











SURAVIVAL STRATEGIES FOR GOING ABRDAD: A GUIDE FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

who will populate your new life,”
llyashov advises. “Practice respect,” he
adds. “Learn how people think and in-
tegrate what you have to give with their
way of viewing the world.” Ilyashov be-
lieves these strategies will work for all
international travelers, disabled and
nondisabled alike. “People with dis-
abilities participating in exchanges
have additional roles,” states llyashov.
“We build bridges (as do all good in-
ternational delegates) and we break
down barriers for others with disabili-
ties.”

Jessica Aaron had the chance to be such
a bridge-builder when she spent three
weeks and then a semester studying in
Mexico on exchanges. “We discussed
the importance of access and disability
awareness with the mayor of Tepic,
Nayarit,” she recalls. “We also ad-
dressed a group of architecture students
at a local university on the meaning of
access and why buildings should be
made accessible when they are con-
structed. The cultural sharing between
the U.S. group and the Mexican dis-
ability community was also valuable. 1
spoke to other people with disabilities
about my life in the United States—my
job, my power wheelchair, my educa-
tion in a school where children with and

e

Communication is key.
People, whether they are
airline staff, exchange
coordinators or passersby
on the street, aren’t going
to know how they can
assist you if you don't tell
them clearly and respect-
fully. Remember that
when you are communi-
cating in another language,
no matter how well you
know that language, there
is a large cultural gap be-
tween what you think you
are saying and what the
hearer thinks you are
saying. Be patient and listen
carefully to responses so
you can learn how to com-
municate more effectively.

N
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without disabilities learned together, and the accessible streets and
public transportation in my home town. 1 hoped to help them
imagine their lives in a world where they had equal rights and
opportunities. At the same time, I shared with them my difficul-
ties in the United States, such as some inaccessible buildings and
transportation, and the attitudinal barriers to access.” Attitudes
of local exchange staff also changed as Aaron worked with them
to solve access issues, such as removing doors to add extra inches
of space to allow her wheelchair to fit into bathrooms or class-
rooms. Along with her strong Spanish skills, she gradually learned
the local etiquette for greeting people in the community, which
helped her to gain acceptance. Hiring and training a local per-
sonal assistant also gave her community connections apart from
the university, and enriched her cultural experience.

Your cultural perspective, and your ability to respect others’
cultural perspectives, will be especially important when you travel
abroad to collaborate with foreign partners. Whether your role is
to be a student, an adviser, a teacher or volunteer, you will be
most successful if you can avoid ethnocentrism—that is, a
presumption that your ethnic or cultural framework is superior
to others. Don Galloway is a blind man from the United States,
who has lent technical assistance to disability groups in Europe,
Africa and the Caribbean. “We had a lot to offer,” Galloway says,
“but we needed to listen to what those in the host country are
about. They wanted to share in our philosophy, but they didn't
want to be dictated to. You can't say, ‘This is the way you do it.’
Because that may not be the best way for them, based on their
social and economic history.” This doesn't mean that you don’t
have a valid viewpoint, and important contributions to make. Your
counterparts in other countries will likely “look upon meeting
you as an opportunity to share information and ideas and make
linkages,” says Galloway.
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Just keep your viewpoint and your contribution in perspective.
The knowledge you have is valuable but limited by your particular
background. Also, if you are coming from a richer country, and
wanting to be of service to people in poorer countries, it is impor-
tant to understand the historical relations among richer and poorer
countries. It’s equally important to be aware of your own motives.
Canadian Tanis Doe, who has been involved in international
disability work, says that she is very aware of her privilege. When
working with people in other countries, Doe tries to share her
skills in a way that allows people to increase the tools they have
available to better their lives on their own terms. This philosophy
is echoed by Heather Harker, an American Deaf woman who
worked in Malaysia with the Deaf community for a year and a
half. “In Malaysia I learned that people themselves must be the
agents of change,” says Harker. “Otherwise it is not actually an
empowering change. The Deaf community in Malaysia taught me
a great deal about how change is created and how a community
can overcome barriers with innovation and persistence.” Reaping
the reward of wisdom is one of the bonuses of overseas travel—
and it depends heavily on approaching other cultures with hu-
mility and respect, and on transferring knowledge and expertise.

