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M: So this research project is for an anthropology class and I’m looking at students who speak English as a second language. So I just want to talk a little bit about you and your experience coming to Gettysburg and, you know, your experience in that respect. So, I guess my first question for you is … I know you were raised in Ukraine. Is that true?

I: Yes that is true. 

M: Could you tell me about that experience? When did you first start learning English?

I: I started to learn English when I went to primary school, so I was seven, I think, or six. I don’t remember exactly. Yeah, but, well now it’s like every kid starts to learn English like even in the last years of kindergarten. But when I was doing it in my grade and we were divided into classes. And some classes were mathematical oriented and natural sciences oriented and I went to the special English class where we had English language from the beginning. Not everybody did it. 

M: Did anybody in your family speak English? Was it re-enforced in other areas in your life?

I: No. My father learned French when he went to school and my mom learned English in university, but no one really spoke it, no one really used it. 

M: So when did you… was college then the first environment where English was like a fully immersed… the first time you were fully immersed in English? (1:40)
I: No, after… Well, in my high school it was very like deep into learning languages and we learned German and other foreign languages and English was the first foreign language that we were learning, so we had trips—but not beyond the country—it was just some conferences for English language and English topics. But the first time I was actually placed into a foreign environment where English was the only language where I could communicate to other people was after high school, I went to do two years of International Baccalaureate Program at the International School in Italy. It’s called the United World College and it’s 100% international. So, the only language everybody knew was English and to participate in that program, to get the scholarship, the competition was half in English, half in Ukrainian, so yeah, one needed to know English to go there. Yeah, and International Baccalaureate is an English-speaking program.

M: What was that like, that first year, those first two years?

I: Well, my English was good by the time I got there. There were people who didn’t speak English as well nearly. Like a lot of people from South America couldn’t speak English so well. But we had three English classes and had English language as a first language, I mean like, people who… it was their second language, but they could speak it so well that they took it on the level of a native speaker and then I took English as a second language on a higher level and then there was English as a second language on a lower level. So for people who were not as good at it was more like… like a second-stage beginner, I don’t know exactly, but something like that… And we read books and did papers and did stuff like that, just for an English course, and because of that, actually before I came here, a lot of international students before they come here they need to take TOEFL—Teaching English as a Second Language exam—but we didn’t because we were qualified for it from the IB course already. So I didn’t need to take TOEFL, which was really good because I don’t like standardized texts—tests. 

M: Were there any specific challenges you remember?  (4:15)
I: From English learning, or from what?

M: I mean, it sounds like you were pretty proficient in English, so I guess navigating social situations and class, it came easy to you?

I: Yeah, it was easy, because everybody was like me, from a different country, from tons of different countries. Our teachers were all English native speakers—they were from England, Canada, or United States. It was unusual for me to read books, like literature in English because it took me a while to get through a book. Um, but otherwise it was good. 

M: Then what enabled you to get to that point, learning English before then? I mean, what enabled you to be so proficient and comfortable with English? (5:07)
I: I paid a lot of my time to learning English. I learned English, I was studying English in school. In middle and high school, I had English every day. In English class I had every day. My teacher was really good. Also, we had a teacher from America, like from United States to come and teach for high school kids. And the materials that we used were not Ukrainian textbooks, but we bought them from British publishing company, Longman… Or something like that… It’s called “Opportunities” and it’s a really good handbook for learning English as it’s not like a traditional textbook. It had like handy topics and a lot of like grammar, good grammar stuff, and good exercises. But apart from that when I was in middle school I had a different, I had a self-taught English, when there was this home-schooled sort-of education. There was this company in Ukraine called (Yashko, ph) and they had foreign language courses that would be shipped in textbooks to you and you have your teacher who is somewhere and you communicate with him or her over mail. And so I had textbooks and I had exercise books and at the end of each class there were assignments and I would do the same and mail them to my teacher and then she would mail them back to me. So it was a very, like, tedious process and it took a while, but I got through the whole course. It was called “English for Children” because I was like ten or something, yeah, but that helped me a lot. 

M: I bet the age, too, that you started learning English and then you took this course that probably helped cement English in your brain. 

I: Yeah, my nephew is five now and he’s going to English class. He’s still in kindergarten and he really likes it. It’s just, it’s really important how the teacher shapes the class to make it interesting to make it interesting and easy for a child to learn. So I think I had good teachers who were really into their subject and really good with teaching. 

