If you think back to your first year of college, you might remember both apprehension and
anticipation. You were quickly hit with what you did not know—how to do your laundry, how to
navigate the cafeteria, the necessity of having your I.D. card on you at all times, where to buy books,
how to succeed in a new kind of study...the list goes on. What you were going through was a process
of cultural adjustment. You were learning the rules of a very new game; it took time, patience, and a
willingness to watch, listen and learn. What you are about to experience abroad is roughly
comparable in character to the transition you went through coming to HWS, but it will be far more
intense, challenging and rewarding. It’s the next step. Congratulations on choosing it.

How long will you be abroad? About four months? That’s really not all that much time to fit in what
many returned students would call the most significant and amazing experience of their college
careers (if not their lives). Although many students experience homesickness and/or culture shock
and have good days and bad days, you want to try to maximize what little time you have abroad. This
section will help you understand what zutercultural adjustment is all about, what you should expect to
experience, and how you can actively work to make this process a vibrant learning experience.
danger You are about to encounter a culture that is typically much
different from that with which you are familiar. The rules of
the game will not be the same. Researchers of cross-cultural
communication use several models to describe various
aspects of the study abroad experience; this packet will
guide you through them. You may not think you need this
information now, but many students who have crossed
cultures—and come back again—say that they are glad they
knew about these ideas beforehand. Take this packet with
you...our bet is that at some point in your time abroad,
you’ll pick it up again.
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EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

Much of the value of your study abroad program lies in the experiences of day-to-day living, the
encounters and relationships you build with the people of your host country. The experiential
learning model depicted to the left contains several key ideas that, if you keep them in mind, can help
you get the most from your time abroad.

The experience of living amidst a totally new culture can be at turns exhilarating and frustrating.
These frustrations can add up as you run into more and more differences between the culture you
carry around with you and the host culture. One of the benefits of study abroad is this realization—
that you actually carry America around with you. It’s your comfort zone, a set of values, ideas, and
manners, a language and a set of products. You’ve got to step out of this comfort zone if you want to
truly have a great experience.

There’s no way around this: If you want to really learn, you'll have to go
outside of your comfort zone. And going outside of your comfort zone
means taking a social risk.

A good rule of thumb for students abroad; if you’re not feeling wncomfortable, you’re not in much of a
position to learn anything. You haven't felt confident enongh in your language to talk to the newspaper seller you
pass every day, even though he looks like a character. You've felt too shy to go into that corner pub. You're lost—but
rather than ask someone for directions, you fumble with a map. You pass the town square and people are dancing in



traditional costume—iwhat’s the occasion? Your host family invites you to a familiar gathering—Ubut your American
friends have planned a day away at the beach. You're in class all day with foreign students and many of them look very
interesting but they haven’t introduced themselves to yon.

Stepping up to these challenges involves social risk and possible feelings of discomfort. But they all
offer opportunity as well. There’s much to gain, so take a chancel!

TOURISM VS. STUDY ABROAD

Most cities have their tourist attractions and these are great things to take in during your time abroad.
But remember that most local people don’t frequent these places. And remember too that the spaces
where the local people live aren’t frequented by tourists. There is a name for this: tourist
infrastructure. Tourism is the largest economy on the planet. This infrastructure (with multi-lingual
tour guides, menus in 12 languages, museums and historic sites, and boutiques) is designed to do
three things: make you feel comfortable, show you what most tourists want to see, and separate you
from your money.

If you understand the experiential foundation of study abroad, then you realize that this is not the
optimal space for students studying abroad to spend their time. Tourist infrastructures in fact insulate
the traveler from the daily life of the country (and the citizens that don’t speak the tourist’s language)
and this is exactly what you should want to experience while abroad. So, as a student abroad and not
a tourist, take delight in the simple pleasures of daily existence and really get to know your
neighborhood and your city. Find a local hangout. Become a regular. Go to restaurants without
menus out front in five languages (they’re also often less expensive). Get to know the merchants,
waiters, and neighbors you bump into every day. Play basketball or football (soccer to us) with the
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local kids. These experiences often have as much (or maybe more) to say than every city’s “tall thing
to climb” or sanitized “attractions”.

