Tips for Study Abroad
to
Antigua, Guatemala
(or anywhere else you may travel)
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Congratulations on your decision to participate in a program that can expand your horizons and enhance your education far beyond what can be experienced in the classroom—a foreign experience, one in which you are now the foreigner.  We, your program staff, hope to aid you in anyway we can in your experience.  This small guide is meant to be used before, during, and even after your time abroad.  Use what advice or suggestions you feel will be helpful to you.  And, of course, anytime throughout the program please feel free to come to one of the staff members for help, advice or suggestions, we are here for you.
Before you leave…
-Learn as much as possible about the people and culture of Guatemala.  This will make your travels more meaningful and your understanding of the culture will help you adjust to your new environment more quickly.

-Set goals for your experience and language learning.  Decide beforehand to take full advantage of this short time you have to be among native Spanish speakers.  This often means consciously avoiding your comfort zones, especially with the language.

-Talk to others who have been abroad and talk to them about their experiences and impressions.

-It is often helpful, especially for beginning students, to learn vocabulary and phrases in your own areas of interest as you will certainly have ample opportunity to talk about yourself, family, work, and hobbies.  Of course, you should practice asking questions about others as well.
-Learn about culture shock and recognize how to combat its negative effects:
Be Cognizant of Culture Shock

Culture shock is a real occurrence that can have a significant influence on your overall outlook.  There are five stages:

1) Honeymoon stage—All is new and exciting; this is very pleasant but also superficial.  Most tourists stay in this stage as they never have to deal with the real conditions of life, staying in nice hotels, being catered to, etc.  This can last for weeks if there is no attempt to actually integrate into the culture.
2) Shock and transition stage—The honeymoon is over.  This stage is characterized by irritability and even hostility towards the host culture.  Frustration arises after long days of mental fatigue and feelings of discontent, incompetence, and anger. 

3) Initial and gradual adjustment stage—Characterized by a new feeling of familiarity, a sense of belonging and pleasure as simple tasks are no longer major undertakings and understanding sets in.
4) Full adjustment, biculturalism—Integration into the culture, use of language, seeing the good and bad of the new culture, you’ve found a second home.
5) Re-entry—Believe it or not, returning home presents challenges after being fully adjusted to a new culture.  You will be excited about your experiences and will want to share them.  You may feel a desire to change the “bad” you’ve discovered in your own culture (which you most likely will find).
You can counter the symptoms of culture shock (i.e. depression, homesickness, urge to isolate yourself, irritation with host country/culture) by your attitude (#1 factor in your overall ability to adjust), being aware of your own feelings, keeping healthy, reducing uncertainty by researching before you leave, keeping a journal, and realizing it’s all part of your journey.  Don’t be judgmental and don’t take cultural differences personally, seek help from your staff and friends.  Remember and implement:  Open mindedness; a sense of humor; communication; flexibility and adaptability; curiosity; positive and realistic expectations; a tolerance for differences; positive regard for others; and a strong sense of self.  You’ll have lots of great stories to tell when you’re home. 
Some introspective questions to consider:
· Why did you choose to go to Guatemala?  What/who influenced that decision?

· What do you hope to gain from the experience?

· Is there something you want to be able to say you experienced?  Have you set goals?

· What does a “successful” trip abroad mean to you?

· What would make it “unsuccessful”?

· What challenges are you anticipating in Guatemala as a foreign country with a foreign language?

· What are you really looking forward to?

· How are you planning on managing unexpected stress?  What do you do at home?

· What experiences or characteristics do you have to draw from to help you?
· How do you want to change personally from your experience?  Or even do you want to change?

Some practical suggestions/advice...

Pack light.  You’re not going to be there long, and you’ll be getting your clothes dirty.  Save the outfits for another time.  Pack once, let it sit a few days.  Go back and try and reduce it by half.  If you think you may be bringing gifts back, put an empty bag or duffle in your suitcase, or just mail them.
Don’t take anything you’re afraid to lose.  Between theft and lost luggage, you’re better off just leaving it at home.  You want to be able to shrug it off and be on your way.  
Take a skeletal wallet/purse.  You certainly don’t need your library card, video rental card, extra credit cards, or even driver’s license (you’ll have a passport for ID). They do you no good there, and are a pain to replace if they all get lost.

Copy your passport.  Keep it with you in a separate place than your real passport; it will make replacement much easier.  Also write down on the same sheet the numbers to call in case you lose your credit card, maybe the consulate number as well.

