Around the World in 12 Credit Points

A Student Exchange Experience.

When all this began, the goal was participating in student exchange to provide an accessible vehicle to venture out into the real world, to experience everything that the world had to offer and to survive.

Little did I know that where I was headed the Real World was a twice-a-week MTV production, and surviving meant not being voted off the island. From the moment I landed in the United States of America, I was in a different life (a life of missed connecting flights, unprecedented layovers and extended delays), in fact had there been a camera crew relentlessly following my every move, it would have probably been named "The Exchange Life" and broadcast on VH1 at obscure hours of the night. 

Thinking about borders, and crossing them, there had always been an idealistic image of playfully jumping back and forth over an imaginary line which divides one state from another, or one country from its neighbor. Though, realistically, it's a far more dissonant image trying to picture someone leaping back and forth over the Pacific Ocean, which is what I was trying to do. 

Broadening personal horizons always seemed the direct result of broadening geographical ones, like when you first acquired a driver's license and driving to the other side of the city, regardless of how many times you'd been there before, actually felt like you went somewhere. And I wanted to go somewhere. 

Having read almost every article ever written on student exchange and culture shock and having packed bags for temperatures colder than I'd ever experienced, I (finally) made it to Charlotte, North Carolina. The first glimpses of the small city landscape rapidly formed before my eyes as the plane approached, filling my mind with only one thought, "Home". It bewildered me, how could a place I hadn't as yet set foot in be home? The word home itself came with a specific list of assumptions and connotations which had taken twenty years to define, words such as familiar, comforting and safe came to mind, and here, in front of me was a foreign, un-encountered and ultimately, somewhat terrifying land, yet somehow in the 26 hours since I'd left Sydney, it had become the home I was trying to get to. 

Perhaps it was a result of growing up in the era of rapid globalization, but I'd always thought that the worldwide community was ultimately, and undeniably linked in some way, even if as simply as because Coca-Cola is available in over 200 of the world's 258 countries, the global community possesses a shared culture. Therefore moving to the other side of the world seemed less extreme. Besides, at least they spoke English in America, right?

The language barriers have been one of the most unexpected, unpredictable and entertaining aspects of this journey. I was in a different America to the "America" I had seen on television, this was "the South". I hadn't heard of anything outside of Texas being considered the South before. And with its inherent friendly charm, the South came with its own vernacular, and suddenly "you all" was no longer two words. Therefore through accents and local and national slang, the endless realizations of differences in the way English is spoken in Australia to the way English is spoken in America never fails to amuse both myself and those around me. However, the extensive availability of Coca-Cola (in its many incarnations) meant that there was still a shared underlying understanding. 

The hardest aspect of trekking across the globe would easily be the realization that the world really is "that big". Playfully leaping across the Pacific Ocean and being home again really was as crazy a notion as it sounded, and going home on weekends (something which appears to be common among the college culture here) wasn't in the picture. The concept of crossing the border into a different world rang truer than I had imagined, and the world here was a separate entity to that back home. It was the world of the adventure, where each unexpected turn lead to a new place, and each place was where anything at all really could be possible. Having been here only three months, each and every part of my life has been touched and altered by the culture I'm immersed in, there's no limit to how many times a particular thought or idea can be reassessed and reworked and no limit to how many things you can learn in a day. "The ultimate learning experience" that the student exchange brochure I picked up in 2003 had promised hadn't lied, this was the ultimate learning experience. And to think, I could have gone my entire life without knowing that Diet Vanilla Coke existed. 