BREAKING AWAY

If you’re abroad for a language immersion experience, hanging out all the time with other Americans
will keep you from advancing your language skills. So too will missing out on activities because you
have to wait around for your boyfriend/gitlfriend to call for the second time that week. And: did you
really travel halfway around the world to spend a// your time with people you already know or talking
to people at home? So take advantage of invitations from your host family, your language partner, or
a foreign classmate. Go off exploring on your own or with one good friend.

It's okay to explore with an American buddy, but beware of the pack!
Large groups of Americans (along with being immediately recognizable
and off-putting) will keep you from really getting to know the local culture
and people.

Going abroad is about breaking away from what you know, so make sure you actually do that and
don’t live abroad in “Island America”. There are two other related things that will keep you from
actually experiencing what is going on around you: one is the easy accessibility of internet cafes, and
the other is cell phones. Technology allows us to be connected with people far away with great ease,
but remember that is often at the expense of connections with those immediately around us (not to
mention actual monetary expense!)

“OH YEAH, YOU BLEND”

It’s a famous line from My Cousin Vinny, a film about culture clash right here in our own country.
But blending is what the characters try to do, and it’s what you should do. Why should you try to



blend? First and foremost, it’s a great way to learn about the culture. To blend in first requires you to
actually look at the people around you. You must become an ardent and keen observer of people’s
behavior, language, etiquette, dress and, in more general terms, the way people carry themselves and
treat each other. Local people will appreciate your efforts to understand and adopt some of these
behaviors. It will show them that you respect and want to understand their customs and values. And
therefore they’ll trust you more, share more with you, and feel more of an immediate bond of
commonality with you. You’ll learn even more. Another reason you should try to blend in is safety.
The reality is that foreigners are often the targets of petty crime or unwanted attention from the
wrong kinds of people. Not sticking out in the crowd will keep you safer, and that bond of
commonality will mean that local people will be more likely to look out for you.

ADJUSTING TO A NEW CULTURE

Just as you did when you entered college, you will go through a process of cultural adjustment abroad
where you will learn to operate in a different cultural system, with different signals, rules, meanings,
values and ideas. Your experience living in this host culture will change over time. Once the
immediate sensations of excitement subside (#he honeymoon phase), the experience of adjustment will
likely be characterized by feelings of anxiety, stress, sadness, and fatigue, as things begin to seem
very...foreign. This process of intercultural adjustment is often represented by the “u-curve”, plotted
below:
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If you’re studying in a non-English speaking country, your language skills will be quickly tested to
their limit. You might not understand the local accent. You might not be able to communicate with
the bus driver. Your host family’s behavior may confuse you. You may feel fatigued at having to use
the language so much, and finding it so difficult. This is normal and to be expected.

Many students who study in English-speaking countries go abroad with the mistaken belief that they
will have no cultural adjustment to make. Beware! Don’t mistake the superficial similarities of the
countries for sameness. While the differences may seem subtle at first glance, closer examination often
reveals very different attitudes, values and “norms”. Unfamiliar social customs (etiquette), and
colloquial expressions (“tube” for subway, “mate” for friend, “cruic”” for good conversation) are just a
few of the possible differences between countries that share the “same” language!

The truth is living in a culture different from your own is challenging and exhausting, especially early
on in the process where almost everything is a mystery. What is happening is simple: you are realizing
how different this new culture really is! And you are realizing that what you knew from before, what
was familiar and comfortable to you, may not help you at all now. Some people call this “w/ture

shock”.



You may react to “culture shock” in a number of ways: you may find yourself favoring time alone,
preferring contact with friends or family at home over contact with foreigners or fellow students, and
perhaps as a sense of rejection of the host culture (hopefully, for your sake, temporarily!). Don’t let
this phase of adjustment forfeit an amazing opportunity to learn and grow! It is important to bear in
mind that the initial difficulties do wear off, and get much easier with active immersion in the culture
that surrounds you. As shown on the U-curve, the initial low subsides as you become accustomed to
the norms and custom of your host-country. This is called adjustment. Another note of good news:
there are concrete strategies you can use to minimize emotional and social difficulties:
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Take time to re-energize with your friends. Don’t feel guilty about hanging out
and comparing experiences...you can do a lot of processing in these sessions. Just don’t
isolate yourself from the culture in that group.

