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James Ferguson, a 19th century Scottish architect said "Travel is more than a visitor seeing sights; it is the profound changing—the deep and permanent changing—of that visitor's perspective of the world, and of his own place in it." As someone deeply committed to the idea that students should have study abroad experiences, this quotation resonates very strongly for me.

The NEH Institute on Venice, the Jews, and Italian Culture was of particular interest to me, not only because of the chance to spend five weeks in Venice, but because I have been teaching undergraduate courses on cultural interaction in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries for a quite a while.  Most relevantly I taught “Patronage and Exchange: Courts, Culture, and World Trade” in Padua for University of Illinois’ students in the summers of 2006 and 2007.  That course focuses on northeastern Italy as the locus of cultural exchange both for Venice as a trading city and for cities like Ferrara to illustrate how cultural exchange influenced court culture.  While I have stressed contacts between various parts of Europe (especially Italy’s relationship with Burgundy and England) and the impact of the fall of Constantinople and the development of trade with the Ottoman Empire, the course also had a small portion devoted to the importance of the Jews in the cultural equation. However this aspect of the course was provided either by readings or by using guest lecturers, as my own background in this area was much weaker than my background in Western European and even in Ottoman history.

You might wonder why the words “Jews,” “Ghetto” or even “Venice” are not in my title. My project for the institute was two-fold.  One aim was to recreate the syllabus of the course that I taught for University of Illinois students in Padua in the summers of 2006 and 2007, using what I learned from the institute to add Jewish culture in Venice to the multicultural mix I was trying to convey to my students.

My other aim was to try to come up with a better way to teach courses abroad so that students actually learned the material, rather than just taking a trip to Italy.  While just living in another culture for a few weeks can be a valuable learning experience, it was not the only learning experience that I wanted them to have.

In this presentation I plan to talk primarily about the problems with short-term study abroad experiences and propose a possible solution to at least some of the difficulties. I don’t plan to say too much about the syllabus I have created entitled “Venetian Encounters: Cultural Contact, Collision and Change,” but it will be available through the institute website and I would be happy to discuss it later with anyone who is interested. I also do not plan to say anything about issues that have to be resolved with a university or college in setting up a study abroad course since my own experiences would very different from those at other institutions and not easily turned into generalizations.

If we begin by acknowledging the value of study abroad experiences, why do students participate in short-term programs and why do faculty like to offer them? Students like short-term study abroad courses led by faculty from their home university for several reasons.  One is that they can go away for long enough to feel that they have really been abroad but not commit to a semester or year away. One reason for this is financial since short-term courses are less expensive than semester or yearlong programs in terms of actual money spent. I have also noticed that students are increasingly tied to their families, friends, and environment and that makes many of them reluctant to commit to semester or yearlong programs.  A student who took my course in 2007 told me that one thing that attracted her was that she would not have to be away from her family as long as she would be in a traditional study-abroad program.  I also noticed that most of the students called home at least once a day, and many of them more often. And if they didn’t call, their parents called to find out why they hadn’t called. Students also did a great deal of text messaging.  The cellphone has definitely changed student behavior while traveling abroad. We made frequent stops so they could put more euros of time on their phones.

Two, students like these short-term courses because the registration and credit processes are through the university, so they don’t have to worry about transferring the credit back.  This is a key issue for many students.  

Three, students are attracted to these courses because they seem to like having their time relatively structured so they don’t have to worry about travel arrangements.  When students planned trips in their free time they frequently had difficulties in making group decisions about where to go, what to see, and where to stay, which led to minor quarrels and some general dissatisfaction with each other. For example, when we asked the students what they got out of a trip to Florence one weekend, one student said she really wanted to go shopping in Milan but everyone else wanted to go to Florence so she went along. Another said she hadn’t known what to do in Florence and was ready to come back after the first day.  Still another said that if she had known that she could see the “David” from the entrance to the Accademia, she wouldn’t have spent €15 on a ticket to the museum. Rome was more popular but the students were disappointed that the Vatican next to the Forum and they complained about the amount of walking.

Instructors tend to like these courses both for the satisfaction in teaching in situ to create a more enriching experience and for the chance to get summer salary and travel abroad for free. Unfortunately, except for the summer salary, these perceptions of teaching abroad are not entirely accurate. In many cases the teaching is not completely satisfying because the students are more interested in being abroad than in learning in a setting that enhances the course material. The idea that the travel is free because the instructor’s expenses are built into the student budget ignores the fact that the instructor is in loco parentis, something no longer true for the on-campus teaching experience.  While technically the instructor is responsible for the teaching and content, in reality the instructor is responsible for the students and their behavior from the time they arrive at the airport with their parents until they are collected by their parents at the end of the trip. 