Money issues.  Divide your money and keep it in separate areas.  A few small bills are good for your purse/wallet.  You may want to keep a reserve with a spare credit card in a money belt during travel.
Safety.  Be aware of your surroundings.  If you’re an American, you are a target for theft.  You’ll understand why as soon as you arrive.  Travel with a friend, be polite but self-assured.  Don’t assume people can’t understand you when you speak English.
Courtesy.  You’ll be staying with a local family, try and learn and respect the family’s traditions.  Be patient with language barriers.  It is always good form to leave the family with a gift on your departure; this will be seen as especially thoughtful if it comes from the US.  Learn as much Spanish as possible.  Language is a strong link in making connections, and any effort is usually very much appreciated.
If you prepare, theft, loss, delays, differences, etc. will only be small annoyances and will not ruin your overall experience.

Remember:  If you plan for problems, they cease to be problems and simply become part of the plan.
While you’re there…
-Effort and attitude is EVERYTHING while abroad.  
-Keep a journal.  Many participants find that keeping a journal not only helps you to remember unique experiences and impressions, but is also therapeutic for culture shock.

-Make local friends fast, you’re there for a short time, getting into the habit of just staying with your university classmates can solidify very early in the program.  Stick to the language goals you set before leaving.

-Beware of misunderstandings.  Differences in language, culture, and socioeconomic status can often be the catalyst for unnecessary hard feelings.  You’re there to make a positive contribution, let the impressions you leave be of kindness, tolerance, and love of the Guatemalan people.

-Cherish every experience, even if it’s not always pleasant.  Time will fly by either way, and you’ll be gathering stories to tell family and friends (as well as potential students for the next trip!).
Language learning
Now that you’ve set goals for yourself to take full advantage of your short time in Guatemala, how will you deal with classmates who don’t have your same goals?  Also remember others will be at different stages of culture shock than you, and your own stage can affect your desire to practice speaking with locals.  Write down new words as you hear them, trying to remember them at the end of the day to look up in your dictionary later will be nearly impossible as you encounter new vocabulary in every aspect of your “new” life.  Be open to jargon and slang you may not learn in class but will be used by people you meet all day.  Concentrating on learning a language all day is very taxing, even more so when you’ve put a long physical day of work in as well.  If you have a headache at the end of everyday, you’re doing it right.  Remember, it’s only a few short days and you’ll be back home, you’ll be making leaps and bounds in your ability if you put forth the effort, you’re in a city-sized classroom 24 hours a day.  Think of how many hours you’re in a traditional classroom—3 to 4 hours a week for 15 weeks—really not a lot of language contact time.  Antigua is truly a unique opportunity that relatively VERY few students have the chance to explore, make the most of it.
Being an American
You will now have the chance to see firsthand what it means to be a foreign student, as you are one.  You may find many Guatemalans know much more about the US than US students know about Guatemala.  What does it mean to be an American (estadounidense)?  If you ended up being the only American someone in Guatemala will meet, what impression will they be left with?  You’ll find stereotypes run both ways, many will have preconceived notions of Americans, will your actions refute or support them?  How will you react if you hear something about Americans that shocks or even offends you?  It may be that YOU are the one who is shocked and offended by the actions of your fellow Americans. 

A relevant story:  While in small Ecuadorian town a very poor Indian lady, with her young son and infant, was selling a few hand-woven bracelets for S/.100 sucres a piece on a blanket laid out on the dirt.  An elderly American couple went to buy one from her and gave her a S/.5,000 sucre bill (the largest the country printed at the time).  She handed it to her son, said something the couple didn’t understand (they spoke no Spanish much less Quichua), and he took off.  The couple began screaming at the lady, calling her names, accusing her of thievery and threatening to call the police and have her thrown in jail (of course, they yelled at her in English).  The commotion the couple caused caught my attention so I went over to see if I could be of assistance.  After hearing the couples’ story and consequently asking the lady about it, as she tried to remain calm and seated on the blanket, I learned that she did what was customary in a situation like that—she sent her son to a large store nearby to see if they could break the large bill for change (even many stores couldn’t break the bill).  I tried to explain everything to the couple and assured them they had not been robbed and they would get their money, etc.  Not really believing me, they continued to berate the patient lady until the boy returned with the change.  I had never been so embarrassed to be an American in my life.
Hopefully you will not have a similar experience, but they’re out there, stating in an arrogant tone “I’m American!” waiting to be treated like royalty.  May your actions and attitude dispel the stereotypes created by such as those.

Some introspective questions to consider:
· What do you like about your new “home”?

· What don’t you like?

· Is it as you imagined?

· What differences do you want to remember?

· Do people know you’re a foreigner right off?  How? Why?