Travelers who have experienced discrimination and poverty at
home, may be surprised to find that in another country you may
be regarded as privileged and affluent by people both with and
without disabilities. This relates to an important cultural lesson:
While disability does have a major impact on the lives of people
around the world, economics have an even bigger impact. Don
Galloway found that throughout the developing world, he was
more or less protected from the negative attitudes directed at local
blind people. “They see that you are an affluent person, because
you dress well and so on,” says Galloway. “They treat you better
than they do their own people with disabilities. It's more of an
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economic thing than a disability thing.” For example, Galloway
noted that in Zimbabwe, men with all types of disabilities have
little chance of getting married, because of the assumption that
they cannot work and support a family. On the other hand, Gal-
loway found that as an African-American man, many women were
drawn to him regardless of his blindness. In many countries,
disabled Americans are assumed to be relatively wealthy, powerful
and independent based on their country of origin, as well as their
ability to travel. “You got here, so you must have some income,™
is the attitude, according to Galloway.

On the other hand, the disability can help to offset some of the
imbalance that typically exists between citizens of richer and poorer
countries. Jenny Kern, a wheelchair user, finds that “in East Africa,
the people are surprised to see a white person with a disability. 1
think it makes me more equal to people, because they see that I'm
not privileged.” Sometimes, that is. “On the other hand,” Kern adds,
“it depends on people’s attitudes and what seems to trump what. If
you have money to fly, we're not going to give you a hard time at
customs. Or, you're a disabled person so we need to handle you
with extra care and be overprotective.” In other words, navigating
a different cultural landscape can be complicated. “It’s so hard to
know, in any given interaction, whats coming into play.”

With so many unknown cultural variables, how will you know
when your disability has become a point of contention? And how
should you respond? “In general,” Kern says, “1 try to be low-key
and respectful.” However, Kern says she will be assertive when
it's needed.

You may also encounter all kinds of differences in resolving
issues abroad. For example, in the United States, privacy is a highly
valued and closely guarded right. But in other societies, where
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people think more about the collective well-being than about
individual concerns, confidentiality doesn't have the same
relevance. In such societies, groups and communities discuss
solutions for people’s problems collectively. This can be an espe-
cially important practice of which visitors and local people with
disabilities should be aware.

Some U.S.-based travelers find it quite welcoming to visit coun-
tries whose societies more clearly take this approach. When Harriet
Johnson spent time in Cuba, she was moved by the natural
acceptance which she felt from acquaintances and strangers alike.
Johnson, a wheelchair user, was impressed by the way passersby
offered assistance without making a fuss. “Throughout the day
people help, and it’s never a big deal,” she wrote during her trip
to Cuba. “Its hard to pin down, but here 1 get the feeling that
being disabled is no big deal.” Although she observed poverty
and hardship, Johnson discovered that the Cubans she met had
already learned what the civil and social movements try to teach—
that we are all in this together. Johnson found that it clearly influ-
enced the way she was treated. “People talk to me,” she says. “In
my hometown, strangers tend to address my nondisabled
companions, not me. In Havana, I'm treated as more of a person.”

Your cultural experiences will depend partly on your approach,
and partly on your own identity and experiences. A white Ameri-
can or European iraveler, for example, will elicit very different
reactions than a person of color. Tina Singleton discovered that
she had not left racial prejudice behind in the United States when
she spent one year in the Central African Republic as a child
survival health specialist with the Peace Corps, then worked as
the Peace Corps’ first disability specialist in Cotonou, Benin.
Singleton, who is hard of hearing, faced an unexpected obstacle
as an African-American professional, because of the small num-
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ber of minority development workers in the field. Some Beninese
people, Singleton found, “considered it more desirable to work
with a white colleague than a person of color—the status afforded
many white people in the country was assumed to bring more
benefits to the Beninese working alongside them. White volun-
teers were also considered to be more professionally competent.”
Singleton took this as a challenge, and worked to change the ster-
eotypes. “I think this perspective began to change, slowly, as my
Beninese colleagues and T worked together,” she says. “We shared
frank and often intense discussions about race, racism and the
lingering effects of colonialism. And they respected my work.”

Race played out differently for Don Galloway, a blind African-
American man. “They were so delighted to have a brother with a
disability come to their countries,” he says. “I came with a different
perspective from the typical middle-class white person with a
disability.” When he traveled in Africa and in the Caribbean,
Galloway says he was treated like “a long-lost brother—almost
like royalty!” He worked closely with the Southern African
Federation of the Disabled. “When I left, they rolled out a red
carpet. Literally! Someone called ahead to the airport, and they
rolled out this red carpet up to the airplane!”

