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A photo essay on my study abroad in South Korea

By Amanda Thao, University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, USA
Hello, my name is Amanda and | attend the University of Wisconsin-Eau
Claire located in the United States. | decided to attend Ajou University
during the summer of 2014 not because | heard good things about it nor
because it was special to me in any way, but because it was simply the only
choice | was given. Looking back, | still remember thinking about how much
| wanted to attend school in Seoul and being disappointed with my lack of
choices, but now | can say with all my heart that attending Ajou University
and participating in the Ajou International Summer School was one of the
most life changing experiences | have ever gone through and | am so

grateful for having been a part of it. Through this amazing program, | have

experienced so many firsts and met so many amazing people, it all has

definitely changed my life for the better and | know that the memories created from this program will forever be remembered and cherished.

My flight from the United States was about fifteen hours of pure misery, and after finally getting off the last plane, | felt a huge rush of
nervousness. It was my first time traveling out of the country and away from familiarity, | didn’t know how to act or even really how to feel.
There were three Korean Ajou students waiting for us (my two
friends and |) at the airport exit, and because of them, | had an
amazing first impression of Korea and Korean people. They
calmed my nerves right away, immediately welcoming the
three of us with smiles and constantly trying to help with our
luggage. After, we were then met with another Korean student
after getting off the airport bus, then two others in front of the
dorm. Through this harmonious chain, we each arrived to our

rooms safe and sound.

Usually, the first few days of a program are ice-breaking days, when people
get to know one another and “break the ice”, but in terms of AISS (Ajou
International Summer School), | think the Jeju Island trip was our one huge
ice-breaker. Jeju Island is a volcanic island off the coast of South Korea and
is a popular vacation getaway for many. Being able to go on such a

.. wonderful trip with everyone, it really helped us to get to know one another




and become familiar before classes and other activities were
held. We climbed mountains, swam in the ocean, took several

group photos, walked through an underground cave, shot off

fireworks on the beach, went horseback riding, explored a
trick-eye museum, and had a wonderful late night dinner
| followed by a huge game of Ninja. | think that being able to
e | mingle with each other for a couple of worriless days was a
2

@ great way to begin friendships and build a solid foundation.

o

| After the Jeju Island adventure, classes began. But going to

. class every day didn’t become tedious, it was actually kind of

fun. Learning in class admittedly wasn’t much different from

learning back home, but it was the atmosphere in which we were learning that made it more unique.

We were all from different parts of the world, | was learning with people from Puerto Rico, Malaysia,

China, France, Indonesia, Russia, it was a learning experience in itself to be around all these amazing individuals. Though we did learn a lot
from our professors, we also learned a great deal from each other.

As the days went on and though we all began to discover our own
comfortable routines, the feeling of excitement and discovery within
each one of us did not falter. We all regularly posted fun events via
our personal “AlSS 2014” Facebook group such as dinner meet-ups,
clubbing nights, DMZ visiting dates, stuff like “who wants to go to Plan
B (a bar we frequented) in an hour?”, and birthdays soon in need of
celebrating. Throughout the whole program, | felt as if we were one
big family, experiencing this whole new experience together. It was a

warm feeling of belongingness, one that | will forever remember.

There was one thing that | especially found to be extremely unique to

the AISS program: the Korean Culture Workshop. Korean Culture Workshop, or as
we called it, KCW, is a required class for the AISS program. Each Wednesday, we
all got the chance to become exposed to something related to Korean culture

through KCW'’s. For example, we learned taekwondo, visited Hyundai, attended the
Boryeong Mud Festival, toured the Hwaseong Fortress, and wandered through two
folk villages, where in one, we tried on traditional clothing, learned calligraphy, and
created picture frames. If | had to choose, the KCW would definitely be my favorite

class of the summer.

Apart from the KCW, there were also several other events planned for us AISS
\ students, which were more informal, such as our celebrity dress-up party and two

movie nights. They were a blast!
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But that’s not all. There were also three optional field trips, all of which | attended, consisting of a day in Everland (South Korea’s beloved

amusement park), water rafting, and as mentioned up above, Jeju Island. All three of these trips were so worthwhile and dangerously fun.

