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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 College 

Class 2005
Major(s) Mathematics 
Country in which you studied Russia
Host University Independent University of Moscow
City Moscow

US sponsor (if different from host university) N/A
Period of study abroad:  From February 5          To May 21      Year 2004
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? 

Textbooks were not used in my mathematics courses.  Instead, we were encouraged first to try to derive proofs on our own, work with our peers, and look in books as a last resort.  Because no class strictly followed a book, the process of finding the information we were looking for involved becoming familiar with three or four of the best books available, which naturally provided a more complete understanding of the material, requiring more time thinking about the problems and often reading the same theorem stated and proved several different ways.

We were also actively encouraged to debate, argue, and question anything a classmate or professor stated and to validate our claims with on-the-spot proofs at the blackboard.  This energy of a class requires all students to be confident in the material, regularly studying just in preparation for a lecture and eliminating the possibility of ever ‘zoning out’.  I have returned much more confident speaking up in my classes.

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

The most notable part of the Russian culture that I was completely absorbed in, and also not expecting, was living with an incredibly devout Russian Orthodox mother and daughter.  I arrived to find my room and the entire apartment plastered in icons, and later went to services with them, learned their prayers, visited the center of spiritual Orthodox life for them (in Sergeev Pasad) for a cleansing in a saintly stream, and participated in the 40 day fast for Lent.  I was treated as though I were Russian Orthodox.

As my program was not with a traditional university but a research center and magnet program for mathematicians, I also observed the incredible tracking system of Russian education, watching the special education school for slower students who used the building during the day, often wandering aimlessly and not receiving instruction, be replaced by the nine year olds who had been selected as gifted arrive every afternoon for their one-on-one advanced tutoring by a university math student.

My program was unique in that all students were foreigners, the majority from the United States, so were always labeled as “the Americans”.  But in an academic setting, this was an incredibly desirable quality.  Professors from outside of the program would seek me out (as one of the few students who came to the program already speaking some Russian) to practice English or ask for grammar help with things like translating certificates for international Olympiads.  In Russia, the U.S. seems to be rather distant.  Most adults I talked to did not note characterizations of the US, but rather were intrigued as outsiders of specifics of daily interactions: how Social Security numbers worked, how many cars my family owned, how expensive it was to go to college, and how much water most people drank each day.

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

Within my program and with my host family, everyone was warm and wanting to accommodate me as much as possible, yet I found the opposite in the service sector.  The traditional smile of the cashier was gone; we were the ones expected to pay in exact change and keep the line moving.  Yet as with most things, I found that simply a genuine honesty was the most helpful way to deal with people. 

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

I enrolled in the Math in Moscow program to satisfy both my interest in mathematics and Russian language and help me decide where I might want to go with each of these.  I left knowing that research mathematics would never be my field, but still in awe of math and quite certain that math with play a central role in my career choice (most likely math education).  And though now I am not able to take a class specifically in Russian language at Middlebury, I don’t worry because I am sure that learning Russian and visiting many more times will continue to be a part of my life well past graduation.
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:

My program was specifically designed for non-Russians; we did not take classes with the Russian students.


b)  housing:

Although other students in my program lived in a foreign student dorm, I lived in an apartment with a host mother and her daughter.  This was a particularly difficult setting because although the first day I stated that I was there to learn Russian, their plan had been for me to be a free English tutor for the 16 year old daughter.  Her mother kept reminding her and me to speak only English with each other and she sometimes would refuse to answer me if I spoke to her in Russian.  I was expected to spend up to three hours each night helping my host sister with her English compositions and lessons.  As my language skills progressed much more quickly than hers, she finally found it easier to sneak in Russian when her mother wasn’t around monitoring us and the mother was not embarrassed when I joined in a conversation over tea with their friends and neighbors.  As stated above, one of the most unique situations through my housing arrangement was that I in effect lived the life of a Russian Orthodox believer and participated in the 40 day fast for Lent.    

c)  extra-curricular activities (please list):

No extra-curricular activities were offered.  However, outside of class, I spoke often with the students in the special education program and their teachers who shared our building.  

