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.

Home institution  Middlebury

 Class   2008
Major(s)__IS/Latin American Studies with Music Minor





    
Country in which you studied Mexico







Host University  Universidad Veracruzana



City Xalapa, Veracruz




US sponsor (if different from host university)










Period of study abroad:  From August 13 To July 13 Year 
2007-2008









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? 


Studying in the Humanities Faculty at the UV will in some ways seem like Middlebury: liberal arts-type courses are offered; the classes and “campus” are relatively small (though the UV itself is vast,) and as a result of the former you see many familiar faces.  The Mexican “pace” though, will probably be the most trying for any student.  Though there are many highly motivated students, there are quite a few who make you wonder why they even go to the effort to enroll.  Classes, while often interesting and stimulating will often be cancelled on a whim or become interminably bogged down in Powerpoint presentations.  There are only a few examinations and most are very easy and straightforward (even for a non-native speaker), many Mexican students can and do “breeze” through certain classes.  Therefore, it is true that an initiative is required on the part of the student if they want to really delve into a subject; otherwise you just show up for tests and turn in papers on time.  (Of course, being a foreigner, EVERYONE will know when you miss class, so attendance for you is mandatory…sorry!)  I enjoyed having access to Spanish-language texts on Mexican history and society that would otherwise be hard to come by in the U.S., but I am also now very grateful for the amount of resources that Middlebury provides us.  It is worth to mention that in such a small community, based around a public system, there are a great deal of politics and factions in and between the various faculties.  Though the delays, strikes, and discontent can disheartening, take any such observations as a learning experience.  Furthermore, keep in mind that, to paraphrase Mark Twain, you shouldn’t let your schooling get in the way of your education…you should be able to figure out what that means, especially since you are the one with the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to study in another country.  There will be some adjustment for anyone, but with the right balance you can take away a great deal.


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

Studying abroad in Mexico will increase your cultural and social literacy.  As unfortunate as it may seem, the face of Mexico for many Americans is the immigrant worker, and the geography of Mexico is the ubiquitous desert or the tourist hive of Cancun or Acapulco.   Mexico is actually quite diverse in both aspects, as you will find as you get to know the students.  You will hopefully become familiar with many Mexican traditions, customs and perspectives, but you will see the spreading influence of U.S. culture, for better or for worse.  Mexico’s connections with its neighbor to the north are very important, and more than a few people are resentful of living in the shadow of a superpower.  American culture will be seen as less thrifty and resourceful than Mexican culture.  If you feel jaded by the American way, as many studying abroad do, you will be very interested in the differences you encounter.  At the same time, make sure that you stand up for what you believe, don’t feel that the natives of your host country are inherently “right” about everything.   If you think the PRD presidential candidate is bogus, there’s no reason not to say so!  (Provided of course that you have a sound argument.)  The point is, be open-minded but don’t confuse outspokenness with disrespect.  People will have many preconceptions of you and Americans in general, and it wouldn’t be so bad if you put a real face on 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?

I learned to be more independent, due to the fact that first semester I was by myself completely.  The School in Latin America office was in Argentina and there were no other Middlebury students, and I was just as happy that way.  This challenged me in a big way, but all it takes is a little bit of initiative to open one’s self up and meet other people.  This is often a trial and error experience but it pays off.  Patience is also a virtue in any study abroad experience, and it helps to look on the bright side and be optimistic.  (I realize that’s very Dr. Pangloss of me, but with the language preparation you receive at Middlebury you will be miles ahead of any other American student in Xalapa, so you have that to your advantage.)  In short, I accomplished some things I would have never imagined myself doing before (giving Spanish-language museum tours, setting off on solo bus sojourns to the other side of the country, writing a philosophy paper on a topic that would have been difficult in English) but this has been the story of my college experience too.  Pushing yourself to do and try new things will yield great results.

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

In addition to aligning my ideas for thesis work and massively improving my language skills, I would love to somehow not only return to Mexico, but to also visit and know in some way the other countries of Latin America.  If I had the opportunity to live, work, and become immersed in the culture of another Latin American country I would certainly take it.  I feel leery about taking a business route after my experience.  While most people stress the business side of an international degree, I do not want to become involved in a corporation that seems to compromise my doubts about free-trade, to make one example.   Getting to know Mexico has been such a fascinating experience that I would love to repeat it again, whether in another country or in another of Mexico’s contrasting regions.

