CROSSING BORDERS:

How my international experience has affected my world view

LINDA ATIASE

GRADUATE STUDENT
I packed my bags with a mixture of nervousness, curiosity, and excitement. In a few hours, I would be leaving home – my sanctuary, and traveling hundreds of miles overseas to pursue higher education in the United States of America. I was not sure what to expect from this experience. Growing up in Ethiopia and Ghana for the last eighteen years, I was used to the customs and cultures I was surrounded by; indeed, that was all I had ever known. That was almost five years ago, and since then much has changed. My cross-cultural experience has created a new awareness, appreciation, and changed me and my world view for the better.
Arriving in the United States, I experienced a huge culture shock. I completed the first year of my undergraduate year in the small and mostly college town of Waverly, Iowa which was characterized by cornfields and smiling faces. I not only had to adjust to college life, but I had to become accustomed to a completely different atmosphere as well. This taught me the importance of stepping out of one’s comfort zone. In order to develop our growth and potential as individuals, we must be willing to embrace opportunities, albeit foreign ones, and prepare to adapt and adjust to new situations and circumstances. Getting to know people from various backgrounds and interacting with them on a daily basis gave me renewed confidence, won me new friends, but more importantly, gave me an appreciation and tolerance for diversity and various perspectives. 
My world view has undoubtedly broadened. I learned a lot from other students who had experiences and backgrounds that were different from mine. I became acclimated to life in the United States, and as I traveled around the nation I discovered that different parts hosted a variety of cultures. My peers and professors constantly asked me lots of questions about my home country, my views and my own experiences. I grew to enjoy contributing and sharing my ideas since they were so different from the norm; this is precisely why I felt obliged to reveal them. Not only was I able to listen to and learn from others, but I was also able to develop a role for myself by contributing to this cross-cultural experience. I also developed a penchant for languages when I realized the power they have in forming bonds and traversing cultural boundaries. When you take the time to greet an individual in his or her language, or even laugh over attempts at pronouncing certain phrases, it warms the soul and creates a connection that may otherwise have not occurred. The United States is unique in that it draws people from all over the world. By virtue of my being here, I have not only had the pleasure of interacting with Americans, but meeting and sharing my story with people from all over the globe and all walks of life, and listening to theirs in return.
This cross-cultural experience has led me to realize that despite the diverse cultures, ethnicities, traditions and habits that distinguish us, we all still have a shared humanity. During the course of my time here in the United States, I have witnessed people expressing the same emotions, sharing tears, discussing passions, revealing concerns, and comforting each other over fears. As human beings we are so used to categorizing each other that we often tend to focus on what distinguishes us from the next person, be it ethnicity, socio-economic status, sex, age, or a host of other traits. What we fail to realize is that at the end of the day, we are more alike than different. Education is not just confined to the classroom; through this cross-cultural experience I have learned more lessons about myself and others than I would have ever been exposed to through the pages of a textbook. 
I have learned new ideas, questioned old ones, and challenged my mindset. Without an education – both in and out of the classroom, I would not have had this opportunity for personal growth. As such, I would like to ensure that others too can share in this same experience and broaden their views and mindsets as well. Last fall, I launched an advocacy group by the name of Operation FABB (Futures Are Being Built). The purpose of the group is to recruit other young women who have also had international experiences to help empower young girls from developing countries to discover their true potential, by sponsoring their education. My cross-cultural experience has helped me realize that perhaps if more people were also given the chance to experience one, then perhaps we as a global community would gain knowledge, cultivate a passion for people different from ourselves, embrace new opportunities, step outside of our comfort zones, and practice tolerance. I am grateful to have learned to look into the eyes of others and appreciate their story. 