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

After my program ended, I volunteered in a Camp Hill program in a small village east of St. Petersburg, farming with and assisting Russian adults with special needs (brain trauma, down syndrome, and schizophrenia) with daily tasks.

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

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

I arrived in Russia having taking 3 semesters of Russian at Middlebury.  When I left I had solid comprehension in the particular areas that had interested me: I could read any food label and know all of the ingredients, talk about any activity happening on a farm, and in general read and understand any sign.  I can speak comfortably with Russians and have no problem with daily activities (buying stamps or train tickets or museum entrance passes), but am usually identified as a foreigner by my accent or odd syntax. 

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.

Yes.  In fact I found the math classes even more comprehensive and involved than I expected.  The dean greeted us almost every day and personally delivered our mail.  Not only were the professors concerned about our lives, but the secretaries, cafeteria workers, and cleaning ladies would make sure that our experience was positive and everything was running smoothly.
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.

Absolutely.  The woman in charge of the program was also a professor at the university and available every day.  Usually she came to us to check up on everything before we went to her with any concerns.  
Would you recommend that other students attend this program or university?  FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes  X No

Why or why not?









  

The Math in Moscow program is a hybrid of the Russian and traditional American pedagogy.  Classes are designed as an introduction to the material to guide further exploration outside of class with extensive problem sets.  The time commitment of each class is carefully considered by the guidelines of the program, which define three classes as a full course load.  However, Middlebury’s policy of accepting a full course load as how it is defined by the university did not apply in this case.  I took an overload of classes was completely overwhelmed.  The entire four months in Moscow, I never went to a museum or a performance.  I also never felt I had enough time to fully absorb the material or satisfactorily complete assignments.  However, the program itself was phenomenal.  Many students participated during the semester after graduation before beginning their PhD programs while on American Mathematical Society or Fulbright scholarships.  This situation would be ideal for Middlebury students as they would be able to take a more reasonable course load pursuing their interests and not as concerned about if their semester would be considered equivalent to a semester at the home university.

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

Despite my struggles, I am very satisfied with my academic and social experiences abroad.  Several aspects of my experience (attending a non-Middlebury program in a country where Middlebury has a university, attending a primarily English-speaking program, and studying abroad after fewer than two full years of language instruction) were against the Middlebury Study Abroad policies, but the program was exactly tailored to my interests.  At a liberal arts college like this where students are encouraged to develop their passions, it is crucial that if a program outside of the country matches a student’s interests, that he pursue it, not feeling restrained if it is not the traditional path.

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

I did not experience any discrimination, as an American or as a woman.

[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?

Research mathematics.  This program is particularly noted for its unique approach to topology (an investigative approach).  
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: Basic Algebra

Course level (intro/upper/seminar):

Intermediate (one semester of Algebra was required for acceptance to the program, so “Basic” was only in reference to the other courses taught in the program and was really a course of second semester Algebra)

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): weekly problem set, written 90 minute midterm exam, written 3 hour final exam

	Describe course content: Groups (homomorphisms, orders, commutator, conjugation, actions, orbit, normal groups, simple groups, Dn, Sn, An)

Rings (ideals, nillradical, idempotent elements, subrings, principal rings, Chinese divisor theorem, modules, torsion, tensor products)

Fields (finite, irreducible polynomials taken over it, integrally closed, Eisenstein criterion, extensions)

Commutative mappings

Vector & affine spaces

Evaluate course: This course is ideal for a student who has just completed one semester of Abstract Algebra with Priscilla Bremser.  It serves as a challenging but manageable extension of the important concepts of algebra.  



	2) Course title: Complex Analysis

Course level (intro/upper/seminar): Rated as ‘Intermediate’ on the Math in Moscow scale

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): weekly problem sets, 1 hour written midterm exam, 30 minute oral midterm exam, 1 hour written final exam, 3 hour oral final exam

	Describe course content: conformal mappings, holomorphic functions, harmonic functions, Cauchy-Riemman equations, complex differentiability, Cauchy integral, Stokes Theorem, Weierstrass Theorem, Liouville’s theorem, Maximum Modulus Principle, conformal equivalence, Rouche’s Theorem, Riemann sphere, Fractional Linear Transformations, Schwartz Lemma, Arzela-Ascoli Theorem, Riemann Mapping Theorem, Laurent Theorem, Laurent Series, assorted singularities of functions, integrals with sin(x) and cos(x)

Evaluate course: This course was divided into two parts: one 90 minute theoretical lecture by the professor and one 90 minute problem session with a doctoral student.  The two sessions rarely overlapped material in an attempt to expose the students to as much of the field of Complex Analysis as possible.  It moved very quickly and I personally found it quite challenging.


