafes’ prices and hours for back-up).  I started to understand and appreciate my fellow students’ meandering, all-over-the-board comments in class, and to accept their laid-back, anything-goes approach to school.

b)  housing:

I was placed with the Castañeda family and was wholly satisfied with my living situation.  From the moment I arrived, the Castañedas were welcoming, generous, thoughtful and caring.  They were also very informative.  I learned about family interactions by watching my host mother and father care for their two year-old grandson every day.  I admired the skill and ease with which my host mother whipped up a delicious dinner of tortillas, beans, and steamed veggies.  I felt that my home and my family’s customs and habits were similar to our neighbors’—representative of Mexican culture.  Our little neighborhood was a true community, a microcosm of the (much larger) city proper.  On a personal level, when coming back to the Castañedas’ house, I always felt as if I were coming home.  I could not have asked to live with a more wonderful family.
c)  extra-curricular activities (please list):
I felt that my extra-curriculars helped me most in my cultural immersion.  I made up my mind to go everywhere in the city that Mexicans went and do everything that they did.  I went to markets, haggled, and bought fresh fruit and tortillas (and tons of pirated DVDs…).  I watched the children play in the little plaza in our neighborhood.  I became a regular at the plaza’s natural foods counter, popsicle stand and internet café.  I went out in the city with Mexican and international students, whether to movies, soccer games, clubs or house parties.  I ran in the park with a friend from Middlebury every day, trading an “andale” with my fellow runners.  I traveled for hours a day on buses and on foot, and really got to know the layout of the city.  I had many amazing experiences traveling around the country with my friends.  I learned that there is even a Mexican way of traveling, which is vastly different from the hyper, on-the-go American style.  There were so many different aspects of my immersion through extra-curricular activities that I can only begin to describe them.
d) other (e.g., internship, independent projects, work, etc.):
Evaluation of language learning (if on a program in a non-English speaking country)
What was the language of the host culture?
_Spanish








What kind of progress did you make in the different components of language study (aural comprehension, reading, writing, and speaking)?
My reading and writing ability were pretty good when I arrived.  I felt confident that I’d be prepared for my classes.  My speaking and comprehension skills were not quite as good.  From whipping out so many long papers, my writing ability certainly improved.  My speaking and comprehension abilities improved as well.  By the time I left, I could understand nearly everything that was said around me, really without having to make much of an effort.  I felt comfortable having a conversation with anyone.  I’d picked up some slang and was recognizing the differences between Mexican Spanish and other Spanish I’ve heard (in Costa Rica, for example).  I can’t say I felt fluent (fluency implies that you can speak a language without thinking, as you would your native language), but I was coming closer.

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.

Prior to departure, I found it helpful to hear about students’ experiences directly from them, particularly regarding their living situations, internships, school experiences, and feelings of cultural immersion and belonging.  The on-site orientation seemed useful at the time, but really proved not to be after I’d gotten into the semester.  I did receive sufficient information regarding safety and housing issues, but that was about it.  First, I do want to acknowledge that a central part of a Middlebury study abroad experience has been—and to some extent should be—students’ independence and initiative.  That said, after the orientation, I was left with little comprehension of the workings of the university and of my abilities (and inabilities) as a study abroad student, which made actually attending it a constant source of confusion, doubt, and angst…let alone trying to be a successful student there.  I was also left woefully unprepared for several difficult processes, one being the visa process.  I think we were told in the pre-departure meeting that we didn’t need to get a visa to go to Mexico, which was untrue.  No, study abroad students don’t need a student visa to enter the country.  But they are all told that they DO need one once they get there, and are instructed on how to begin this process.  Acquiring one there is a colossal ordeal, a logistical nightmare that can drag on for months.  All of the study abroad students made endless trips to the University rectory, scrambled all over the city in search of documents, made innumerable phone calls, paid several fees and, in general, spent an inordinate amount of time getting the visa.  If it is required in Mexico, shouldn’t students be urged to get the student visa BEFORE they leave?

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 director was friendly, comforting, and interesting to talk to during the orientation.  He was always approachable and concerned about my general well-being and success.  We had great discussions about cultural issues.  He clarified all the Cuaderno and Internship requirements (the Middlebury aspect of study abroad).  But beyond that, he could not do anything for me.  I don’t know it if it’s fair to criticize him for what he couldn’t do, as the Guadalajara program is still fresh and still has some kinks to work out.  But the truth was that, with several aspects of my study abroad experience, the director was neither competent nor effective nor helpful.  He did make an effort to establish connections, whether within the university and with outside organizations (possible sites for the internship).  But after he left, I saw that he really had no more experience with or influence within the university than I myself did.  My fellow exchange students were far more helpful at school and during the visa process.  And as far as the internship went, the director had no real bond with any of the organizations, and, thus, inspired none of them to give me the time of day.  I wasted hours and hours trying to get an internship, and didn’t succeed.  In general, when I ran into trouble, there was no one (attached to Middlebury) to point me in the right direction.  I don’t know if this is a fault of the director or a signal that an on-site coordinator (or at least one that visits more often and with more defined goals) is needed.

