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 After a rocky start created by an ailing economy and a flu pandemic, 12 students 
ranging in age from 20 to 62 set off for a one-month Study Abroad experience in Oaxaca, 
Mexico through Berkeley City College. The students lived with families and attended 
classes at the Instituto Cultural de Oaxaca (ICO). While there are always aspects of every 
learning/teaching experience that can be improved, overall the program was a great 
success with the students dramatically improving their fluency in Spanish and developing 
deeper awareness and appreciation for the Mexican culture. 
 
General observations: 
 
 Housing: ICO provided the housing. The families were great and changing homes 
was done seamlessly when the need arose. Some families even took students on weekend 
excursions while others provided tasty lunches.  All the students profited from their 
family home stay experience. As the facilitator of the program, ICO provided me with an 
apartment free of rent. 
 
 Classes: Students took 7 hours of class per day for 4 days a week (Mon-Thurs) 
and 4 hours of class on Friday.  I observed the classes and checked in frequently with 
both the teachers and students regarding their progress. When the focus of the morning 

classes turned out to be overly grammar-heavy, I provided afternoon conversation 
workshops for those who wished them. The afternoon culture classes were well-
received. Students took dancing, weaving, painting, ceramics, Mexican history, cooking 
and beginning conversation. The Intercambio sessions where students exchanged 
English and Spanish conversation with a local person (usually a student) was also a great 
experience and the friendships that developed from this particular facet of the ICO 
program substantially enhanced the students’ cultural understanding and connection with 
the community. 



 Volunteer Opportunities: I discovered that setting up the volunteer opportunities 
needs a lot more pretrip planning than I expected and only one student was able to 
volunteer in the community (giving guitar lessons at a community center). 
 
 Excursions: An excursion to Monte Albán was included in the price of the trip 
and we did this outing during the first weekend we were in Oaxaca. The site was 
impressive, the guide excellent and the transportation comfortable. It was well worth the 
$20 per person that the students paid. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Facilitator: I saw my role as to support and enhance the experience provided by 
ICO and make sure that the students received instruction at the level appropriate for the 
courses they had enrolled in at BCC. In this capacity, I monitored the classes by sitting in 
on each class that had a BCC student in attendance several times during the program (I 
found that it took me a week to make the entire round of all the classes I needed to 
observe). I also checked in frequently with the ICO teachers regarding each student’s 
progress on a weekly basis and I made a concerted effort to speak with each student 
daily. I also had afternoon conversation classes to supplement the ICO grammar-heavy 
curriculum. I also gave all the students ACTFL-based Spanish proficiency interviews at 
the start and finish of the program. And, in order to best assess the students’ progress, I 
did all the support activities necessary for the smooth running of the program (arranging 
the excursion, going along to the doctor, helping with housing changes, clarifying 
language/cultural issues and setting up the welcome and good-bye lunches). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Improvements/changes/lessons learned:  
Several of the pre-trip bumps with the Office of International Affairs have already been 
smoothed out by running the program through.  Questions of insurance, plane fares and 
payment plans have been resolved.  
Oaxaca is an excellent city for a study abroad program – friendly, manageable and 
culturally rich.  The ICO is also a well-established and welcoming place.  I have agreed 
to work voluntarily with the language coordinator during this academic year there to help 
them integrate a more communicative curriculum so by next summer our students should 
get a lot more conversation in their classes. Also, I now know to arrange for those 
wanting volunteer opportunities in a much more expeditious manner. 
 

Overall: I would strongly encourage Berkeley City College to continue this program as a 
summer program for one more year before considering the semester abroad alternative. It 
is important to reestablish the expectation of quality study abroad programs through 
Berkeley City College. 
 
Submitted: Carol Copenhagen, August 31, 2009. 
 
Some images from Oaxaca: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