During my six week stay, | felt as if | nev

SR

N ’

er ran out of things to do or things to be excited for.

Now, as an overview, here is my take on experiencing
culture shock in South Korea. | was personally already
a little familiar with Korean language and mannerism
through Korean dramas and music, but there were still
some things that | was surprised by. A friend of mine
had little to no knowledge of Korea, and she
experienced the same things | did. | think that the
most important thing to do is make sure you are open
minded. Sure the food is different (Koreans love their
spice), sure you don’t understand the language, sure
everyone interacts differently, everything new you
encounter will be easier to adjust to if you are open

minded. If you're not, it definitely makes it a little more

difficult for everyone. | think that being open minded will help when embracing a new culture, they go hand in hand.

Ah! We didn’t only attend coordinated events, we also traveled independently. Seoul was a popular destination and | know others also made

their way to Busan, but as my days in South Korea wound down and my time at Ajou University was lessening, life became more difficult. The

topic of conversation switched from “Let’s go to Seoul next weekend” to “When are you departing?” and “When will be the last time | see you?”

It would be a lie to say that leaving was easy. | remember final nights of goodbyes. | remember us holding hands as we shed tears, clutching

each other as we sobbed, endless hugs, just not wanting anything to end.



The friendships that were created during AISS will last a lifetime, and |
know that the people whom | shared a precious six weeks with in South
Korea will definitely be seen again. Three years of travel plans have
already been mapped out, messages will be exchanged, and contact will
not be broken. | am lucky to have been a part of such a harmonious
group of people, all of us so compatible. It was hard to leave South
Korea, but it was even harder to walk away from those whom | traveled
and shared experiences with for six weeks. A good friend of mine wrote,
“Some of the best people aren't the people you grow up with, but are the

people you get to know for a six week period.”

It was difficult having to come back home after such a short time, but as
the famous proverb goes, all good things must come to an end. Don’t be
sad it ended, be happy it happened. In the end, | know that | have
gained a lot and understand myself so much more. My future is limitless
and thanks to AISS, it has grown leaps and bounds. | know that | have
only started my life and there is so much more out there to experience

and uncover. Thank you Ajou University and thank you South Korea.



-First three images: ice cream in Jeju
Island, friends at Plan B, final class
presentations

-Second two images: group photo,
Bau House Dog Cafe

-Third two images: day at the lake,

airport send off
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AISS Photo Essay 2014
Nicholas Calver
University of Canberra
Australia

Hi everyone. My name is Nicholas Calver and I'm here to tell you all about my fantastic experience
at Ajou University as part of the summer program.

Dormitory

| was staying in a two bedroom dormitory during the Ajou
International Summer School (AISS) program. The
dormitory was pretty small but big enough that each
person had there own space. | was told that bedding could
be provided. The biggest shock on arrival was the plastic
blowup pillow which was sitting on my bed. | did not use it
once and slept on a sweater on the first night. It was
frustrating having to spend 20,000 won on a pillow. The
bed was big enough and there was a desk each and
wardrobe. It was a new experience for me sharing a room
with another person. It was overall a lot of fun to share a
room with a person from a different cultural background.

Korean Cultural Workshop (KCW)

Throughout my stay at Ajou we went on weekly
activities to different locations to learn more about
Korean culture. We were divided into four bus
groups (A,J, O and U) and travelled with this our bus
group to all KCW’s. The first place that we visited
was the Hyundai Motor Company. This was not the
best place we visited but it was interesting to see
the production of the cars and the use of robots
rather than people. We then visited a Korean Folk
Village. It was really enjoyable to see the old houses
and the different games and Korean culture in this
village. It was a great day of walking around and
seeing new sites.

The next KCW we spent a few hours learning some
basic Taekwondo moves such as kicking and punching. It was a lot of fun and | really enjoyed it. In



the evening we went to Hwaseong Fortress and walked a long way
round it. When we got to the top there was a really nice view where we
took a group photo. It was an opportunity to take photos and see the
area at night which was beautiful. The fortress itself was small but nice
and a good place to take photos from.

