











SURVIVAL STRATEGIES FOR GOING ABRDAD- A GUIDE FOR PEQPLE WITH DISABILITIES

connected with national and international groups or associations
working in your field of interest. For example, organizations such
as The American Archeological Union, TESOL, American Bar
Association, International Journalists’ Network, Global Fund for
‘Women and other professional associations and nongovernment-
al organizations hold international and regional gatherings on a
regular basis.

Evaluating Overseas Opportunities: Defining Your Interests
and Needs

How will you know what kinds of opportunities to seek out? Once
you find them, how will you know which ones are right for you?
How will you choose?

Some people jump at the first chance they get to go abroad. After
all, an opportunity is an opportunity, and they don’t knock on
your door every day. Jean Lin was attending a youth group at an
independent living center in California in 1986 when, one day,
the group leader made an announcement about a trip to England.
Lin, who has cerebral palsy, was immediately interested in
joining the trip. It was the first time she had considered any
foreign exchange program, and it seemed perfect. Her parents
shared her enthusiasm. Lin enjoyed the program so much that
she has traveled with other exchange programs—to Russia in 1991,
and to China in 1995. “After my experience, I feel confident
traveling,” says Lin.

You may, like Lin, have a strong and positive initial gut reaction
to a travel opportunity. If you don', or if you’re not inclined to
trust your gut reactions, then by all means ask questions. In fact,

18



CHAPTER ONE EXPLORING INTERNATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES

asking key questions is always a good idea when you are
choosing an exchange program. Quiz program personnel about
the program mission, policies and procedures, criteria, as well as
their ability and willingness to accommodate you. If you're
particularly concerned about access and/or support for your
disability, discuss this with program staff.

Alona Brown spent a semester in 1996 studying in Alicante, Spain,
In searching for an exchange program, Brown wrote letters and
made phone calls to several programs that especially appealed to
her. She chose a program at Colegio Mayor in Alicante because the
director, while on a trip to the United States, actually called her
on the phone. “She was so friendly and welcoming, 1 said to
myself, ‘This is where I want to go,™ Brown explains. That’s when
she contacted the Council on International Educational Exchange,
the organization that coordinates the program there and has
experience in including individuals with disabilities in its programs.
“I told them I was a visually impaired student and asked if they
could help me,” she recalls. “They were willing and happy to help.
They answered all my questions.”

You may find that some exchange programs lack knowledge or
experience Telated to people with disabilities; but if a particular
program appears to suit your other needs, such as academic goals
or work experience, don't rule it out without further discussion.
Find out whether the program staff are ready to work with you to
create an accessible, accommodating situation. Angie Allard was
the first wheelchair user ever to apply for a cultural exchange
with Canadian Crossroads International (CCI). “Staff and
volunteers displayed an impressive degree of openness and
willingness to try something new,” says Allard. “There were
legitimate questions about the very basics like transportation,
accessibility and housing. But in the end CCI trusted my judgment
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about what 1T could do and what we
could do together.” Allard was ac-
cepted into the program, and given a
volunteer assignment in Malaysia.

If, like Allard, you’re motivated to be a
pioneer in a program that may have less
experience, there are resources that can
help. The National Clearinghouse on
Disability and Exchange can offer a
wealth of information and ideas to
enable international exchange pro-
grams to become more accessible and
disability-friendly. See the Appendix
for more information on this resource.

Not all sponsoring organizations are so
easy to work with. “Be careful when
you’re checking out programs, and
make sure it's a program that’s going
to be responsive to you,” says Susan
Brown, whose psychiatric history became
an issue during her year as a Peace
Corps Volunteer in Ukraine. “If they're
not responsive during the interview or
initial processes, they may not be that
responsive afterwards.” Brown was
initially denied entry into the Peace
Corps, a decision that she successfully
appealed. Once overseas, Brown
encountered various difficulties and,
ultimately, she returned home early.
Looking back, Brown feels that if Peace
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It's a balancing act between
not limiting yourself too
much, and focusing in on
what you want to do. If
you speak French, don’t
only limit yourself to
France but consider West
Africa and the Caribbean
too. On the other hand, if
you want to teach abroad
but are open to “anywhere
in the world” it will take
you longer to narrow it
down. Thinking too
broadly will make it harder
to spread the word about
where you want to go
and get solid leads and
suggestions.

)
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Corps had had a clearer understanding of her accommodations
needs before she left, things may have turned out differently.