Gender is another variable that may affect your cultural experiences.
“In many places, women who have disabilities are sort of non-
people,” says Jean Parker—though she hastens to add that she
has encountered that combination of sexism and disability
discrimination in her home country, the United States. When she
travels, Parker says, “Theres a tendency not to consult me for
input on a decision, to talk about me in the third person.”

One of the key cultural lessons shared by many international
travelers is, simply, the importance of embracing opportunities to
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understand and respect different cultures. Zachary Battles, who
is blind, volunteered to teach English to university students at
the Language Institute in Kiev, Ukraine. “My short stay in Ukraine
is one I will remember for life,” says Battles. He says that he and
the other volunteers on his team “faced the challenges of teaching
with minimal experience and communicating with very little
knowledge of either Russian or Ukrainian. However, armed with
open minds and a desire to teach, we overcame these barriers and
very much enjoyed our experiences.” Essential to their success
was their willingness “to experience as well as learn about a
different culture,” Battles says. “We enjoyed the cultural immersion
afforded us by the hospitality of our host students. While living
in the flats and homes of the students, we were introduced to
many facets of the Ukrainian culture, such as cuisine, customs
and language.” From the these challenges and opportunities,
Battles concludes, “Teachers must be willing to learn as well as
teach.”

Work, School and Home: Access and Accommodations in
Different Exchange Settings

Whatever the purpose of your trip abroad, you will want to
create the best possible conditions for success. The accommodations
you use at work, school or home in your own country might be
transferable. For example, a portable Braille writer can go with
you, as can prescription medications, a raised toilet seat or a
voice-controlled laptop computer. Even with these kinds of
accommodations, you will need to consider the different
environment in which you will be using the items. Research
factors such as the electrical current differences and reliability,
maintenance and repair options, and available medical resources.
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You may also need to put in place new accommodations, similar
to or different from accommodations you use in your home country.
These should be appropriate both for your needs and for the local
culture and conditions. Below you will find examples of accom-
modations that have worked for other disabled participants in
international exchange programs.

Work and Internships

Putting your skills to work, and developing new skills, may
require accommodations in your overseas workplace. Whether
you are a volunteer, intern or a paid worker, you need to be able
to fulfill your duties without disability-related obstacles.

Examples of workplace accommodations for people with various
kinds of disabilities include:

» Teletypewriters (TTYs, for people that are deaf, hard of
hearing or speech impaired)

* Sign language interpreters, especially for meetings, training
sessions and other events where communication is important

* Telephone amplifiers for people with hearing impairments

* Braille labels for files, commonly used forms and office
doorways

» Computers adapted with voice output, adapted keyboards
or voice input

* Readers and scribes
* Tools adapted with cuffs or grips

* Accessible transportation to work assignments or relocation
to an accessible office or workspace
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¢ Job restructuring—for example, having co-workers take
on the duties you are unable to perform, in exchange for
you taking on some of their duties

*» On-the-job assistance with learning routines, reading and
writing, or handling personal assistance tasks

» Flexible work hours, workloads or deadlines

You may need to create some of your own accommodations, on
the spot, as you discover what your job requires and what you are
able to do. Approach your overseas work assignment with
energy. Be open to trying new things. Don't let other people’s
expectations, or even your own doubts, limit the kinds of tasks
you will take on. There will probably be some things you cannot
do, but you may surprise yourself. Alan Shain has a physical
disability, but he didnt shy away from physical labor when he
worked with a group of Canadian youth during a building project
in rural Costa Rica. He jumped into the job and figured out what
he could and couldnt do. “I found I could do much of the light
physical labor, such as clearing the land-site and laying down
rocks for the floor,” says Shain. In addition, he assumed respon-
sibility for other jobs such as keeping track of the tools and managing
finances. When his nondisabled colleagues saw Shain’s willing-
ness to do his share of the work, their respect for him increased.

Some disabled people, especially those participating in volunteer
programs, may find themselves having to assert their ability to
pull their own weight. Program administrators and co-workers
may assume that demanding jobs, combined with the rigors of
travel, are too much for people with physical or mental impairments.
Frank Hernandez joined Up with People and toured Europe
including Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Holland and
Luxembourg. Because he is blind, he found that his supervisors
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did not assign him responsibilities equal to the other participants.
“They didn’t expect me to do any of the work that everybody else
did,” says Hernandez. They tried to spare him jobs such as setting
up stage, sound and lighting equipment for the show. Hernandez
insisted he wanted to work as hard as the other young participants,
and to learn the same skills. First he approached his fellow
participants who were already doing the full range of jobs. He
asked questions, learned and volunteered to help do various tasks.
Once he had proved himself to his peers, he approached the crew
leader, then the cast manager, the show director, the tour director
and finally the board of directors. Hernandez says it took him
almost a month, and a great deal of persistence, to demonstrate
that he could handle a full workload.

