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As a Criminal Justice and Spanish double major, 

Michelle Mendia studied in Granada, Spain for 

one month to improve her Spanish proficien-

cy. She also took classes on the history of Latin 

America and the culture of Spain. Her studies 

broadened her understanding of the importance 

of history and the way governments can shape 

the outcome of societies, for better or worse. 

While in Granada, Michelle visited important cultural landmarks that showcased the in-

fluence of the various rulers and religions that have shaped Spain, especially its Muslim 

and Catholic roots. Through the student residency, she was able to interact with Spanish 

students in casual settings. These connections allowed Michelle to better understand as-

pects of the Spanish culture that is not taught in a classroom. She was able to participate in 

cultural activities such as the custom of “tapas” and the viewing flamenco shows. Her per-

sonal explorations of the city and encounters with locals made her more aware of the po-

litical and economic issues in Spain today. Michelle was also able to visit cities in Morocco 

and detect first-hand how Spain and Morocco have influenced one another, and continue 

to do so. She was able to truly recognize Spain as a gateway between Europe and Africa.

"Art Expression Across Three Nations" offered an interactive experience for attendees 

to immerse themselves in a foreign culture through art. Art can be used to convey a 

multitude of messages and emotions without a single word. By using art from Taiwan, 

Spain, and the Czech Republic team members were able to showcase the ways in which 

art is used within each culture. For Taiwan, the Peking Opera houses man unique masks 

throughout performances reflecting a character’s function within a story. The many past 
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rulers of Spain are displayed in the beautiful architecture left behind and preserved for 

people today to visit. The Czech Republic, which has gone through political turmoil 

in its past has found ways to display the emotions of the people through sculpture. 

Each country expresses a unique perspective reflecting a part of their history. 

Following a presentation on these countries and their art forms, attendees were given 

the chance to taste and make traditional food and art from each country. The team 

members facilitated activities as people enjoyed the food prepared by each member. 

The team members successfully presented the culture of their host countries 

respectfully and authentically.  

Caitlyn Black traveled to Taipei, Taiwan for one 

month during the summer of 2017. She took a 

class on Global Perspectives of Chinese Busi-

ness and Economy in which she learned of Tai-

wan’s economic growth and its relations with 

China. She learned about Taiwan’s economic 

dependence on China through trade, along 

with the debate concerning Taiwan’s indepen-

dence from the mainland. Taiwan was a life-changing experience for Caitlyn. She was 

integrated with Taiwanese students and others from all over the world. Caitlyn’s favorite 

meal was the freshly-grilled squid and a bowl of frog eggs, along with kumquat and green 

tea bubble tea. Hot Pot was another very popular meal in Taiwan as well, in which she 

cooked raw meat in a huge pot of soup with a vegetables, seafood, and flavorings. Cait-

lyn enjoyed exploring the temples, with their extravagant decorations and colors. Caitlyn 

experienced worshipping gods and goddesses as the people gifted them with mangoes, 
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candy, and bows with incense in their hands.  She ensured that she took time away from 

campus to explore as much of Taiwan as possible to immerse herself in the local culture. 

She experienced tastes, smells, sounds, and sights she had never come across before. Tai-

wan was a valuable and essential part of her growth academically, globally, and individually. 

Our CEE, "Art Expression Across Three Nations," showcased the diverse values and traditions 

from three vastly different countries. Taiwan, the Czech Republic, and Spain have unique 

artistic representations that make them exclusive to others. The Peking Opera of Taiwan 

expresses the importance of traditional Chinese and Taiwanese art forms in unique 

performances - including unique sounds, dances, detailed “Painted Faces” masks, and 

martial arts. The Czech Republic is full of artists with raw, peaceful, important buildings 

and sculptures that make a statement against its former communist regime of the Soviet 

Union. Spain consists of multiple types of architecture that resemble different eras of control 

and dynasties throughout history. The community was given the opportunity to create art 

that are specific to the countries. Attendees were able to create their own “Painted Face” 

by painting masks with colors that correlate with specific meanings, along with trying 

Bubble Tea that originated from Taiwan. The community added to our own John Lennon 

wall with any statement, idea, or picture that represented the real wall in the Czech 

Republic. In addition to tasting the traditional Medovnik dessert, the attendees could pair it 

with Spain’s popular Tortilla Espaniola dish while creating fans that are popular to use within 

that country. Our presentation and activities were a means of showcasing diversity through a 

visual and tangible manner. We informed and involved the attendees and extracted forms 

of art from each host country to help create their own art pieces.   
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Michele Freire completed a two-month internship in Prague, Czech Republic. Michele 

interned at the Czech National Library of Technology (NTK) in the Educational Support 

Services sector of the library. Michele’s main internship responsibilities as an Instruc-

tional Development Curriculum Intern included working with specialized members of 

the NTK instructional team,  expanding English writing curriculum modules, and sup-

porting students in writing their International Baccalaureate Extended Essays. Michele 

completed research requests made by professors teaching at one of the four main tech-

nical and science-based universities in Prague. These completed research documents 

have been used as guiding aids for the students and professors at the technical universi-

ties in the Czech Republic, and have been made available online for others who would 

benefit from the research. By volunteering her time at high schools with partnerships 

with NTK, Michele was able to assist with the reviewing and revising of the literacy 

materials being utilized in curriculum modules in both public and private Czech high 

schools. Michele worked with other NTK interns from across the globe, conversing daily 

with  interns from Turkey to help them improve their English conversational skills. Mi-

chele was fortunate enough to travel to seven countries throughout Europe both during 

and after her program ended. 

The Arcadia University 2017 cohort’s CEE 

showcased "Art Expression Across Three 

Nations," specifically highlighting art from 

the Czech Republic, Taiwan, and Spain. 

Michele Freire (Czech Republic), Michelle 

Mendia (Spain), and Caitlyn Black (Taiwan) 

presented on artistic expression found in 
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the cultures of their respective countries. Each VIH recipient focused on various forms 

of creative expression found in the culture found in their chosen countries and included 

important historical information to help convey the significance behind each form of art. 

Michele Freire presented on contemporary works of art found in Prague, Czech Republic. 

Michele began her presentation by speaking about the scathing political cartoons found 

at NTK, the largest and most utilized library in the Czech Republic. She then discussed 

the John Lennon Wall found in Prague’s Old Town. What began as a space for teenagers to 

write anti-Communist messages flourished into a monument for peace, love, and unity. 

Michele ended by showcasing various works of Prague’s “Rebel Artist”, David Cerny. 

Cerny places sculptures in well-visited areas of Prague in order to create a dialogue on our 

contemporary society. Famous pieces include giant babies climbing a television tower, 

a bright pink Soviet tank, and a hand flipping off the current leader of the country as 

an expression of anger against blatant and open corruption in the nation’s government. 

Michele highlighted the heavy significance of these contemporary pieces, as they are 

important because they are free. Artists can no longer be punished for having a voice and 

expressing themselves, even if the commentary and dialogue they create is not one that 

places government or state into a positive light. The freedom to create without fear of the 

oppressor has brought many works of peace and social commentary since the ending 

of Soviet occupation in Prague after the Velvet Revolution. CEE guests were able to tag 

themselves on a mini-John Lennon wall, promoting messages of peace, love, and unity--

following the same ideals as the original in Prague. 
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Anastasia White is an African American and 

LGBT affiliated woman from Miramar, Florida. 

During the summer of 2017, Anastasia spent 

seven weeks in Bangalore, India. In India, 

Anastasia studied Human Rights, Gender 

Studies, and Bollywood Dance at Christ 

University. When she was not studying, she 

travelled to various parts of India including: 

Agra, Jaipur, Goa, Mumbai, Coorg, Mysore, and New Delhi. She took advantage of 

volunteer opportunities such as touring at a local village and donating toys to children in 

impoverished areas. Anastasia made the effort to assimilate into the culture and fully grasp 

the concept of the caste system. Through interactions with locals and learning how to adapt 

to her environment, Anastasia was able to gain new knowledge and learn new skills such 

as bargaining, navigating, and active listening. Anastasia was surprised to learn that the 

caste system no longer exists in modern-day India, but people are still aware of what caste 

they would belong to if it was still legal. Spending seven weeks in India allowed Anastasia 

observe another culture and reevaluate her values as an American citizen. Combining the 

culture she adopted India and her American culture has enabled Anastasia to develop as a 

global citizen. Anastasia is excited to share her study abroad experience with others. 

My CEE, "You See What You Say: Exploring Language Internationally”, constitutes as an 

example of thinking globally and acting locally because we all thought of our experiences 

with language whether it be the written word, body language, or sign language, and connected 

it to what our community needed. Our community tends to be ethnocentric , so we wanted 

people feel uncomfortable and vulnerable engulfing themselves in a different culture and 
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learning something new. When you go to another culture you have to be considerate and 

aware that verbal and nonverbal cues differ between people. The dance component of our 

CEE made so many of the attendees uncomfortable, but they ended up enjoying it because 

they were learning to assimilate to something they would not normally do. The CEE 

gave us the opportunity to bring a cultural experience to our community and let people 

know that it is okay to be uncomfortable because it's a learning experience.

Bri Griffith spent 5 weeks in Stellenbosch, South 

Africa studying at Stellenbosch University, the oldest 

university in the country. Bri’s classes focused on South 

African political history, art and media during and 

after apartheid, and the reflection of political identities 

and tensions in South African film and literature. 

As a creative writing student, Bri quickly became 

fascinated with the power of storytelling and the idea 

of many histories existing at once; since returning to 

Pittsburgh, she continues to ask “Whose history is being 

shown, whose stories are being told, and who’s telling them?” Bri’s classes took her to 

the Stellenbosch University and SMAC art galleries, where she was introduced to Ingrid 

Winterbach’s showcase, “Relevant / Irrelevant.” Bri found herself connecting to Ingrid’s 

art, and her desire to undermine the “tasteful, beautiful, and harmonious.” Bri attended 

a POETRY FOR PEACE reading while in Stellenbosch, hosted by InZync, a South African 

poetry project. She listened to young South African poets read their works about peace, and 

their experiences with racism and language. Bri also took a trip to Robben Island where she 

was able to see places she learned about in class, such as the cell where Nelson Mandela 
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spent 17 years of his life as a political prisoner. Bri allowed herself to feel vulnerable 

by sharing her poetry with Stellenbosch University students, singing karaoke, pushing 

herself physically, and eating interesting food, like Warthog, Kudu, and Alligator kebobs.

"You See What You Say: Exploring Language Internationally” combined cultural 

workshop and interactive dance elements in order to create an energetic environment in 

which we could share with others our diverse study abroad experiences. Different colored 

post-it notes separated our audience into four groups. Four 15-minute increments allowed 

everyone time to rotate between tables, stopping to hear about how we interacted with 

language while studying in our host countries—South Africa, Ghana, India, and Ireland. The 

food we served, including Irish Soda Bread and West African Jollof Rice, connected to our 

international experiences. Our introductions and welcome were language-driven as well, 

including reading parts of poems written by South African and Indian writers, speaking in 

Twi—the most-widely spoken language in Ghana—and sign language. During each rotation, 

we heard new questions about life internationally, mostly focusing on political systems, 

racism, rape culture, and how we navigated our American identities abroad. The tables 

also served as placeholders for our decorations and items either bought or collected by 

us while abroad, adding an interesting visual element to the event. We had a slideshow 

playing switching between pictures of us abroad, and we created a colorful and cultural 

musical playlist to add to the uplifting energy in the room. Pitt Nrityamala, the University 

of Pittsburgh’s Indian Classical Dance Team, performed and served as dance instructors, 

encouraging everyone in attendance to learn something new, and push themselves beyond 

their comfort zones. Our main goal was to tackle issues of otherness on Carlow University’s 

campus and in the Pittsburgh community by bridging cultures through the art of dance. We 

also sought to encourage students to study abroad and embrace vulnerability. By providing 
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for our audience members numerous opportunities to ask questions and explore feelings 

of discomfort we succeeded in promoting cultural competency and open-mindedness.

 Courtney Wallace participated in a one-month long study 

abroad program known as Carlow Cares in Ireland. She 

assisted students on the autism spectrum ranging from 

ages thirteen to eighteen in a school centered primarily 

around children with disabilities. This experiential 

learning experience prompted Courtney to challenge 

herself in ways that she never thought were possible 

by doing things such as learning the Irish disabilities 

sign language known as Lamh. Doing so allowed her to 

communicate to children in the school who were non-

verbal. She fell earned the trust of the children she taught, and they solidified her passion 

for helping children with disabilities.  Courtney had to challenge herself physically 

during her travels throughout the country of Ireland. She hiked mountains, walked for 

hours and hours, and climbed big rocks that proved to be sharp and intimidating! She 

has always had a difficult time with physical activity, but after her experience she felt 

unstoppable and is now seeking a healthier and more adventurous lifestyle. She explored 

famous landmarks such as the Cliffs of Moher, Saint Bridget’s Well, and Bunratty Castle. 

Courtney was inspired by the people of Ireland to remain a selfless and kind individual 

because their kindness towards her when she was in an unfamiliar place confirmed 

how much kindness impacts peoples’ lives. Overall, Courtney’s study abroad experience 

was enlightening and rewarding in a way that has changed her life significantly. She 

could not be more grateful for the unforgettable experiences she had in Ireland.



CARLOW UNIVERSITY
My group’s CEE entitled “You See 

What You Say: Exploring Language 

Internationally” aimed to increase the 

cultural competency of attendants by 

sharing our experiences with language 

while studying abroad. We expressed that 

embracing vulnerabilities is a component 

of international experiences. Our evening 

consisted of a cultural performance of a traditional Indian dance that allowed participants 

to embrace their vulnerabilities while attempting to learn something foreign to them. 

We also incorporated conversation about each of our individual experiences to educate 

our visitors about the countries in which we were immersed. The conversations revolved 

around four groups rotating in increments of fifteen minutes. Within those fifteen 

minutes, each member informed the groups about the countries that we studied abroad 

in. Furthermore, we spoke about language, vulnerability, and our personal experiences 

that participants may find interesting. We also allowed participants to ask us questions 

about each respective country, which allowed them to learn content that we did not 

cover. Our hope was to inspire students to study abroad, and for everyone to consider 

increasing their cultural competency. Furthermore, we hoped to make the participants 

feel as if they were immersed into the countries that we studied abroad in through our 

presentations. The result of our CEE was the excitement of our participants and our group 

alike. It was quite successful, and we reached the goals that we sought out to achieve. 
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Yazmin Bennet Kelly travelled to Accra, Ghana for 

one month. In Ghana, she completed  courses in Twi, 

African Dance, and African Storyteller. She spent all four 

weeks completely immersing herself in the culture even 

outside of the classroom. She visited the W.E.B Dubois 

center, Kwame Nkruma museum, the Cape Coast slave 

dungeon, and many more culture centers, museums, and 

landmarks. In addition, she visited villages in regions 

outside of Accra such as the Volta and Kumasi region. 