· Do you seek out locals or avoid them?

· What has being a foreigner taught you about yourself and others?

· Are there customs/behaviors you like or have adopted as your own?

· What do you miss about home?

· How do you think this experience is changing you?

· Are you “fitting in”?  What are you doing to or not doing to contribute to this?

· How do you balance your own culture with a new one?  What’s working for you?

Coming home…
Congratulations again!  You’ve had a new experience, one you will keep with you forever and now it’s back home, back to your normal life.  What now?

-Find an audience to listen to you, you’ll have a lot to say and stories to tell, tell them to someone who is attentive and has the time to give their attention.
-Pass on your enthusiasm for your experience abroad to others.  Many “catch the bug” of foreign travel and study and are either talking about their last trip or planning their next.

-Make Spanish-speaking friends at home, actively pursue opportunities to use the language you’ve learned.  Most will have some time between coming home and returning to formal study (which hopefully includes Spanish!!); try to continue to increase your proficiency during this time.

-Don’t forget the final stage of culture shock; being back home again may come with some unexpected feelings and challenges.

-Read the beginning of your journal, see what you learn.
Points to ponder as you return:

· Was this a “trip” or did it become much more?

· What goals did you accomplish?  Which were not achieved? Why?

· Now that you’re done, if you did it again, what would you change about your goals or actions?

· Did you experience things you never expected to?

· Is there someone local you want to stay in contact with?

· How do you feel about leaving and going home?

· How do you think you’ve changed?

· What challenges do you anticipate upon returning?

After you’ve been home for a little bit consider the following:
· What do you like about your “new” environment (home)?

· What don’t you like about it?

· Was there anything that particularly struck or impressed you when you got home?

· Do others think you’ve changed?

· What do you miss?

· Would you like another experience abroad?

· Do you feel the desire to stay connected to cross-cultural experiences?  How can you?

“DEJA QUE EL MUNDO TE CAMBIE, Y PODRÁS CAMBIAR EL MUNDO.”—(Let the world change you, and you can change the world)…In an advertisement for “Motorcycle Diaries”
Some resources used that you can refer to:

Dowell, Michele-Marie and Kelly P. Mirsky.  Study Abroad: How to Get 
the Most Out of Your Experience.  New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 
2003.
“Culture Shock”—edweb.sdsu.edu/people/CGuanipa/cultshok.htm

“Culture/Re-entry Shock”—www.worldwide.edu/planning_guide

Prepared by Dr. Michael Cartmill, Dickinson State University
About the City of Antigua:
Antigua is a shortened version of its full name “La Antigua Guatemala” which is a reference to the fact that it was at one time the capital of the entire Guatemalan colony which covered most of Central America.  Antigua means “old” or more appropriately “former” in this case.  The capital city was moved due to recurring earthquakes in the 1700s.  Today the city has some 30,000 inhabitants and is a popular site for shopping and boasts some of the country’s best Spanish-language schools for foreigners.  It has several volcanoes nearby with the most prominent being the Volcán de Agua.  The architectural features of the most identifiable buildings are principally colonial.
The streets are laid out very similar to what we have in Dickinson, with streets (calles) running east and west and avenues (avenidas) running north and south.  Streets are numbered starting in the upper north of the city and increase the further south you go.  Numbering for avenues begins in the east and increases as you go west.  However, it should be noted that as with all Spanish-designed cities, the designations for north (norte), south (sur), east (oriente), and west (poniente) are all generated from the center of the town where the Plaza Mayor is located—the heart of activity and tourism which is, as tradition dictates, surrounded by the main cathedral, city hall, and other government buildings.
The God’s Child Project, and its Guatemalan partner charity Asociación Nuestros Ahijados, in Antigua is an opportunity to help those in need by donating time and labor to the benefit of Guatemalan children and to help fulfill the charity’s mission statement:
WE, The GOD'S CHILD Community, are benefactors, friends, volunteers, and children joined together to assist God's poorest children in their educational, social, physical, and spiritual growth.  We view education as a practical way to help poor children escape from an otherwise painful life. WE, The Adults, accept our youth as gifts from God given to be our teachers, students, and children.  We believe in the need to stand by their side until they are prepared to meet life and triumph in the eyes of God, their community, and themselves.      

WE, The Children, are the pride and reason why The GOD’S CHILD Project exists.  We have the responsibility to behave honorably and to respect legitimate national, spiritual, and environmental law.  We recognize the opportunities and help we have received from others and will try each day to help someone with a need greater than our own.

Welcome to the God’s Child Community.
You can learn more at http://www.gcpnc.org