Get out and explore. Don’t waste your time abroad in a mob of U.S. Americans! Strike
off on your own, or pair up with a friend, be it another American on your program, your
host brother or sister, or a local acquaintance you’ve cultivated. It’s good to have someone
to experience things with, bounce ideas off of, help out with language—but it’s also good to
explore on your own and see what life throws your way.

Narrow your world—focus your efforts on a neighborhood, street or even a single
place, and try to get to know that, using it as a window onto the rest of the culture.

Widen your world—wander around the city or take trips to places you've never really
heard of. Be curious and open to the possibilities around you. View unfamiliar things as
mysteries to be investigated.

If you have a hobby or interest you pursued at home, pursue it abroad.
If you sang in a choir or played soccer, do those things abroad, too. You’ll meet local people
who share that interest! One student we know of brought her tennis racket to France; every
other day she’d play tennis at the nearby university, and this social sport became her
doorway into French culture, introducing her to many local people she would never
otherwise have encountered.

Keep a journal. Journals are powerful tools for becoming aware. You can focus on the
changes going on within yourself, or you can focus your writing on what is going on around
you, the weird and wonderful details of that culture, or both.

Write letters. Ietters can help you formulate your impressions and communicate your
experience with others; just be careful, you could alarm family and friends unnecessarily if
you write about your difficulties only and not your successes!

Set small goals for yourself every day. “Today I'm going to buy a newspaper and
conduct the transaction in the local language.” “This evening I'll accompany my host parents
to their relative’s home and see what happens.”

Read...reading a book about the culture and civilization, be it a popular history or the
musings of another traveler, can be relaxing and informative. It’s great when what you read
sheds light on what you see or experience every day.

Find a conversation partner. In non-English speaking countries, many local people
are seeking to practice their English. Set up meetings and spend half the time conversing in
English and the local language. In English-speaking countries, take advantage of the shared
language to really engage people in dialogue about local history and contemporary issues.

Be open to invitations! One student reported back to us that she never felt like she
had successfully lived in a place unless she had had dinner in a family’s home and seen how
normal people lived. In some countries inviting foreigners into one’s house is an honor—for
both the guest and the hosts!



You may have your down moments, but if you persist in trying, eventually the daily victories—when
you have successfully adapted to one or another aspect of the culture—will start to outweigh the
setbacks and frustrations. Over time, as you gain confidence in your ability to navigate through a
different cultural system, as your familiarity with local norms, values, and attitudes grows, and as you
start to see things from different perspectives, your adjustment will enhance the exciting and happy
time you originally anticipated your experience abroad to be.

One final note: everyone experiences cultural adjustment differently. This is just a general model to
help you visualize the fact that you will go through a process of cultural adjustment, and that this
process will include ups and downs, good days and bad, and moments of alternating homesickness
and elation at the new culture that is all around you.

CULTURE LEARNING: CUSTOMS AND VALUES

Before you go abroad, it’s a good idea to start thinking about culture as being one part customs and
one part values. As a person going abroad to immerse yourself in a different culture, you should be
extremely flexible about your customs, that is, the little things that make up your daily routine, the
way you do things, the level of service or quality of life you expect. You should, however, be more
reserved about your values, that is, the core beliefs that are important to you. It won’t hurt you to eat
a food you are not accustomed to (notice the word “accustomed”?) but say, for example, your
supervisor at your service site makes a racist comment about the recent wave of North African
immigrants. You shouldn’t feel like you have to agree with him just for the sake of fitting in. Be
respectful, but be true to your values, too.

There’s a connection between customs and values, however; the values of a culture are often
expressed in its customs. The cafe culture of many Mediterranean countries suggests a certain value
for comfortable social interaction, a relaxed view of time, and the idea that life should be savored
teaspoon by teaspoon. So as you adopt new customs, take time to reflect on the values that underlie
them, and examine your own values as well. Is there something in this culture worth taking back with
you, making part of your own core values?