Through this global experience, Yazmin gained knowledge of the biggest slave trade to 

take place, the transatlantic slave trade. She learned about the beauty in West Africa such 

as all of the natural resources and remedies for illnesses as well as the beautiful beaches 

and resorts. One of her top goals was to be able to carry a conversation in the 

local language which is Twi. She can now greet locals, ask where they are from, 

bargain in local markets, and much more in the language. Living in the heart of Ghana, 

she enhanced her understanding of Ghanaian culture through interacting with locals 

on a daily basis. She stepped out of her initial comfort zone by taking advantage of 

the transportation system which consist of taxis and "trotros," overcame her fear of 

heights by walking a canopy walk hundreds of feet in the air, and grew accustomed to 

cultural differences in West Africa such as customer service experiences and and the 

lack of personal space. Through culture immersion, Yazmin was able to make lifelong 

friends, create meaning in her identity as an African American, improve her improve 

her language skills, and gain an understanding of Ghanaian life.

My CEE was a great representation of my entire team's global experience. We had two 
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major components, one being the dance performance and workshop, and the other an 

international language fair. The first portion included an introduction which was spoken 

word. Each member had her own table decorated according to the country she visited. 

We spoke about our experiences with language while abroad and took questions from 

participants. Our theme was "You See What You Say," meaning language is key to culture 

whether it is non-verbal or verbal. Everyone spoke about different concepts at their tables. I 

spoke about the local language in Ghana, Courtney spoke about sign language, Bri mentioned 

the different African languages she heard, and Anastasia recalled the body language she 

witnessed in India. At the end of our CEE we had an Indian dance performance as well as 

a workshop. Our attendees had to take their shoes and socks off in order to participate. We 

were given background information on the dance before trying them. All in all, our CEE 

tackled the importance and beauty of languages around the world, as well as the importance 

of stepping out of your comfort zone. 



Carina Stopenski spent five weeks abroad in 

Stellenbosch, South Africa, where she focused on local 

historical preservation of oppressed South African 

populations. While attending Stellenbosch University, 

she  took courses on South African political history, issues 

of inequality and unemployment, and the treatment 

and stigma of HIV and AIDS among South Africa's most 

at-risk populations. This niche perspective on South 

Africa helped Carina to gain a strong understanding of 

the community of Stellenbosch, as well as the surrounding townships of Kayamandi 

and Mbekweni. One of the most significant moments of Carina's trip was an excursion to 

Robben Island, where she toured the prison, viewed Nelson Mandela's cell, and spoke with 

a former prisoner-turned tour guide about his experiences on the island. She also 

attended a lecture at BePart Yolontu, Mbekweni's primary HIV-prevention clinic, and 

visited the District 6 Museum in the heart of Cape Town which displayed the atrocities 

committed against people of color during the apartheid era and commemorated their 

strength and protest during the displacement period. Carina's favorite experience, 

however, was attending Poetry for Peace at the Gallery University Stellenbosch, an event 

organized by local youth organizations and Cape Town's premier poetry groups, Cypher 

and inZync. Here, she heard about the struggles of oppression firsthand from adolescent 

South Africans, who performed slam poetry in English, Afrikaans, and Xhosa. Poets 

implemented the technique of oral history, a staple of South African culture, and   

advocated for peace, artistic expression, and community solidarity. Stellenbosch locals, 

Carina gained new insight on how South Africans preserve their heritage as well as teach it 

to future generations, tourists, and those with a desire to learn.  
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"Kiss My HarASSment" was a collaborative effort to raise awareness about sexual 

harassment and assault, particularly on college campuses. Set up in a roundtable-style 

format, students, faculty, and friends could all intermingle during the event. The cohort 

members provided food and drinks for the event, so those in attendance were able to 

both eat and network before the event began. The members of the VIH Cohort presented 

information about their respective study abroad endeavors, what they studied and 

accomplished while in their host country, as well as instances of harassment and assault 

that they faced while they were abroad. The cohort members then facilitated a roundtable 

discussion based in three different topics of harassment: workplace, institutional, and 

street harassment. By presenting these scripted questions as guidelines for roundtable 

discussion, attendees were able to share their own personal experiences as well as 

discuss how we can implement these behaviors of prevention. Chatham’s Public Safety 

presented the ways in which sexual harassment can be combatted on campus and what 

exactly constitutes as sexual harassment. Attendees also watched a video in which a 

woman responds to her catcallers on the street, which demonstrated that harassers feel 

uncomfortable when victims assert agency, and that feeling confident in yourself is one 

step that people can take to protect themselves. Those in attendance received cards with 

different prevention techniques listed on them, and learned the ways to stop harassment 

before it even starts. Additionally, representatives from the Green Dot program, a campus-

wide initiative to increase bystander initiative in harassment and assault cases, came to 

speak on how the program will be instilled at Chatham. This program, much like the Title 

IX training that people on campus are educated on, will allow faculty and staff, as well as 

RAs and student organization leaders to undergo this sort of interventional training. This 

way, these campus leaders will be able to stop behaviors of sexual harassment before they 
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escalate further. At the end of this program, students were offered supplemental resources 

from Chatham’s Office of Career Development and Public Safety and were able to further 

discuss the issues presented by the Cohort in a more casual way.  

Kelly O'Donnell travelled to Dublin, 

Ireland for 8 weeks, studying with 

Arcadia University as a member of their 

Dublin Internship program. While in 

Dublin, Kelly completed a Business and 

Entrepreneurship class and a Sales and 

Marketing Internship at Mediateam Ltd, 

a small Irish marketing company. During 

her time abroad, Kelly focused on women 

in the Irish economy and studied what barriers they faced when trying to gain agency and 

what forces are still enabling the barriers. Through her business class, Kelly researched 

the wide pay gap for Irish women. Kelly found that cultural influences such as religion 

have caused many women to stay home taking care of children. One of the barriers for 

women to re-enter the work field is the “motherhood penalty," which is when women 

leave work to take care of children and lose work experience that employers look for. 

Another factor is the high price of child care in Ireland. During her travels, she saw many 

musicians perform within pubs, met locals and visited art galleries and museums. Kelly 

experienced true Irish culture as she visited small villages, towns and cities. Through 

the Vira I. Heinz program Kelly accomplished her lifelong dream of retracing her family 
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history.    

"Kiss my HarASSment" was designed to address sexual harassment and connect different 

forms of harassment on a local level to a global perspective. The three recipients from 

Chatham discussed a form of harassment they experienced while abroad. Kelly O’Donnell 

studied in Dublin, Ireland and experienced workplace sexual harassment during her sales 

and marketing internship. Maria Taylor spoke about incidents of street harassment while 

studying abroad in in Morocco.  Carina Stopenski discussed forms of institutionalized 

harassment and incidents that occurred while Carina was studying in South Africa. After 

each awardee shared their testimonial of the form of harassment they experienced, there 

were round table discussions. There were guiding questions on each table to help create a 

safe space for audience members to share stories. When the round table discussion ended, 

there was a guest speaker to address the topic of sexual harassment and share resources. 

The awardees wanted to ensure that the community members who attended "Kiss My 

HarASSment" left with the knowledge of how to combat harassment. After discussing 

work place harassment, Kelly O’Donnell shared resource sheets provided by Chatham’s 

Office of Career Development. Carina Stopenski spoke about institutionalized harassment 

and afterwards a Green Dot Facilitator spoke to the audience. The Green Dot Bystander 

Intervention Program is designed to help change the culture associated with sexual 

harassment to intervention instead of prevention. The Chatham’s Women’s head soccer 

coach, Betsy Warren, spoke to the audience about the Green Dot program implementationat 

Chatham. Chatham’s Public safety officer, Sargent James Madison, also informed the 

audience on ways to stay safe and what laws protect against harassment. 



CHATHAM UNIVERSITY

While abroad in Morocco, Maria Taylor was 

able to travel throughout the country, take 

courses on Islamic politics and women’s 

rights in Morocco, and work at Al Amal 

pour le Développement et Formation, an 

NGO which focuses on women’s education 

and economic development. In her classes 

and while traveling, she was forced to find 

a greater confidence in herself and her ability to succeed – especially in different 

environments and situations than she had known previously. While working as an 

English language instructor at Al Amal, she was able to practice her Arabic and French 

language skills with women and children involved with the center. This experience has 

had a lasting impact on Maria’s perception of her ability to lead, to grow, and to 

persevere.

Chatham's 2017 Vira I. Heinz cohort presented their Community Engagement 

Experience (CEE) "Kiss my HarASSment" on January 12th, 2018. This event focused on the 

experiences of Kelly O'Donnell, Carina Stopenski, and Maria Taylor while studying 

and working abroad during the summer of 2017, and the types of sexual harassment 

they witnessed both abroad and locally in Pittsburgh. O'Donnell opened the evening 

program thanking everyone for coming despite the weather, explaining the importance 

of our program, and giving a content warning to the sensitive subjects we would be 

discussing. Following her introduction, she spoke regarding her positive experiences 

studying abroad, and also of workplace harassment she experienced while interning at 

a marketing company Ireland. She then gave the audience constructive tips from 

Chatham's Career Development Office on identifying and navigating situations of 

workplace harassment. Following her presentation, 



there was a 10-minute round table discussion structured by questions left at each table on 

the topic of workplace harassment. The presentation resumed after the short discussion 

to Stopenski's presentation on institutional harassment they have experienced both in 

Pittsburgh and in South Africa, the location they studied in this past summer. Assisting Carina 

with local and campus resources on institutional harassment, Betsy Warren, Chatham's 

Green Dot program coordinator spoke to her efforts within the university to address types 

of harassment. This was followed by another 10-minute discussion on the participant’s 

experiences and thoughts on institutional harassment. Reeling in the discussion, Taylor 

spoke about her experiences studying and working abroad in Morocco and the street 

harassment she witnessed during her time abroad as well as the street harassment she has 

experienced in Pittsburgh. Sergeant Madison, a police officer who serves Chatham's campus, 

assisted Taylor and gave resources to the participants on what to do when being harassed 

on the street. A 10-minute round table discussion followed with questions provided at each 

table. Taylor concluded the evening with closing remarks, thanking all of the 

speakers, her campus coordinator, fellow awardees and the Vira I. Heinz Program for 

continuing their mission in assisting underprivileged college age women become 

global citizens.
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Julia Rodriguez spent her summer in Dublin, Ireland exploring 

the very colorful and changing city. Through Duquesne 

University  she stayed at the St. Michael’s house,which is 

rented and or provided through the Spiritians. The St. 

Michael’s house is surrounded by many foreign 

embassies building and is on one of the many famous

 roads in Ireland. Ailesbury road is so famous it is even 

listed on the Irish Monopoly board! At the St. Michael’s

 house Julia stayed with nursing, business, and Chinese 

exchange students. Julia attended University College Dublin (UCD), where she took a 

nursing evidence-based practice course with other American students.  Julia was able 

to compare the United States’ healthcare system to Ireland’s system, and how each 

system effected their patients. When not in the city, Julia went and hiked the Wicklow 

Mountains and was amazed by the beauty and the preserved monk’s tower that was 

centuries old. She also had time to go into the countryside and visit the Cliffs of Moher 

and even up to Belfast, Northern Ireland. On the weekends Julia had the chance to travel 

throughout Europe to countries such as France, Spain, and Great Britain. Overall, Julia 

had a very rewarding trip where she learned not only about another culture, but also 

herself. She came home even more appreciative of her own country after talking with 

many people abroad and reflecting on what she had just in her own backyard. Julia 

learned the importance of taking the time to learn about other cultures other than 

her own. This will translate into her practice as a healthcare provider and into her 

leadership position within Duquesne University’s community as a resident assistant. Our 

event aimed to spark a conversation on campus about over-consumption both abroad 

and throughout our local community from economical, community, and 

environmental standpoints. 



 Although drastic changes do not 

happen immediately, talking about 

the simple changes we can make in 

our daily lives and educating peers 

can start a chain reaction to better the 

world via reducing wastefulness. We 

invited students and staff of Duquesne 

University to participated in an open 

discussion about over-consumption 

and the effects globally. We wanted our attendees to both learn and converse about what 

steps need to be taken daily to solve and bring attention to this issue of wastefulness that 

has overtaken “society.” Our event started out by watching the film known as “The Story 

of Stuff” and from there we took time to reflect on how this not only effects our country 

but also has a global presence. Participants were made aware of the effects it takes within 

our own country, but also those around us negatively.  Each VIH awardee also reflected 

on the perspective and experiences from their host countries and applied this to the 

concepts presented. The VIH awardees and the attendees then participated in roundtable 

discussions, broken by each of the three topics. During each of the discussion, participants 

discussed and listened to each other’s perspectives on the topics provided. Ideas and 

examples were exchanged on how we as a community could change how we consume and 

how this could better society on a global spectrum. The program wrapped up by having 

participants write down their take away and what they will change on a piece of paper, 

allowing a friendly reminder of the discussion and changes they are striving to make. 
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Maria Scott spent six weeks on 

the Duquesne campus in Boccea, 

Italy where she studied the Italian 

healthcare system from a nurse’s 

perspective. She visited the island 

of Sicily where she learned about 

the Mediterranean diet, toured 

the world’s leading transplant 

hospital, ISMET, and both studied 

and swam in medicinal volcanic springs. She attended Duquesne University’s conference 

on Italian healthcare, where she was able to absorb a wealth of knowledge from leaders 

in the Italian healthcare system. Maria interviewed locals to survey how they view their 

healthcare and government. She was able to converse and experience the culture and 

learn about over twenty different cultures and their cultural applications for healthcare to 

apply to her practice. She developed a network of mentors as she traveled alongside her 

nursing faculty and graduate students. Having the opportunity to study Baroque art was 

one of the highlights of Maria’s trip. Maria found herself inspired as she learned about 

the development of the city of Rome, its artistic foundations and its ancient history. Her 

cultural experience in Italy enabled her to go outside of her comfort zone to travel to new 

cities, taking public transportation, sampling local cuisine, and communicating with 

the locals. After returning back to her home, she reflected on the knowledge she gained 

through this life-changing experience. She is grateful for her study abroad experience and 

cultural involvement.  

Duquesne's 2017 VIH CEE, entitled "Let's 'Taco' Bout Consumption" took place on Tuesday, 
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November 7th, at 9pm in the Duquesne Union Nightspot. The event aimed to spark a 

conversation on campus about over-consumption both abroad and throughout our local 

community from economical, community, and environmental standpoints. The event 

wanted the attendees to both learn and converse about what steps needed to be taken in 

order to solve and bring attention to the issue of wastefulness that has overtaken society. 