	3) Course title: Russian Language II

Course level (intro/upper/seminar): Intermediate

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): daily written assignments (worksheets and paragraph to one page compositions), 1 hour midterm written (multiple choice and essay) and listening exam, 1 hour final written (multiple choice and essay) and listening exam, participation 
	Describe course content: 

-Grammar components: cases, verbs of motion (prefixes and forms), commands, time, subjunctive, gerund form, participles

-Vocabulary through scenarios (family, travel, eating in a restaurant, clothing, shopping, entertainment)     

Evaluate course: The textbook for this course was designed for the international traveler to Russia.  The book was entirely in Russian but supplemented by the instructor, usually with grammar points explained in English.  Most students in the class were studying in the program for one year, so had studied one semester of Russian but had also lived in Russia for one semester, so their speaking abilities were roughly equivalent to mine after 3 semesters, but some of the grammar points addressed the first few weeks of class were review from Russian 201 taught at Middlebury. 

	4) Course title: Russian III

Course level (intro/upper/seminar): Upper

Means of assessment (e.g., papers, exams, homework, etc.): daily written assignments (grammar exercises or one page compositions), two hour midterm written exam, two hour final written exam, final listening exam, participation 

	Describe course content: Focused mainly on developing our vocabulary through reading short essays and poetry and studying verb prefixes and noun endings.  A large emphasis was placed on expanding our knowledge of adjectives and nuances.  Writing assignments were typically to describe the personal characteristics of people, events in a movie segment watched in class, or learning twenty verbs with the same stem. 

Evaluate course: The course was conducted entirely in Russian to students who had studied three or more semesters of Russian.  Most students had taken language courses previously in Russia lasting from five weeks to one summer.  The emphasis was on exposure to thousands of common words and the material was more than could be remembered in a single semester, but overarching enough that it left us with a solid usable vocabulary.

	5) Course title: Russian Literature

Course level (intro/upper/seminar): Intro

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

	Describe course content: The instructor provided a reading list of what are considered the best and most important works of Russian prose and poetry that we should read over our lifetime.  Lectures were supplementary and gave a foundation of the progressions of Russian literature and necessary historical and political background to understand the context of the written work.  Poetry reading and short stories were assigned for each class meeting and discussed in class and five classic and contemporary novels (Crime and Punishment (Doestoevsky), Dr. Zhivago (Pasternak), The Compromise (Dovlatov), A School for Fools (Sokolov), Moscow Stations (Yerofeev)) were read outside of class and addressed as needed. 

Evaluate course: This course typically has low enrollment (I was one of two students), so the lectures are tailored to what the students are currently reading.  It was a comprehensive survey course of Russian literature from the 19th century to the present.




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 emailed the OOC many times for clarification of course transfer guidelines.  Responses were always prompt (almost always within 24 hours), but required several follow-ups as my questions and the responses did not always correspond.  There was quite a bit of confusion because what my program defined as a full load was not accepted; Middlebury instead used credit hours to determine a full load.  I was not informed of this change until I wrote to confirm that my selection was acceptable, which required me to add another class four weeks late.  This may have resulted because I was not in a Middlebury program. I offer two suggestions for preventing such confusion beforehand: clearly defining in writing for each student what a full load will be before s/he departs and asking students to send a list of the classes s/he actually enrolled in once at the host university.

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.  The checklist of things to bring was very helpful as my preparation time was short and scattered (flying out two days after returning home after J-term).  The self-questionnaire asking ‘am I ready to study abroad?’ might be better placed in the study abroad office rather than handed out at the meeting because students there are usually already set to go.

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

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes   X 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   X No  

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

For students from other Institutions:

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




