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Integral to the successful undergraduate experience is the intellectual
growth that takes place as students begin to pursue their own lines
of academic inquiry.While the process varies from student to

student, what is common to many of them, in particular those who
study abroad, is the very personal and often intense discovery of what
the academic project is all about. Over and over again, one reads in
the evaluations of returning students how they became inspired by the
academic independence granted by overseas institutions or how their
research came alive because of the physical proximity the students had
to their subjects. For some, this experience might lead them to under-
take research for a senior thesis while still abroad. For others, their
newly awakened awareness and excitement motivates them to use the
knowledge and experience gained abroad to begin a senior thesis on
their return. Such students are generally considered to be those who
have gained the most from their time abroad.

... they became inspired by the academic

independence granted by overseas 

institutions ...

While it may or may not be the case that these students have gained
the most, it is true that they are usually the ones who apply for and
often receive Fulbright or other post-graduate scholarships. Regardless,
the strong connection that develops between these students and their
topics frequently entices them to return to the country that first
attracted them in order to conduct further study and/or research.
Thus have we chosen to focus on students who were either inspired 
by their time abroad to undertake a senior thesis or who conducted
research while abroad for their thesis. I hope this enables readers to 
see some of the academic benefits that can come from an extended
period, whether a semester or a year, of study abroad.
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W hen I initially
planned my trip to
Russia, it was going

to be one semester in Yaroslavl
and then back to Middlebury to
complete minors in biology and
English, as well as my Russian
major. Over the course of our
orientation weekend, I made up
my mind to stay for the whole
year, drop my minors and change my major to International
Studies. It wasn’t until we got to the poets of the Silver Age in our
literature class, though, that I decided to make literature the focus
of my major. It certainly wasn’t the case that the day we read our
first Mayakovsky poem I had my thesis topic ready, but that was an
important day in the eventual shaping of my research.  

Reading Mayakovsky’s work in its original form, in Russia, 
surrounded by the melodic buzz of the Russian language, remnants
of the Soviet era haunting every street corner, I found myself 
identifying with his love of his native language and his apprecia-
tion for its flexibility. As I improved my Russian vocabulary and 
grammar, my awe for Mayakovsky's manipulation of language 
grew and deepened; he had used this malleable language like no 
one ever had before.  

Mayakovsky had created new words at a pace faster than I could
ever imagine being able to learn them. This was a challenge I 
could not refuse. It wasn’t until I made my “pilgrimage” to the
Mayakovsky Museum in Moscow that I really decided on my thesis
subject. While looking at letters he had written to his beloved Lily
and various artifacts of his daily life, I gained a deeper under-
standing of the man behind the poetry. In order to devote your 
life to a thesis project (for that truly is what happens) you must 
be passionate about your subject. The more I learned about
Mayakovsky, the man, the more fully I could comprehend the 
mystery of his passion for language. The more I learned the Russian
language, the more I could comprehend the man. Had I not had
this practical encounter with Mayakovsky in Russia, I would not
have had such a gratifying thesis experience.  

ALI DUMOUCHEL ’01, School in Russia
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It wasn't until I made my “pilgrimage” to the
Mayakovsky Museum in Moscow that I really
decided on my thesis subject.

                                                        



A
s an Independent Major in politics, economics, and media, I decided to design my own
project while abroad because I really wanted to take advantage of the opportunity to do
some independent work before starting my senior thesis. Through one of my classes at

Universidad de Buenos Aires (UBA) in the fall semester, I became interested in the structure of
the local and national media. That, combined with an internship in the Argentine Senate, made
me want to learn more about the ways in which globalization and international regulations
influence government intellectual property policies. 

Currently, my project focuses on placing Argentine intellectual property laws within the national and international 
context. These issues would be very difficult to research anywhere else, but since I am “on-site,” I have access not 
only to books, articles, etc. that are published locally, but also to the contacts I made through my internship and my
classes at UBA. 

Assuming the project goes well, I definitely see myself elaborating on this topic or a similar one for my senior thesis
next year. For now I'm just excited to have the chance to work independently and to study Argentine politics and culture
from a new angle. 

GRACE ARMSTRONG ’06, School in Latin America

From the beginning, my plan to study
abroad was directed by my desire to do art
history thesis research while in China. I

had no idea what the topic would be until late
into my year abroad.  I took a gamble that my
eye would catch something intriguing enough
in time. Thankfully it paid off.