The VIH awardees, Julia Rodriguez, Rachel Hughes, Maria Scott, worked closely with their 

campus coordinator to utilize campus resources to execute an event that promoted unity 

and awareness. They hoped to target all students on campus from different backgrounds 

to attend the event, and they did just that. They advertised and executed the event in an 

efficient and mature manner. The event had five components: a short-film, a lecture, 

round table discussions, self-reflection time, and snacking. The short-film kicked off the 

video and introduced the topic at hand, “Overconsumption." Each awardee presented a 

lecture on one of the three subtopics of the event while incorporating examples from 

their international experiences. The attendees were placed into groups for round table 

discussions lead by knowledgeable, hand-picked, guest facilitators. Following the lecture 

and discussion it was time for the guests to self-reflect on the events. We asked each 

attendee to write a take-away card. After this was complete the guests were free to mingle 

and snack on tacos, which completed the theme. The event had every element needed for 

it to be both educationally rewarding for its guests.   
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Rachel Hughes had a wonderfully 

enlightening experience in Ghana this past 

May. Her experience included two classes that 

exposed her to traditional African religions, 

as well as music from all over the continent. 

Class time was intermixed with real life 

experiences including trips to museums, 

where she was able to meet with Ghanaians 

and hear about the country’s history from its 

own citizens’ perspectives. While in Ghana, 

Rachel got to see both rural and more urban 

climates. She traveled with her group, starting 

in southern Ghana, all the way to the northern end and back, stopping in towns and cities 

along the way. The cities were bustling with young students, older folks, goats, and taxis. 

The houses were mostly constructed with cement and metal, and the roads were paved and 

divided the tall palm trees. The rural areas featured clustered mud huts with straw roofs, 

and fields filled with cocoa farms and animals. Rachel experienced some mild culture 

shock and shyness after being thrust into a completely new and diverse environment, but 

after time and encouragement from her peers, she began to reach out to new people and 

experiences and found the value and beauty in the new culture. Rachel returned from her 

experience with new friends, new favorite foods, and a new respect for people across the 

world with different backgrounds. 

Our CEE was titled "Let's TACO Bout Consumption." The event took place on a Tuesday 

night in Duquesne University's Nitespot. Those who attended were greeted and encouraged 
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to enjoy the food that we provided, which included a taco bar and beverages. After the 

guests arrived and ate, they proceeded to take their seats and we began the event with 

a Powerpoint presentation. We introduced ourselves and gave a short background on 

ourselves and our different international experiences. Julia, Maria, and I shared our 

academic and personal backgrounds, and then talked about the countries that all of us 

journeyed to. We then broke the presentation up into three categories. The categories that 

we discussed were the effect overconsumption has on the environment, the economy, 

and the local community. After we presented on each category, we broke up into small 

groups and held round table discussions. The presenters, various guest speakers, and 

the audience members participated in answering questions and sharing opinions on the 

topic. We shared different perspectives of the topics that were provided on note cards and 

then we came back together as a large group and summarized up what we talked about in 

the smaller groups. After all three categories had been presented and discussed, we had 

the audience members write down at least three takeaways that they had after our event. 

We encouraged them to take the paper home with them and hang it somewhere that 

they would see it daily as a reminder to continually make changes in their daily lives. We 

then thanked everyone for attending and engaging in our event and reminded everyone 

that any small change they make in their daily lives could have a huge impact on their 

community. 



Destinee Truluck studied abroad in Guayaquil, Ecuador for a total of nine weeks. During 

her time in Ecuador, Destinee enrolled in two courses and an internship. Destinee had an 

internship at a Public relations department; she 

was able to write press releases, design layouts, 

organize events, and put together employee 

trainings. Destinee also improved her Spanish 

skills by taking an intermediate Spanish course. 

Throughout her time in Ecuador, she traveled to 

many cities and villages, where she was able to 

expand her knowledge of the country as a whole. 

Destinee resided with a host family while in 

Ecuador. She became close with the whole family, especially their housekeeper Diana, 

or  “NaNa." NaNa cooked for her and showed her the way that the house functioned. 

Destinee would like to return to Ecuador in the near future to finish her documentary and 

volunteer at the children’s orphanage. 

We used our CEE to explain the color 

barriers in each country. Star went to 

a country full of people who looked 

like her, so everyone automatically 

gravitated towards her rather than the 

other girls that she traveled with. We 

explained how in certain countries 

people act to be rude, they are more 

so “curious”. Even though we had 
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experiences in Ecuador that weren’t all positive, we were able to grow from them. Being 

able to adapt was definitely life-changing. We also shared with the girls that not everyone 

is going to accept your differences easily. Another thing that we addressed was that it 

is much easier to make friends and be accepted if you come with an open mind. Tamia 

and I went chipper as ever to Ecuador. We are two very nice approachable girls, so that 

was definitely one of the main reasons that we were able to make friends easily. People 

gravitated towards us wherever we went, especially when we were traveling with different 

groups. A point that I strongly encouraged throughout the presentation was that in foreign 

countries where there are little too few people who look like you, trying to blend in is in 

your nature. I addressed how Tamia and I never wanted to draw attention to ourselves, 

doing subtle things such as not speaking English in crowded places. There were times 

where we would go to shopping departments in Ecuador and everything would be fine until 

we started speaking English then everyone knew we were different. People were never 

doing those things with bad intentions, they were more so curious and were watching our 

interactions.

Stardiazia Chambliss had the privilege of spending 

three months in Nairobi, Kenya as a Vira Heinz 

Scholarship awardee. While she was there, Stardiazia 

studied international relations from an African 

perspective and discovered why and how there were so 

many homeless children on the streets. Living in the 

dorms of United States International University helped 
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her learn about the lifestyles of Kenyans and other Africans. Stardiazia had the opportunity 

to cook Kenyan food while visiting friends at their homes. In her free time, she volunteered 

at a local orphanage. During a regular day in the city of Nairobi, while traveling to town, 

Stardiazia learned from one her friends- a local Kenyan- that ‘street boys’ are forced to beg 

on the streets by poor parents or people who use them. This inspired her to build a school 

for these boys in the  future. She hopes to travel back one day to accomplish this new goal.

The main purpose for our Community Engagement Experience was to reveal that there is 

more to the world than just Lincoln University. But, mostly importantly we wanted to share 

our the people of Ecuador and Kenya reacted to my cohort members and me. As African 

Americans in America we often times get treated differently. In terms of Ecuador it was 

the same, but a little worse. On the other hand, Kenya it was better but I saw the opposite 

for people who didn’t look like me. We thought that it was important because when we 

have been in one country for so long we think that, that's how it is all around the world. 

When we start to think like that, that is when we are sadly mistaken. Another one our 

goals were to inspire people, especially women to go outside the country. We wanted to 

promote not only studying abroad but also resources to do so. We did this by sharing our 



experiences and opportunities. We wanted our audience to see how much the Vira I. Heinz 

Program helped us grow. We made sure to express that the program was more than just a 

monetary gift, its a leadership program. We served the purpose of our CEE by discussing 

the awareness, being mindful of the country's culture, religion, language, and  etc. to brace 

yourself for your experience. We also discussed toleration, accepting that people will be 

uncomfortable with your difference that you are not in control of like the color of your 

skin of the frame of your body. Finally, we discussed the Vira I. Heinz global leadership 

program for women, why they should choose this program, the history, the requirements, 

and the benefits. I believe that my team and I did an exceptional job at serving our purpose 

of our Community Engagement Experience. We learned so much about our school, each 

other and about ourselves. On the behalf of my classmates, I would like to thank the 

Vira I. Heinz program for its service to us; you’ve helped us to become better women. 

Tamia Casey lived in Guayaquil, Ecuador 

for two months. While studying Spanish 

and Ecuadorian Culture and Society, she 

also worked closely with the community’s 

free clinic, "Instituto Superior Technologico 

Bolivariano." She studied the history of 

Ecuador and the origins of its music, style, 

traditions, languages and more. Through her 

internship, Tamia was able to work with Doctora Ron, putting her Spanish skills to work 

and helping the community in the free clinic. Her global exploration took her to Quito, 

where she hiked to an active volcano and stood on both earth's hemispheres and then to the 
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Presidential Palace. She also visited " Las Ruinas de Ingapirca," the largest remaining site of 

the Incas ruins, where she was able to stand in the ancient Sun Temple. Tamia then traveled 

to the rainforest to Banos, Ecuador a city known for its extreme sports. Here she enjoyed 

white water rafting, zip lining, and visiting the famous "La Casa del Arbol" known for its 

swing "overlooking the end of the world." Most of all, Tamia enjoyed spending time with her 

host family, where she was able practice her Spanish and teach some English to her "little 

brother" Maximiliano. After some time in Ecuador, Tamia was able to greet, bargain, and 

hold conversations with the locals. Living in the more urban area of Ecuador, Guayaquil, she 

observed many different social and economic backgrounds. By the end of her time abroad, 

Tamia made new friends and she improved her Spanish language skills.  She credits the    

Vira I. Heinz leadership program for not only making this experience financially possible, 

but making her a confident first-time world traveler.  

Destiny, Star, and I titled our CEE "Aliens at Home: How Race Dictates How We Are Treated US 

Versus Abroad." It consisted of a presentation, taking short breaks for audience interaction. 

The first discussion topic was awareness. We took turns talking about the culture, religion, 

language, race and politics of our respective countries and explained why we decided to study 

or intern there. For Ecuador we discussed the high percentage of people who practice Roman 

Catholocism and discussed how the language barrier of Spanish and English hindered us 

and helped us. We discussed the differences in politics since around the time we arrived we 

had just missed the election. We also explained the differences in culture from America. 

When Star spoke about Kenya she mentioned the most common language being Swahili, 

currency; which is shillings, and the most practice religion being Christianity and Muslim 

and the culture she discussed was Masai. The next topic of discussion moved into toleration 

and acceptance, where we discussed how sometimes people will not always be comfortable 
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with you being different from what they are used to. One difference we cannot control is 

race. The discussion then moved into each of us speaking on personal scenarios that we 

experienced while interacting with the communities we visited abroad; whether it be 

in markets stores or exploring in the streets. Star spoke on how being in Kenya she felt 

more at home and excepted by the locals around her and in contrast to when she would 

shop in America she was given more special privileges than her white counterparts. In 

contrast to Star's experience Destinee and I had a hard time feeling comfortable while 

shopping in department stores with being constantly scrutinized. Much like shopping 

in the United States we noticed we were often followed by security or workers of a store 

or market and even the banks. This type of treatment really affected how we decided 

to spend most of our time abroad. After the compare and contrast of our individual 

experiences in Kenya and Ecuador we then open the floor up for the audience feedback 

and an open discussion began about how what happened to us global he is also a local 

experience. To close out our presentation, we explained the benefits of researching the 

countries you may want to visit to get a feel for the language, culture, religion, race, and 

politics; to use that as a guide for what you want your international experience to look 

like. At the end, we spoke about how the Vira I. Heinz leadership program affected us 

and our time abroad and us returning to the United States.
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Courtney Yu spent six weeks in Seoul, South Korea. 

While there, she studied at one of Korea’s top three 

universities, Yonsei University.  She took a class on 

East Asian Fiction, as well as an intensive Korean 

language course that met four days a week for 

three hours. During her free time, she continued 

to improve her language skills by meeting native 

Korean speakers and ordering new dishes at 

restaurants.  She was also able to learn more about 

her family’s lineage by visiting her father’s and 

grandparents’ hometowns. While studying abroad, 

one of Courtney’s goals was to learn if people viewed Korean-Americans differently than 

native Koreans.  Through conversations with the new friends she met, she was interested to 

learn that Korean citizens did not often think about the differences and similarities between 

the two groups. Rather, they had many misconceptions and believed in many stereotypes 

that described Americans as an overarching group, rather than Korean Americans 

specifically.  Courtney is extremely grateful to have had an opportunity to study abroad in 

South Korea.  Not only was she able to improve her language skills and learn more about 

the culture, she was also able to better understand the idea of being American and Korean.

The University of Pittsburgh-Oakland 2017 Cohort proudly presented their Community 

Engagement Experience (CEE), "Breaking Invisible Barriers" to their campus in early 

January.  The cohort members include: Katelyn Axman, Eden Hailu, Moira Larkin, Ravan 

Williams and Courtney Yu.  When all five cohort members came back to Pitt’s campus, 

they realized that they all experienced or noticed a type of blockage that created a difficult 



environment for groups of people to succeed. By thinking globally and acting locally, 

they realized that not only did these issues happen in their host countries, but they also 

occur on Pitt’s campus as well as the entirety of the United States. An invisible barrier is 

considered any kind of aspect in society that hinders the ability for marginalized people 

to succeed, often times these include societal norms or stereotypes. While the members 

of the 2017 Oakland Cohort were planning their event, they realized that combating these 

issues is an extremely difficult feat, one that does not have a single solution. Therefore, 

their CEE event showcased what an invisible barrier is, what kinds of barriers exist all 

over the world, and a strong focus on how to detect an invisible barrier. By presenting 

the audience with these points, the audience was able to leave with the skill set needed 

to prevent invisible barriers from spreading. The barriers that the Oakland Cohort 

members decided to include were: lack of accessibility, beauty standards, cultural 

gender roles, and lack of integration of immigrants/refugees/international students. 

Each member focused on one of these invisible barriers and created a presentation with 

facts and statistics while also tying it back to Pitt.  In addition, each member created an 

interactive component to supplement the presentation and create the connection from 

facts/statistics to real situations that people face.  Through the presentation and activity, 

the 2017 Oakland Cohort was able to bridge the cultural divide that so often happens 

through the recognition of similarities between countries and their invisible barriers.
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Eden Hailu spent five weeks in Iringa, 

Tanzania studying public health, East 

African culture, and Swahili. While living at 

the Primary Health Care Institute (PHCI), 

a public college campus for Tanzanian 

students, she built lasting relationships 

with both students and professors and 

introduced them to her American lifestyle 

while simultaneously being introduced to their lifestyle . She especially enjoyed learning 

about their personal goals and favorite musical artists. On the weekends, she traveled to 

various towns where she noticed the differences between rural villages and the more urban 

Tanzania which she was accustomed to. She spent one of her weekends in Lulanzi, a rural 

village in Tanzania, where she participated in a number of cultural immersion activities. 

She met a traditional healer who openly shared his methods, beliefs and his personal 

path into becoming a traditional healer. She also learned how to weave baskets from rural 

women who sell their handmade baskets for a living. At PHCI, Eden participated in weekly 

evening cultural classes where Tanzanian and American students had the chance to freely 

ask each other questions regarding culture and the different stereotypes that surrounded 

each culture. She listened to hear their explanations of various traditions and beliefs upheld 

in Tanzania and developed an appreciation for how diverse Tanzania truly is. Eden is 

grateful for her experience in Tanzania because it all helped her grow as a young woman. 