Would you recommend that other students attend this program or university?  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 
 X No
Why or why not?









  
I would, without a doubt, recommend that other students go to Mexico.  It is a truly amazing country and will be a unique, eye-opening experience.  I loved living with my family, benefited from adapting to life in a huge city, and generally enjoyed my time in Mexico.  HOWEVER, the University of Guadalajara was, without a doubt, the worst aspect of my experience.  It was disorganized, difficult, unrewarding, and always confusing.  I often felt that I was learning much more from my day-to-day experiences than from school.  The internship was a total disaster.  Academically, the independent component of my studies (the Cuaderno journal and research papers) was a stimulating, valuable academic experience, but the Middlebury “program” at the University of Guadalajara was definitely not Middlebury-caliber.

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

Academically/for Midd…

At the university, ask a TON of questions, especially at the beginning.  Don’t let people dismiss you with an easy answer (which they will do over and over again when they don’t have a real answer).  Ask your professors as much as you can, and if they don’t seem helpful, go to your classmates.  They often know more about the assignments anyway.

Know where the bookstores are (Avenida Chapultepec!) and seek them out early.  If you don’t find what you need, don’t despair.  Someone in your class has already made photocopies of it, so just find that person.

Always plan for the worst, and assume that it may take you twice as long to do an assignment as it would normally (at Middlebury).  Never underestimate the LOGISTICAL difficulties of doing schoolwork.  Procrastination is not an option when you have to contend with the power in the library going out, the floppy disk self-destructing, and the computer lab is mysteriously closing (all at the same time).  Professors will not accept these excuses.

Get your internship locked down WHILE THE DIRECTOR IS STILL THERE.  It can be endlessly frustrating and difficult if you wait and have to do it on your own.

In general, remember not to fret about school too much.  As difficult, frustrating, and even pointless as your classes or your general experience at school may seem, the larger experience of immersing yourself in a foreign country will overshadow these difficulties in the end.

Socially/Culturally…

If you’re a woman, you WILL get called “guerita” at least a thousand times.  Try not to get too upset or mad when people say things to you (or whistle, leer, honk, hiss, etc. etc.).  Don’t take it personally, and, above all, DON’T give them the satisfaction of seeing you incensed.

Learn to accept what you cannot control—the bus routes and taxi fares, school in general, the food sanitation, etc.  A sense of powerlessness (and even abandon) can be healthy when it allows you to truly become immersed in a situation.

Don’t get frustrated if you feel like you’re wasting time.  You will inevitably spend a great deal of time in transit—walking, waiting for the bus, riding the bus, waiting for just about everything.  You will also spend hours doing seemingly trivial tasks.  Just assume beforehand that everything you do will take longer that you think it “should”.  That way, when it does, you won’t get upset.  It doesn’t mean that you’re not getting things done, it just means that you’re on Mexican time.

In general...

If you’re studying abroad for just a semester, try to make yourself think about it as if it were a full year.  It’s easy to put yourself in the mindset of, “I’m just here for a couple months and will be leaving soon.  I don’t really need to get out and throw myself into everything.”  Instead, try to do everything as if you had a one-year commitment at your site.  You will feel a greater need to make connections with people and with the place, which will further your immersion in the culture.

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

I’m not sure I would call it discrimination, but the attention that foreign women attract from Mexican men is a kind of intrusion of privacy and an objectification that I’d never experienced before.  After so many rude stares, inappropriate comments, and whistles and hoots, I found myself hardened with contempt.  Simply because of my visceral, emotional reactions, I ended up truly despising the men who whistled at me on the street.  I didn’t want to feel that way, but I couldn’t help it.   Female students who go to Mexico should be aware that no matter what they wear and no matter where they go, they will always attract (unwanted) attention from men.

[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?

No.  Well, I took one decent history course—History of Mexico IV, the Mexican Revolution.
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.]

	               Course Information


	           Comments

	1) Course title: History of Mexico II
Course level (intro/upper/seminar): mid-level seminar
Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): weekly written responses; one final paper

	Describe course content:

We studied the colonization and the colonial age in Mexico.  We read one to two chapters about every other class (five to seven times total).  We wrote one 10-page final paper, which required in-depth investigation.
Evaluate course:
The course was promising at the start (we had regular reading assignments, which the professor discussed in class), but soon imploded.  Our reading assignments all but disappeared after we finished the first text.  In general, this course’s flimsiness prevented it from generating any meaningful discussion or reflection, for me (as a foreigner) and for my Mexican classmates.