LOCAL CUSTOMS

EATING AND DRINKING

Food is one of the most important parts of any culture. Although we may have pushed eating aside
in the United States, trying to make it fast and unobtrusive on the rea/ concerns of our lives, for many
cultures across the world, eating and food are still of central importance to family and social life. Be
aware that many countries frown upon eating on-the-go and it is considered rude to eat food while
you’re walking across campus or down the street. Follow the examples of the locals: if you never see
anyone else eating food as they walk, you can assume it is not appropriate. Following the logic above,
a country’s eating habits and customs suggest its values. Note the café example above; a simple cup
of coffee has many facets of Mediterranean culture encoded in it. In Africa, to take another example,
meals may be eaten with hands from a central bowl. Encoded in this is a statement about
community, family and sharing. As a guest in another culture, you should be open to trying as many
different new customs as you can, and this means kinds of food and modes of eating. But be realistic:
don’t expect yourself to eat beef if you’re a vegetarian or down tripe soup for the fourth time if you
really hate it. If you’re in a home-stay, first and foremost, be honest on your application for housing.
If you’re a vegetarian, say so. If you can’t handle cigarette smoke, write that. The programs we work
with abroad will try to meet your needs as best as they can. But expect some compromises! Also, be
honest and polite with your host families; probably not every family member likes the same kinds of



food there, too. It should be a process of mutual discovery. But also try new foods. Experiment with
menu items you can’t necessarily identify. You never know what you’ll discover. Bon appetit!

While alcohol consumption varies in degree and social context from country to country, it is safe to
say that, in general, few countries consider the kind of drinking prevalent on American college
campuses to be socially acceptable. Many countries do not have strict drinking ages and therefore
alcohol, not being illegal or taboo, isn’t considered novel, and binge drinking is relatively rare. Many
other cultures appear to have a much healthier relationship to alcohol than does society in the U.S..

Many English- and German-speaking nations, for example, have lively pub scenes where people
drink quite a bit; but the careful observer will note that 1) people drink more slowly than in the U.S.
and 2) people are expected to hold their liquor. To be seen stumbling drunk is embarrassing, not
funny. In these cultures, you may also note that, with the exception of pubs that are explicitly for
the student population, there is a broader mix of people who socialize together. It is quite common
in England and Ireland, for example, for young adults to go to the pub with dad and grandma or
even with a young sibling in tow. So, conduct yourself in a way that is appropriate for a mixed age
crowd.

A common practice in Britain and Ireland is to “buy rounds”. If you go to a pub with a group, one
member of the group will ask everyone else what s/he is drinking and will then pay for all the drinks
for everyone. Be prepared! If you accept the offer of a drink in such a scenario, YOU are expected
to buy the next round for all. If your budget cannot handle this and/or if you know that you need
to limit the total amount you consume, buy your own.

Mediterranean cultures value alcohol as a social lubricant and as an intrinsic part of meals. People will
socialize in bars, but the careful observer will notice that the local people will space their drinking out
over a large stretch of time, and eat small snacks in-between drinks. In this environment, it is not
uncommon to leave drinks half-finished as there will be a lot of sampling over the course of the
evening. If you finish everything, you’ll normally drink quite a bit more than you might here.

In a number of Asian countries, most notably Japan, youll probably be surprised by the quantity of
alcohol consumed, especially within a short time-frame. You might even witness drunken behavior —
within the confines of the bar or restaurant. But notice two important things: 1) this behavior ends
when you cross the threshold from the bar to the street where drunkenness is NOT tolerated and 2)
behavior that might be okay for a local is more likely to be disapproved of when displayed by a guest.
Asians are very mindful of the differences between hosts and guests and each has explicit
responsibilities to the other. In Japan you are likely to be showered with gifts and offers of hospitality
by total strangers — which are okay for you to accept. In return, however, you must be certain that
your own behavior is always seen as respectful.

Although you are all “legal” abroad, we strongly encourage you to drink responsibly and carefully
abroad. Drinking too much leaves you more vulnerable to pick-pocketing and other petty crime and,
in excess, will lead you to display behavior that may fuel anti-American sentiment. If you choose to
drink, be very aware of the quantities you consume. Also note that alcoholic drinks in other
countries, beer and hard cider in particular, tend to have a higher alcohol contact per volume than
their U.S. counterparts.