“Breaking Down Invisible Barriers: An Interactive Event" took place on January 10th, 

2018 at the University of Pittsburgh-Oakland campus. With the support of the Vira I. Heinz 
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Scholarship, Eden Hailu, Katelyn Axman, Ra'van Williams, Courtney Yu and Moira Larkin 

each studied abroad in a different part of the world this past summer where they learned 

about obstacles directly affecting specific minority groups in that country. The phrase 

'invisible barrier' is defined as the underlying traditional norms and values that prevent 

marginalized groups from fully participating in society. Courtney began the CEE by 

shedding light on the beauty standards she noticed during her time in South Korea and 

how prevalent plastic surgery was there. She shared a few of the things she experienced 

as someone who did not fit into their standard of beauty such as the stares and obvious 

judgement she received while just walking down the street. She finished her presentation 

using an app popular in South Korea to take a picture of one of the attendees, and display 

how some of the filters would completely alter one's look to fit into the South Korean 

beauty standard. Next, Eden brought attention to the way gender roles in traditional 

Tanzanian culture were preventing rural Tanzanian girls from pursuing an education. 

She also discussed the belief held by many in rural parts of Tanzania that educating girls 

was just not worth it, which she learned about through interviews with native Tanzanian 

women. She ended her presentation with a game of Jeopardy where the audience was 

split into two teams and had to recall facts from her presentation. Moira followed up with 

her presentation regarding the lack of wheelchair access to many buildings in Iceland 

and Pittsburgh. She incited very thoughtful discourse when she asked the audience to 

create a path for people who require a wheelchair to get to certain buildings on campus 

and many people learned that the only wheelchair accessible dorms were all the way on 

upper campus. Katelyn and Ra'van worked together to present the troubles immigrants, 

refugees and international students have integrating into a different society when 

there are language and cultural barriers in play. They used a fun game of rock, paper, 
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scissor, spock (from the Big Bang Theory) to exemplify how difficult is to communicate 

with people of a new culture when you are coming in with your own set of rules.

Katelyn Axman spent nine weeks in Costa Rica 

this summer as part of a health-care focused 

program through International Studies Abroad 

(ISA). Katelyn was able to practice Spanish with a 

special focus in medical terminology and learn 

about the Costa Rican health care system, as well 

as some of the prevalent tropical diseases that 

pervade the country. Katelyn especially enjoyed the opportunity to analyze some of the 

strengths and weaknesses of Costa Rica’s universal health care system, and compare it to 

what she has experienced in the US. For the latter half of her program, Katelyn volunteered 

in a nursing home and spent most of her time there playing games and socializing with 

the seniors, though she was also lucky to be able to shadow some of the occupational 

therapists at the home. One of Katelyn’s favorite parts of the entire experience was her 

homestay; she became very close with her host family and really felt immersed in Costa 

Rican culture during her time with them. Outside of the classroom, Katelyn learned a lot 

about the country and about herself through a number of excursions around the country. 

She visited volcanoes, performed a rectal exam on a pregnant cow, ate food that was 

grown and prepared directly on a sustainable farm, and toured the beautiful cathedral in 

Cartago that millions across Costa Rica pilgrimage to every year, went ziplining through 

the rainforest, bungee jumped off the highest drop in Central America, walked on the 

ocean floor, learned how to surf, saw monkeys and sloths and leopards and lizards and 

crocodiles. She is grateful to the Vira Heinz Endowments for allowing her the opportunity.
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“Breaking Invisible Barriers," an interactive event led by the women of the 2017 Pitt-

Oakland Cohort of the Vira I. Heinz Program for Women in Global Leadership, sought to 

inform the community about different facets of society that make it difficult for marginalized 

groups of people to succeed. Each of the five women involved traveled to five very different 

countries during the summer of 2017, including Costa Rica, Iceland, South Korea, Tanzania, 

and Germany. In Costa Rica, Katelyn Axman noticed the derogatory way some Nicaraguan 

immigrants were treated – seen as “stealing Costa Rican jobs” and contributing to poverty. 

She explored how similar this perspective was to the way some Americans view Mexican 

immigrants. Similarly, Ra’Van Williams noted the lack of integration of Syrian refugees 

into German society. During her time in Tanzania, Eden Hailu experienced first-hand the 

lack of access to education for many of the girls and women there due to their domestic 

responsibilities. Courtney noticed the oppressive beauty standards prevalent in South Korea, 

and the damaging impact this and pressure for plastic surgery has on a young woman’s sense 

of self-worth. Finally, Moira Larkin noticed the pervasive lack of accessibility for disabled 

persons when she was traveling in Iceland. Through engaging presentations, activities and 

games, these five women brought to light these “invisible barriers” that individuals face in 

different cultures. They then made connections to the U.S. and Pitt community, emphasizing 

that these barriers are experienced here, too: by immigrants and international students, 

women, and disabled persons on Pitt’s campus. The goal of “Breaking Invisible Barriers” 

was to shed light on these issues and point out community resources that provide support 

to these marginalize groups. The first step to a solution is recognizing that a problem exists.



Moira Larkin spent seven weeks studying renewable 

energy technology and policy in Iceland. During her 

first week, she visited geothermal power plants and 

the side businesses they helped create, including the 

famous Blue Lagoon spa.  She then spent two and a half 

weeks in the town of Ísafjörður, where she lived with a 

host family, took classes in Icelandic, and volunteered 

at the town’s community supported agriculture garden. 

After some long evenings working in the dirt, Moira 

developed quite a rapport with the Hildur, the woman 

who started the garden. A landscape architect by trade, Hildur used her training to 

create a garden where crops grow in permanent beds mixed in with native plants to 

prevent soil erosion and replenish nutrients for future generations. Through their 

conversations, Moira got unique insights into Icelandic attitudes towards sustainability, 

gender roles, and family. After leaving Ísafjörður and saying goodbye to her host family, 

Moira traveled to Reykjavik, Iceland’s capital and largest city. She attended classes taught 

by faculty of the University of Iceland, and in her spare time made friends with students 

living in Reykjavik. Her new friends showed her around Reykjavik’s thriving public art 

scene, and they spent many an evening comparing life in their respective countries over 

a few beers. Through her experience in Iceland, Moira gained a deeper understanding 

of the international nature of climate change and her role both as an American and as 

an engineer in combating it. 

"Breaking Invisible Barriers" aimed to raise awareness of some of the less obvious 

challenges that marginalized people face both in Oakland and around the world. Each of 
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the five Vira Heinz awardees from Pitt Oakland gave a presentation about a problem they 

saw in the countries they visited and compared it to a related issue at Pitt. The awardees 

also lead four activities with the audience to help them understand and engage with the 

problem on a more personal level. Courtney talked about beauty standards in South Korea 

and how the emphasis placed on a woman’s looks hurts her career prospects and contributes 

to income inequality. To show off how unrealistic South Korean beauty standards are, she 

invited audience members to use a Korean photo editing app meant to make the user look 

more attractive by significantly altering their facial features. Eden talked about how gender 

roles and the division of household chores pushed many Tanzanian girls away from school 

and how those same forces push girls in the US from studying STEM subjects. She then 

led a game of Jeopardy with questions about gender inequality. Moira gave a presentation 

about the lack of accessible architecture in public spaces and how it contributes to high 

rates of unemployment and poverty among people with disabilities. For her activity, she 

handed out maps of the Pitt Oakland campus and instructed audience members to circle 

all the stairs they climb in a typical day. Finally, Ra'Van and Katelyn gave presentations 

on attitudes towards immigrants in Costa Rica and Germany and compared them to the 

experiences of international students at Pitt. The two did a joint activity where they gave 

audience members cards with one of two sets of rules for the game rock-paper-scissors 

and had them compete in a tournament. Half of the audience could use two extra hand 

gestures which often left the people playing by the standard rules feeling lost and confused.
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Ra’Van Williams studied abroad in Munich, Germany for four and a half weeks. While in 

Germany, Ra’Van took courses in Engineering Law, Global German Production Footprint, 

R&D Management, and Service Engineering, just to name a few. These courses served to 

not only strengthen and broaden her practical knowledge of engineering but also served 

as an introduction to many of the business concepts such as ergonomics, and global 

standards that will undoubtedly be a part of her work as an engineer in the future. During 

her time in Germany, many of her courses contained some sort of project, in lab simulation, 

or challenge, making it easier 

to grasp the concepts. Her in 

studies were complemented 

by weekly visits to local 

manufacturers, where she 

was able to view firsthand 

how German companies, 

including BMW and Audi 

operate and engineer their products. This experience has inspired her to look further 

into careers in the automotive industry as well as returning to Europe for work in the 

future. Additionally, through her courses Ra’Van was able to learn over one hundred 

words and phrases in German, which helped her to better communicate and navigate 

in the city. When not in the classroom, Ra’Van had the opportunity to experience the 

rich history of Bavaria through weekly excursions to many popular sites in Munich, 

including both historical and tourist attractions. Most notably, her jaunt to the Alps 

enabled her to conquer her dual fears of heights and roller coasters on the alpine coaster.
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"Breaking Invisible Barriers" was an hour and a half presentation dedicated to 

uncovering some of the common barriers in society that prevent marginalized groups 

from advancing. Such barriers include, lack of accessibility, cultural gender roles, beauty 

standards, and even lack of integration of immigrants/refugees/international students.

In the opening of our program, we introduced these concepts to our audience while also 

helping them to understand why such barriers are often overlooked. Unfortunately, society 

considers many invisible barriers to be norms and traditions. To many these barriers seem 

like small day to day struggles or a small segment of a large problem but there is nothing in 

need of fixing. After a brief introduction, we ate pizza with the audience. This allowed us to 

mingle with the different attendees and learn a little bit more about them and their interest 

in the presentation. We then launched it to the focal point of our program, barrier-specific 

stations. These stations allowed us to provide more in-depth information concerning each 

of the four barriers as well as resources to get involved in breaking them. Station one was 

focused on beauty standards and involved information from Courtney's experience in 

South Korea as it related to some of the similar behaviors here in the U.S. This session was 

concluded with a demonstration of a beauty enhancer app often used in South Korea. Our 

next station focused on cultural gender roles in the context of both Tanzanian and the U.S.  

This session wrapped up with a game of jeopardy which allowed the audience to have a little 

fun while showcasing what they had learned from the presentation. The final two booths 

were focused on lack of accessibility and lack of integration of immigrants. Each was fitted 

with a short activity to engage the audience. The presentation concluded with a recap of all 

of the information that had been presented and questions and comments from the audience. 
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While in Morocco, Alexis Walker studied Classical Arabic and expanded her knowledge of 

international relations by engaging in the Islamic Society and Politics course. This 

course made assimilating into a predominately Islamic state easier while enhancing her 

global perspective. In addition to academics, Alexis furthered her experiences in the 

nonprofit sector by working with an organization dedicated to serving underprivileged 

children and elderly. The mission of the organization went hand and hand with 

Alexis’ Desired Heinz Programming concentration of children, youth and families. At 

The “Ibitssama" (Happy Smile Center in Arabic) Alexis worked on renovating the 

education facility for children. Some of the projects included painting desks, collecting 

books, building bookshelves and donating funds for school supplies. In the afternoons, 

Alexis participated in a program designed to teach English to the elementary school 

age children at Ibitssama. Out of the 63 days that Alexis spent in Morocco, 30 of those 

days were during the religious holiday Ramadan. Ramadan enveloped Alexis into an 

understanding of the culture from a deeper, intellectual perspective. Gathering together 

with her host mom and discussing the “Moroccan Way” over dinner every night will 

be a memory that lasts forever.  Alexis traveled 

domestically to almost a dozen different cities, 

experienced the magnitudes of Moroccan cuisine, 

obsessed over the architecture and truly 

absorbed the natural atmosphere. Although 

Alexis had shown true dedication to her 

academics as a scholar, she has now added 

world-ready student to her resume through 

the travel to Morocco where she gained a new 

perspective, experience, and palette for life. 



"Road to Moon: Bringing quality public transportation from University Boulevard to 

Pittsburgh" was the official title of my CEE. This project consisted of a presentation, a 

panel discussion and a reception where attendees could compose letters to local officials 

discussing the issues we covered. I wanted to bring back the new-found global perspective 

to make a difference in the Moon Township community. In order to obtain this goal, 

"Road to Moon" became the kickstart in the initiative to bring quality and efficient public 

transportation to Moon Township. Laurel, my fellow cohort member and I conducted our 

own independent research showing the effects of public transportation on socio economic 

issues; the needs of the students, and how our overall campus would be affected if new 

bus stops were enacted.  We incorporated a few topics such as last mile program and 

autonomous vehicles. A last mile program is a way to transport people from their homes 

to a transportation hub (park and ride). Autonomous vehicles were used in Berlin, they 

contribute to public transportation by mobilizing more people without having a human to 

drive the vehicle. The vehicles are environmentally friendly and transport rather quickly. 

On November 29, 2017 a panel discussion was held with Moon Township Transportation 

Representatives, Port Authority Representatives, and fellow students. The discussion was 

followed with a reception with food and an opportunity for students to write letters to 

public officials in regards to bringing a port authority stop that connects to Pittsburgh on 

University Boulevard. We were advised that our concerns will be placed on the docket for 

further discussion or future resolution.
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Laurel Murray spent 8 weeks in Berlin, Germany 

interning at AtomLeap, a company focused on Startup 

Business Intelligence and Startup Acceleration 

specifically for high tech startups looking to build 

a more sustainable future. She worked on the 

financial side of helping startups apply for funding, 

find investors, and working directly with the 

founders in regard to helping them fully understand 

how to financially run their business. Laurel was 

immersed in a German city unlike any other; Berlin’s 

beautiful diversity and political hub exposed her to more cultures than she ever could 

have imagined, along with learning how the German government works in contrast to 

the United States government. In her free time, Laurel volunteered at refugee camps and 

enjoyed exploring the diverse neighborhoods in Berlin. On the weekends, she enjoyed 

traveling to Poland, Switzerland, Netherlands, and various areas all over Germany. One 

of her goals while traveling was to observe and experience the kind of pressures Berlin 

women feel in the workplace in contrast to women in America. Thanks to working directly 

in a company, and having a wonderful female boss, Laurel was able to accomplish her 

goal. Upon her return, she looks forward to giving back to the Vira I. Heinz Program by 

helping women feel comfortable, accepted, and heard in the workplace, and applying her 

new-found knowledge of economic development to her studies and future adventures.

