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Informing Our "Being There": Reflecting on International Immersion Experiences in Jesuit Universities
On November 13, 2004, we were in San Salvador and had the blessed privilege of participating in the Vigil Mass in memory of the six Jesuit martyrs, their housekeeper and her daughter, and all of the Salvadoran martyrs. The homily was given by Fr. Jose Maria Tojeira, Rector of the University of Central America. He began with these words:

We remember, one more time, our brother and sister martyrs. And we remember them not only with the joy of knowing that they are still with us, inspiring and animating us to work on behalf of others, but also knowing that their cause grows among us. The cause advances our resistance to evil and injustice, it advances our understanding of the path of brother- and sisterhood that we must travel, it advances our ability to propose a challenge, a front against a society too much involved in selfish enrichment and scorn for the poor.

The homilist later spoke of the idea of coming to "know" new realities and to live them together with others in the struggle for justice. Further along, he talked about the need for a "transformation of attitudes" and "a profound change in culture." He also spoke of keeping a "transforming memory alive in a community of like-minded people—those desiring a new society." 


We were struck by these and other themes of the homily, for they are, in part, themes that inform, or should inform, the service-immersion trips undertaken by a Jesuit university. We feel that it is not too grandiose to claim that for some students, the service-immersion experience inspires and animates, that it advances their resistance, understanding, and ability, and that it transforms their attitudes.

Our aim today is to address three questions: 1: What aspects of such service-immersion experiences work best? 2: What aspects of such trips present the greatest challenges? 3: What pitfalls exist, and what strategies might be proposed to meet the challenges they present?

Our replies to these questions are drawn chiefly from three sources: (a) our own experiences as trip leaders and participants; (b) the post-trip evaluation responses of 108 students who have participated in eleven different immersion trips sponsored by Boston College; and (c) replies to a short questionnaire from our BC colleagues who have led these service trips. As an aside, we note that in 2004-05, Boston College sponsored at least twenty international and 5 domestic service-immersion trips. Our discussion will also try to establish some links to the points made by Roger Bergman in his discussion of immersion experiences.

1: What aspects of such experiences work best?

•  We do a good job of preparing the students intellectually for the experience; we adequately expose them to the history, culture, economics, etc. of the country

•  We do a good job of presenting the Jesuit contribution.  We introduce them to the Ignatian, Jesuit context of the immersion experiene—the reason, the humility aspect, the mutuality, etc., in short, the idea of service for others

•  We do a good job in providing the students with the opportunity to form relationships that will prove important:



One-to-one relationships with each other



Relationships between the individual and the host country

•  We do a good job of on introducing them to the importance of reflection



Group reflection (spoken)



Personal reflection (journal writing)

A trip leader who traveled with students to Nicaragua said, "The aspects that work best are those that involve true immersion into the host country and culture—developing relationships with people in the host country. The richest experiences connect participants, whether students, staff/, or faculty at the heart level with fellow human beings who have been deeply affected by injustices in our world." For her students, this meant direct contact with people whose lives were filled with poverty and injustice. For example, students visited barrios that were established to house poor people whose homes had been destroyed by natural calamities. Many of these homes had dirt floors and no indoor plumbing. In other cases it meant visiting orphanages, or talking with coffee growers who were trying to live and feed their families on two dollars a day.

In his keynote address at Santa Clara University (2000), Fr. Kolvenbach stated: "When the heart is touched by direct experience, the mind may be challenged to change.” One of the very best outcomes of these trips, for many students, is that their hearts are indeed touched by experience.
2: What aspects of such trips present the greatest challenges? 

•  Group dynamics: How do we take twelve strangers and, in a few weeks' time, mold them into a group that can work well together?

•  How do we select participants? So often there are so many more well-qualified applicants than slots available?  How do we decide on the best "mix" of people?

• A key element in the experience is the pre trip preparation.  The forming and bonding of the group is critical, as it supports the interpersonal and spiritual development of the students and also, if done correctly, helps prepare them so they can maximize the experience.
•  How many, and what type, of demands can leaders impose on participants?  (E.g., how much can we ask them to read, especially if the experience is not tied to any course?

