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Students study abroad today with the goal to “internationalize their curriculum,” “gain a global edge,” and “develop deep empathy for others” (see various issues of International Educator). In their minds, language has little to do with it and they take it while abroad as a necessary evil. Can we use their approach to our advantage so that the phrases become goals of language teaching? For many of them studying abroad is the first direct encounter with a foreign culture locked in a language whose words, rituals, gestures and humor they don’t understand. Teaching Czech in CESTA we strive to relate one’s general capacity for language to particular daily activities, social behaviors and mental processes, and to bring home the point that any language is the elemental requirement for functioning in a group. Studying a new one opens us up to unexpected options of organizing things, being logical and solving problems.

Living in a new language is an ultimate challenge and a physically exhausting task. The new sounds, speakers’ acts and gestures demand our concentration. As we learn we build new and unpredictable behavioral patterns and question those in which we grew up. Focusing on establishing contacts with others, and selecting how we act as we speak and strive not to breach cultural agreements that seem arbitrary and embedded in foreign cultural contexts may make us feel estranged from those we visit. CESTA provides a way of overcoming the estrangement and finding enjoyment in using the language of the study abroad experience.