Before beginning my collegiate career at Robert Morris University, I was worried about 

how I was going to get around: whether it was just going home or grabbing dinner with my 

friends. For my first two years at school, I felt as though my fellow students felt isolated on 
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campus. They would frequently talk about feeling “stuck” on campus, and how a reliable 

bus system would help alleviate the aforementioned feeling of detachment from the rest 

of the Pittsburgh area. Socioeconomically speaking, Moon Township is primarily 

Caucasian with a wide range of incomes of poverty to upper middle class, with over 93% of 

households owning vehicles and 84% of people driving alone during their commute to 

work. After the first retreat for the Vira Heinz Program and my international experience, I 

became interested and passionate about economic development. I began to reach out 

into the community to gather information, asking questions about how Moon Township 

residents felt about public transportation. From independent research and public 

documents, I found a great need for not only an upgrade for public transit, but a high need 

for quality, reliable last-mile service. During my time in Germany, I had access to quality 

public transportation which further sparked my interest into how I could incorporate 

Berlin's method of public transit into to the greater Pittsburgh area. Alexis, a member of 

my cohort who studied in Morocco, dealt with overcrowded, unreliable, and unsafe buses 

that never came on time. While I experienced meeting people from multiple ethnic and 

economic backgrounds on public transit, Alexis spoke about the vast gap in the class 

system in Meknes, so that only extremely low-income people utilized buses while 

wealthier people had their own means of transportation.  

Together we compared the good and the bad to uncover what we needed to 

research for our CEE. I put our ideas into a PowerPoint and presented it to over 75 

individuals. This audience consisted of students, faculty, and Moon Township 

residents. At the presentation, we shared our experiences abroad with public transit 

and addressed Moon Township’s socioeconomic need to upgrade its public transit. In 

addition, we introduced case studies about other cities that implemented last mile 

programs that were successful and tech-forward. We contributed the opinions of the 

Robert Morris student body through 
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student video testimonies about how public transit affects them personally and the greater 

community. Because Pittsburgh has been called the next “tech hub”, I discussed how my work 

in Germany included researching autonomous mass transit, and how that could potentially 

play a role in the Pittsburgh area’s public transit upgrade. We then had a panel discussion with 

representatives from the Moon Township Transportation Association, the Port Authority, 

and ACTA (a non-profit last mile service in Robinson that connects people from the IKEA 

Port Authority Super Stop to jobs in the Moon Township area). At the end of our CEE, we had 

a "call to action" from the Port Authority representative to go onto their website and fill out 

a form stating that we wanted more stops in Moon Township, as well as discussing the on-

going plan of adding bike lanes in the Moon Township area. I have decided to continue my 

independent research as an “Independent 

Study” class through my senior year 

to make a positive impact on public 

transit for the Robert Morris University 

campus, as well as the Moon Township 

community through improvement of last-

mile programs, bike lanes, and weekend 

times to take the Port Authority buses 

into Pittsburgh. Overall, Alexis and I were 

extremely happy with how our CEE went. 

I would like to thank the Vira I. Heinz 

program for seeing potential in me that I did not see within myself, in 

addition to guiding me to discovering my passion for economic development. 
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Brooke Mead traveled to Prague, Czech 

Republic through the USAC Prague program 

from mid-May to mid-June this past summer. 

In Prague, Brooke studied Alternative Culture, 

Literature, Lifestyles, and Music, focusing on 

the underground art and music that came 

out of the Soviet regime. Through keeping a 

daily journal and blog, Brooke learned not 

only about the history behind avant-garde, 

minimalist, and punk art movements, but also about how she could use those same art styles 

to spread a message of feminist equality and body image positivity in a country with very few 

female artists. Although she entered the Czech Republic barely knowing the Czech alphabet, 

thanks to her Introduction to Czech Language class Brooke was able to converse with the 

USAC staff, order at a restaurant or coffee shop, and hold basic small-talk conversations in 

Czech by the end of her program. Shocked by how many of her classmates wanted to stay 

in their comfort zones and lean towards more familiar experiences, Brooke strove to 

make her own path in Prague, exploring underground concert venues, legal graffiti 

walls, and, independently owned Czech restaurants. She left this experience feeling more 

confident in herself and in her ability to go off on her own to ensure she gets what she 

wants out of any experience. By the end of the program, Brooke completed her first self-

published booklet (or "zine" as they're known in the underground music scene) 

entitled the "Modern Girl Manifesto," which encourages women to be strong in who 

they are and what they create, despite who society tells them to be. We had three 

components to our workshop: “Identity & Saliency Pie,” “IntersectionAllergy,” and 

“Comfort Zones.” “Identity & Saliency Pie” focused 
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on the different aspects of our identities that we are most in touch with at different times. 

Participants received a blank circle and were instructed to divide their “pies” into different 

sections illustrating the different parts of their identities (sexual orientation, race, class, 

immigration status, etc.) that they were most aware of in that moment. After becoming 

aware of their different identities, we moved into “IntersectionAllergy,” a simulation that 

focused on limitations. Each participant received a food allergy and a menu, and was given 

the task of ordering a full, three-course meal without asking for alterations. After facing 

this particularly difficult challenge, we added a new component. Instead of food allergies, 

participants had life allergies. For example, participants could be allergic to stairs, public 

transportation, free time, phones, etc. In groups of three, they were tasked with planning 

an entire day’s worth of activities in Philadelphia. Participants remarked on how difficult it 

was to perform seemingly simple tasks with different disadvantages. Lastly, we pushed the 

borders of our comfort zones by dividing the room into three sections: the comfort zone 

(where participants stood if they would absolutely, no question, do something), the learning 

edge (where participants stood if they would be uncomfortable doing something, but would 

be willing to try), and the danger zone (where participants stood if they were unwilling to try 

something at all). Here, we incorporated our own international and domestic experiences, 

using scenarios such as “I would feel comfortable… walking alone on Temple’s campus, in 

North Philadelphia, and in a non-English speaking country; asking a stranger for directions 

in Philadelphia and in a non-English speaking country; challenging a professor whose 

beliefs conflict with your own; going to a religious service at a Catholic church, a mosque, 

a synagogue; talking to parents about being in an interracial relationship; asking parents 

to fund a study abroad experience," and more. Participants realized that depending on the 

setting, each scenario they faced varied, and the multiple components of their identity 

manifested in different ways.



Geneva Heffernan travelled to South Africa for 

five weeks through a journalism program at 

Temple University’s Klein College of Media and 

Communication. The first half of the program 

was spent in the Gauteng province around the 

city of Johannesburg, and the second was spent 

in the Western Cape in and around Cape Town. 

Studying multimedia journalism, Geneva was 

immersed in a hands-on program that included 

excursions every day to various places where the students conducted interviews. Geneva 

was inspired by a basketball coach in the Alex township of Johannesburg who created 

a program that integrates tutoring and basketball, encouraging the players to seek 

scholarships to attend college. Geneva interviewed the coach and players at a practice and 

created a five-minute video about the program. Geneva created her second video project 

about a swim program called Atlantis Swim Club in a historically Indian city, Lenasia, that 

was one of the only swim clubs that allowed people of all races to participate during the 

Apartheid era. Today, the swim club is training high caliber swimmers who often compete 

at the national level and aspire to make it to the Olympics. The head coach of the Atlantis 

Swim Club, Julie Adam, is an accomplished swimmer herself, and dedicates her life to 

the instruction of children and adults in the pool. Geneva was inspired Julie as she is an 

entrepreneur who started her own swim school. Every day was a new learning adventure 

as Geneva talked with people who had been relocated away from their homes 

during Apartheid, visited retired mines, explored the Cradle of Humankind, traveled to 

informal settlements, learned how to cook a traditional Indian meal, sang songs in Zulu, 

practiced 
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the clicks of the Xhosa language, and learned drum rhythms.

"Crossing Borderlines" was an activity-based event designed to lead participants toward 

self-reflection of privilege. Because privilege is often unseen and unnoticed by those who 

have it, it is important to think about the privileges that you were born with and have 

acquired through unintentional means. The program began with an “Identity Pie” handout 

where participants draw a pie chart to illustrate the identities most salient to them in that 

moment. The next activity asked participants to move to signs posted around the room 

with identity-descriptors such as race, gender identity, ethnicity, sexual orientation, able-

bodiedness, nationality, and class. Participants were asked to complete statements such as: 

“My identity that I would to know more about is_____” or “My identity I am least aware 

of is_______.” Following a discussion, the next activity was called “Comfort Zone." Here, 

participants moved to red, yellow, and green zones depending on how comfortable they 

would be in the situations read aloud. The visual representation of comfort zones gave 

participants the opportunity to see how others feel differently while reflecting on their 

own responses. We ended the event with pizza and the last activity, “IntersectionAllergy,” 

where participants were put in groups and challenged to come up with a meal everyone 

in the group could eat after being assigned different allergies. The allergies then became 

assignments of phobias and handicaps; the groups were challenged to come up with a day’s 

worth of activities that accommodated all the needs of their group. The discussion and 

variety of activities gave participants diverse ways of understanding and “seeing” privilege.
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Sarah Levine traveled to the Netherlands for two 

months this past summer where she studied Dutch 

Social Policy along with the progressive public policies 

and healthcare system. She covered topics on how 

prostitution is regulated, their drug policy, health 

education, housing and immigration policies, as well 

as LGBT rights. Throughout the summer Sarah focused 

her studies on addiction and the implementation of 

harm reduction strategies through a pragmatic lens. 

She looked at policies from start to finish. Visiting The Hague Sarah toured the Senate floor 

and Knights Hall learning about how policies are established and voted upon through the 

parliamentary system. She toured the Red Light District through the Prostitution Information 

Center which gave a first-hand view of how their policies lead to women empowerment and 

the safety procedures that protect the women. Sarah was also fortunate enough to be able 

to celebrate Pride in the first country to legalize same sex marriage. She found the Dutch 

have very pragmatic views which are the reasoning behind the policies. The Dutch "pride" 

themselves on the cultural norm of autonomy in peoples' personal lives as long as it does not 

negatively affect others. Dutch openness and bluntness in day-to-day conversation helped 

foster a genuine experience talking to locals. Sarah indulged in the typical Dutch snack of 

fries with mayonnaise and herring. Her fondest memory was when she challenged herself 

to go on a bike ride alone to the next town over, Muiden. The four-hour bike ride took her 

through pastures and along the coast witnessing historic features of the Netherlands in an 

organic environment. Her experience in the Netherlands was nothing less than “gezellig."

"Crossing Borderlines" took participants out of their comfort zones and allowed them 
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to cross borderlines into difficult discussions of privilege, challenging participants to 

reflect on their own identities such as religious affiliation, immigration status, abled-

bodiedness, race, gender, sexual orientation, and economic class. Participants were 

asked questions about their upbringings and daily life in relation to these privileges. 

Through physical movement around the room, participants opened up to see how 

others felt. Through the "IntersectionAllergy" workshop, students were then able to 

look through a new lens and get a “taste” of what their peers deal with from day-to-day.  
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While studying abroad in South Korea at 

Korea University, Crystal Durachko worked 

towards understanding Korean language 

by taking a six-week language course. 

Crystal explored body image, social media 

and politics by exploring the city as well as 

meeting with Korean friends who had studied 

previously at Thiel College, her home campus. 

Some of the most exciting but challenging 

tests for the Crystal’s language skills came at 

the beginning and the end of her study abroad experience when she visited Jeju 

Island with her friend Suhyeon’s family who spoke limited Korean at the beginning 

and when she stayed with Seyeon’s family at their home. This experience forced 

Crystal to try new things, hone her skills and also communicate with strangers in areas 

she alone may not have visited. From spicy kimchi stew to sweet patbingsu, Crystal 

tasted the flavors of South Korea. Although the food was delicious, the best parts of her 

after class adventures were the moments of serious discussion, and exploration at 

museums and local markets with friends. While exploring Bukchon, Crystal had the 

extreme privilege to talk with a talented artist Sung Hwan at his gallery and studio. 

Throughout her entire experience, Crystal realized the importance of listening to the 

opinions of others. South Korea recently impeached a president, and having come to 

study after massive protests and immediate change within the country, Crystal saw a 

renewed sense of optimism in her friends and many other people who voted for their 

new president Moon Jae-in. Through her view into another country, one that had a 

new leader and a sense of optimism Crystal saw how 



incredibly important politics was to individual happiness, even those who dislike politics.

"Adventure is Out There" was a CEE focused on inspiring individuals from rural 

communities to consider travel and see it as an exciting opportunity for personal 

development. Particularly in smaller towns, the thought of traveling is intimidating. At 

times travel can even be viewed as very scary. This fear of the unknown can foster negative 

thoughts and stereotypes. Through sharing personal stories of our travels abroad we (my 

cohort and I) hoped to show members of our audience that yes, this is possible for you. 

We shared moments from our travels, music and food with the individuals who stopped 

by. This gave the individuals a 'tour' of each of our respective countries and allowed for 

one-on-one conversations. We set up our event as a multi-stage event. We had short 

introductory presentations in the beginning, and from there we invited people to explore 

as they wished. This made the CEE part presentation and part fair. This mixture kept 

people interested and also allowed people the ability to explore. It also allowed people 

the ability to ask questions that they might not want to as in front of an entire audience.

Isabella Bungo spent a month studying in Berlin, 

Germany. She studied at Humboldt University 

where major figures like Karl Marx attended 

college. While in Germany, Isabella took classes 

on Nazi Germany and Jewish Narratives. Her 

studies focused on the historical time periods 

of World War I and the period from 1961-1989. 

Isabella was able to visit the Sachsenhausen 

concentration camp as well as the German 
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Holocaust Museum and the Memorial for the Murdered Jews of Europe. During her stay, 

she met many people from all over the world though both her classes and traveling around 

Berlin. While traveling, Isabella studied the German educational system by reading, as well 

as interviewing many students, teachers, and parents about the system. Isabella's studies 

did not stop there; she was able to travel to other countries which were related to her specific 

periods of study. Isabella visited the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam. She also got to see 

the Jewish Museum in Poland as well as pieces of the wall of the Ghetto of Warsaw. Though 

immersion, Isabella was able to learn about and experience German culture and language.

Our CEE was a casual opportunity for students to become further educated about culture, 

specifically our three respective countries: Germany, Costa Rica, and South Korea. We 

had a crowd at the beginning of our CEE, so we stood in front of the crowd to discuss our 

study abroad programs and talk a little about culture in our respective countries. We then 

stood by our tables and allowed the students and community members to walk around 

to our tables and ask us more specific questions.  Each one of us decorated our tables 

with items from our travels. I tried to use props that would spark conversation about 

culture, such as German comic books. I used these items to spark the interest of those 

walking past and to show them that German youth culture and even young adult culture 

is not much different from ours here in the United States. Our CEE was formatted so that 

we could each talk about specific areas of youth culture. Mine focused on education. 

When I discussed education, the conversation sparked from there, and then we were 

able to discuss other cultural aspects. For our CEE, we decided to let students come and 

go as they pleased because at Thiel, that is something that goes over well with students. 