M: But then interacting on a social level, it really wasn’t until you moved to Italy, for this program right, that you could apply it to an everyday environment…

I: Well, in Italy it was funny because I used English to communicate with my teachers, classmates, roommates, friends. But then because it was Italy, the Italian population around me, actually didn’t know any English and we were learning Italian as well. So I was using two languages to go around. 

M: So how many languages do you speak now?

Ukrainian and Russian are sort of my mother tongues. Ukrainian is my first language and then Russian is my second language, and then English and then now I’m a German major so I’m studying German and I sort of know how to speak in. But then in Italy I had two years of Italian. And by the second year I was already good with it, but now I’m not using it, so I’m a little losing it. 

M: That’s amazing. I can hardly keep two languages straight. (8:58)
I: Well, it’s difficult. Well, back home it’s believed that you need to be gifted to study some, a particular subject. Like, in my high school we were divided as well into three different directions. There were three classes in my grade and I was in a social sciences class which we studying a lot of literature and history and languages and then some of my friends were in math and econ class and they had tons of hours of algebra and geometry and it was crazy. And by the last years of high school, they had one English course, lesson in a week and I would have five German classes and five English classes and then, like, five history classes, so yeah it’s very heavy. Like, once you get into that environment of education, into your sphere they really press you with it. And then there was a class with natural sciences so they had a lot of chemistry and biology and stuff. 

M: So then, how did you end up at Gettysburg? (10:20)
I: (laughter) Oh, that’s a long story. So the school I was going to in Italy is one of twelve that is called, like this United World College and it’s a big educational program for children, for kids from different countries and it’s to bring them together and it’s like a movement in general and because we have IB—International Baccalaureate is like an appreciated diploma. So by the end of my first year there we were started to be told about colleges and universities and this Davis schools that have scholarships from Davis foundations from UWC graduated and I am a UWC gradate and the year I was graduating from Italy, Gettysburg became a Davis School, it was the first year Gettysburg got approved for being a Davis school. And so we had representatives of different schools come in and talk to us, hold interviews and so I interviewed with several and I applied to several, but the best offer I got was because Gettysburg was the first year in this… and our school really wanted to recruit UWC students. So I got really good offer from Gettysburg, so I ended up here. 

M: Was it… How did this coming here to Gettysburg, how did this experience compare with being in Italy? In the fact of using English as a second language. Or using English to communicate. 

I: It’s the same. 

M: It’s the same. 

I: Yeah, I mean I improve a lot over time. The more I use it, the more… like in Gettysburg most of the people, are native speakers. So communicating with them I improve, because in Italy I would talk to people who were the same as me, not native speakers and somebody’s language was better, some was the same, somebody’s was worse, so you don’t really improve in that sort of environment. But here, I had to like, do better in papers and actually pay attention to grammar because there no one would like really pay attention to missing articles, you know? And here, “articles are important, you shouldn’t miss articles…” So, I think it was a little more bringing my English to a higher step, because here everyone is English native speakers.

M: Did you ever use resources like the IRC or even the International club to help improve that English or to even to associate with other international students?

I: International club is really good, useful in the terms of, like, finding people who are in the same situation as I am. But it the boding happened in our international students orientation, at the beginning, before my fresh year started. I used IRC, but for my German, yeah. Not for my English, but for my German. (13:35)
M: What else are you involved in, besides the international club? I know you’re a German major. 

I: I’m also a Globalization Studies major. And I’m president of Amnesty International. My school in Italy we were really involved in International affairs and everything so I just kept doing it when I came here because I did back there and um, I became a president for last semester—spring semester of 2009. And this year I just carry on, I guess. But I think that the high time of my Amnesty experience was last spring. We had a lot of cool events and it was a good time for it.

M: You know my globalization seminar class just went to DC yesterday to meet with Amnesty International and we got to talk about different issues with them. 

I: Yeah, Amnesty is cool. 

M: Have you ever received… what kind of reactions have you received from American students, knowing that you’re international and maybe you speak English as a second language. Have there ever been any interesting encounters or comments? (15:31)

I: Well, everybody seems to be impressed with the language base that I have. That I learned that and this and I can speak this… and everybody to be every interested in Europe. They’re like “Oh, you’re from Europe. That’s so cool.”

M: How do you respond to that?

I: I say, “yeah, Europe’s cool.” Obviously.

M: Do you ever find that it’s hard to articulate yourself, maybe with an accent anything like that?

