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Greece Summer Program 2007: The Opportunity of a Lifetime

I am writing this at a computer in the Saint Mary’s library, listening to the sounds of online Greek radio reverberate in my ears.  125 days, 5 hours, and 13 minutes have passed since 13 other students, Dr. Fotopoulos, and I boarded our plane in Chicago.  Two weeks later, we would be headed back to the United States with a plethora of knowledge, friendships, and intercultural experiences gained on the Greece Program.  As I turn the pages of my well-used travel journal and review pictures from the two weeks our group spent abroad, the following question enters my mind: What makes Saint Mary’s study abroad programs unique? I believe the core factors which set the Saint Mary’s study abroad programs apart from the rest are the stress on humanistic and holistic learning, personalized attention to students, dedicated instructors, the inherent Holy Cross education, and the support from the Center for Women’s InterCultural Leadership.
During the academic school year of fall 2005-spring 2006, I lived and studied abroad on the Saint Mary’s Rome Program.  I found that Intercultural experiences provide a forum where these cultural, ethnic, and racial aspects are acknowledged as essential parts of our whole selves.  I believe that this holistic and humanistic approach not only helps in our understandings and encounters with others, but also of ourselves. By knowing how our experiences have shaped our personal worldviews, we come to realize how and how much we have grown and how to challenge ourselves in the future.  The Saint Mary’s Greece Summer Program is holistic and interdisciplinary in that it is not limited to one area of interest. Cultural history from all time periods is discussed.  Religious practices in ancient times, the Early Christian era, and contemporary Greek Orthodox Church are explored in the duration of the program.  We had the opportunity to visit the English Academy where Dr. Fotopoulos and Dr. Makris previously taught, hereby giving us and understanding of the Greek education system.  Interacting with Dr. Makris’ family in Argos gave us insights to what life is like for a typical Greek family, while experiencing firsthand the overabundance of hospitality that Greeks are known for. In a study abroad atmosphere, there are no lines between classroom work and out-of-class discussions.  
As Father Basil Anthony Moreau said, “The mind shall not be educated at expense of the heart.”  I feel that this idea is embodied through the attitude toward study abroad programs—every experience and insight is fundamentally educational, spiritual, and humanitarian.  While learning about the cultural history of the Greeks, we were also learning about the American roots in democracy.  As we learned more about the teachings and environment of the Early Christian Church, I grew closer to a greater understanding of my Christian identity. The benefits and values of intercultural experiences are limitless.  

The personalized attention and dedication of instructors is another phenomenal asset to the Saint Mary’s study abroad experience.  Byzantine art history is an interest of mine, so indulging my curiosity during these two weeks was one of the deciding factors in my application to the Greece program.  The intact ancient Byzantine city of Mystras was one of the sites on our course syllabus, so naturally, I could not contain my excitement as the day of our visit grew nearer.  However, due to the hands of fate, we learned that the group would not be traveling to the site after all.  I expressed my disappointment and asked Dr. Fotopoulos and Dr. Makris if it were possible for me to take public transit or alternative transportation to make the visit.  They not only researched options, but found a taxi driver who was willing to drive for a fraction of the cost we anticipated and Dr. Makris personally accompanied me to the site.  This is only one example of the instructors’ willingness and unselfish dedication to the program.  Other times, we would go out to eat as a group, and they would take time to explain everything on the menu and pick up the tab themselves.  Their enthusiasm and commitment to the students on the Greece program resonate through every action and decision they make.
Whenever I hear a student has even the slightest interest in studying abroad, I immediately urge them to do so.  I believe intercultural experiences where we live in a different country for a short time put our own worldviews into perspective.  We realize how our differences and commonalities influence the people we are and are challenged to learn more about our own and other cultures’ histories and ideas.  I consider it an honor and privilege to study abroad – a privilege which the Center for Women’s InterCultural Leadership is responsible for providing.  Without the help of CWIL, study abroad would not be the extraordinary opportunity that it is at Saint Mary’s College.  So far, I have written exactly 806 words describing my experience, but no combination of words can adequately express how grateful I am to CWIL for not only helping with my experience, but for all Saint Mary’s students who have benefited from study abroad. 
I believe the combined efforts of CWIL, Saint Mary’s faculty, the students, and the citizens of the host country contribute to the indispensible study abroad experience.  An understanding of ourselves and others continues to grow throughout our lives; it does not end once the plane returns to our home soil.  Perhaps I will pursue my passion for Byzantine studies and art history and enter an advanced degree program for this area of study. But for now, I am content to reminisce about the wonderful and eye-opening experience last summer, continue to enjoy Greek music, and dream about returning to the beautiful country of Greece in the future.
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