Safety and Health
SAFETY ABROAD: A FRAMEWORK



Take a look at the experiential learning model again. Notice that there’s “social discomfort”, and
there’s danger. Taking social risks doesn’t mean putting yourself in harm’s way. What you “risk”
should only be embarrassment and a wounded ego, temporary feelings that wear off. You can rely on
your good judgment to tell the difference between risk and danger much of the time: for instance,
there’s talking to the newspaper seller, and there’s wandering through a seedy part of town alone in
the middle of the night. One poses the kind of social risk we’re encouraging, and one poses danger to
your well-being.

Recognize, however, that there are instances when you can’t sense the line between social risk and
danger simply because you don’t understand the culture. Sellers in the open market place follow you
around. They seem aggressive. Are you in danger, or is this simply the normal way of doing things in
your host country? Is there some kind of body language you can use to communicate that you’re not
interested? You can’t know this unless you know the culture well. And to know the culture well, you
need to get out there, learn, ask questions, and take social risks!

The best way to stay safe abroad is to be more aware and learn as much
as you can about your host-country.

Statistically the crime rate in most overseas locations where we send students is lower than the typical
US city. However, because there is often a large student population in many of the locations,
students can be lulled into a false sense of security. Remember that with your American accent you
will stand out and could be a target. Given that you will be in unfamiliar surroundings while you are
abroad it is particularly important that you use your best judgment. Above all, be street smart: if you
are going out at night try to go in groups and be aware of your surroundings. Look out for one
another. You will be spending a lot of time in an urban environment so act accordingly. If something
doesn’t feel right, listen to your instincts.

Regarding your personal belongings, be sure to secure your important items (passpotts, traveler’s
checks, valuables) and to lock the door to your flats at all times.

DANGEROUS BEHAVIOR

The following is behavior you should avoid while abroad:

1.) Don’t give out the names, numbers, and addresses of other program participants.

2.) Don’t invite new friends back to your quarters; meet in a public place until you know them better.
3.) Don’t do drugs abroad (see below for why).

4.) Avoid American hang-outs (McDonald’s, Hard Rock Cafes, etc.) and avoid being in large groups
of Americans.

5.) Don’t wander alone in an unfamiliar city where you don’t know the good areas from the bad.

6.) Don’t drink too much in public; it may make you look foolish and you be more susceptible.

HEALTHCARE AND INSURANCE

For some of you, your parents’ insurance policy will cover you. If this is not the case, all students are
covered by the Colleges’ mandatory medical plan which is provided through Excellus of Upstate
New York. Be sure that you bring your Excellus-issued ID card with you. On it is your name,
the group policy number and info for medical providers. Note, that you will not be able to access
the toll-free number on the card from overseas. So, if you need to speak with the insurance
company, either have your parent(s) call the toll free number for you OR use the internationally
accessible number: 1-585-325-3630. Normally, you will have to pay for each non-emergency office



visit and obtain an official receipt of the treatment you have received with the date of treatment.
Then you must present that receipt to the insurance company for reimbursement. In cases of severe
emergency, you will be treated first and billed later. Every attempt will be made to contact your
parents/emergency contacts if hospitalization or surgery is necessary. In the most extreme cases, the
insurance provided by your International Student ID card will cover the cost of evacuating you to the
U.S. or Europe for treatment if adequate care isn’t available on site.

For more information about your student medical insurance plan, visit the plan’s website:
www.excellusbebs.com.

WOMEN'’S ISSUES ABROAD

American girls are easy. A special word to women going abroad: the sad truth is that some foreign men
believe this stereotype to be true. How they may have arrived at this conclusion is not hard to
surmise if you watch a little TV. What this means for you is that certain behaviors in public
(drunkenness being a big one) may get you unwanted attention from the worst kinds of people.
Again, blend in by watching the behavior of those around you and adopting it as your way.

