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As a nervous, newly admitted freshmen at my summer orientation, I remembered planning out my schedule with a professor under the assumption that I was going to study abroad. In the back of my mind, I thought that it would be impossible. I am blessed to be going to BC in the first place, let alone studying abroad with the burden of the expense and fear of living in another country. It was not until sophomore year when all my peers were weighing back and forth between countries that I actively entertained the thought. Hands down, Italy was my heart’s desire. I love eating at the North End, fell in-love with ancient Rome history in past history classes and was dazed by the romantic notion of living in Italy. The only thing holding me back was the financial cost of living in Europe looming over my head with unfavorable exchange rates and high Italian standard of living. Being the recipient of the Amanda V. Houston Fellowship was the saving grace that validated the next step of my destiny in studying in Italy and opened more doors than I could possibly walk through. 

Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think I would hike four hours through the five towns of Cinque Terre, see, in person, Leonardo Da Vinci’s David and The Last Supper, or step through the gladiator entrance of the Coliseum. The Italian culture is based on preserving history, connecting social networks, and tradition. There is an extraordinary pride and emphasis in restoring ancient monuments, reciting classic plays from the originals, and maintaining family cooking recipes. Living in the present, such as, eating with the family, strolling in the park, and traveling, proceeds the fleeting seconds of time. 

While abroad, I took five courses for the semester which included Italian, Art History, the History of Parma, Communication, and Culture Diversity. During the first ten days of the trip in Florence, I started my Art History course learning about early Renaissance Art. Directed through the museums by Professor Rocky, I saw the breathtaking works of Michelangelo’s Last Pieta, the Birth of Venus, the Gates of Paradise, and other famous art and locations. It was surreal to see the actual paintings I had studied about in person.
Also, taking Culture Diversity, with Professor Papotti, which counted towards my sociology major, was one of the most enlightening courses I have taken in college. From taking class walks of the segregated neighborhoods in Parma and reading racially and politically charged newspaper articles, I learned about the tumultuous social tension between Italian natives and immigrants and the effort to socially integrate communities. 
Although academics is essential, living with my host family, Ms. Nice Ugolotti, impacted my experience the most. Through her I learned the value and the power of being not only a woman but, an independent woman. From eating her home-cooked Italian dinners every night I learned about her life adventures and soaked up her wisdom. Most importantly, I learned to stop, look around, and enjoy life every once in awhile, which is something I neglected to do at BC.   

Although it is easy to get sucked into tourist scrams and spend money fervently, I used the grant responsibly and lived within my means. I was also able to fully enjoy the surreal experience without the anxiety of having enough money. I also used the opportunity to travel to Barcelona, Dublin, London and Amsterdam. It was interesting to see the similarities and differences among European countries. 

I left America filled with curiosity, ambition and eagerness to live the Italian way of life. I came back to America with a greater appreciation of my identity, as a college educated African American woman, empowered and salivating for more travel and adventure. Besides the only downfall of gaining fifteen pounds from the countless cups of gelato, slices of pizza, and bowls of pasta, it was worth it compared to the life-long friendships I made with the Italians and students in the programs, new sense of identity and self-empowerment and cultural tolerance and awareness I gained from studying abroad in Italy.