Other disabled people have reported more positive experiences
with investigating and applying for the Peace Corps. Sarah Presley,
who has a visual impairment, walked into the national Peace Corps
office and requested an application. She received two very different
reactions to this request. “One person bubbled over with enthusiasm
as she told me what a wonderful time I would have,” she recalls.
“The other person in the office was less optimistic. He explained
many of the challenges I might face, such as the fact that it is
sometimes necessary for Peace Corps Volunteers to ride from
village to village on a motorcycle. He wondered how I would
manage that.” Presley was persistent and assertive, and had a
successful Peace Corps assignment. “Once [ had been accepted, 1
found the Peace Corps staff in the United States and in Morocco
to be very helpful and supportive,” she said.

If you're still not sure a particular international exchange
program is right for you, ask for names and telephone numbers
of former participants who can tell you about their experiences.

Besides the responsiveness of a particular program, several
major factors, such as occupational, personal or other interests,
will affect your decisions about how and where to spend your
time abroad. The following section discusses some of these
factors.
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The World to Choose From: Where Do You Want to Go and
What Do You Want to Do?

Academic [nterests

You may choose your destination and activity based on your edu-
cational or vocational goals. Working, studying or volunteering
overseas can greatly emhance your knowledge of your
particular field of study. It can also give you a significant
advantage in the job market.

David Dye, who is hearing impaired, was pursuing both
scholarly and vocational interests when he decided to study
Portuguese in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Aiming for a career in
international business, Dye knew that Latin America was one of
the fastest growing economic areas in the world. He became
interested in Mercosur, a free-trade zone made up of some of the
most dynamic economies in Latin America at the time, including
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay. Already proficient in
Spanish, Dye felt it was important to learn the other major
language of the area, Portuguese. “I soon discovered the
program at the University of Florida,” says Dye. It turned out to
be an exciting challenge, leading him to further study with
several different exchange programs in other parts of Brazil.

Social or Political Interests

Academic interests may turn into lifelong ideals. Pamela Hous-
ton learned about poverty and international development as a
sociology major at the University of Oregon, and joined an
advocacy group dedicated to education about world hunger. “As
I neared graduation, I felt dissatisfied with being involved with
these issues on a superficial level,” says Houston, who has a mo-
bility impairment caused by cerebral palsy. “I knew the
statistics and understood some of the complex causes of
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poverty, but I needed to touch and see hungry people and do
something tangible to make a difference in the world.” Houston
found such an opportunity with Food for the Hungry Interna-
tional. After a thorough application process, a one-month
orientation, a productive discussion about her disability and
needed accommodations, and an intense fundraising campaign,
Houston spent two years as a volunteer in Peru, where she helped
with projects related to hunger and community-building.
Perhaps you too will choose your overseas program and destination
based on your strong devotion to a particular movement, campaign
or philosophy. Like many travelers before you, a compelling need
to make a difference in the world might be your prime motivation
for undertaking the rigors of going abroad.

Many disabled people have been drawn to international work
by a commitment to social change. Cheryl Adams attended a
facilitators’ training in Todos Santos, Mexico, to learn how to run
workshops related to peace. Adams joined sixty other people from
11 countries, all of them committed like she was to “doing what
we believe to be the most important work of this decade—learning
new ways to resolve conflict.” Her interest in this process developed
partly from her own experience as a disabled person traveling the
world. “I have noticed that using a wheelchair and having a
physical challenge brings up other people’s fears, guilt and
anger,” says Adams. She believes that frequently having to operate
in unfamiliar territory with unfamiliar people led her to an interest
in developing peacemaking skills.

Some travelers go abroad determined to work for equality and
human rights for people with disabilities. “My main purpose,”
says David Oaks, a psychiatric survivor activist, “has always been to
meet with other people who are working for self-determination.”
Oaks is the director of Support Coalition International, an
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organization that campaigns for human rights and self-determi-
nation for people diagnosed with psychiatric disabilities. He has
traveled extensively—to Canada, Chile, Denmark, England,
Germany and Norway, among others. He has lectured, consulted
with psychiatric survivor organizations, helped plan conferences,
and supported the development of groups and projects. “I stayed
in people’s homes, and I met local group members informally,”
says Qaks. He has arranged these trips primarily by contacting
people who subscribed to the Support Coalition’s journal.

