C.V. Starr-Middlebury Schools Abroad

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. We are always striving to offer the highest quality study abroad programs.  These evaluations will also be made available to future applicants, for whom they will serve as an important supplement to published materials. Please be as candid as possible when completing these forms and know that your comments will remain anonymous.  
The staff of the C.V. Starr-Middlebury Schools Abroad always welcomes the opportunity to hear about your experiences abroad; please feel free to call or email us at  (802) 443-5745 or offcampusstudy@middlebury.edu.

Please complete and return this as an e-mail attachment to the C.V. Starr-Middlebury Schools Abroad at offcampusstudy@middlebury.edu.

Your name   
Home school______University of St. Thomas _____________



Country in which you studied      Russia
 City in which you studied 
Voronezh, Moscow

Period of study abroad:  From  Sept. 2002
To   June 2003
 Year 
02-03


Background

How did you find out about the Middlebury program?

(Note: This box will expand as necessary.)

Recommended by study abroad advisor at my college. She knew it by reputation.

Why did you choose this particular program and site?

I chose Middlebury because it seemed to be the most solid program in terms of language acquisition.   I  wanted to live in host families and have the opportunity to take mainstream classes. In addition, I wanted to live outside of Moscow/St. Petersburg – in the provinces.  I chose to divide my time between Voronezh and Moscow in order to get a feel for the difference between life in the center vs the provinces. Were I to do it again I would stay in Voronezh the full year; Moscow is big and dirty and not all that it’s cracked up to be. (Bring back the Voronezh program!)

Evaluation of personal learning
Given that overseas educational systems differ significantly from those in the U.S., 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?

Just learning about the Russian educational system in a direct manner like this enhanced my understanding of Russian culture as a whole.  I appreciate Middlebury’s use of Russian professors for all classes, and having all classes in Russian.  

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

I’ve gained a broader understanding of both that allow me to evaluate current events as well as history and culture with a more critical eye.  Although there certainly exist large differences between the cultures, it is a deep awareness of the human constant, that is, whatever it is that transcends language and culture and history to reflect the commonalities of human history, that I value as the most important thing I’ve obtained through my study abroad experience.
In what ways has study abroad contributed to your personal growth? What were the personal qualities you found most useful during your time abroad?

Being isolated in an environment that is completely foreign, severed from all familiar aspects of my identity (not only family and friends, but more fundamental things like language and religion), I was forced to examine my own personal identity and come to an understanding of who I am apart from my environment.  Through this process I gained a new confidence and understanding of myself and others.

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 did you participate, 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:

The Russian-as-a-foreign-language (Middlebury) classes were easy to integrate; mainstream classes were a lot harder. I took two mainstreams my second semester, and audited several my first.  The language barrier made it harder to connect with fellow students in mainstream classes, and unfamiliarity with the Russian education system makes the entire process much more intimidating.  Were I to return, knowing what I do now, I would probably be able to integrate better, but still not as easily as with the Middlebury classes. I think that Middlebury’s system of integration – i.e., allowing students to chose, more or less, how many mainstreams they want to take and encouraging auditing – is a good one.  You can get some exposure to Russian students/classes/professors without being overwhelmed with trying to adjust.



b)  housing:

Hard in some ways, easier in others. I was with host families each semester, though obviously 2 different ones in the different cities.   My family in Voronezh I grew quite close to; I hope to stay in touch with them. What difficulties I encountered at home arose mainly from my own personal struggles (culture shock, language shock, etc) rather than anything related to my housing.  It is certain that much of my progress in Russian is due to living with Russians.  Seeing the ways that families interact with each other in the home brings with it an intimate cultural knowledge difficult to replicate elsewhere.

c)  extra-curricular activities (please list):

Aerobics classes; lots of walking (strolling), photography. Special events. RC provided good support.

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

Trip to Sochi over fall break; internship w/a Russian orphan education program in the spring – I taught English and did some translation. 

If on a one semester program: (i) Would full-year study have improved your language advancement and social integration?  (ii) Why did you choose to spend only a semester abroad?  
Evaluation of Language Learning

What kind of progress did you make in the different components of language study (aural comprehension, reading, writing, and speaking)?
All improved dramatically, but the most improvement is probably in aural comprehension and speaking – which were my main goals.

Evaluation of the in-country staff and study abroad experience overall

Keeping in mind that the C.V. Starr-Middlebury Schools Abroad strive to foster student independence and personal responsibility, did the Director and his or her staff provide you with an appropriate orientation on arrival and sufficient support while you were there?  Please comment.

Yes.  I would say the level of support from the RCs was appropriate; they provided just as much support as was needed, but not so much that they were doing things for us.  Spring group trip to Crimea was highlight of the year (kudos to Sarah!).
Was the Director competent, effective, and helpful?  Was s/he approachable and concerned about your general well-being and success?  Please comment.

I think so. I didn’t have too many interactions w/them – and the Director for Russia changed while I was there.
Would you recommend that other students attend C.V. Starr-Middlebury Schools Abroad?  FORMCHECKBOX 
Yes     FORMCHECKBOX 
 No

Why or why not?









  

In my experience it is probably the best Russia program widely available. Language acquisition is deeply rooted in the program’s structure, and host family life is the best way to understand ‘street-level’ culture in any country. Overall the program takes itself seriously – which is very important in my opinion.  As I said above, the balance between structure and independence for students is pretty much perfect.  There is flexibility as well.  Also, it seemed the majority of students on the program were pretty serious about making their time abroad meaningful. The chance to travel with the group and on one’s own is fantastic – to get out and see the country.