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:

Most students take 7-8 classes, typically in the same faculty.  I took courses in history, as well as a few in sociology and anthropology, and one in music (not in humanities, in arts); but only 3-4 a semester.  Be sure to ask around about which teachers are good, because a) there are some lemons and b) the School for Foreign Students (EEE), the organization Middlebury works through, allows you VERY LITTLE LEEWAY to pick and choose classes.  Classes generally run in two-hour periods, in the morning or in the afternoon.  They are often randomly canceled and many students will seem not to care about the class (they won’t do the readings, they will text message during class, they will go outside to smoke half-way through) but your desire to be prepared instilled in you by Middlebury will set you apart!  Though it may be an extra effort, stay in contact with your classmates so that you can know when class is canceled or when assignments/test dates change.  Even when I didn’t have class, I could kind of stick around the campus and maybe “run in” to an acquaintance…ok that sounds kind of sketchy but it works better than hanging out in your room with nothing to do.  I found classes perhaps the best way to meet people and thus to “integrate.” 


b)  housing:

I lived with a family chosen by the EEE based on a small questionnaire.  I liked my family (a marriage, two grown children, and an aunt,) and they really liked me, but we did have rocky moments.  The most important element of a home-stay is COMMUNICATION!  Ask what the specific rules of the house are, require about specific eating etiquette if in doubt (tortillas can be messy if not used properly), if you want to be integrated into family activities, SAY SO.  The inclination of the families is to let students be as independent as possible, and of course it will vary from home to home, but you should demonstrate that while you will be doing your own thing, you’re hear to conocer la cultura, not just go to discos all the time, like most of the American students in Xalapa.  Living in an apartment is definitively cheaper, so some people might prefer that after awhile.  The housing regulations are strict but well intentioned; make sure you review them thoroughly.  Also OCS should make sure that living cost estimations are up-to-date, as Sisyphean as that may sound.  It will save a few students a bit of anxiety once they realize how expensive the home-stay program can be.
c)  extra-curricular activities (please list):

I participated in a student-organized “choir” first semester…the group did not continue in the spring.  I also took a guitar class at the EEE both semesters, which was a fun way to learn about Mexican folk music.  The EEE has a few extracurricular offerings, but in general I would dissuade any student from hanging around at the EEE.  The EEE seeks to insulate foreign students within the school, and English is the main language spoken.  Not everything about the EEE should be written off though, as it can provide some service outlets and some (limited) cultural outlets, but you would be better off just finding what Xalapa has to offer or doing things with the friends you make independently of the EEE.  Besides that there are an array of cultural opportunities in Xalapa (concerts, lectures, theatrical works, film cycles, craft fairs) as well as the variety of bars, clubs and cafés.  At times it felt like Middlebury: there was so much to do but little time do it all.

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

I had an internship at the Museum of Anthropology, where at times I felt out of place, but overall appreciated.  Any internship in an organization affiliated with the UV will be considered a servicio social, which most UV students complete as part of their studies.   I worked with other classmates who had larger terms than me, and after awhile I was able to give museum tours to school groups.  I wish I’d had a little more choice in my internship selection, but I guess there was little time as well as little experience in Xalapa to be to choosy.
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)?

I made massive improvements in all areas, especially during the first few weeks.  I still would like a greater degree of aural comprehension.  If you have the opportunity to attend language school, do so by all means.  I couldn’t because the ending date of Spanish School conflicted with the start of the Xalapa program, but it would have given me a leg up. (It can also fulfill Spanish requirements for you and possibly make the scramble to fulfill major/minor requirements easier.)

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.

The information was extremely limited, most likely due to the fact that I was the first student to go to Xalapa.  I was confused before departure on whether I would be in the EEE or in the actual university…the EEE should be aware that Middlebury students will virtually always take courses in the actual university.  The orientation was excellent and quelled my initial worries.  I felt as though I had sufficient support despite being so isolated, though everyone had their own take on this matter.
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.

Yes, Claudio was extremely friendly and helpful and I was put at ease not only by his support but also by his interest in my integration and progress.  Much of the difficulties come from having to deal with the EEE, who like to complicate the process of registering for classes.
Would you recommend that other students attend this program or university? X FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 
 No

Why or why not?









  

If you’re looking for a site in Mexico that’s not a big sprawling city (read: Guadalajara) this might be the place for you.   It may feel like a big city at first, especially if you come from a small town, but soon you will figure out the twisting streets and myriad of bus routes.  The region is beautiful and has fairly close and quick access to Veracruz, Puebla, and Mexico City.  I always felt safe in Xalapa even late at night.  The city is cheaper than Mexico City or Guadalajara but still has much to offer.

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

Try to take the leap and study abroad for the whole year, especially if you are a language or IS major.  If you come to Xalapa for one semester, it’s better to come in the spring.  In the fall, exams are taken after Christmas in January, and you don’t want to feel like you’re rushing back to Middlebury after being abroad.  Commit yourself to learning as much as you can and trying to avoid hanging out all of time with Americans.