If you are at all skeptical about this amount of responsibility, I can give you an example of how the teacher’s accountability is extended outside the classroom. One of the students in Padua last summer told me that he was not feeling well but that this was just for my information since his father was a doctor and had suggested over-the-counter cold medicine and rest. I suggested that he see a doctor since we were very close to the local hospital and I also suggested that he not go on that day’s trip.  But the student did not want to miss out on any of the class trips, or the evening socializing (read drinking), or any other aspect of the experience. Near the end of the course, Peter and I had planned a day trip to Verona. That morning the student told me he felt much worse. I told him to go to the emergency room and gave him a map that clearly marked where he needed to go.  I also told him to call us in Verona as soon as he had seen the doctor. I was expecting that he would be given antibiotics and told to rest.  He did go to the emergency room where the doctor told him that he had an abscess in his throat and admitted him to the hospital, starting him on intravenous antibiotics. He called and told me all that and admitted he was a little nervous because he had never been hospitalized. I told him that he should rest and we would come and see him the next morning.  I also called a couple of other students in the class and asked them to visit him later that day.

Peter and I discussed the matter and decided we would wait to call the study abroad coordinator a little later since it was only 4 am in Champaign. Shortly after this, my cellphone rang. It was the study abroad coordinator, who asked that we call the student’s father. Peter had to listen to a tirade about our negligence since we were in Verona rather than at the hospital.  The father asked that we visit his son the next day and then call him.  We did that and the ensuing conversation was much more cordial.  Of course the father was feeling guilty for making light of his son’s ailment and was taking it out on us.  On the other hand, it does indicate parental expectations of instructors, which is that the instructor should be available at all times for the students—even, I might add, when the students went away on their own.

Many students take their American cultural expectations with them on these programs. They want the experience to be different and yet the same. While they complain that they never meet locals, their out-of-class choices are to stay in their comfort zone and either associate with other students in the class or seek out other Americans. Our students became impatient with the fact that between approximately 1 and 3 in the afternoon, most places except restaurants are closed. A telling remark was that if Italians just knew about 24-hour stores they would change their culture completely. More worrying was a campus behavior that they brought with them. In a piece entitled “Study-Abroad Students Gone Wild in Italy?” for “All Things Considered” on National Public Radio, Sylvia Poggioli wrote on American students abroad, “Every year, tens of thousands of young Americans decide to take a year and study abroad. But in places such as Florence, Italy, reports of widespread binge drinking and rowdy behavior are increasingly causing concern.”
 This is true of students generally and not just in semester and yearlong programs, where students may not have much direct supervision outside the classroom. In fact, at meetings of study abroad instructors at our institution, student drinking is the number one topic of conversation.

My own experience is that students will go out drinking every night and they will tend to choose bars that cater to Americans.  Very few will venture into local student hangouts.  In the case of my students in Padua, they congregated at the Crocodile Bar, which had an Australian theme and an English-speaking clientele.  The good thing was that it was close to where they were living when they staggered. Since we were staying at the pilgrim’s hotel in Padua, the hotel was not always happy with the late hours and noise that ensued after a visit to the bar and we would hear about it from the hotel staff. On the other hand, when the students traveled as a group to Florence, the drinking caused one student to be taken to the emergency room while another was sent home for drunken brawling. Calls for help in the middle of the night was an aspect of the experience that I would not like to repeat. Having given you one long story about student problems, I won’t bother with the details of this one.

However, for me the major issue was not dealing with behavioral problems, unpleasant as that could be.  My concern was that I had to keep watering down the course content because the students did not want to do the work.  Essentially they wanted a package tour with credit. Since the course was an upper-level history course, watering it down to a freshman level was not acceptable to me or to the institution. That led me to think of ways of changing the course to attract students who were interested in the subject matter and to continue to make the course challenging and the study abroad experience more meaningful.

I would now like to outline my ideas for creating a different experience.  I will talk a little about the curricular issues but mostly I want to talk about the structure of the course as I envision it.

