Insights from Carrie Stallings
(ISCer in Badajoz, 2007)
The first time I traveled to Spain I came as a study abroad student to Seville with ten other students from my school joining about 100 students from all around the United States in a private program composed of non-native Spanish speakers.  Native Spanish professors taught all of our classes, and I even lived in a Spanish house with my “señora,” yet most of my experience was still primarily “American” since most of my daily interactions were with other American students.

So after one semester in Seville and two years back in the States, I moved back to Spain.  This time to a city I had never even heard of: Badajoz.  Even though I was prepared for the Spanish way of life, my experience as a study abroad student could not even begin to compare with all of my new experiences in this little city on the Spain/Portugal border.  I lived in a Spanish dorm with about 20 other Spanish girls from all around Spain, and I attended the same classes that any first year university student would in the education program.

Welcome to Spain! (
The girls I lived with at the residencia (dorm) ranged in ages from 18 to 27.  For some it was there first year away from home.  For several it was their final year in medical school.  The “resi girls” were the first here in Badajoz to help me feel at home again in Spain – and teach me plenty about their country along the way.  Many times we would sit around after siesta with coffee and cookies as everyone would wake up again to go to class or start studying again.  I started out listening, trying to get the feel for the afternoon conversation, but eventually began participating and using it as a time to ask all the questions I was wondering about Spain.

While there are a couple of girls who go “out” at night, for the most part the girls tend to stick around the resi or in the vicinity.  There are a couple of nearby cafes that they choose to go to when they do go out for merienda, but for the most part the general “hang out spot” seems to be the resi itself.  They hang out in each others’ rooms, in the hallways, up in the library, or in the TV room.  They will occasionally go out to see movies, but for the most part they rent movies on the weekends and watch them here at the resi on a laptop screen of one of the girls.

One thing that fascinates me is that the resi. girls always seem to get up for breakfast even if they have full intentions of going back to bed after breakfast.  Since the latest one can eat breakfast is 8:30, they wake up at 8:30, eat breakfast, head back to bed, and they seem to rise closer to 10:00 or after, depending on the previous night’s activities.  When they have class or somewhere to be early, they only seem to rise in just enough time to get up, get dressed, and eat breakfast.  Skipping breakfast hardly seems a trend here.  I guess because they eat “comida” so late in the day.  Bedtime is always late.  If it’s anytime before midnight, it’s considered “too early to go to bed.”  The average bedtime seems to be between 1am and 2am.  All of the girls here seem to siesta, some for about an hour some for longer.  It’s pretty interesting how seriously they take it.  No plans are made until after siesta.  And even if they don’t sleep, I think that everyone at least hibernates in their room, unless they have class.  If they don’t siesta, they try to go to bed earlier.  They say they’d rather nap in the day and be awake later in the day, then to forego siesta and regret it about 9 or 10pm.

The girls here at the resi put a lot of time and effort into their schoolwork.  They take their classes very seriously, especially at exam time.  They spend nearly all day and night pouring over books and notes.  Of course, there is always anticipation/anxiety of the “oposiciones” at the end of their time at the university.  I was talking to one of the resi girls just the other day, and I asked her what she wanted to do when she finished college.  She commented to me, “Oh, I need to wait till I finish college before I tackle that question.”  While there does not seem to be a lot of talked about anxiety about finding a job, this seems to be the underlying anxiety that is the basis for the intense studying, etc.  They don’t talk about marriage at all – that is something I have definitely learned.  While they might make reference to a boyfriend or wanting a boyfriend, I never here talk about marriage, and even when I have asked girls about this, they all exclaim that they’re way to young to be thinking about something like that.

Many girls at the resi go to their “pueblos” on the weekends if it is nearby.  Also, nearly everyone seems to use this time to catch up on sleep.  Also, some of the girls have classes at the “academia” that also meet on the weekends.  Or if they have exams to study for, the time is also used for this.  

