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them the opportunity to do something 
that they’ve never been able to do.”

La Roche College makes these trips 
accessible by including the program’s 
cost in the cost of tuition, which means 
that the only things students need to 
pay for are passports, if necessary, and 
some meals while on their trips. “We’ll 
even help a student apply for a passport 
if they’ve never done it before,” Ms. Gable 
said. “Our number one goal is to get as 
many students traveling as possible.”

Approximately 54 percent of the 2015 
graduating class took advantage of this 
program, traveling to Morocco, Trinidad/
Tobago, China and Italy, among other 
destinations. Students earn academic 
credit for the trips and many involve a 
service-learning component in which 
they give of themselves while gaining 
insight into other cultures.

What is most unique, however, is what 
students bring back from their travels. 
“What we’ve found is that students 
come back more confident and with a 
sense of determination that they didn’t 
have when they left,” Ms. Gable said. 
“It doesn’t seem possible that they can 

I change that much in nine days, but 
it happens.”

“I went with the students to Cuba this 
past year, and it was amazing to watch 
them grow and to become more involved 
in the world around them—to increase 
their level of engagement,” Father Tom 
added. “They are transformed by their 
experiences.”

In fact, in a follow-up survey a year 
after the 2014-15 trips, 95.4 percent of 
the students said that they were better 
able to adapt to new and different 
environments, and the same percentage 
said that they were more confident in 
new or unfamiliar situations. Upwards 
of 95 percent said that they were now 
more aware of cultural differences, and 
72.7 percent said that they now felt more 
interconnected with the international 
community. 

“This program will have an impact on 
students’ lives for a long time to come,” 
Father Tom said. “It not only makes 
our students more globally aware 
and appreciative of other cultures, 
but it makes them look at themselves 
differently.”

magine using a camera to 
capture the essence of life in 
Cuba; studying sustainability 

while removing invasive plants in the 
Galápagos Islands; rehabbing a home 
for female students in Guatemala; 
meeting with digital media experts 
in Los Angeles or studying how 
democratic socialism works in Denmark. 
For La Roche College students, these 
are just a few of the opportunities that 
come from participating in the Study 
Abroad+Study USA program, which is 
designed to expose them to different 
global experiences.

“The whole idea behind Study 
Abroad+Study USA is to allow students 
to immerse themselves in another 
culture, either overseas or in the U.S.,” 
explained program founder Father 
Tom Schaefer, Ph.D., associate vice 
president for academic affairs. “Being 
a global college means more than just 
bringing international students here 
to study; it also means giving students 
the opportunity to have an academic 
experience outside of our walls.”

Study Abroad+Study USA trips are 
short-term, faculty-led trips designed 
to broaden students’ understanding 
of different lifestyles and beliefs, and 
to prepare them to embrace diversity 
and multiculturalism. To date students 
have traveled to 19 countries and two 
U.S. states, and this year’s trips include 
journeys to Russia, Germany, Greece, 
Peru, Japan, the Netherlands and South 
Dakota.

“My goal is to make these trips as 
accessible as possible to students, and to 
include as many activities as possible,” 
said Nicole Gable, assistant director of 
the Study Abroad+Study USA program. 
“In many cases, this is a student’s first 
trip abroad or out of the area, and even if 
they never travel again, we want to give 
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hile students often read about the difficulties that people face in developing countries, 
there’s nothing quite like experiencing it firsthand. As part of the College’s signature 
La Roche Experience program, students took a service-learning trip to Guatemala to 

help out at an orphanage, school and clinic. The students assisted teachers in the classroom and 
rehabbed a home where female students stayed at night.

Led by Associate Professor and Computer Science Department Chair Jane Arnold, M.S., and 
Adjunct Professor Philip Miller, the experience took students far beyond their comfort zones. 

“It was a real eye-opener for students to see people in a developing country living in  
immense poverty with such a lack of amenities,” explained Sister Elena Almendarez, CDP,  
director of mission and ministry for La Roche, who participated in the trip. “To see children in 
the orphanage who had no one to care for them but the Franciscan Sisters was a pretty sobering 
experience.”

The fact that the nights were far colder than anyone expected also was a shock, as was the  
half-mile walk back and forth up a steep hill for meals. “It was a little challenging,” Sister Elena 
said, adding that the female students pushed all of their beds together to share blankets during 
the night.