With the right access features and accommodations, combined
with your own desire to dive in and get the job done, you can get
the most out of your overseas work experience.

School

Arie Farnam studied in Germany for four months with the
Educational Foundation. “School has posed the hardest problems
related to my visual impairment,” Farnam states. She found that
getting text in large print has been very difficult, as has trying to
take notes. Fortunately, Farnam brought along her own equipment.
“Without my laptop computer,” she says, “I would be lost.”

Beth Ocrant, with a disability similar to Farnam’s, had a much
better experience during her study abroad program. During her
junior year at Northern Illinois University (NIU), Ocrant studied
at the University of Sunderland in England through the Interna-
tional Student Exchange Program. She planned ahead and found
school officials on both sides of the Atlantic to be cooperative
and helpful. “Well in advance,” says Ocrant, “the disability
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services coordinator at Sunderland, the study abroad office at NIU,
my vocational rehabilitation counselor and I formed a team. We
figured out what 1 would need to have a successful experience
and delegated who would take responsibility for each piece.” She
was able to arrange for accommeodations such as audiotape ver-
sions of her textbooks, a computer with enlarging software and
access (o a closed-circuit television at the school library.

Ideally, you should be working closely with officials at both your
home institution and your overseas school to arrange for the
accommodations you will need. Other resources could be involved
too, such as your vocational rehabilitation agency, your financial
aid provider or disability organizations in the host country.
Describe your needs fully and candidly discuss who will take
responsibility for researching, obtaining and paying for your supports.

Supports in a school setting can include many of the same provi-
sions described above for the workplace. In addition, educational
activities may require accommodations such as:

e A notetaker in class and copies of overheads

* Permission to have extended time limits on tests

* A quiet study area free of distractions

» Tutoring

» Orientation to the campus

« Study materials in Braille, or on tape or disk

* Accessible transportation for field trips

* Counseling

* Real-time transcription or similar services
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Sara Bianco, who is Dealf, participated in a six-month high school
exchange to Germany through AFS Intercultural Programs. The
program provided an American Sign Language interpreter for the
pre-departure orientation, enabling Bianco to prepare alongside
other participants. In Germany she attended a school for Deaf,
hard-of-hearing and speech-impaired students. There she adapted,
and then excelled. “I started out using gestures,” Bianco says,
“and left knowing four languages, including German Sign.” Ad-
aptations for Deaf participants at a foreign language school abroad
for example, could include interactions using teletypewriters
(TTYs) or computers to type dialogues between students in class,
and one-on-one tutoring with a person who knows the local sign
language.

Home

Finding suitable lodging should be part of your advance plan-
ning process, as described in Chapter 3, but housing issues may
also arise while you are living abroad. Or you may find that your
exchange program’s typical housing arrangements won't work for
you, due to inaccessibility, location or other factors. You may need
to work with, or outside of, your exchange program to find the
right living situation for you.

Donna Cencer, who has a mobility disability, traveled to Italy on
a Rotary International Graduate Scholarship, and studied Italian
literature at the University of Florence. 1t took her some time,
and a willingness to try various situations, to find a good place to
live. “During my first two weeks in Florence, 1 lived in two different
hotels,” she recalls. “Then I obtained housing in the only student
dormitory in the city. However, this closet-sized room turned out
to be unacceptable after one month. Then I found a centrally
located room that included the use of a small kitchen.” In trying
to find suitable, accessible housing, Cencer relied on referrals from

146



SUAVIVAL STRATEGIES FOA GOING ABROAD: A GUIDE FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

the people she met, which also led to an improvement in her
communication skills. “In two months time, not only did I feel
comfortable in my lodging and surroundings, but I also felt content
with my increasing Italian vocabulary and language skills.” Cencer
attributes her eventual success to her resourcefulness and adapt-
ability. “By the end of my experience,” she says, “I felt that Italy
had made me as flexible as mozzarella cheese.”