Commitment to a cause may lead you into extraordinary, even
historic situations which will benefit you as much as the issues
you are supporting. Mary Lou Breslin went to Bosnia in 1998,
about eighteen months after the Dayton Peace Accords were
signed, at the invitation of the International Rescue Committee, a
development and relief organization that did rehabilitation work
with people injured during the war in Bosnia. Breslin was asked
to lend support and advice to a coalition of disabled people working
for policy reforms. “We worked with an interesting cross-ethnic
group of people with disabilities and parents,” she says. “We spent
a week, about twelve hours a day, developing a statement of prin-
ciples and press strategy. The Bosnian, Serb and Croat ethnic
communities were all represented, all kinds of disabilities, old
and young, some recently injured in the war.” Breslin adds: “1
always feel we got more out of it than they did. It was quite an
amazing experience for all of us.”

Whatever your ideals and beliefs, you may find them deepened
and broadened by acting on them globally.

Disability Considerations
To what degree will your disability influence your decision about
where to go and what to do? That may depend on the nature and
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extent of your disability, and how able you are to adapt to different
surroundings.

Many disabled travelers insist that there are really no limits, just
opportunities and choices. After all, people with disabilities are
living in every country in the world. “You can go almost
anywhere in the world and figure out some way to do it, depending
on your needs,” says veteran traveler Mary Lou Breslin, who uses
a wheelchair. “With a good attitude and some help, you can pretty
much go anywhere and do anything.”

In the overall scheme of things, disability may be a less important
factor than you might think, and less important than other
considerations. For example, Jean Parker says she’s never decided
against traveling to a particular place for disability-related
reasons. “There would be other reasons, like climate,” says Parker.
“1 don't like cold places.”

For some people, living with disabilities might, in fact, nurture
an adventurous spirit. Before Marta Lukjan’s processing
difficulties had been attributed to neuropsychological damage,
neither she nor anyone else understood why she had to work so
hard at learning, but she was very aware of being different. That
awareness was an important influence on Lukjan’s decision to
study abroad, she says. “My knowledge of being different all the
way down to my toes has consciously or unconsciously
dictated many of the risks or opportunities I have taken in the
past three decades.” She knew the usual route wasn't always the
right one for her, and was more likely to explore alternatives, such
as overseas study.

In considering overseas destinations, do as much research into
the local culture and environment as you can to get a sense of
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factors which may shape your experience there, paying particular
attention to anything that you know to be particularly significant
in light of your disability. These factors may include physical
access, climate, social attitudes and/or customs.

Jean Marchant learned the hard way the importance of local
weather patterns in choosing where to go. Marchant was
diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, and six years later traveled to
Germany. “I didn't have a lot of experience with my disability and
the changes that it produces,” she recalls. “I checked out the
weather in the areas that I was traveling in Germany. The
temperature was comparable to Eugene, Oregon, where I was
living. But I didn’t check the humidity—and that has an adverse
effect on my ability to function.” She found herself experiencing
increased spasticity, partly as a result of the weather. “Think about
temperature!” Marchant advises.

While the physical climate aggravates some people’s disabilities,
the social climate is a bigger factor for other people. When she
signed up to volunteer with the Peace Corps, Susan Brown knew
she would have limited options in choosing where to go. “You're
allowed to turn down an assignment,” she says, “but if you turn
down too many assignments, they might question whether you
really want to do it, since it’s a volunteer program.” However, she
adds, “1 was pretty sure they'd send me someplace where I could
use my Russian. I was fairly sure I'd go to the former Soviet Union.”

Once she received her assignment to Ukraine, Brown began
reading up on Ukrainian culture. “I tried to figure out: Are people
going to yell at me on the street? What are men going to be like
towards women? How unsafe might 1 feel when I'm in this
situation, and how will 1 deal with it?” She also wrote to other
Peace Corps Volunteers to ask about their experiences of, for
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example, being the only foreigner in a small town. However, these
investigations did not fully prepare Brown for what lay ahead.
“What 1 wish 1 had done,” she says, “is to talk with other people
with disabilities before I left, to see how they dealt with similar
issues.” Brown also added that if she had done more research, she
probably would have determined that parts of Eurasia might be
particularly challenging for her. Brown did experience stress,
isolation and depression. She made the decision to accept a medical
separation from the Peace Corps, and she still feels that this was
the right thing for her to do.