The original course was a 16-week course taught in 4 weeks abroad.  This is the typical pattern of short-term study abroad courses at the University of Illinois. My proposal changes this into a 16-week course that gives 6 hours of credit rather than three.  The first 8 weeks would be on campus in the second half of the spring semester.  The other 8 weeks would be in Venice.  One practical advantage of this arrangement is that the students would probably not have to pay summer school tuition, which has become a problem as funding opportunities for students have become scarce for summer school.  Another advantage would be that the course would be more likely to attract students who had some background and interest in the subject—particularly those in history, medieval studies, international studies, Jewish studies, art history, and English. When registering for the spring semester, the students would have to commit to the study abroad segment of the course.

An advantage to this structure is that a major part of the reading for the course could take place on campus.  The students would have access to the library, be able to see pertinent films, and do some writing assignments before arriving in Venice.  This would also allow for more preparation for living in another culture and for the students to get to know each other in advance.  I would hope that they would also be better able to relate the course material and assignments to the things that they would see and do in Venice and on the field trips. The ideal would be to break the American cultural shell and allow them to experience some of the cultural exchange that is the theme of the course.

In the Venetian part of the course they would be able to see the Ghetto and the fondaci in Venice, walk streets pilgrims and traders might have traversed, spend time in the lagoon to understand what it was like to live in a place where most activity was on or near water. In terms of cultural progression, they would travel to Ravenna to see early Byzantine influence, then to Torcello and Murano to see how that influence developed and persisted before finally having an in-depth visit to San Marco to see the full flowering of Venetian Byzantine art.  On Murano, besides the church they would also visit the Glass Museum. Students would also be able to see the remnants of court culture in Ferrara, Mantua, and Verona, see medieval universities in Bologna and Padua, perhaps go to Bassano del Grappa to experience a bilingual town, and see Jewish sites in many of those places to try to understand how minority populations lived with or seemed to be excluded from the mainstream. They could relate modern tourism to the tourist/travelers of earlier periods. The students would be encouraged to think about what it means to live and work in a city that is almost entirely dependent on tourism and where the tourists descend in overwhelming numbers each day but contribute little to the local economy and how this affects the city environmentally and commercially. They need to think about what choices and events led to the situation Venice is in today. Venice has always commodified itself and has been a tourist mecca since the medieval pilgrims and crusaders began using it as the starting point on their voyage to the Holy Land.  Students would be able to think about how modern tourism has magnified issues that both Venetians and early travelers wrote about, comparing documentary sources to their own observations and experiences.

Local experts would give lectures on various topics relevant to the course, such as Shaul Bassi’s talk on Shakespeare’s Venice, which was very popular with my 2007 class and that I hope could include a walking tour where we could look for Moors. In fact walking tours are a very important element of the class.  Lisa Calevi, who has taught groups of study abroad students and also Elderhostel participants, has created a walking tour of “ethnic” Venice that she is willing to share with me. Of course the students would also visit the synagogues and museum in the Ghetto and the cemetery on the Lido. I would hope that the class might attend a service in the Spanish Synagogue since even for Jewish students it would be a very different experience. On a different cultural note, Sally Spector and Sara Lovadina would be able to illuminate the culinary distinctiveness of Venice and of Jewish Venetian food. Seeing artistic sites of interest in Venice and the Veneto as well as understanding the architectural framework of the city would bring other dimensions into the course. A range of guest lecturers such as Donatella Calabi, Areli Marina, Maria Pia Pedani, Dana Katz, Marina Karem, Julie Campbell, Maria Stampino and Laura Tosi could add other academic dimensions to the course. My husband, Peter Michalove, has given lectures on negotiating language in multilingual societies and on music, especially antiphonal music at St. Mark’s.  He and Shaul might be able to do a joint presentation on other linguistic subjects as well.

The possibility of living in a dormitory in Venice would give the class the opportunity to meet other students in Venice, something that was lacking in the Padua program.  I would also want to build in some evening events to try to counteract some of the less desirable student behavior. Working with Shaul and the nascent Center, I think that the program could be made worthwhile academically and culturally. 

While the course is designed to give students multiple writing opportunities including journals and papers, I would like to spend the last few minutes on one assignment that has been very successful in almost every course I teach.  This is the song assignment. Students are assigned to rewrite various songs of my choosing. Although the songs vary, usually the Randy Newman song I played is one of them. Their assignment is to write their own lyrics, reflecting on their experience in the course, including the actual class materials but also their personal experiences on the excursions, and other reflections on the trip. They cannot treat the refrain as something they can just repeat. They need not only to rewrite the refrain but also change it to reflect what comes before it in the song. The songs are presented—recited or sung—as part of the course wrap up.  Since I sometimes feel it necessary to try out my assignments, I will now give you my version of Randy Newman’s song “The Great Nations of Europe” as well as the words to the original.