We had a decent number of students come in and out, and we had great conversations 
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about youth culture and how to help foster different cultures on our own campus. This type 

of CEE was great for our campus because students wanted to talk and ask questions one-

on-one with either Kristyn, Crystal, or me. 

This made for a comfortable setting where 

students were offered samples of food 

to get them talking about food, which 

is very important in most cultures.  All 

in all, our CEE was a successful way to 

act locally and think globally and share 

that idea with our campus community.

Kristyn Kinner spent one month of her 

summer learning and growing much 

more than she ever could simply from 

a classroom. She traveled to San Jose, 

Costa Rica to study Spanish. Kristyn had never flown on a plane before this trip. With the 

scholarship, she was able to expand much more than simply her Spanish vocabulary- she 

evolved who she is as a person. After class every day, Kristyn was able to travel around 

San Jose and practice her Spanish, people skills, expand her confidence, and observe 

others from different cultures. Observing others was very important to Kristyn due to 

her background in Psychology and interest in social research in the future. Kristyn has 

now decided to focus on social psychology while earning her B.A. On the weekends, she 

was able to visit many destinations around Costa Rica with friends. Kristyn stayed in a 

very nice home with local Costa Ricans that became like family. Before this experience, 
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Kristyn was very nervous about leaving home. She was a very quiet, reserved person, 

but after t his e xperience, she h as b ecome a  m ore c onfident, ou tspoken wo man. Kr istyn 

is very thankful for the opportunity to travel to Costa Rica and to brighten her 

future.

The Thiel College CEE for 2017 was based around the idea of “thinking  globally while 

acting locally.” The title of our CEE was “Adventure is Out There” with the main goal of 

getting our community to think about other cultures and experience them first-hand. My 

group and I tackled this goal by setting up what could be considered a cultural fair. We set 

up tables from each of our countries for participants to come observe. We also had a brief 

introduction presentation explaining each of our cultures. It was very important to us to 

show the cultural differences between our chosen countries and the United States. After 

our brief presentation, all participants had the opportunity to learn more about each 

individual country as well. At each table the Vira Heinz awardee not only talked about 

their country, but about cultural differences between the United States and their country.     
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Akiré Hoots spent 7 weeks in Thailand studying 

at Chiang Mai University's Faculty of Law. 

Her areas of focus included cultural customs 

and the political system of Southeast Asia. 

She took courses in Migration and Refugees 

in Southeast Asia as well as Human Rights in 

Southeast Asia. She traveled as far north as 

Chiang Rai and as far south as Surat Thani. She 

learned that Thailand has become a melting 

pot of Southeast Asian culture, evidenced by 

the range of different languages and dress 

of ethnic minorities. One of the highlights of Akiré's time in Thailand was when she 

had the opportunity to interview two students of BEAM, a migrant learning center. 

During her interview she learned how the revolution in Burma affected the Shaan 

state ethnic minorities--forcing them to flee their villages and travel by foot to seek 

refuge in Thailand. She participated in academic excursions to Chiang Mai's Red Light 

District to further understand sex worker's relation to migration and also to a safe 

haven for rescued exploited children, ZOE International. Aside from her academic 

excursions, she took time to challenge herself by hiking to Doi Suthep, island hopping 

to Koh Tao, Krabi and Phuket, visiting art galleries and making friends at the jazz co-op.

Our CEE, "Through a Broken Lens: Exploring Stereotypes" discussed our study 

abroad experiences in Tanzania, Thailand, and Denmark in conjunction with how 

the effect of stereotypes influences the way others live. We addressed stereotypes in 

different aspects—one being in a more general form, trying to understand why we have 



stereotypes. There was a basic overview of what it actually means to have a stereotype 

and how it is impractical to expect ourselves not to. Understanding that learning about 

people and how the different parts of their identity all interact to make them one is 

vital. Culturally, we addressed how our understandings of community within our host 

countries differ based on ethnic backgrounds. Economically, the influences of tourist 

culture and sex work impacts policies and thus that effects people’s livelihoods. The 

legality of such work makes it difficult for those who are working legally or illegally in 

countries and the risk of exploitation increases due to education and even citizenship. 

We took all of these concepts and decided to not only present them to the campus and 

local community, but made it interactive by asking people what misconceptions they may 

have, how to be aware of them and ways in which they can expand their own horizons.

McKenzie Bahl spent four weeks studying wildlife and 

ecology in Tanzania, Africa with the School for Field 

Studies Program. While there, she studied animals such 

as giraffes, elephants, Cape buffalo, wildebeests, impala, 

Thomson gazelles, lions, zebras, hyenas, and leopards. 

Through her research, McKenzie observed giraffe neck 

elongation hypotheses, counted mammals in designated 

areas of protected and non-protected reserves, and studied 

local soil erosion effects on the farming culture. Before this experience McKenzie was 

interested in researching the involvement of the elephant and rhinoceros populations 

in the ivory trade. She used this opportunity to interview her professors and the local 
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community about their opinions on the ivory trade. Through this, she learned that her 

professors are working on efforts to save the animals and educate the public by creating 

chili powder and motor oil traps or bee traps to scare the elephants tempted to enter farmers 

land. During their field exercises, McKenzie and her class assisted with their professors’ 

research at Tarangire National Park, Serengeti National Park, Lake Manyara National Park, 

Manyara Lake, and Manyara Ranch. Towards the end of her experience McKenzie camped 

at Serengeti National Park for three nights. One day an elephant family walked through 

their campsite and a lion captured a zebra nearby. McKenzie also participated in cultural 

visits with the Hadzabe Tribe, Maasai Tribe, and the Datoga tribe.   Our CEE discussed some 

of the common stereotypes that we had labeled on our countries prior to our international 

experience and those that our host country had on us as Americans. The objective of our CEE 

program was to educate our local community on stereotypes that us as American women 

see every day in the United States. Our CEE educated people from different generations on 

how stereotypes have persisted over time. We tackled stereotypes that we have experienced 

regarding sex, gender, religion, racism, colorism, ethnicity, and economics. We aimed to 

have different ideas from each other because it would allow us to cover a broader area of 

discussion. My contribution to the CEE discussed the importance of wildlife conservation 

techniques and wildlife management. I broke down the definition of poaching and the 

drastic effects it has on Africa's wildlife. I also discussed how Tanzanian citizens view trophy 

hunting as an effort to help wildlife conservation. I wanted to address the stereotypes that 

many Americans portray towards these subjects and educate them on other reasons to 

its existence. Our CEE was created with the purpose to encourage our local community 

to discuss what their opinions were of stereotypes. This CEE was successful because it 

educated our campus and local community and encourage them to look beyond stereotypes. 
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Tamia Robinson, a double major in psychology and criminal justice, studied abroad in 

Copenhagen, Denmark for six weeks before entering her third year at the University of 

Pittsburgh at Bradford. During her time abroad, Tamia had the opportunity to take two 

classes; Psychology of Criminal Behavior, and Prostitution and the Sex Trade. She learned 

about the prison system in Denmark and the surrounding countries. She learned that 

Denmark’s prison system is based on rehabilitation 

rather than the system of punishment used in 

America. She had the opportunity to talk to people 

who served time in prison for drug additions, 

thefts, and even a few people who were sentenced 

for murder. Listening to people tell their story 

gave Tamia a more humanized view of criminals, 

which will allow her to empathize with them as she 

pursues her future career as a prison psychologist. 

During the second half of her program, she took 

a course on Prostitution and the Sex Trade, which 

included a study tour to Amsterdam, Netherlands. During her time in Amsterdam, Tamia 

had the opportunity to talk to several women who stood in the windows of the notorious 

Red-Light District. This experience gave Tamia a new perspective on women who decide 

to make a living by selling sex. Most of the women who willingly go into the sex industry 

find it very liberating, which made Tamia realize that the problem associated with 

prostitution as well as various other problems in society stems from the opinions of people 

who have little to no knowledge of the subject. During her time, abroad Tamia also took 

the time to talk to several natives to Copenhagen and she learned to live in the moment. 
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Our Community Engagement Experience explored different stereotypes and stigmas 

around the world and compared them to the stereotypes held in America. We also talked 

about how the way society views something affects the way it is treated by the government 

and lawmakers. One area of focus was the effect of statues and money, which is something 

that the average person does not think about. Another focus of our CEE was trophy 

hunting and the Ivory trade. Both of which seem like bad things here in America, but 

in actuality they are used to conserve the environment. Sex workers and the criminal 

population were also discussed during our presentation. In America, sex work is 

considered something women are forced to do because of drugs and alcohol. As a 

result, prostitution is illegal here in our country. In other countries, sex work is 

considered a legitimate profession and as a result, sex work is legal in other countries. 

Criminals in America are viewed as people who need to be punished and that is why 

America locks them up and throws away the key. Other countries view criminals as 

people who are victims of unfortunate circumstance, as a result the prison systems in 

some other countries are rehabilitation based. Countries with rehabilitation-based prison 

systems have an extremely lower recidivism rate than us here in America. Our CEE opened 

the eyes of the community to new ways of thinking and provided ways to eliminate 

stereotypes in our own community.  
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Ariel DeFrank ventured outside of her 

comfort zone to Tanzania for six weeks. 

Here, she studied the language, culture, 

and health problems the nation faces 

today. She stayed on a college campus in 

Iringa living among local students. 

Ariel had the opportunity to participate 

in off-campus site visits 2-3 times per 

week to complement the content of her 

courses. Site visits included a trip to a 

local AIDS clinic, a local orphanage, 

visits to multiple parts of a water 

treatment and filtration system that 

serves one village, and many more. 

Ariel took particular interest in 
and began researching the traditional culture of marriage and relationships, such 
as dowry and ownership, and comparing them to the current Tanzanian culture that 
she was experiencing. Using this, she analyzed the power difference and between 
men and women of the country. Ariel spent long hours out in the town interacting 
and making friends with locals. The American and Tanzanian students took time 
daily to have volleyball tournaments, study together, and most importantly, share 
their cultures.  

Our CEE was entitled “Through a Broken Lens: Exploring Stereotypes.” Our CEE 

included audience participation through discussion. We started the presentation with the 

definition of “stereotype.” We progressed into the ways that we form stereotypes, 

examples of stereotypes that Americans have toward other countries, stereotypes that 

other countries 
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have towards Americans, and then stereotypes that Americans have toward 

other Americans. The presentation continued with discussion about stereotypes in 

Denmark. This included talk about sex workers and prisoners. We then advanced to Thai 

stereotypes that included discussion on people of color and immigration to their 

country. Tanzania was next in discussion, where trophy hunting was the stereotype 

topic. All stereotypes that were discussed were in comparison to American views. Our 

CEE wrapped up with the effects that stereotypes have on people such as career 

opportunities and ways that we can all challenge our own stereotypes. We included 

pictures from our experiences abroad as support for the conversations. After our 

presentation there was time allowed for questions and further discussion, which was 

utilized by audience members to inquire about things such as Vira. I Heinz 

Program requirements or our favorite experiences abroad.  
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Chelsea Sunday spent seven weeks of her summer 

studying at Chiang Mai University in Thailand. 

Through readings and lectures in Cultural 

Foundations of Thai Society class she was able 

to see how the monarchy, traditional values, 

and tourism affect the structure of Thai society. 

Chelsea visited markets and temples and watched 

people interact. During a weekend homestay, 

she noticed that social activity with neighbors, 

cleanliness, and food are crucialcomponents of 

Thai culture. Chelsea also discovered that Thai people have very social lives, but often hide 

negative feelings in order to keep harmony amongst society. Another course Chelsea took 

was Introduction to Thai language. When going out, Chelsea would practice her Thai with 

the locals. Eventually, she was able to order food, bargain for lower prices, and have basic 

conversation with Thai sellers. Public Health in Southeast Asia was the final course that 

Chelsea took. Her interest with this course was to look at the structure of Thailand’s health 

system and see what type of programing was available to aid poor families. During a week-

long excursion to Northeastern Thailand, Chelsea was able to look at community health 

development programs that were introduced to poor villages. By introducing integrating 

farming methods and educating families on the health risks of certain foods, the programs 

were able to help the villages. Though these programs did not increase the villagers’ incomes, 

the villagers’ overall health improved because they were aware of dangerous foods and had 

more diverse resources provided by their farms. 



The University of Pittsburgh at Greensburg’s CEE, "America, America, What Do We See? 

Perceptions and Prejudices Here and Abroad" was an event that addressed perceptions and 

prejudices that the United States has of other countries and also how other countries perceive 

the United States. The presenters shared the perceptions they have of their study abroad 

country, but then they also shared their international experiences and how their perceptions 

changed.  The event also addressed different social institutions, such as entertainment 

media, social media, education, and news and how these institutions shape perceptions 

of different groups within the United States. For example, the effect entertainment media 

has on the perception of women in the United States was examined. It was addressed that 

women seem to be continually portrayed as needing to be beautiful and needing a man or 

if they are in a leadership position, they are perceived as the mean boss nobody likes. This 

portrayal of women in movies could be a cause of the gender gaps in work environments. 

Before proceeding to a panel discussion, the presenters looked at perceptions that face 

the University of Pittsburgh at Greensburg’s campus community, such as different major 

biases and the branch campus bias. The panel of diverse professors and university faculty 

members then shared their international experiences and experiences with perceptions 

and prejudices. This then lead to a conversation with the people in attendance, who got 

a chance to ask the panel and presenters questions or share their own experiences. The 

event’s purpose was not to stop creating perceptions since it was recognized that it is in 

human nature to categorize people and we often do it without realizing it. The purpose 

of the event was for the people in attendance to recognize the perceptions and prejudices 

they carry, so that they do not act upon them and become open to people and cultures 

that are different from their own. America, America, What Do We See? Perceptions and 

Prejudices Here and Abroad was an impactful event that started an important conversation 
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on perceptions and prejudices that effect the United States both globally and locally. 

On May 20, 2017 Corinne Kirk set 

out on her journey to Copenhagen, 

Denmark through the DIS program. 

Corinne spent a total of six weeks in 

Copenhagen, one week in Berlin, and 

one week in Ireland. The courses she 

enrolled in included Children with 

Special Needs and Human Health 

and Disease: A Clinical Approach. 

As a biology major hoping to work in 

the medical field specializing in care 

for children with special needs, the 

classes reaffirmed and even broadened her idea and experience of those topics. Corinne 

visited various schools and hospitals, and had the opportunity to speak with children 

and their teachers, as well as trained medical professionals. A new area of interest for 

Corinne is the regulation of children’s rights. The children and parents of Denmark have 

a different dynamic than those in the United States of America. One contributing reason 

for the difference is the ratification of the law concerning the  rights of children. The 

United States is the only country out of the ninety to make the agreement, not to sign 

it into law. The other half of the study abroad program, which focused on clinical skills 

and training proved to be a profound adventure.  Touring hospitals in Copenhagen and 

Berlin showcased satisfied workers and healthcare systems that oppose those in the U.S. 

