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Light and friendly conversation emanates from the group of students gathered by the entrance to 

Padre Rubio Hall on Saint Louis University’s Madrid campus. Clouds of fog appear as the scent 

of smoke thickens the air. One Spanish student playfully grips a cigarette between his teeth and 

leans over as his friend ignites the end with her floral printed lighter.  

 

American student Katlyn Martin holds her breath as she navigates her way through the crowd, 

racing to get to class on time. As she bounds up the stairs she looks back at the group, captures a 

mental picture, and smiles. While to most American students this scene of students sharing a 

quick smoke is something new and shocking, to Spanish students this is a normal, everyday 

occurrence. For Martin, scenes like this are the reason she decided to study abroad in the first 

place.  

 

“The cultural differences, both big and small, are what I enjoy most about being abroad,” Martin 

says. “Even things as small as grabbing a cigarette in between classes is so normal here, but is 

almost never seen in Saint Louis. Each culture is so unique, it’s really remarkable.” 

 

According to the National Association for Foreign Student Advisors, around 300,000 students 

each year decide to leave their home University to spend a semester studying in a foreign 

country. From language practice to cultural immersion, from resume boosts to the need for 

independence, there are countless reasons students decide to take the leap and study somewhere 

else across the globe.  



 

In recent years, the number of American students who decide to take the opportunity to study 

abroad has noticeably increased. According to the Institute of International Education’s Open 

Doors’ report, the number of U.S students has more than doubled in the last 15 years. Marta 

Maruri, director of student life at SLU Madrid, has seen the changes first hand. In the last few 

years, the University has seen an increase from about the average of 750 international students, 

to around 900. 

 

 “More students want the chance to change their lives,” Maruri says. “It opens the doors to 

success, it opens students’ minds, and makes the students more human in a way. It opens them 

up to realities beyond the one they have been living their whole lives.” 

 

Many students flock to foreign universities with hopes of gaining not only knowledge but also a 

sense of independence that being thrown into an unknown place allows. Moving a country away 

means not being able to ask their parents to do everything for them. No one is there to go grocery 

shopping, or to make sure they get up for school in the morning. For most students, a call on the 

phone is a rare treasure.  

 

For SLU Madrid student Kaylee Starks, studying abroad was not just about visiting a foreign 

culture. She saw a chance to step outside of her comfort zone and become more independent.  

 



"I think the moment I realized I was changing was when I navigated to Gran Via alone for the 

first time," Starks says. "All I had was my common sense and the metro map on my phone. Back 

home I would have jumped in the car and let my GPS do all of the work." 

 

 

Intending to spend only a semester studying in Spain, Starks, a Texas native, will now spend two 

full years  at SLU Madrid. While a semester abroad gives a good understanding and appreciation 

for the culture, two years abroad allows further immersion and acclamation. 

 

After two years immersing herself in the language, Starks hopes that when she hears phrases like 

"tomar el pelo" she will understand that it means to joke around with someone, and not be 

confused why someone is talking about taking someone else's hair.  

 

SLU student Madison Sogge, who is spending the semester in Madrid, finds herself most nights 

staring at the clock telling her it’s 20:45 in small, blinking red numbers. Her stomach growls as 

she awaits dinner with hungry anticipation.  

 

“I think you can learn a lot about a culture by looking at seemingly mundane details, like eating 

habits for example,” Sogge says. “They eat dinner really late here compared to in America, but 

they also value eating with the whole family, so that’s when everyone is home for the night. It’s 

all about perspective.”  

 



When the much anticipated dinner time arrives, Sogge says she finds herself scarfing down the 

paella or Spanish tortilla or whichever traditional food is on he menu with hopes of easing the 

growls as soon as possible. 

 

Being immersed in the culture of a foreign country allows students to understand why certain 

people live the way they do and generates a more genuine appreciation for cultures all over the 

world. As seen in the last few years, an increasing number of students are longing for this 

opportunity.  

 

Alongside personal reasons, studying abroad has been proven to help students with employment. 

Studies show that students who studied abroad during their undergraduate career were twice as 

likely to find employment than those who did not, and their average starting salaries were 25 

percent higher.  

 

A possible explanation for these statistics is that studying abroad helps a student to develop skills 

that will help them as they pursue their future career path, from communication to adaptability.  

 

Students who leave their country for academic purposes are sometimes forced to adapt to a 

completely different teaching style and school rules. What is policy in one school system could 

be completely different from what is policy halfway across the world. Belen Novak, a Polish 

student studying in Madrid for the semester has taken this change as a challenge that will 

eventually yield reward.  

 



“In Poland, classes aren’t mandatory.” sas Novak.  

 

Wait, seriously? 

 

“Yeah! you just have to show up for the tests. The information you can learn by yourself if you 

want. Here in Madrid you have to go to classes and learn from the actual professor. I feel like I 

learned to adapt to learning in two completely different ways” 

 

Adaptability is a useful skill in the workplace as many jobs are unpredictable and challenging. 

Abby Baric, outreach coordinator for International Education of Students Abroad, sees a 

particularly high value in abroad experiences when it comes to future employment. 

  

“They can share with an employer their experience while abroad and discuss some transferable 

skills they obtained,” says Baric. “For instance, studying abroad can show an employer that a 

student is comfortable with interacting with individuals from different cultures.” 

 

Gabriela Gilbert, who has hosted international students for close to 20 years sees studying abroad 

as an opportunity that is growing in importance in the world today, and encourages every student 

to take the leap. 

 

The moon glows outside the kitchen window as Gilbert finishes setting the table for dinner. 

Having been a host parent for 20 years, and an actual parent for more than 30, this is a routine 

action she finds comfort in.  



 

Her four host kids file in and take their seats around the table clothed in a strawberry tablecloth 

worn out from years of spilt milk and dinner table conversation. A telenovela plays lightly in the 

background as the temporary family jumps into a conversation about their day. 

 

"Every night I teach my host kids a new Spanish phrase, and they ask me about experiences that 

were new to them," Gilbert says. "Yesterday one of them asked why there were little kids out at 

midnight and I explained how it's just our culture. They are really trying to understand our 

culture here--it's beautiful"  

 

 

	