In terms of general street Spain culture, I definitely had to get used to a lot more walking than previous lifestyles.  In the mornings it seems as if many people frequent bars or cafes for a morning coffee and “tostada” before they head wherever they are off to.  Some are families with smaller children or even a mother and a child.  Everyone is always dressed for a day out.  If appearing in public, then both men and women will be dressed very nicely.  They wear a lot of leather shoes.  Since it’s been so cold, a lot of women especially are wearing boots of all sorts.  People who are at the bar/café together talk together.  The people who I have seen interact seem to talk at normal volume levels – or maybe I am just used to the volume of all of it ;).  The children seem to have more freedom to just wander around and do what they please.  Parents don’t seem to keep as short of a leash on the children.  I haven’t been able to notice what people are talking about.  Frequently people there by themselves have a newspaper handy.  People tend to stay much longer than Americans and going out can be quite the lengthy affair.  This is echoed by even the servers’ attitudes towards the customers in that they don’t harass the costumers, and they only bring the check once asked.  Ages range – I would say mostly adults though.

There are always tons and tons of people out shopping, especially on the street right near my resi.  Frequently I see groups of young teenage girls shopping or at least wandering on the streets.  Also, (and this surprised me) I saw a lot of people out with their mothers.  It’s almost as if they were taking their moms out for the use of the credit card or something.  If this was so, then it’s usually a “mom” and either a younger guy or girl.  Lots of people are shopping and if they aren’t shopping then they’re at least street-strolling, which people also do a lot.  They don’t seem to be rushing; in fact, it seems to be quite the slow affair.  They buy a lot of clothes or bread and fresh vegetables if they are grocery shopping.

I think that the hardest thing for me to adjust to culturally was the spiritual darkness.  I think really being in a place where the majority of people are not believers showed me how much the presence of believers in a city or in a network of people changes them.  In the resi I was sometimes shocked at the mean things they would say to each other without even batting an eye, but then expect quick forgiveness.  The sarcasm is more biting; the name-calling is more frequent.  I know that all of these things are easily present in a place in the states where there is a lot of spiritual darkness, but I think this is the biggest cultural adjustment I’ve had to make coming out of my own environment.  It really has shown me what it means for a believer to be “salt” to others around him or her.  If I was to join in the biting sarcasm or harsh joking, then I would show myself as no different than the next person to come along.

I was also surprised how much of American culture has seeped into, if not their lives, at least their consciousness.  Even if someone cannot speak or read a word of English, then they at least know how to sing a few American songs.  Many of the girls at my resi know the lyrics to more 80s songs than I do.  Also, from the movies, they have many stereotypes of what American life is actually like.  Many times I am called upon to confirm or deny whether Americans really do something or another.  Sometimes I chuckle at the stereotypes (true or not) that have made it across the ocean.

I would say the reputation of the Catholic church – whether it is a positive reputation where an emphasis on “being religious” has been passed down to them or a negative reputation where they see the church as something that controls and dominates a person’s life – something that may be good for someone else, but not for them.  Many just have a spiritual apathy where they are willing to embrace someone else with different beliefs, but have no desire to personally embark on their own spiritual journey.  Where as in the States religion seems to be a divisive point among so many, for many of my Spanish friends it was something interesting to note about a person, but they didn’t think it was necessary for everyone to be homogenous in order to hang out and have fun.  This shift was huge for me, especially coming out of the “Bible belt.”

Okay, now hit the streets and come up with your own conclusions (
Insights from Becca Hardeman 

(ISCer in Badajoz from 2005-2007)

For me, Spain has been a world unlike no other that I have ever known before.  If you are previously familiar with the Latin culture of Central and South America, as I was, you may come to Spain expecting it to reflect this kind of culture, as I did, and you will soon see how very wrong you were, as I saw!  The impressions of my first days here were that the city was a lot cleaner than the Latin countries I know.  Though people do throw down their trash, there are people that come around and clean up the streets to keep them tidy.  Also, that  as I walked down the street and tried to greet people, I just got blank stares or shocked looks in return.  And, maybe most importantly would be that the country seems to revolve around chocolate!

If you’ve ever heard that Spanish people like their fiestas (parties), it’s true.  They very much live for today and they enjoy it.  During times off work, the middle of the day or late at night, you will find the bars full of people.  They enjoy going out late at night with family and friends to bars to get drinks and something to snack on.  You will even see their kids with them running around till all hours of the night.  Spanish people are very friendly, once you get to know them.  I was told when coming in that it’s hard to get into the friend status, but once you’re in, you’re in for life and I have come to find that to be true.  By living in a residencia and taking classes at the University, I was able to make immediate friends that have truly proven themselves as friends.  