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

I never felt unsafe or overly uncomfortable, though I think many people hold stereotypes of Americans.  If you are called gringo or güero (if you are white) don’t take it too personally, especially the latter.  People tend to be less “politically-correct” in Mexico, and calling someone gúero, flaco, or gordito may just be seen as a way to identify you.  Be open-minded, but speak up if you feel uncomfortable, especially if among your friends.  You’ll at least be able to discuss the cultural difference.  Girls often have problems with wolf-whistles and piropos though if you are male and stand out you may get some unwanted attention...though this is not that frequent for men.  Just try your best to put forward your most positive image without compromising what you really believe.  Be open-minded, you may get a new perspective, and you may change someone’s idea of you.
Evaluation of academics

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

Anthropology, (archaeology), literature (though the classes fill up quickly) fine arts, music (especially if you are an advanced musician.)  Bear in mind that humanities and arts are on two different campuses about 40 minutes apart walking.
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:

México Economía Política y Sociedad, 1ra mitad del siglo XX (Sociología)

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

Third semester

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):
Short summaries of readings, final paper, presentations.


	Describe course content:

Studies period of 1870-1940 (course title is a bit of a misnomer) mainly from a sociological standpoint.  Similar to a history class,

Evaluate course:
Straightforward, interesting material and cultural knowledge.  The teacher (Mirna Benitez Juarez) was nice to me and encouraged my participation in the class, but I thought at times made a big deal out of the fact that I was from the U.S. and therefore had different perspectives on everything.  Good for a general overview of Mexican history and society within a specific time period.



	2) Course title:

Mesoamérica I (Anthro/Archaeology)

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

3rd/5th semester

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):
Exams, informal presentations, report of trip to National Museum of Anthropology


	Describe course content:

This class focused on the Preclassical period, particularly on the Olmecs that lived in what is now the state of Veracruz.  We made a field trip to Mexico City, a big plus.  Various readings which required a little familiarity with archaeology, but I was able to follow everything pretty well with no experience.

Evaluate course:
Also pretty straightforward, though I would recommend taking the actual intro class Mesoamérica.  I wanted to be in that class originally, but it had filled up.



	3) Course title:

Porfiriato

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

7th Semester

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

	Describe course content:

Evaluate course:



	4) Course title:

Historia de la Música II

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

4th Semester, Preparatory Cycle

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):
Presentation, final exam
	Describe course content:

General overview of Western Music, with focus on identification of form and genre.

Evaluate course:

Easy, in fact maybe too easy for a Middlebury student.  The material was interesting and the professor (Herminio Sanchez de la Barquera) was very knowledgeable and clear in his teaching.  The upper level music classes (Ciclo Profesional) are worth investigating if you are an advanced musician or composer.



	5) Course title:

Filosofía de la Historia I

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

4th Semester

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):
Presentations, final paper
	Describe course content:

An introduction to the philosophy of history: philosophy of time, Saint Augustine, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Dilthey, and others who touch on the themes of historicism and the importance of the study of history.  Readings and attendance are mostly voluntary, though I highly recommend that you read.

Evaluate course:

Very interesting, and while light on actual work very challenging…the professor (Javier Ortiz) was great and very willing to offer his knowledge to his students.  He is retiring as after Fall 2007, however, but the other professor who teaches theses courses, Raul Vera, is supposed to be good as well.



	6) Course title:

Siglo XVI/XVII en México (History)

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

4th Semester

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):
Exams, presentations, small hw assignments
	Describe course content:

A study of colonial Mexico, right after the arrival of Cortés until the reinstitution of the Bourbons to the Spanish crown.  Some rather dry readings (about the intricacies of marriage law, for example) and the teacher harps on racial issues a lot which can be tiresome.    

Evaluate course:

Not too difficult, but at times I found the teacher (Jorgé Rodriguez Molina) somewhat condescending towards me.  He also speaks with an unfortunate lisp.  Only if you have some compelling reason to study colonial history, though overall the course is pretty easy.



	(Please add additional space if necessary)
	

	7) Course title:

Sociología de Procesos Rurales II

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

Upper (Optativo)

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.):
Exams
	Describe course content:

Despite compelling theme, boring stuff.  Major disappointment.

Evaluate course:

Do not take.  Professor (Roberto Yerena) is nice, but just rehashes his outdated notes to the class and is a pushover when it comes to taking his exams.  Also, there was supposed to be a fieldwork component but it fell through, thus making this class completely worthless.  Avoid.


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:

Very little more than the obligatory communication during my time abroad.  As hopefully everyone is aware of by now I WAS SCREWED IN HOUSING.  Hopefully that is all fixed now but all the same I recommend to any students abroad in the spring who want to live in a special interest house (Spanish house, etc.): pester, pester, pester the people in charge of that particular house for an application as early as you can.  The OCS should make sure that students abroad have equal opportunity to at least apply to the housing they want.  It’s hard to figure out whose fault it was, but it doesn’t matter, I know now that it won’t happen again.  Even still, just be on the safe side unless you want to live on your freshman hall your senior year.

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, it was useful, but now will be more useful now that at least two Middlebury students have gone on the Xalapa program.  If anyone wants to know something more specific I will always be contactable at mcraed2004@hotmail.com 

Would you like to make an appointment (in person or phone) with Off-Campus Study to discuss your study abroad experience?     

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes  X  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?     XX FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes    FORMCHECKBOX 
 No  

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