Great Nations of Europe (Randy Newman)

The Great Nations of Europe

Had gathered on the shore

They'd conquered what was behind them

And now they wanted more

So they looked to the mighty ocean

And took to the western sea

The great nations of Europe in the sixteenth century

Hide your wives and daughters

Hide the groceries too

Great nations of Europe coming through

The Grand Canary Islands

First land to which they came

They slaughtered all the canaries

Which gave the land its name

There were natives there called Guanches

Guanches by the score

Bullets, disease, the Portugese, and they weren't there anymore

Now they're gone, they're gone, they're really gone

You've never seen anyone so gone

They're a picture in a museum

Some lines written in a book

But you won't find a live one no matter where you look

Hide your wives and daughters

Hide the groceries too

Great nations of Europe coming through

Columbus sailed for India

Found Salvador instead

He shook hands with some Indians and soon they all were dead

They got TB and typhoid and athlete's foot

Diptheria and the flu

Excuse me - Great nations coming through

Balboa found the pacific

And on the trail one day

He met some friendly Indians

Whom he was told were gay

So he had them torn apart by dogs on religious grounds they say

The great nations of Europe were quite holy in their way

Now they're gone, they're gone, they're really gone

You've never seen anyone so gone

Some bones hidden in a canyon

Some paintings in a cave

There's no use trying to save them

There's nothing left to save

Hide your wives and daughters

Hide your sons as well

With the great nations of Europe you never can tell

From where you and I are standing

At the end of a century

Europes have sprung up everyone as even I can see

But there on the horizon as a possiblity

Some bug from out of Africa might come for you and me

Destroying everything in its path

From sea to shining sea

Like the great nations of Europe

In the sixteenth century

The Early Modern World (Sharon Michalove)

The Great Venetian Republic

Was standing on the shore

They monopolized the spice trade

And now they wanted more

So they crossed over the lagoon

And conquered the Veneto

Great Venetian Empire didn’t have far to go.

Hide your civic symbols

Hide your artworks too.

Great Lion of St. Mark’s coming through.

The Kingdom of Portugal

Was feeling quite left out

Thought they would explore the African coast

See what that was about

So they sent some ships to Guinea

Found slaves and gold galore

Scooped up by the Portuguese

They weren’t there any more

Now it’s gone, it’s gone, it’s really gone

You’ve never seen anything so gone

Some pictures of the natives

Accounts in the history books

But you won’t find their culture,

No matter how hard you look

Hide your sons and daughters

Precious metals too

Kingdom of Portugal coming through.

da Gama rounded the Cape 

To India he said

He stopped on the Swahili coast

The natives should have fled

He used cannon and muskets and cutlasses

No one left when he was through

‘Xcuse me Portugal coming through.

Hide your trading posts

Hide your wealth and families too

Kingdom of Portugal coming through.

Ottomans took the Balkans

Constantinople as well

They shot off mighty cannons

The ancient walls then fell

They brought Islam, mosques and Janissaries, created Topkapi too

Watch out Vienna, Ottomans coming through

Ferdinand married Isabella

United Spain they say

They threw out Jews and Muslims

Who had gotten in their way

So they put the Jews in little boats

Converted those who stayed

The Spanish Reconquista was quite thorough in its way

Now they’re gone, they’re gone

They’re really gone

You’ve never seen anyone so gone

The Jews went to Venice

The Moors to Morocco

But you won’t find them in Spain,

No matter where you go.

Hide your Talmuds and Torahs,

Hide your faith as well

With the Spanish Inquisition you never can tell

Martin Luther went to Rome

To visit the pope they say

Wanted to see his spiritual home

Get blessed along the way

He found luxury, corruption, no sanctity, plague and poverty too

Watch for Reformation coming through

Hide your indulgences

Hide your relics too

Luther’s 95 theses coming through.

Here you and I are standing

In a new century

War, terrorism, inequality

As all of us can see

But there on the horizon

Is a possibility

Melting polar ice caps

Raising the level of the sea

Creating Acqua Alta

That will cover you and me

So we’ll need the Venetians in the twenty-first century.

Buy yourself some waders

Get some boats as well

As the sea rises, you never can tell.

� Sylvia Poggioli, “Study-Abroad Students Gone Wild in Italy?” All Things Considered, March 23, 2008.