Through the help of my academic advisors, I
shaped the year into a sort of three step 
program; First, Chinese School in the summer at
Middlebury; then fall language study in Harbin,
China; lastly, enrollment at the Nanjing Academy
of Arts, where I planned to get practical experi-
ence in Chinese painting and scout out research
ideas and materials. Each step led to the possi-
bility of the next, especially with regards to 
language ability, and eventually resulted in the
material for what I felt ended up being a very
personal and original thesis.

I could not have found this topic without my on-
going search of Chinese bookstores over my two
semesters; nor could I have done the topic justice
without the materials I collected and translated
or the interviews I was able to conduct with
artists in Chinese. Those experiences were in
turn dependent on my knowledge of the art 
materials from my spring studies at the art 
academy and on my language study over the
summer and the fall. For me it was the perfect
progression of a knowledge learned to a knowl-
edge internalized, personalized and employed.
Without doubt it was the cornerstone of my 
educational experience at Middlebury.

MICHAEL HATCH ’03
China

During my junior year at Middlebury College,
I spent one semester abroad in Ecuador and
another semester in Brazil, in line with my

Latin American Studies major. While abroad, I deep-
ened my knowledge of the region and my passion for
its languages and cultures.At the same time, I began
to focus my studies on literature and linguistics.

In Ecuador, I discovered an
area of interest that excited
and perplexed me and that
eventually led me to the 
subject of my senior thesis.
This process began when I
started studying Quichua, the
language of the indigenous people in the Andean
region.As I gradually became attuned to the 
complexity of the ethnic and linguistic situation 
in the Andes, I grew increasingly interested in the
indigenous peoples’ struggle both to integrate into 
the dominant society and economy and to win
respect within the larger Andean community without
losing their culture and language.

During my senior year, thanks to my contacts, my
knowledge of Quichua and the Ecuadorian situation,
I was able to take my interests to deeper levels, both
scientifically and ethically. In my thesis I applied 
current ideas of language revitalization to the situation

in Ecuador. I looked at the history of indigenous
education there and judged the efficacy of intercultural
bilingual education programs currently in place. I then
analyzed the feasibility of maintenance/revitalization
through bilingual education and other means, as 
well as the desirability of such actions.There were, I 
found, ethical implications both in passively allowing

indigenous peoples to lose their
language in a bid for integration
and in demanding that they
continue to pass their language
onto their children, even though
it was an economic liability in a
society where their culture was
not valued.

Having spoken with people in Ecuador about these
issues, I became much more fully involved in the 
subject and had access to more current and relevant
information.The benefits have never ceased, in fact;
now, as a graduate student in Spanish and Portuguese
at Berkeley, I continue to make frequent use of the
knowledge I gained abroad both in class and in 
travel and exploration and to keep in touch with 
my academic contacts abroad in both Ecuador and 
in Brazil, as well as at Middlebury College

CARRIE LEFEBER ’04
Latin America

The main reason I chose to study abroad in
Poitiers was to take advantage of the depart-
ment of medieval studies at the Centre d’Études

Superieures de Civilisation Médiévale (CESCM).
Middlebury just wasn’t a big enough school to accom-
modate more than one or two classes on medieval
history per semester, and actually being in a city where
so much history took place was an added bonus.

In Poitiers, I chose to work with one of the professors
at CESCM to write an independent research paper
about the Sunday Truce at the Battle of Poitiers of
1356, one of the great English victories of the
Hundred Years’ War. Because I was actually living 
near the site of the battle, I was able to take the train
to the battle site, tromp around in sheep fields, get
muddy knees, and walk the actual path of the people 
I was writing about.

Not only was I able to add my physical experience
into my research, I also worked with some of the
finest libraries and resources I’ve ever seen, and met
with nothing but a positive response from those
responsible for safeguarding the collections when they
recognized my enthusiasm. One afternoon at a local
history organization I spent several hours looking
through back catalogues to discover a crucial piece 
of evidence in the makeup of one of the great per-
sonalities of the day, a Cardinal from Limoges.This
intellectual discovery took place precisely because 
I was in Poitiers.

AMANDA GUSTIN ’05, School in France

... living abroad sparked an 
intellectual passion and genuine 
thirst for knowledge that I can't 

imagine living without ...

ERINN GRIMES ’05, School in Russia

For me it was the perfect 
progression of a knowledge 

learned to a knowledge 
internalized, personalized 

and employed.

I was able to be fully involved 

in the subject and have 

much more current 

and relevant information.

                   