Your home away from home could be more than just a place to
eat, sleep and study. Your living situation may also provide you
with relationships and resources. Paddy Collins-Bohrer, a student
at the School Without Walls in Rochester, New York, participated
in an exchange program in Novgorod, Russia. His homestay
situation played an important role in making his Russian experi-
ence tich and successful. “I was placed with a wonderful family
who had been briefed on what type of help I needed,” says Collins-
Bohrer, who has a mobility impairment. “They lived on the third
floor in an apartment with a working elevator, so I never had to
climb the stairs. Also, my family owned a car in which, on some
days, my exchange sister and I were driven to our activities. But
there were some days when the car was not available and we
either had to take a taxi or the bus. 1 quickly discovered the taxi
was much easier for me to take, but my friends were always ready
and willing to help me take the bus.”

Families with members with disabilities may be an alternative
advantage. Sara Bianco found her housing placement to be
supportive and accessible. She was placed with Deaf parents and
hearing brothers, all of whom helped her to learn German Sign
Language. “My homestay family was great,” says Bianco. Similarly,
Marie Sharp, a wheelchair user who studied abroad at the
University of Sdo Paulo, Brazil, lived with a woman who also uses
a wheelchair. “It was very easy to get around her house,” says
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Sharp. “More important, my host mother and I became very good
[riends. She was instrumental in helping me adapt to life in Brazil.
I admire and respect her so much. She’s a beautiful person with a
strong and powerful spirit that motivated me many times.”

Frank Hernandez had both positive and negative experiences with
his living arrangements during the Up with People tour. “Some
host families in Europe wanted to baby me,” says Hernandez,
who is blind. His longest stay was in Germany, where he spent
four weeks. He stayed with a single mother and her teenage son.
They didn't always understand or agree with each other, but the
host mother was very upfront with him and listened to his
perspectives. For example, he wanted to use his limited transpor-
tation budget to rent 2 tandem bicycle to ride with one of his
partners. The host mother was worried about this, and wanted to
give him money for taxis instead. He did not feel that would be
fair, and refused. By the time he left Germany, Hernandez and his
host mother had learned to like and respect each other.

Most frequently, cultural insights flow from the personal relation-
ships between travelers and their new friends and acquaintances.
For example, Rhonda Neuhaus, who wears two below-knee
prostheses, spent five months in Costa Rica learning about
environmental problems and solutions as a participant in the
School for Field Studies. During the weekends, all participants
were assigned to live with host families. “I found this to be a great
experience,” Neuhaus says. She spoke candidly about her dis-
ability, and in return her host family treated her with respect,
admiration and affection. “I truly became a part of their family,”
Neuhaus recalls fondly. “Together we attended local fairs, hiked
in the nearby mountains, and cooked Costa Rican specialties. I am
honored to have had the opportunity to be a part of their lives
and to have been welcomed with the love, generosity and warmth
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they constantly extended towards me.”
As a result of these and other experi-
ences, Neuhaus enjoyed incalculable
gains in her self-confidence and aware-
ness of the world and its people. “I ex-
plored a new country and its environ-
mental issues, improved my Spanish
language skills, made new friends and
realized that anything is possible,” she
says. Neuhaus returned later to see this
family again and work in marketing for
a yoga center in Costa Rica.

Homestay situations offer many oppor-
tunities for learning different cultural
norms, and building friendships across
those cultural differences. Leticia
Arellano, a Mexican-American Deafl
woman, lived with a Japanese family,
teaching them American Sign Lan-
guage in exchange for room and board.
At one point, Arellano told her host
mother that she missed hugs. “Deal
Americans tend to hug every time we
meet. Deaf Japanese just bow and show
their greetings.” Arellano was delighted
with her host mother’s response: “Nariko
was surprised, and she told me she would
be more than happy to give me some
hugs.”

For a person whose disability may
cause fatigue, host families that offer

e

Be aware of how much
your own valies and your
definition of concepts
such as “independence”
and “access” color your
perception of what is hap-
pening around you. Be
open to new ways of seeing
and thinking.

148



CHAPTER FOUR ADJUSTMENT TOD LIVING IN ANOTHER COUNTRY

assistance with laundry or cooking may be a blessing. Such a situ-
ation may free you from having to do daily chores that can tax
your energy, and leave you more energy for things like further
exploring the local surroundings and host culture. Finding the
right living situation, and working out any kinks in that situa-
tion, will be well worth the effort. Many exchange participants
with disabilities report that their overseas home away from home
was the most memorable and rewarding aspect of their trip. The
right homestay placement can provide accessibility, support and
lifelong connections.
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