Coming in here you will hear a lot of talk about post-modernism, a term you will very quickly become accustomed to hearing.  This is very true of the Spanish culture.  There is a very low percentage of them that regularly attend any kind of Church and especially of the youth.  But, on the other hand, they are very accepting of what one’s beliefs may be.  They are very open to the idea of you believing one thing and them another and being ok with that.  Very different mindset than what we are used to.  Also a different mindset than what we are used to is the drinking and smoking.  Even after the recently passed law of banning smoking inside some places, it is still quite difficult to find a bar or restaurant or place to go into that is not filled with smoke where you will come out smelling like it for days.  And it is also very common that you could go over to a family’s home in the Church for a meal and be offered wine with your meal.  Even a little surprising is that the wine and beer here are cheaper than soft drinks!  It’s just a very different mindset than what most of us know in the states.  

At the beginning of the year in the University they have what they call novatadas, which to us would be known as initiation or hazing where the upper classes do things to the freshman year class of their faculty.  This is somewhat a nice way to get to know your classmates a little more, but also something that isn’t completely necessary to go through.  You can say no and get out of it, or just skip classes that day and miss it all together and hear about it the next day at class!  I didn’t take part in these, so I can’t give you a lot of personal insight.

In the States we tend to learn more of the Latin Spanish and the language here is very different than that.  Even having come in knowing Spanish previously it still took me a while to get to where I felt I could actually understand them!  The accent is different, the pronunciation is different, the way they chop off the end of their words, and especially working with University students involves a language all of it’s own.  

Spain is a long ways from the States and it can get lonely here, especially living in a city that has very few Americans that can truly understand where you are coming from and also very few Christians if you came from a life that you have always been surrounded by them.  The Church in Badajoz is very great and supportive, but it still won’t be your home Church.  It is definitely a good idea to keep in touch with family and friends back home to let them know what is going on and to share your experiences and just to keep in contact, but do be aware that they won’t be going through the same thing you are and it may be hard for them to understand what you are really going through.  And, personally, I know that sometimes the more I’m talking to friends and family back home, the harder it can make it to be fully focused on what I’m doing here.  

Before I arrived in Spain I was warned about how spiritually dark of a place it was, but it wasn’t until after I had been here a while that I could truly understand what was meant by that.  Sometimes it can feel that you are the only one going up against this impossible force.  And through this you get to experience God in a way that you have never been able to before.  Sending out prayer requests to friends, family and supporters is essential.  And I cannot stress to you the importance of diligently and regularly hanging out with God and keeping in The Word and doing as much praying as you can, yourself.  Start now, and don’t stop.

Insights from Shannon Akel

(Student Intern 2005-2006)
 

FRUSTRATIONS

    Not understanding why people do what they do or the way they do things

        -Spaniards don't believe in personal space

        -Spaniards have a temper that blows up immediately and then forget it the next day (a          Spaniard’s wrath)

        -Going into a grocery store and having to walk to the end of the building to enter

   

 *Realize these things make Spaniards unique and different from us as Americans and         appreciate these differences.

 

CULTURAL INSIGHTS

    Smoking

        -it is permitted in grocery stores, in your dorm and pretty much everywhere people are          permitted

        -get used to seeing cigarettes in a vending machine

    *Remember not to criticize them or condemn them...especially to them personally

     

    Alcohol

        -it is appropriate to have during the morning    

        -recognize the mentality of it in Europe how it is different from the States in the fact             that you may go out with people of the church and they may have a beer

    

    Pleasure

        -Live for today is their motto

        -virginity is a novelty

 

    Dating

        -by definition= having a consistent sexual partner

    

    Hazing

        -be prepared mentally, emotionally and spiritually

        -you can say no

 

LANGUAGE

        -have a solid foundation to where you know the rules, basics and a strong vocabulary. 

         a minimum of 3 years Spanish would help 

        -Prepare yourself for the roller coaster of learning a new language. Understand the               levels as when you are progressing it feels like you are digressing.

 

HOMESICKNESS

        -I promise it will happen to you at least a few times. When the homesickness comes         on don't call home and worry everyone. by the next day or two it will probably have gone away. If it lasts for longer than a week it might be ok to call home and express how you are feeling.

        

PRAYER

        -Have at least one prayer partner that you call at least once a week every week.

 