Perhaps as important as choosing your overseas destination, the
choice about when to stay and when to leave should be carefully
considered. Chances are you will have wonderful, positive
experiences, and the problems you encounter will be minor in
comparison. But if your international experience turns out to be
negative—if your health or safety are jeopardized, or you feel con-
sistently unhappy, especially in a long-term program—then you
may be faced with the decision about whether to continue or to
return home. “Don't be afraid to quit!” Brown says. “People put
so much pressure on each other. But if you need to leave, then
you need to leave. Don't feel guilty because you didn't finish this
thing you said you'd do. That’s just life.”

The decision whether to go abroad, and where, is yours. The de-
cision to stay there is also yours—as is the decision to leave early,
should it come to that. Wherever you go, whatever you do, you
will be the one to make—and live with—those choices. If you
want to work, study or volunteer abroad, don' let your initial
fears put you off the idea—at least, not until you have explored
the possibilities awaiting you. Knowing that your options are open
may make it easier to take a leap and try something new.
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Most of the travelers who shared their
thoughts and experiences for this book
would agree with the sentiments of
Alicia Contreras, who says, “A lot of
people [with disabilities] think, ‘I will
never be able to travel.” But once you
start traveling, it’s so good to look at
the map and say, ‘I've been here! 1
know someone from here!’ It’s a great
experience.”

If you have preconceived notions about
where disabled people in general can
and cannot go, it’s time to banish those
myths from your mind! While you cer-
tainly need to consider your personal
means, health issues and tolerance for
difficulty and discomfort, don't rule out
any destination because you assume it
to be so-called backward, unfriendly to
disabled people or inaccessible. People
with all kinds of disabilities have gone
to all kinds of places, including poorer
and rural locations, and have adapted
and thrived in those environments.

Jessica Aaron’s first trip abroad was to
Mexico, for a three-week disability
leadership exchange program. “At first,
I was hesitant,” says Aaron. “I wanted
more than anything to travel, as I have
studied various foreign languages and
am interested in international affairs.”

e

Often it's not until you
arrive in a country that
you realize many of your
worries are unfounded.
Obstacles may appear, but
you will learn from these
situations and have good
stories to tell upon return.
In the context of a new
country, the excitement
often balances out the dif-
ficulties. Keep this in mind
when nervousness or
doubts threaten to derail
your dreams.
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However, Aaron was concerned about being able to be mobile in
her wheelchair, and about getting assistance if she needed it.
Despite these fears, Aaron did decide to apply for the program,
and she was thrilled to be selected. Still, she says, “the excite-
ment I felt was coupled with nervousness; I asked myself how I
would get around in an inaccessible place in a chair I couldn’t
even push by myself. However, as the date approached, 1 became
more and more certain that the experience 1 would have would
outweigh any difficulties I would face.” She was right. In Mexico
she coped effectively with the physical environment, and found
herselfl doing things she had never imagined doing. “In Nayarit,
our first destination, I visited the ocean for the first time in years,”
she says. “When my chair started sinking in the sand, I got out of
my chair and into the warm water to look for seashells.” The
experience changed her assumptions about what was possible for
her. “My trip to Mexico taught me that I can go anywhere I want
to, disabled or not,” she says, “and that disability is not an excuse
for avoiding adventure.” Since then, Aaron has pursued adven-
tures all over the world.

While some people have concerns about the physical terrain,
others worry about their ability to master a foreign language.
Kristin Hoobler has learning disabilities (LD) including dyslexia
and was hesitant to travel to a Spanish-speaking country.
“Although I have learned how to manage my LD,” says Hoobler,
“I really struggled with the idea of going overseas and learning a
new language. 1 was told as a young girl that I would be
unable to learn another language.” However, says Hoobler,
“Irefused to accept this and I went overseas for a year and learned
Spanish fluently.”

As Hoobler learned, other people’s predictions are not necessarily a
good indication of your ability to survive and thrive overseas.
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Friends, family members, teachers, exchange staff or physicians,
among others, may offer support and encouragement—or they
may try to discourage you from taking what they see as a risky
trip, given potential problems related to disability or health
conditions. For example, Elise Read was elated when she was
granted funding for a full year of study in China. Just a week
later, however, Read was diagnosed with type 1, insulin-dependent
diabetes and was suddenly forced to contend with all of the physical
and emotional changes such a diagnosis meant. “Originally, my
doctors told me that living and studying in China would not be
in my best interest,” says Read. She held on to her dream, despite
their warnings. She delayed her trip for several months, and spent
that time adjusting to her new routine of daily injections and blood
sugar testing, as well as to the psychological ramifications of
coping with a chronic disease. “Fortunately,” says Read, “I have a
very supportive family and I was persistent enough to convince
my medical team to allow me to spend the spring semester studying
in China.” While there, Read had to contend with such challenges
as figuring out how much insulin her body would require after
eating a meal that included deep-fried scorpion. “Fortunately,
whatever dosage of insulin I'd guessed upon seemed to be
correct, as I'm still here to tell the tale,” she says.