“Some of the students had never been outside the U.S., and it was an incredible experience for 
them to see another culture and a place beyond the three rivers,” Ms. Arnold said. “Seeing the 
different level of prosperity, they came to realize that just because you aren’t wealthy doesn’t 
mean that you’re not happy.”

Ms. Arnold said one of the most poignant memories from the trip was helping a young boy with 
cerebral palsy and his mother, who were hoping to get a larger wheelchair for the boy. “Every day, 
his mother pushed him miles across cobblestone roads up the hill to school in this wheelchair 
that he’d outgrown,” she explained. “It was incredible what she did for her son.” 

While Ms. Arnold, an engineer, took measurements of the boy, senior Eric Miller, a 
photographer, took pictures to send to the company making the wheelchair, and Sister Elena 
talked with the mother about how the wheelchair would be used. “He couldn’t go to get fitted 
for the chair, so we did the best we could do to provide all of the information they would need,” 
Sister Elena said. “It was an unplanned, special ministry, and we really felt like we had made a 
difference.”

The mission didn’t end with the trip, however. Students who traveled to Guatemala went back to 
La Roche and formed One Youth, a club still in existence today, which raises money to help the 
orphanage and to provide scholarships for schoolchildren. 

“The trip had a long-lasting, transformative effect on the students,” Ms. Arnold said. “Even 
though the students and the children they met didn’t share the same language, it didn’t matter. 

Guatemala
W
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GalApagos 
Islands

I n 2016 biology professor Gail Rowe, Ph.D., took students to the 
Galápagos Islands to understand the importance of natural 
communities. 

“Communities are not just about people; natural communities include 
all of the living organisms — plants, animals, microbes — and their 
natural non-living environments,” Dr. Rowe said, adding that the 
Galápagos Islands are fascinating because there are plants and animals 
there, such as marine iguanas and flightless cormorants, that exist 
nowhere else on earth.

The citizens of the Galápagos Islands are mindful of sustainability and 
have respect for the island, which is a concept that Dr. Rowe worked to 
instill in her students.

“Besides seeing these precious animals and plants, the students 
had a service project that involved replacing introduced species, 
like blackberries that don’t belong there but are taking over and 
choking other plants, with a native species,” Dr. Rowe said. “They 
got to see the value of preservation.”

For Jess Seng, a biology major with a concentration in forensics, 
going to the Galápagos Islands was her first experience going 
abroad.

“My favorite aspect of the trip was all of the different animals we 
saw. To see amazing creatures out and about every day like we see 
squirrels or robins was too cool,” she said. “There were literally 
lizards and sea lions just lazing about on benches and in pathways.”

“I think it enchanted the students to see nature in this way, and 
to see the preservation efforts that the people on the island 
are making,” Dr. Rowe said. “They still need to make a living, 
but they’re trying to balance that with something sustainable that 
doesn’t destroy the beauty and uniqueness of the island.”
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Cuba
A ssistant Professor Andy Schwanbeck took graphic design 

students to Cuba to create a photo-narrative, less than one 
year after the United States restored diplomatic relations 
with the Caribbean country. 

“We have quite a unique connection and history with Cuba, 
and many of us were interested in exploring that relationship 
firsthand,” Mr. Schwanbeck said. “The real Cuba is found within 
the people we encountered — warm smiles, open invitations, long 
tableside discussions about life. I’ve never felt more welcome and 
at home in such a short amount of time.”

The students made unique connections of their own as well. “I 
was watching one of the students taking pictures of everything 
she ate, and I asked her about it,” said Father Tom Schaefer, Ph.D., 
associate vice president for academic affairs. “She said that she 
was sending pictures back to her mom of things she’d never eaten 
at home — even things like pork chops! Being in a different place 
made her more willing to try, and enjoy, different things.”
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DENMARK
zlan Tajuddin, Ph.D., associate professor and chair of the Sociology Department, 
took students to Denmark in May 2016 to study the country’s culture, education 
and health care. With a population of more than 5 million people, the country is a 

strong proponent of equality and provides free health care, college education, and daycare 
services to every citizen. Approximately 90 percent of the country is powered by wind and 
solar power. 

“This trip was very appropriate because this was at a time when Bernie Sanders was coming 
out with his proposal of democratic socialism, and Denmark was a model that he upheld as 
a perfect society,” explained Dr. Tajuddin, who designed a multidisciplinary theme for the 
trip since it involved students in a variety of majors, including criminal justice, education, 
health science, interior design  and political science.
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