We took our experiences in the following countries: Peru, Denmark, Thailand, and Cuba 
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and looked at our thoughts before, during, and after. We first discussed our expectations 

based on what little knowledge we had of the countries. Then we each spoke about what 

actually was experience in each respective country. Taking that further, we exposed some 

of the sources as to why we originally thought what we did. Our specific categories were 

the News, Social Media, Education, and Entertainment. The news for many people serves 

as the guiding light into what the rest of the world is up to and the role of their home 

country in foreign affairs. Social media portrays only the vain and superficial aspects 

of cultures, people, and countries which creates an inherent problem in depth for us. 

Education, history in particular, is the primal base for understanding the context of 

one’s country and heritage. Entertainment, specifically United States industries, spread 

across the world with oversimplified portrayals of races, genders, and cultures brewing 

misconception one after another. After we touched on those subjects we brought the 

concept of prejudices and perceptions to our specific campus, sharing the issues amongst 

the majors, branches, and open discussion with audience and panel participation.

Kasey McIntosh studied abroad in Lima, Perú for 5 

weeks over the summer, studying Business, Literature 

and Spanish with a focus on the current socio-political 

and economic status of Perú. Through her classes at 

the University of the Pacific, she was able to meet 

with local business owners to discuss their goals 

as well as the strategies for attaining them. Kasey 

was able to obtain a better understanding of the 

complexities of the politics in developing countries 

by speaking with the shop owners and artisans who 

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 
GREENSBURG



UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 
GREENSBURG

are experiencing difficulties running a business in a society with little to no opportunity 

for upward mobility. One of her most memorable experiences in Perú was visiting 

a shelter for children who were brought in for repeated drug violations. She was able 

to spend the day with the children, helping them with their work, playing and getting 

to know them. Speaking to the volunteers was a very powerful experience, as she was 

made more aware of the how wide-spread these issues were, as well as how under-

funded programs like Mundo Libre are. Kasey’s program provided exciting excursions 

with great opportunities for enrichment, like spending an afternoon at a hacienda from 

the 1600’s, or an original Inca house. Outside of class time, Kasey could often be found 

exploring the different districts of Lima or catching a bus to the Barranco sea-side.  

"America, America, What Do We See? Perceptions and Prejudices Here and Abroad" 

was a project that engaged the campus community of the University of Pittsburgh at 

Greensburg in an informational session and discussion about the problems associated 

with perceptions and prejudices. Each of the team members presented on the country 

they visited, highlighting existing perceptions that either they or the general public have 

of that area, and then went further to talk about what they really experienced there. We 

then played a video that we created, showing quotes of friends and acquaintances from 

other countries that explained their own perceptions of America and Americans before 

and after meeting Americans.  In the next section of our CEE, we each picked an institution 

that heavily shapes perspectives and perceptions (social media, news, entertainment 

media and education). We described the industry and gave case studies and examples 

of how these institutions can impact how we view other countries as well as how people 

in the rest of the world view us in the United States. Then, we brought the theme back a 

step further to the campus community and discussed how perceptions and stereotypes 



affect each of us on a daily basis. We each discussed our majors and the stereotypes that 

we have encountered because of our intended career paths. After concluding the more 

informational part of the presentation, we invited a panel of guest speakers onto the stage. 

They each had specific international experiences with perceptions and/or prejudices 

that have affected them and were graciously willing to share those experiences with the 

audience. Finally, we opened the floor up to take any questions from the audience (directed 

at either the CEE team or the panelists). Audience members were also encouraged to share 

any experiences with prejudice or stereotypes that they wanted to share with the group. 

This presentation gave the participants more information on the ideas of perceptions and 

prejudices and then opened up the discussion on those topics. It was a unique presentation 

because it didn’t just focus on one side of the topic; it highlighted our perceptions of other 

peoples as well as how they perceive us, and more importantly what shapes our perceptions, 

and what do we need to do with this information to keep our prejudices in check.

Madison Bredice studied abroad in Havana, Cuba 

for six weeks. In Cuba, Madison took three courses 

that focused on her Spanish by learning colloquial 

Cuban terms, as well as Cuban culture and Cuban 

cinema. Madison's interest and focus on this trip was 

to learn and dive herself into the Cuban culture while 

improving her Spanish to better communicate with 

the Cuban people. Madison studied the development 

of Spanish and how the colloquial terms she learned 

came about, as well as learning about the history 

of Cuba since colonization and how that still affects 

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 
GREENSBURG



Cuban society today. During her time in Cuba, she visited monuments during three 

class excursions, furthering her knowledge about the city of Havana and Cuba as a 

whole. She also traveled to the provinces of Matanzas, Trinidad and Cien Fuegos, Cuba 

where she learned about slavery in Cuba during the sugar cane era as well as different 

religions in Cuba from African origins. Madison was also able to talk to Cubans about 

their government and politics, their views on the United States, as well as their views on 

free education and healthcare during interviews with Cubans on the street. She spoke 

with Cubans daily to learn more about Cuba than what was taught in class, and to gain 

a different perspective. One day, she hopes to return to Cuba to help people who want to 

emigrate to the United States as well as help out others get out of poverty within Cuba.

The University of Pittsburgh at Greensburg presented "America, America, What Do 

We See? Perceptions and Prejudices Here and Abroad" (#SeeWhatWeSee). In this event 

we talked about what we saw as United States citizens as we traveled abroad to the 

countries of Denmark, Thailand, Peru, and Cuba. We discussed the perceptions and 

prejudices we had of our host countries before leaving the U.S. and how going to these 

countries opened up our global perspectives of other cultures. We examined how the 

entertainment industry, social media, the education system, and the news influence 

how we think of other countries and what they think of us. Finally, we brought it back 

to our campus community and analyzed the prejudices and biases we face as students. 
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Kaitlyn Pawlowski spent six weeks 

immersing herself in the language and 

culture of the Dominican Republic. In 

addition to attending class Monday through 

Thursday, Kaitlyn had the opportunity to 

go on weekly excursions. Kaitlyn’s most 

memorable excursions included: riding 

horses in Jarabacoa, touring the house of 

The Mirabal Sisters and riding a boat to 

Saona Island, where she got to spend the day 

at the beach and swim with ‘estrellas del mar,’ or starfish. During the week, she walked to 

Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre y Maestra for her communication, grammar and 

culture courses. When she was not in class or going on excursions, she explored the city of 

Santiago with her friends and host family. In the Dominican Republic, they have 'conchos,' 

which are inexpensive taxis. She was not fond of conchos because they would squeeze four 

people in the back and two people in the front of the car. Therefore, Kaitlyn utilized Uber. It 

was a great way to meet new people and practice her Spanish with locals. Kaitlyn is excited 

and already planning a trip back to the Dominican Republic to continue to explore the island! 

Our Community Engagement Experience consisted of four segments. We began our CEE 

with an interactive segment where we asked a series of questions, ranging from common 

to controversial. After each question, we asked the members of our audience to step into a 

box if the questions applied to them. The purpose of this segment was to get the members 

of the audience out of their comfort zones, to step into these boxes and realize that they 



are not alone; not to judge a book by its cover, and realize that you may have more in 

common with someone than you initially think. The segment focused on diversity, 

similarities and inclusion. Our second segment was led by our guest speaker Dr. Shawn 

Brooks, Vice President of Student Affairs. He discussed the reasons behind our actions, 

and why people tend to react from a place of anger and fear instead of a place of kindness 

and intelligence. The purpose of this segment was to open attendees' minds to the idea 

that it is possible to break down the walls that we build between one another. These walls 

cause us to react from places of anger and fear rather than to address situations from 

places of kindness and intelligence. Our third segment was an information session on 

how to resolve conflict and how to communicate effectively while speaking and listening. 

We began this section by providing a set of guidelines about how to resolve conflict. We 

ended this segment by discussing communication barriers such as poor listening and 

closed-mindedness. The purpose of this segment was to provide the tools necessary 

for our audience to be able to handle conflict. We wrapped up our CEE with another 

interactive segment on how to be an active bystander. We began by discussing what a 

bystander is, and what it means to be active in this role. We discussed scenarios we were 

in where we were bystanders. As a group, we discussed how the situations were handled, 

how they could have been handled differently, and when to intervene. The purpose 

of this segment was to raise awareness of the impact of bystanders and to provide the 

necessary insight into how to be an active bystander in order to prevent unjust situations.   
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Logan McIntosh studied abroad in 

Copenhagen, Denmark. She was 

given the opportunity to study sports 

medicine, human health and disease. 

At her home school of the University 

of Pittsburgh at Johnstown these upper 

level and unique classes are not offered, 

so this unmatchable experience in 

Denmark helped her on her quest for 

more knowledge while also learning 

more about herself as an individual. 

During her sports medicine course she 

learned about how the body works and works efficiently, as well as where the muscles, 

tendons, and bone markings are and how to treat and diagnose several sports injuries. As 

a part of this class, Logan visited Team Denmark, the center for the athletes who will train 

and compete for Denmark at the Olympics and other worldwide competitions. Additionally, 

in the human health and disease course Logan learned in-depth human anatomy and 

physiology and how to treat various illnesses. Logan visited Herlev and Gentofte hospitals 

in Copenhagen. In Herlev, she did several patient simulation cases, and in Gentofte she 

learned practical skills such as inserting an IV, suturing, and catheterization.  Lastly, with 

this course Logan was blessed with the opportunity to travel to Vienna, Austria where 

she learned about the Austrian health care system and their approach to patient care.

"Step Out: Get Comfortable with Being Uncomfortable" was an event hosted by the CEE 

team of Logan McIntosh, Kaitlyn Pawlowski, and Mariah Butchko of Pitt-Johnstown. Their 



CEE was broken into four segments. The first was an interactive questionnaire inspired by 

the country where Logan studied, Denmark, who produced the original content in which the 

activity was built around. In this questionnaire, the audience was asked to step into a box 

if he or she identified with the question asked. These questions pushed the boundaries of 

the audience’s comfortability but the humility involved in owning their identities created a 

space of growing to accept others and to not judge a book by its cover. Their guest speaker, 

Dr. Brooks, hosted the second segment in which he shared the logic and information that 

indicated why people possess the worldviews that they do. The third segment was hosted by 

Kaitlyn in which she spoke on effective communication. The last segment hosted by Mariah 

gave the audience the tools necessary for use when approached with a situation where 

those involved share large differences in opinion. 

Additionally, in this closing segment, how to be an 

active bystander in a situation was communicated 

and their own personal stories were shared in a 

time they were active bystanders. At this time, 

the audience was urged to share their own stories 

and comments that would further supplement the 

information that the CEE team had already shared.

Mariah Butchko spent several weeks in South 

Africa Studying history, culture, and education. 

She focused her studies on the education programming area and inserted herself in the 

less fortunate schools of the townships. There, she was able to strengthen her leadership 

skills as well as gain a better understanding of the struggles those communities face. Mariah 

learned about the lack of basic necessary resources needed for the school communities 
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to succeed. Through her service learning she formed a bond with her students. She was 

able to encourage them to continue to pursue their education and have a plan and positive 

attitude while doing so. She visited several local private and public schools, learning 

about their curriculum and standards for education. She had conversations about 

education and politics with those students as well as current events that were happening 

at the time. Mariah gained an understanding of the luxuries we have in American 

schools and how much they contribute to a positive learning environment. She created 

several relationships with local members of her host community and hopes to continue 

communication with her students throughout the school year. This experience has molded 

and shaped Mariah’s goals to focus around helping schools in less fortunate communities.

Our CEE consisted of three major components. The first was an interactive questionnaire 

lead by Logan McIntosh. It was designed to grasp the attention of the audience, expose them 

to various viewpoints and opinions of others, 

and promote their overall engagement in the 

presentation experience. The second component 

consisted of a guest speaker, Dr. Brooks (the Vice 

President of Student Affairs at the University of 

Pittsburgh at Johnstown) as well as information for 

effective communication techniques regarding 

potential areas of conflict presented by Kaitlyn 

Pawlowski. Finally, a short session designed to 

engage the audience in putting their newly learned 

skills into practice through various scenarios 

presented by Mariah Butchko to tie it all together.  
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 Alexandra Scalise traveled to Berlin, Germany 

for six weeks. Throughout her trip, Alexandra 

took courses that engaged in German history, 

politics, and the language. These classes not 

only helped her understand the language, but 

also took her through a timeline of Germany’s 

very rich history. She visited the several 

museums and memorials that the city had 

to offer and pondered how German citizens 

remember their past. Her main interest and 

final project during her stay revolved around 

the former East German culture, politics, and 

history with a focus on how the country remembers it today. She studied the tactics of the 

former Soviet government from a former East German point of view. To do this, she visited 

museums that gave an insight on the past by showing artifacts and real-life accounts. She 

also interviewed German citizens she met in the park. Alex also had the opportunity to 

visit popular sites such as the Parliament building, a former Stasi prison, one of Europe’s 

largest synagogues, and one of Europe’s oldest Jewish cemeteries. During her visit at the 

synagogue, she engaged in a conversation with a holocaust victim and had the opportunity 

to attend a Jewish service. Here she learned of a firsthand account from the tragic past and 

thelasting consequences today. These sites gave her a real life feeling of the past. In her free 

time she traveled through the city on the U-bahn and tried new foods on every street corner. 
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At the end of November 2017 the Washington & Jefferson cohort held an event that 

discussed sexual assault on their campus. The members of this cohort are Alexandra 

Scalise, Danielle Shellgren, and Tara O'Toole. The event was entitled "Shatter the Silence: 

A Human Library on Sexual Assault." This event was meant to step away from the 

statistics of sexual assault and really present the victims and their stories. The concept 

of the human library was used to share the survivor's stories. The CEE was designed 

to have a relaxed environment filled with support. Ten letters were presented to the 

audience around the room. These letters were hand-written accounts of sexual assault. 

Three speakers presented to the audience about their experiences, one of whom was 

a member of the cohort. The idea was to battle against silence that hangs over W&J. 

Nobody wants to speak about or even acknowledge sexual assault. Another aspect that 

was worked into the event was a section where clothes were hung to represent the items 

worn by the victims during their experience. These clothes had a powerful voice of 

their own because the victims were able to point out and show people exactly what they 

were wearing when they were assaulted. After the letters were read, the audience had 

an opportunity to reflect on what they heard. There were five pieces of paper on each 

table that had questions of sexual assault written on them. Here, people were able to have 

supportive discussions about sexual assault. Students began to develop ideas on how to 

shatter the silence even more and empower the women who were affected. There was 

also a table where students could write supportive notes to the victims to let them know 

they are being thought of. The CEE was a chance for the students to engage in the topic in 

a way never before seen on the campus. Many students stopped at the 'Advocates Against 

Sexual Assault' table to learn how to become an advocate. In conclusion, the audience 

was motivated to raise awareness against sexual assault both on campus and globally. 