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

Make the most of it. Don’t be afraid of the native folk (you look/sound stupid no matter what; you might as well make some friends while you’re at it!)  Explore – I spent a lot of time just walking, and while I maybe didn’t go to as many museums as others, there is something gained in just walking around and enjoying and observing daily life.  If you have a free January, take the Trans-Siberian Railroad out to Bejing: I didn’t and regret not doing so, given the stories I’ve heard. Travel outside your city, and take the road less traveled to get their. Trains are awesome: don’t be intimidated by the thought of sharing a compartment with strangers, you’ll probably have some great conversations if you let it happen (riding on trains is one of my fondest memories of Russia). 

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, but I look Russian. Other students had frequent ID checks (and had to pay bribes).  I argued with Russians a few times about racism (most are racist – or at least have a very different perspective on race than we do), and while it was like pounding your head against the wall these debates provided some insights into the nature of race and racism, and illustrated the vastly different contexts of Russia and the US. So while of course you shouldn’t be too argumentative, don’t be afraid to discuss controversial topics (like racism – or the war in Iraq). Just be aware of  your own reactions and try not to take offense where none is intended – leave your propensity for taking personal offense at the door.

As a woman in Russia I certainly noticed some differences in gender roles and interactions, but didn’t find myself upset or unduly inconvenienced by them; it just wasn’t an issue.  When people know you are American (or any foreigner) that usually mitigates any preconceived gender roles they might have otherwise tried to apply to you.  I am Catholic, and there were no Catholic churches in Voronezh, so I took to attending Orthodox services, which I came to enjoy. I highly recommend attending at least part of a service at least once. It’s tied quite deeply with Russian history and culture; keep in mind though that it’s not appropriate for non-Orthodox persons to take communion, and women should cover their heads inside churches (though this, it would seem, is starting to change).

[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?

Although the Voronezh program has closed, much to my dismay, VGU has a fantastic International Relations department – a rare department in Russian colleges. It has a young and enthusiastic faculty and seems to have a very modern outlook on education.
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)  Advanced Russian Grammar 
	Indicate level:  intro/upper/seminar (circle one)

Comment on course content: This was truly ADVANCED grammar; we’re talking about very subtle stuff, some of it. Useful, but very difficult.

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

Some homework. Mostly final exam.

Evaluate course, please comment:

Good class, boring professor.  Useful but difficult subject matter.

	2) Advanced Russian Conversation
	Indicate level:  intro/upper/seminar (circle one)

Comment on course content: 

Discussed all sorts of things. The professor was fantastic; integrated new vocab and technical stuff with various topics that taught us about life in Russia.

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

Papers (informal). Final exam. In-class participation.

Evaluate course, please comment:

This professor was truly outstanding. 



	3) Russian Civilization –

Voronezh: Regional history + Russian film

Moscow: Language of the Mass Media
	Indicate level:  intro/upper/seminar (circle one)

Comment on course content:

Two classes = 1.  Regional history was…regional history. Russian film was terrific. Mass Media was also very good, had more of a language focus than the other two and touched on current events.

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

Exams.

Evaluate course, please comment:

Regional history was boring; the film and mass media classes were terrific.

	4) Speech Culture:  Phonetics and Russian Song
	Indicate level:  intro/upper/seminar (circle one)

Comment on course content: Phonetics was…phonetics (good, but straightforward). Song class was fantastic and studied Russian language and culture by looking at folk music.

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

Some homework. Mostly participation and exams.

Evaluate course, please comment:

I was very skeptical of the Song class, but it was terrific. Both were very useful.



	5) 19th Century Russian Literature
	Indicate level:  intro/upper/seminar (circle one)

Comment on course content: Pushkin through Chekhov.

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

Homework was reading and discussing it in class.  Also written exam.

Evaluate course, please comment:

Good class, pretty standard literature class (though in Russian of course)

	6)  Modern History and Contemporary Politics
	Indicate level:  intro/upper/seminar (circle one)

Comment on course content:

Study of contemporary Russian politics, from Brezhnev to the present.

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

Final paper.

Evaluate course, please comment:

Good intro to post-Soviet politics.  Does a good job of tracing the current political situation back to its origins in the later years of the Soviet Union.



	7) Mainstreams – History of Russian Culture, Cultural Sociology
	Indicate level:  intro/upper/seminar (circle one)

Comment on course content:

Mainstream culture classes in the Art History department. Prof was a little odd and I still don’t know exactly what the main topic of the sociology course was.

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

Papers.

Evaluate course, please comment:

Prof was kind of weird. Difficult classes because he made references to things/people/events (like authors or pop culture figures) that I didn’t know. He also had a speech defect.



	(Please add additional space if necessary)
	


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

Very good.  Provided accurate and timely information and responded to emails quickly.

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?

Yes. 
Was the program accurately advertised and portrayed to you by our staff before you went abroad?

Yes.

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).

Yes;  2115 Summit Ave #5757, Saint Paul, MN 55105.  Tel 651-644-5048

May we use your comments in future publications?      FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes    FORMCHECKBOX 
 No
Please return this as an e-mail attachment to the C.V. Starr-Middlebury Schools Abroad: offcampusstudy@middlebury.edu




