Zoë Alfes and Katie Dillinger


Study abroad in Berlin – Study Abroad in Bowling Green

By  Zoë Alfes (Germany) and Katie Dillinger (USA)

Editor’s note: Zoë hosted Katie when the Kentucky students visited Berlin in May/June 2009. Katie hosted Zoë for one week when the Germans visited Kentucky in September of the same year. The direct exchange as these students did it is not a required feature of the program, but they got along so well they chose to do it that way. 


We both had the opportunity to participate in travel abroad programs in 2009. Both of us were encouraged to travel in exchange programs by our schools. In our travels we visited each other’s hometowns. We met friends, family members, and school and university mates while staying with each other. Both of us experienced new countries for the first time, ate different foods than we were used to, and observed different lifestyles.
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Katie’s story: When I traveled to Berlin in May-June 2009, I stayed with Zoë’s family. My favorite thing about Berlin was visiting the history museums and art galleries. I also enjoyed going to a local café called “Café Bilder Buch” in Zoë’s neighborhood. I had great conversations with Zoë’s family and was able to improve my German language skills while also learning more about German culture. What was most surprising to me was that Germans are not so different from Americans. Although some of our customs and traditions are different, I found it very easy to interact with the new friends I met in Berlin. The biggest visible differences for me were diet and transportation, other than language of course. My favorite day in Berlin was when I got to visit the Gemäldegalerie. I enjoyed viewing all of the European artwork because of my studies in History. The same day I also visited the Alte Nationalgalerie, which held artwork from artists who painted the city of Berlin from the 1800s. This was especially interesting to observe how much the city has changed since these pieces of artwork were painted. Being able to visit historical places and observe such great change over time.
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Zoë’s story: When I visited Bowling Green, Kentucky in the USA, I stayed with Katie and her roommate Jenni.  I most enjoyed observing what American University life is like for them. Katie and I share many academic interests and so most likely my time in University will be very similar to hers. My favorite things that I spent my time doing was visiting Katie’s classes. Western Kentucky University is a good place to experience American University life, because Bowling Green is a smaller town and the campus is very beautiful. The best part about visiting this region was getting to see a typical American town. I was able to hear a presentation about how exchange students can attend Western Kentucky University. What I found interesting about American life was: the differences in personal interactions, modes of transportation, culture, as in food, lifestyle, and religion. The most interesting day for me in Bowling Green was Wednesday September 9th. On that day I visited two classes with Katie. The first was History of the French Revolution and the lecture was held in a classroom that was linked by video cameras to three other campuses of WKU. The second class was German communication skills, the professor Dr. McGee was very helpful and included me in the class discussions. It was interesting for me to see how American students learn German. After class Katie and I went to a bakery/café, ate an authentic American lunch (of sandwiches). That evening, all the German guests and American hosts met to eat dinner together at a local BBQ restaurant. I enjoyed the rustic atmosphere there. Afterwards, I joined other German guests and their hosts for games and music together.

 
In conclusion, both of us gained a greater understanding of each other’s lifestyles, cultures, and personalities. Overall, for both of us it was a very enriching experience and we were able to discover interesting things not only about each other’s cultures, but also about ourselves. Being able to connect with other cultures is important to gaining a broader recognition of how we function in the world, as individuals and as citizens of different countries. Our travels provided us with a gateway to better understand each other and the world in which we live.

Written in September 2009
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