	2) Course title: History of Mexico IV
Course level (intro/upper/seminar): upper-level seminar
Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): one presentation, class participation, two papers

	Describe course content:

We studied the Mexican Revolution.  We had two or three long readings for each class and wrote one 10-page midterm essay and one 10-page final essay (based on the readings and lectures).

The readings were representative of a variety of different perspectives regarding the Mexican Revolution.  The course moved from theme to theme, looking at theories and definitions of revolutions, historical contexts, key revolutionary leaders, and political and social actors of the revolution.  It attempted to demystify and concretize the revolution.  

Evaluate course:
I found the readings straightforward and varied in their analyses.  The class itself was open, informative and thought provoking.  It was very interesting to see how my classmates’ perceptions of the revolution (inherited from their culture and their state) changed from the beginning to the end of the course.


	3) Course title: Literature of Hispanic America III
Course level (intro/upper/seminar): upper
Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): informal writing assignments, class participation, several long papers

	Describe course content:
We read many volumes of literary manifestos, poetry and two or three novels.

We wrote descriptive lists (of literary movements), several three to five-page reaction papers and three 12-page research papers.

We conducted research varying from basic to extensive for each 12-page paper.

Evaluate course:
In this course, the professor pontificated in a broad, disorganized and opinionated manner for the duration of each class.  These speeches were supplemented by boring or incomprehensible PowerPoint presentations.  The purpose of the course was to expose the students to the vanguardias (avant-garde movements).  These movements ranged from the bold and intriguing to the ridiculously abstract and incomprehensible.  Any benefit I derived came through this reading and through my own research and writing.  The class itself was truly painful, and I hope that no other Middlebury students ever have the misfortune to take a class with this professor.  He was hypercritical, fastidious and stuffily academic.  I also believed he looked down upon (and possibly penalized) me and my classmate for being American.



	4) Course title: Mexican Literature and its Present Movements
Course level (intro/upper/seminar): intro/elective
Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): class participation, one final paper

	Describe course content:

In class, we read one or two short stories out loud and then discussed them.  The course explored this specific genre, drawing upon the works modern and contemporary Mexican authors.  The course’s narrow focus allowed us to hear the voices of many of Mexico’s modern and contemporary authors.  Instead of looking back in literary history, we were looking into the literary present.  
Evaluate course:

There was no set teaching methodology; our classes felt very informal and open.  The contemporary nature of the literature very often generated lively discussions about specific cultural references and issues.  There was little comparison between the authors and stories, however, and little discussion of literary schools and influences that may have connected them.  The class often felt like a book club.


	5) Course title:
Course level (intro/upper/seminar):
Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

	Describe course content:

Evaluate course:



	6) Course title:
Course level (intro/upper/seminar):
Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):

	Describe course content:

Evaluate course:



	(Please add additional space if necessary)
	

	
	


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:

The staff of Office of Off-Campus Study was always friendly, open, attentive, and dedicated.  

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?

I did attend the meeting, and found some information given very useful (particularly regarding housing and safety issues).  Unfortunately, however, the meeting was much more about Buenos Aires, as the vast majority of the students were going there.  It lacked specificity to the Mexico program, and I didn’t know which questions to ask at the meeting, as I assumed that what went for Buenos Aires went for Guadalajara.  That was not the case.  Really, the study abroad people seemed to lack a true understanding of the Middlebury program at the University of Guadalajara and were, therefore, unable to warn me of the potential difficulties of acquiring a student visa, registering as a student at the university, and getting an internship.  I had enormous trouble with all three of these processes.

Would you like to make an appointment (in person or phone) with Off-Campus Study to discuss your study abroad experience?     
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 X Yes (if they think my opinion/information should be passed on to future students or might be useful in improving the program)    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 
 X Yes    FORMCHECKBOX 
 No  
May we use your comments in future publications?      FORMCHECKBOX 
 X Yes    FORMCHECKBOX 
 No
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
FOR STUDENTS FROM OTHER COLLEGES/UNIVERSITIES:

How did you learn of the Middlebury program?
Why did you choose this particular program and site?
Comment on your expectations of the program as advertised before you went abroad versus the reality of your experience during your studies.
Did you receive acceptance and pre-departure information in a timely fashion?  Did you find the handouts useful?  How would you recommend that we improve in this area?
Were there particular challenges unique to non-Middlebury students?  Please explain.
Are you willing to speak with students interested in this program?  If so, please list your campus address and phone number for the semester you return (if known).
Please return this as an e-mail attachment to the Office of Off-Campus Study: OffCampusStudy@middlebury.edu