I: I was complimented on my accent, a lot, yeah. But for some reason I think that  I don’t have a very strong accent. But sometimes, not in school but outside school, like if I go travel somewhere and I start talking to someone, that person would just interrupt me and be like, “Oh, where you from?” And I’m like “Uh…Ukraine. “ They’re like “You’re accent, it’s so foreign.” I’m like, “Thanks, I guess.” But generally it’s not bad. I mean some people… It’s weird when I get interrupted and being asked for where I’m from, like, out of nowhere, because I just talk and I don’t think that “Oh, I have an accent and think, “Oh, I’m going to be interrupted right now.” But yeah, but here in Gettysburg students, like, people my age seem to be very interested in whatever—the country I’m from, the region, or Europe, or whatever else.

M: Why do you think that is? (17:35)

I: I think a lot of people haven’t gone abroad and haven’t encountered some foreign things and foreign people, you know. And I know some people were like "You’re all over the place,” because I’m from Ukraine, I went to school in Italy and I’m going to Germany next semester. And, I don’t know, I like to go around and some people never did it. So I think that that’s what interests them.

M: I think that’s important, too, because not everybody has that opportunity. But it’s definitely important.

I: I actually think that Americans don’t realize the opportunity they have. Just being a holder of American passport opens the whole world to you. Because when I travel, I had to go through like 11 levels of bureaucracy before I actually get to go where I want to go. Like I remember before going to Italy I had a hard time getting Italian visa and I tried to go to Germany after my freshman year but I got denied the visa. so I’m trying again and it seems like it’s working out. And then United States, it’s not difficult to get visa if you have everything you need. But it’s like lines and a mount of people and it’s bureaucracy and it’s, it’s challenging and not everybody would want to go through that. So I think Americans should use their passport and go around because like, people don’t realize how easy it is, actually to go somewhere. ‘Cuz it, even if I think it’s easy for me when it’s not sometimes. But for people from European Union and America it’s very easy. 

M: Do you find that there’s a sense of… my experience, I should say, is that there seems to be a sense of community among the international students. Has that been your experience, as well?

There is a sense of community but we still are divided. Like, I cannot say that I am friends with every international student. I am more friends… I have a lot of American friend. Like last year I lived in Peace House and it was just me and (another student) from Bulgaria it was just two of us in Peace House and then second semester she moved and she became an RA, so I was the only international student in the whole peace house. So most of my friends are American actually. For some international students, it’s not the case. Most of their friends are other international students. I am good friends with people from European descent, maybe? I don’t know, but it’s probably something cultural, I think. Like Bulgarians, they are Slavic and Nevena is my best friend here, so maybe that is the case. But it doesn’t really depend on where you’re from, or whether you’re an international student or not. It’s just person-to-person relationship, you know. But I think that international students do stick out for each other. And we have common interests and common issues and we have a common person we go to to ask questions and ask for help who is international student so we are sort of rounded around him and International Club. So yeah, there is a community created by international students, but it doesn’t mean we’re really close to each other. It’s person-to-person relationship.

M: How does that community then fit into the larger Gettysburg Community?

I: Well, I think a lot of Gettysburg students and faculty are really interested in getting to know international students and there are a lot of not-international students who are International Club members who are just interested to come there and talk to us and listen to the presentations about our countries and the events that International Club organizes, like the weeks of, like… continent weeks? Last year it was Asia and this year it’s going to Europe. And I’m really sad I’m going to miss it because I’ll be in Germany. Because I was the one who voted for that!

M: Oh, no…  (22:42)


I: And it was exciting that it was going to be Europe this time because it was Africa, and it was Asia and I think it’s Europe’s time now. I’m sure it’s going to be great because other European students are going to be back from abroad like Nevena and Yustina and Honza, so it’s going to be great. So International Club and international students have a lot to give to Gettysburg community, like sharing their cultural differences, experiences, you know. So I think that’s how it fits. And there is a reciprocation because Americans and Gettysburg College students and faculty are willing to learn about it and are willing to have this campus adapted for international students and there are a lot of helpful resources for us. I mean not everything is perfect and there are some problems that international students face. And we want them to be resolved and we like talk to deans and to advisors and to whoever else is there. But generally I would say that it’s a pretty friendly environment and the college is trying to recruit more and more international students every year, which is a very positive feature, I think. Because when an international student decides on the school choice, when they look at the percentage of international student body, the higher it is, the more attractive it looks for him or her.  So, it’s good that they are recruiting and accepting, enrolling more international students.

M: Can you give me an example of some of those problems that you talked about? The challenges for international students?