Danielle Shellgren spent six weeks in New Zealand 

studying tourism, marketing, and communications.  

Danielle began her program in Christchurch before 

traveling to St. Arnaud, Auckland, Gisborne, Rotorua, 

and Tongariro National Park during her first two 

weeks abroad.   Danielle met with marketing and 

public relations professionals within the tourism 

industry at companies such as Te Puia Maori 

cultural experience and Maori school, Tourism 

New Zealand, Christchurch Canterbury Tourism, 

and Weta Workshop.  After her expedition across New Zealand's north and south islands, 

Danielle lived in Wellington for four weeks where she served as a communications and 

marketing intern for Dwell Housing Trust.  Dwell is a non-profit organization that works 

to provide safe, affordable housing for individuals in need. During her time at Dwell, 

Danielle worked on a variety of challenging and exciting projects including writing web 

content, designing social media posts, developing Dwell's values and mission statement, 

and adjusting their communications plan.  Interning at Dwell helped Danielle to gain 

valuable experience working in communications and marketing while learning about New 

Zealand's current housing crisis and homelessness epidemic.  As Danielle engaged with her 

internship hosts and professors, she noticed that many Kiwis are significantly more self-

motivated than many Americans. This encouraged Danielle to develop her creative thinking 

skills and take initiative rather than asking for direction. and attended a rugby game.  

The 2017 Washington & Jefferson College cohort hosted a Community Engagement 

Experience titled “The Human Library on Sexual Assault.”  Sexual Assault is a prominent 
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issue on W&J’s college campus, and unfortunately it is a problem that is not taken 

seriously by members of the student body.  Sexual assault has influenced the lives of each 

member of the cohort—Danielle Shellgren, Alex Scalise, and Tara O’Toole—in different 

ways; therefore, they feel very passionately about ending sexual assault and supporting 

other survivors.  The W&J cohort decided to use their CEE to start conversations about 

sexual assault on campus.  Their goal was to humanize the issue of sexual assault 

and show students that it is far more than “1 in 4 women” who are affected—it is their 

classmates, members or their sororities and fraternities, their teammates, the people they 

see at the dining hall or at the library, and the people they see on our way to class.  It 

is both the girl who is the life of the party and the boy standing in the corner keeping 

to himself.  In order to accomplish their goal, the cohort gathered a group of strong, 

passionate survivors of sexual assault who were willing to share their stories, including 

two members of the W&J cohort.  The 'human library' was much like a real library in the 

sense that it was full of stories and information, but instead of books, the information 

came from people.  The cohort organized three outstanding speakers and ten well-written, 

powerful letters at our event to show attendees that sexual assault is a real issue that can 

happen to anyone.  Danielle, Alex, and Tara encouraged everyone to not be upset about 

the content of the event, but to allow it empower them and make them determined to 

end sexual assault on campus.  In the end, the W&J cohort was able to create a positive 

atmosphere and supportive environment for people to tell their stories and enlighten 

others.  The team received an outpouring of support and thanks after the event, and 

they feel like they were truly able to create a lasting impact on their campus community.  
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Tara O'Toole studied at Dublin City University in 

Ireland for four weeks. Her classes covered Irish 

History as well as issues in the country today. 

This class taught her a lot about the struggles 

which shaped Ireland and Irish people's beliefs 

and values.  Tara explored Catholic and Protestant 

churches and castles, many of which played 

pivotal roles in shaping the country during times 

of political and religious tensions. Seeing the 

attention to architectural detail in Irish churches 

made her feel more in touch with her own 

Christian faith. On the weekends, she explored the country in order to truly understand the 

history of Ireland. Being able to see all of this history opened truly enlightened Tara to the 

religious, dedicated, and feisty ways of the Irish people and Irish identity. She established 

a true feel for the political and religious tensions between the North and South Protestants 

and Catholics of Ireland.  This division had a strong impact on her as she was raised in 

a firm Christian home that taught her the values of faith and spirituality.  Through her 

travels and studies, she developed an appreciation for her Irish roots which encourage 

standing up for one’s own beliefs, rights, and values regardless of the cost. Traveling by 

herself gave Tara a lot of introspective time to reflect on the kind of person she wants to 

be, while finding a new independence in exploring a foreign place alone for the first time.

In December 2017 Alex Scalise, Danielle Shellgren, and Tara O’Toole presented a CEE titled 

“Shatter the Silence.” It focused on the global and local issue on our W&J campus of sexual 

assault.  The goal of the event was to bring the global issue of sexual assault to the table 
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considering it is an epidemic which plagues many people from all over the world including 

students on W&J’s campus. The W&J campus was to have an open, safe, and constructive 

discussion about the dangers and effects of sexual assault.  Having such a discussion brought a 

sort of “don’t ask, don’t tell” issue out of the shadows on W&J’s campus and brought awareness 

to others.  The event was structured to be a human library on sexual assault where there 

were 10 letters from sexual assault survivors laid out for people to read these individual 

experiences.  An additional section of the event was titled “Well, what were you wearing?” 

which had survivors’ clothing hung up on display to showcase all the different scenarios 

in which sexual assault can happen. At each table where people sat questions for talking 

points of conversation were available to enhance and open up the discussion. In addition, 

the local Washington organization of sexual assault prevention called STTARS came and set 

up a table in order to get some students interested in the local community outreach initiative 

for sexual assault. There were two main goals of this event.  First, to prove to survivors on 

campus that they were not alone, that many others have been affected by sexual assault, and 

to let them know that they have a support system.   Secondly, to let others know about the 

dangers of sexual assault to help prevent future cases on W&J’s campus in the future.  This 

CEE started a conversation on W&J’s campus that needed to be brought to light and began a 

conversation that will continue beyond just the CEE event.  This CEE created a precedent for 

a discussion which will continue to create awareness for a better future on W&J’s campus. 
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Anna Bartman spent four weeks in Maynooth, 

Ireland studying at the National University of 

Ireland, Maynooth. She had no idea how much 

she would learn and experience during her short 

stay. While attending Maynooth University, she 

studied modern Irish literature along with the Irish 

Famine, two subjects that were very different from 

her regular science courses at her home university.  

From the outside, Ireland appears to be a great 

country to live in with a successful economy. Ireland 

is a great country, however, after learning of all the struggles Ireland faced in the past, 

she quickly realized life was not easy for Irish people. In addition to her studies, Anna 

learned even more from Irish people and the conversations they had together. Anna 

plans to work in the medical field in the future. She learned that in order for women to 

attend medical school during the mid 1800s through the 1900s, they had to dress and even 

live as young men. Life in Ireland was difficult for almost everyone, especially women 

wanting to pursue such a career. This is very hard to accept in today’s world, considering 

that Irish women have made some of the greatest advancements in healthcare, like 

the institution of birth control. Hearing this has given her a new appreciation for the 

opportunities she has in America and her ability to openly apply to medical schools.

Our CEE, "The Truth Behind the Cities" aimed to reveal several serious issues that take place 

in various parts of the world and in our own community. We opened with a presentation that 

allowed the audience to write down their thoughts about each of our countries. They also 



expressed any questions on a notecard that was given to them when they arrived.  The goal 

of the presentation was to provide those in attendance with facts about how serious opioid 

use, poverty, homelessness and greyhound racing are in other parts of the world. We then 

compared the issues to those we see in our own communities. I focused primarily on opioid 

abuse for my part of the CEE. I was able to relate what I had learned in Ireland to the research I 

am currently doing on the opioid epidemic. The notecard each person was given was a specific 

color that told him or her which country they would be "visiting" first. We then broke out 

into discussion tables, where we had prepared multiple questions for our discussions. After 

about twenty minutes, those in attendance switched countries and were allowed to choose 

where they wanted to travel to next. Once discussions were finished, we had a panel for 

anyone to ask questions about our experiences and any table they did not get to visit. Once we 

were finished with questions, we had food from each of our countries for attendees to enjoy.

Ashley Young was given the opportunity 

to travel to Prague, Czech Republic to 

learn about the Czech language and how 

social change can impact a culture. For five 

weeks, she lived in an apartment with a 

local Czech student, whom she refers to as 

her “Czech Buddy” and took classes through 

CIEE. Ashley was enrolled in Psychology 

of Transformation and Transition and an 

Introduction to Czech Language course. 
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Through her psychology course, she learned about the individuals of Czech Republic 

who have been influential since the end of World War II. The course also focused on 

learning about the current aid that is available in the Czech Republic for those who 

have a mental illness, physical or mental disabilities and anyone who is homeless. 

Ashley's biggest eye-opening experience was a tour of the city by a woman who has been 

homeless for more than 15 years.  Outside of class, Ashley enjoyed sitting by the river or 

in a park and exploring the city. Through the Czech buddies, Ashley got to experience 

what people her age enjoy in their free time: going to the soccer game, painting on the 

Lennon wall, and going to an opera. Ashley also had the opportunity to visit Bruno, 

Trunov and Křivoklát. Buying food at the grocery store seemed much cheaper than in 

America, but after having a conversation with one of the Czech buddies she learned 

that the city of Prague is actually rather expensive to live in for Czech residents.

As one of the recipients from Waynesburg University 2017, I worked with the women 

in my cohort to plan our CEE around different serious social issues we each saw in the 

countries where we studied abroad. We choose to bring attention to these issues and 

discuss them in our community. The event we held had three parts: a presentation, a 

round table discussion, and a panel. As those who were in attendance came into the 

room, we gave each person a notecard of a different color. Before our presentation, 

we asked them to write down their first impressions of each country. During the 

presentation portion of the event, each recipient gave a presentation on an issue they 

saw in their respective countries. These issues included Chelsea speaking about poverty 

and water shortage in India, Anna on opioid use in Ireland, Marla on greyhound racing in 

Australia, and I spoke about homelessness and human trafficking in the Czech Republic. 

Once the presentations were completed, the round table portion of the night began. 



We explained to the audience that the color of their notecard indicated which table to go 

to and which country they will discuss first. Each member prepared six to ten discussion 

questions dealing with the issues we presented on and relating them back to the United 

States, specifically Greene County. After fifteen minutes, we had everyone switch tables 

and go to the country of their choosing for another fifteen minutes. We concluded the night 

with a group panel to allow audience members to ask questions about the issues and our 

experiences. There were desserts and drinks from each country for those in attendance to try.

Chelsea Tessitore spent six weeks in India, traveling 

to various places while studying traditional 

medicine and healthcare practices. During her stay, 

she learned about Ayurveda, naturopathic medicine 

and yoga. She observed health care procedures and 

practices within naturopathy. She spent ten days in 

Naini Tal, where she worked with at Aarohi Liveihood 

Center which is a Non-Government Organization 

(NGO). Aarohi provides medical care to the people 

of Satoli, and provides them with employment 

opportunities. She spent one day working with 

children playing a variety of games out doors and was involved in an exercise program. 

Aarohi has a large medical bus that takes the people to the clinic who cannot travel a long 

distance. She  received a few classes of Hindi and became familiar with the language. 

While staying in Satoli, she got to participate in cooking and playing games with her host 
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family. For her field study research project, Chelsea focused on women’s health which 

consisted of interviewing doctors, nurses and Traditional Birth Attendants (TBAs). She 

also participated in several morning yoga classes. During her study in Rishikesh she was 

exposed to a week-long yoga theory course, which broke down yoga poses into what they 

are used for medically. Finally, when she was not in class, Chelsea shopped at the markets to 

practice bargaining, went on a variety of excursions and experienced the culture of India.   

For our community engagement experience "The Truth Behind the Cities", we presented 

picture-perfect moments from our host countries. For each country, we highlighted the 

well-known aspects and most recognized landmarks specific to each country. We then 

presented current social issues including opioid abuse, poverty, homelessness, and 

greyhound racing. During my international experience in India, I was exposed to rampant 

poverty and the lack of clean drinking water. I painted a picture for the audience by 

sharing my ten-day homestay experience. I highlighted that I had to walk a fair distance 

each day to obtain water during my homestay experience. My host family’s home was 

located on a large hill surrounded by other homes that all shared the same water source. 

Every day at six a.m. before the outside temperature would get too hot, we would walk 

down the hill with buckets and bring water back to the house.  After sharing all of our 

international experiences, we then utilized roundtable discussions to provide an intimate 

Q & A session with the audience. Each person who attended the discussion received a 

colored note card which corresponded to a country. We had each table labeled with 

a specific color, and everyone rotated at the end of fifteen minutes. This gave a chance 

for everyone to have an opportunity to attend the country of their choosing. Finally, we 

had panel discussion at the end of the forum so as to answer any additional questions.  

Finally, we provided traditional food from each country for participants to sample. 
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Marla Holland studied abroad in Sydney, 

Australia for six weeks. Many people are 

unaware that Sydney is only the capital of New 

South Wales, not the entire country- yet it is the 

largest city in Australia. Marla spent the first 

half of her time abroad taking a class called 

Sport and Learning in Australian Culture. 

During the rest of her adventure abroad, 

she worked as an intern for an educational 

psychologist. She built a special bond with 

her supervisor, not only through the work she 

completed, but also through the discussion of 

sports. She was able to attend several sporting events including rugby and Aussie rules 

football (AFL) which contributed to her classroom learning about the sporting culture 

'down under'. Marla participated in two workshops as well, learning more about the 

techniques of rugby, AFL, net ball (comparable to basketball), and also lawn bowling, an 

iconic Australian sport. Marla attended two musical performances while abroad. Sydney 

became like a second home to Marla. She is grateful to the Vira I. Heinz program for 

inspiring her to get out of her comfort zone and continue growing as a young woman. 

Our CEE was executed to encompass each member of our cohort's respective countries 

and the very different experiences that each of us had while we were abroad. The title of 

our program was "The Truth Behind the Cities: What Goes on Behind the Picture-Perfect 

Moments". We sought to ask our audience for their original thoughts when they heard our 

WAYNESBURG UNIVERSITY



respective country's name. We then preceded to ask if they thought about the topic we 

planned to focus on during the event; we assumed that they probably had not due to the 

perfect picture you form in your head when you think of each country and city- hence the 

title. Our CEE was carried out through a presentation, roundtable discussions, and finally a 

panel discussion. We also had refreshments after our event. This provided an opportunity 

for people to ask questions in a more personal setting. During the presentation portion, 

each of us gave a little background information on our country and one relevant issue many 

probably do not know about. During the discussion portion, we separated the audience 

into small groups, by country, so they could discuss more in depth about the presentation 

that they had just seen. They were able to attend one more roundtable discussion before 

they were dismissed back to their originals seats for the panel discussion. During this time, 

they could ask questions regarding any country in which they had not had the chance to 

attend that country's roundtable discussion. The most important part of our CEE was to 

keep things personal, so that is why we initiated a lot of discussion as a part of program.
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