Here is Ellen Rubin’s advice for disabled people who are
considering working or volunteering overseas: “You really have
to think about what your experiences and strengths are. You have
to be confident. If your skills are good, then just say, ‘Let me try!’
I've had jobs both here and overseas where I've thought, ‘I don't
know how I'll do it, but I'll do it! I can do it, give me a chance!’
Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn't.”

Rubin adds, “If you're a risk-taker, that’s really important.
Unfortunately, 1 think so many people with disabilities are not
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allowed to take risks. That really holds us back. You need to have
a good sense of what you’re willing to try.”

Justin Brumelle had already been to Thailand six times before he
enrolled in the Council on International Educational Exchange’s
Khon Kaen program in that country. As a person with a mobility
disability, he thought he had a pretty good idea of what to expect
and what his comfort zone was. However, he found that one of
the program activities that was described as a “90-minute, not-
too-tigorous walk through the jungle” was one of the toughest
he’d ever been on. “l just wanted it to be over and felt it was
pushing my limits a bit too far, yet I wanted to complete it.” And
with a lot of determination and the support of the other members
of his group, he did. “Although leeches and log bridges were not
in my comfort level, I realized I could handle them,” he recalls. “1
pushed my limits and had fun in the process. The program not
only showed me my current limits, but it also showed me how
much potential exists within me.” He recommends that people
with disabilities reexamine what they believe to be their physical
and mental abilities and constantly revise those beliefs based on
new experiences and opportunities.

Are you a risk-taker? If you're not sure, ask yourself some
questions: What kinds of risks have you taken in the past? Are
you confident in your ability to handle unusual or even
unexpected situations? Are you willing to push yoursell outside
of your comfort zone? Are you able to balance your fears about
what might go wrong with strategies for responding to those situ-
ations? What skills do you bring to your new international role?
Whalt motivates you? What are you willing to try? Do you believe
the benefits may outweigh the risks?
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With so many different overseas programs available, the following are some
questions you might ask in evaluating each one. Some of these questions
will help you determine whether you will be getting what you expect from
the program, while others have more to do with your personal preferences,
or with provisions for dealing with the unexpected.

* How long has the organization been offering its programs? Where
is the organization's home base? (Organizations based in the United
States are covered by UL.S. laws.) How much direct supervision
does the organization have over the staff running the program
overseas?

* What do the program fees cover? Will transportation, insurance or
free time activities entail additional costs? Does the organization
provide full or partial refund of fees in case of cancellation or early
return home?

* How are homestays (or host families) selected and what facilities
will be available in the typical home?

* Do the planned activities (e.g. foreign language classes) fit with the
announced objectives (e.g. study)?

© What is the exact calendar and daily time schedule of the program,
the language of instruction and linguistic requirements? Are
participants expected to attend all activities?

» What are the qualifications of the instructors, host staff or leaders?
How are the exchange leaders selected? Have these people worked
effectively with diverse participants, taking into account age,
nationality, disability and other characteristics? How accessible and
responsive will the exchange leader be to you and other group
members and what will be the extent of his or her role?

* How are participants selected? Does the application process require
letters of recommendation? Is there a deposit required? If so, how
large is it and is it refundable?
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¢ What arrangements have been made for coping with illnesses,
accidents and other circumstances that may require medical services
or plans for promptly returning home? Are there any extra charges
if a participant has to return before the conclusion of the program?

Any reputable organization offering an overseas program wants to
maintain and build its good name and should be ready to answer questions
from prospective participants. Feel comfortable in asking questions until
you're satisfied and able to narrow down your choice of programs. You can
also ask to talk with alumni or past leaders to help you better evaluate the
program and choose an exchange that is right for you.

Summarized from Study and Teaching Opportunities Abroad: Sources
of Information about Overseas Study, Teaching, Work and Travel,
1980, U.5. Department of Education.
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