The third KCW was the best of them all. We took the bus in our groups
to Boryeong Mud Festival. It was a chance to see something unique that
| have never heard of before. The day was so much fun. | went on mud
slides, in mud pools, in a mud spa and completed a mud race. During a
break for lunch there was music and dancing on the beach and we got
sprayed with water. It was great. If | didn’t have class the next day |
probably would have stayed there. The only negative was that | got
badly sunburnt because it was cloudy and overcast | didn’t put sunscreen on. It was not a smart
move.

The fourth and final KCW we visited was Namsangol Hanok Villlage. We took public transport to
the venue. The temperature outside and humidity meant that it was really hot which took away
from the experience at the village. | did some cultural activities including calligraphy, picture frame
designing, tea drinking and wearing the traditional dress, Hanbok. It was really cool that we got to
write calligraphy on a page which we could take home. | wrote friendship which is an important part
of life as the saying goes you “can choose your friends but not your family.” The designing of
picture frames was a waste of time and effort because it had no cultural interest and it was an
activity more suited to children than young adults. The tea was nice to drink but the ceremony
beforehand and information provided was not really of interest to me. The last activity was wearing
Hanbok which was a interesting experience. It was nice to be able to try it on but it was so hot that
you did not really want to wear it for long. So overall not many great activities at this village.

We went from the village to a Nanta performance. It was a cooking show but musical and
interactive as well. They cooked food and had audience members come up on stage. It was funny
and entertaining as well. It definitely improved the day and was worth seeing. Anybody visiting
Korea should definitely see this show.

Weekend Trips

| went on two weekend trips as a part of the AISS
program. The first was to Everland which is the
largest theme park in South Korea. The day was a
lot of fun overall. It was a little disappointing as
there were only two roller coasters. One of them
was called the T express(see picture) and it was so
much fun. It is wooden and fairly long and is quite
fast. | went on it twice because it was so good. The
theme park also had a water slide and a safari
which had tigers, lions, bears, zebras and giraffes.
The bears were hand fed food which was
surprising. The water ride got us wet and helped
cool us down as it was hot walking around all day
as we were there for a long time.

The second weekend trip that was organised for us
was a rafting trip on Dongang river. It took ages to get there with a stop in the middle of the trip.
However, it was so much fun. | was in a boat with 11 other people and we got to go through rapids



and swimming and the general talk was great. | really liked the opportunity to go swimming. This
trip was my favourite and well worth going on.

Classes

The course | took was Developing Management Skills. It was very well taught by Professor Craig
Milner. He was able to use personal experience to help give examples of the management skills in
action and to explain different concepts. The way it was taught with no PowerPoint slides and
having us interact and discuss the skills and theories was really helpful. As a sport management
student the material was relevant and interesting. For a person with English as their first language
it was fairly easy to complete the course. The professor was happy to help you out or promptly
answer any questions or queries we had. This feedback was especially useful when he put us into
teams and gave us an article to present about. The reason | chose this program was for the course
and it was beyond my expectations. The professor was not like the professor’s at home. He would
talk to you on a personal level not just as a lecturer which was really cool. It has been one of the
best courses | have taken while at university.

Meeting new people

| met so many people from all over the world and made a lot of new friends as a part of this
program. There were people from 19 different countries taking part in the program. | now have
friends that live in Uzbekistan, the United States, China, Malaysia, Singapore and many other
countries. The people that you meet will stay friends with you beyond the six weeks. During the six
weeks | drank with them, | ate with them, | visited places in Seoul with them and | studied with
them. You get so close to these people and then you have to leave them and go home again. | did
miss them at a few moments when | arrived home. They become like one big family with different
groups as different people. The people that you meet can be kind, friendly, interesting and different.
If you go travelling you now have people that can show you these places from a local’s point of
view. It was one of the best things about the program was meeting so many people from all over
the world.

Overall it was one of the best summer’s of my life. To meet so many diverse people and make
friends with them made it worth it. The course that | completed made it worth it. The KCW made it
worth it. All the activities made it worth it. If you are thinking about studying abroad do the AISS
program as it will be
unforgettable.
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