I: Well, healthcare is one thing. Because a lot of American students have health insurance with their families. And the Gettysburg health center is not the only resource they have. Whereas for international students the student insurance which actually rose in price a lot this year, and plus, the charge they put on health center services, it was really upsetting for international students. Because first of all, we pay for health insurance, because we don’t have a choice, we have to have it, because not everybody’s home insurance works. And not everybody needs an insurance back home because there is public health care. I don’t have health insurance back home because there is private sector and public sector and you decide where you want to go. You can go to private and pay money, or you can go to public and not pay money. And I wouldn’t say that the quality of the health care is different. Public is as good as private. But here, with the… I understand it’s like crisis, the school needs to like, balance the expenditures, and be smart about finances. But the insurance is like a thousand dollars now. 

M: That’s a lot of money…

I: Yeah, and I had to go and have a medical check and some forms filled out for my study abroad and I had to pay money for whatever I had to do. And I didn’t have a choice. Like if I had a choice, I wouldn’t go do it because I wasn’t sick and I didn’t really have to go and do those things. But I still had to pay 65 dollars just for visiting the health center and have tests done or something. So, I think… I don’t know. We were talking about at the beginning of the year… we don’t know if it’s unfair, but it’s something that’s not good for us, you know. And I don’t know who would we be talking to about it, or if at all… But the healthcare is the only like, the big issue. 

M: Is there any cultural challenge for international students as a whole, adjusting to Gettysburg? 

I: Yeah, some people have cultural shock, especially… well, I didn’t so much I think, because I have been abroad before and I was pretty open-minded before I came here. I didn’t know what to expect, I’ve never been to the United States, I never saw this school before and I already was adjusted to being open-minded about places I go to. But I’m sure that people who never been abroad before or and who are from Asia or Africa, who… because Europe is, you know, Americans descended from Europeans, so it’s not that culturally different. Or, at least not as different as for Africans or for Asians… I don’t know. I’m sure for some people the culture shock was really shocking, but I mean not as much for me. 

M: I want to go back more to your personal experience… Can you, do you ever reflect on the way that you’ve changed from even before growing up in Ukraine and then spending this time in Italy and then coming here to the US. Have those experiences changed you in any significant way? (28:40)

I: Yeah, I think they have because I’ve gone through them by myself. I didn’t have anyone to take me to Italy or to bring me here or nothing. I mean, I have people who helped me here, but it’s mostly that I learned to be independent that I’m on my own and I’m responsible for whatever I’m doing and whatever I’m going to reach. And I learned a lot, I met so many different people on my way, so many amazing people and so many not-so amazing people and you learn from everything, from every person you interact with. Even though I know when I go back home, I feel like I haven’t changed and I’m like “Everyone else changed so much and I am the same, but no, if I look at this, at myself from a different perspective, I can tell that there’s no way this couldn’t change me. I’ve been living sort of on my own, doing this on my own… this is the fifth year already. And my parents have always been so far away and not really being involved in my life and in my decisions. I make my decisions on my own. I mean, it’s still school, it’s not real life, real life. But for me, it’s a lot being abroad and being so far away.  It’s even more than like real life. 

M: Yeah, it really is… That’s all the questions I have for you. Do you have any questions for me? 

I: Have you interviewed any other international students? 

M: I have. I’ve interviewed Hadia and Andy and I’m going to interview a few more. But it’s really interesting to hear the variety of responses, although there are some definitely some similar trends. Do you know of anybody who would like to talk about these things, too? 

I: I don’t know. You should get some Asians in there. Maybe Isha, do you know Isha? There are a lot of Nepalese people here. 

M: I would love to speak with somebody who, who’s really just beginning this immersion experience.

I: Like a freshman? 

M: Like a first-year, yeah. Because I’m finding that between (my previous interviewees) you know, you’ve all not only had prior experiences abroad but you’ve also spent two or three years here, and you’ve adjusted and you know the language, so it’s great to get that perspective, but to get someone who’s still going through that challenging stage of adjusting. 

I: I’m not very familiar with the first years because I’m a junior, but I don’t know. I could… I don’t know, ask someone? Have you gone to International Club meeting? Did you go yesterday? Oh no, you were…

M: I wasn’t here yesterday, but I’ll find somebody. 

I: You could talk to some Asians. Some work at the circulation desk so you could come up to them. And I’m sure that international students, like no one would mind to talk to you, because we like to be heard, you know (laughter). Something that we like to talk and share. 

M: Well I really appreciate this, thank you. 

I: Oh, no problem. 