HIV

HIV is equally or more prevalent abroad and just as deadly as it is here. Sometimes Americans
abroad lower their guard and engage in activities that they never would back at home, feeling
somehow “immune” or “invincible”. Resist these thoughts! Also, in a different context, many
Americans are unsure of the cultural cues involved or are unsure of how (or whether it is
appropriate) to talk about sex. Don’t let this uncertainty get in the way of your safety: get to know
your partners, use a condom, and be aware of safer sex practices.

DRUGS

Each year, 2,500 U.S. Americans are arrested abroad, 1/3 of these arrests for possession of illegal
drugs. So here it is in simple terms: don’t do drugs abroad. If you get caught doing drugs in another
country you are fully subject to their laws (which are often more stringent than our own) and chances
are good that you will spend time in prison, or worse: some nations have the death penalty for those
found guilty of drug trafficking. Being a U.S. citizen gives you no special privileges. The U.S. embassy
will not go out of its way to help you out. The Marines will not execute a daring amphibious landing
to rescue you. And, HWS can do nothing to intervene other than to call your parents and advise
them to hire an international lawyer — fast and at their own expense.

There are three key things to understand about this issue (drawn from a study of U.S. Americans in
prison abroad by journalist Peter Laufer):

1. Most nations adhere to the Napoleonic code, which presumes the accused to be guilty until
proven innocent.

2. Few nations grant bail between arrest and trial.

3. The State Department will rarely intervene to aid an accused or convicted American for fear
of upsetting relations with the host country.

DON’T DO DRUGS ABROAD! Use of illegal drugs is, on top of everything noted above, grounds
for being returned home to the US (to your parents’ home — not to your college) at your own
expense and normally at the forfeit of academic credit (and tuition dollars) for the term. If you are
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caught using drugs abroad by the authorities, the only assistance the Faculty Directors and your
home campuses will provide is to refer you (and your parents) to legal counsel. We cannot and will
not intervene in matters between you and the local authorities. Breaking the law there is simply
unacceptable and could be a decision you will spend a lifetime regretting.

TRAFFIC

Look both ways before you cross, cross in the cross-walk, obey the right-of-way rules. Traffic safety
and the roles of drivers and pedestrians are deeply engrained in a car-oriented culture such as the
U.S. When going abroad, it’s important—essential—to understand that like everything else, traffic
rules differ from country to country. For students studying in the United Kingdom, Ireland, Japan,
Australia or New Zealand or South Africa, you have to remember to look right first because that’s
where the cars are coming from. This takes some getting used to! For students studying in the
Germanic nations of Denmark, Germany and Austria, you have to understand that people in general
follow the rules. Pedestrians do not jay-walk; they wait for the walk signal—even if there isn’t a car in
sight. In contrast to this are Italy, Spain, and France where general chaos often rules and pedestrians
are expected to make way for cars—in the crosswalk, in the middle of the street, even sometimes on
the sidewalk. And remember, in all countries, look out for bike traffic!

A final word about traffic: given the differences in the traffic rules but also patterns and driving
customs, we strongly advise AGAINST ever renting a vehicle and driving yourself while abroad.
Public transportation in most nations is far better and more accessible than it is here. Use it!

POLITICS

Don’t read the newspaper? Unfamiliar with what’s happening in Washington or New York, let alone
the events shaking Paris or Moscow or Delhi? You’re in the minority. People around the world, by
and large, know a lot about politics and spend a lot of time talking about it. Not just their politics, our
politics. So it is very important to read up on what’s going on in the country you’re going to, and
what’s going on here, too. We can pretty much guarantee you that people will press you for your
opinion of the current U.S. administration or the next stop on the globe-trotting war on terror.

You can learn a lot from talking politics with surprisingly well-informed foreigners. Some of you
might, however, be on the receiving end of angry talk against the United States. Second to the
surprise over how knowledgeable people around the world are about politics is how angry many of
them are over U.S. policies. In general people are very good at distinguishing between U.S.
Americans and the U.S. government, but in some cases you might feel the need to remind them of
this distinction and to diffuse some of the anger by saying that you might not necessarily agree with
the policy either. It’s an instance where you’ll have to use your judgment. As you re-examine some of
your values over time, you might also find yourself questioning some of your political beliefs. And
you might change other’s minds as well. Eventually people all around the world will have to come to
the table and talk out their differences...you might as well be in on it eatly.