•  How do we respond to participants who are at different places in their lives? For example, seniors vs. sophomores; those who have done some service-immersion vs. those who are novices.

•  How do we make sure that the students fully understand the nature (interpersonal, moral/ethical, spiritual development) and degree (time and personal “immersion”) of commitment necessary (both pre and post as well as in country)?
•  How can we use reflections to empower students?

•  How do we best "follow up" the experience?  What do we do when we return to campus?

•  How do we get them to LIVE the experience when they return home, and for the rest of their lives? How do we get them to live it in such a way as to move towards a healthy integration of the richness and reality of the experience? To incorporate the idea of living authentically, as we understand it from the Ignatian, Jesuit context?

•  For some, the Catholic/Jesuit aspect of the experience may be a major challenge. For example, a strong minority of our participants are not Catholic, and efforts to instill a "Catholic" interpretation to some of the events of the trip need to be handled with sensitivity.  One student leader who, in the evening "reflection" period, discussed why only Catholics were invited to take communion when the group attended mass met some resistance from non-Catholics who felt that the Catholic dimension was being pushed, and noted that the important experiences of the trip were deeper than any one religious tradition. It may be very difficult.

• Funding is an issue of course. While there is certainly value to students' fundraising efforts (team building, self and group esteem) it oftentimes becomes too much of a focus to the pre trip preparation.  In addition, students from more affluent backgrounds can find it easier to raise "their fair share".
3: What pitfalls exist, and what strategies might be proposed to meet the challenges they present?
•  The greatest challenges come in managing group dynamics, especially managing the student leaders to empower them to make good decisions. 

•  Another challenge is the decision about who to accept into these often competitive programs—the students who have already proven an interest in and passion for global justice or those for whom an immersion trip would be a true growth experience.

•  A third challenge is what to do with the experience upon return to one's home country. The integration of the experience and developing a meaningful response can be difficult. No matter how careful we are, some students may have (especially in the short term) a negative experience—that is, one that leaves them feeling lonely, depressed, powerless, frustrated, even bitter. Or, the post-trip relationships among students may revert to the purely social. Another possibility is that no action is taken—not by the leaders, not by the participants, not by the institution.  The experience just ends.

Perhaps one strategy would be to encourage the groups to work before, during, and especially after the trip through the Mezirow model. (Adopt it, commit to it and work with it almost like a twelve step program. We could even provide some sort of guide or manual to help them along. It has potential to help us avoid the big post trip pitfalls!)

One possible manner of proceeding to face the challenge of ensuring a meaningful, action-oriented post trip experience for immersion participants could be to fashion an engaging reflection "program" to which participants commit themselves from the beginning.  A suggestion would be to incorporate an adapted model of the work of Transformative Learning theorist Jack Mezirow.  Utilizing the foundational ten points of his model  (see below) groups would use the program to help them prepare, as well as help with reflection in country, focusing on the "disorienting" nature of the first few days of the experience. 

What is key is the "action" oriented second half of the ten points: "exploring new roles, planning a course of action, acquiring knowledge and skills to try out the plan and to develop competence.…" Finally, and what we believe would be a successful outcome for the participants, transformation takes place as participants become "reintegrated into life on the basis of this new perspective." What Mezirow has observed and described in this theory mirrors closely the general goals of any Jesuit sponsored immersion program, and, in may ways, the nature of Catholic, Jesuit higher education. A close look at the life of St Ignatius, in fact, would point out a significant model of "transformation by way of reflection" as ever there was!

 
In any event, the hope we hold for our students and for all participating in Jesuit sponsored immersion trips would, in  a sense,  echo the sentiments expressed at the beginning of the homily in El Salvador, recalled at the beginning of this paper:  We hope that our students will remember their experiences in such a way that leads to new ways of knowing, characterized by joy and gratitude, ways that they find inspiring and animating—the "cause", as experienced and understood  by the group.  We hope that the good work of transformation continues to grow and develop within each participant, as they work together to resist evil and injustice, and come to appreciate the true path of brother and sisterhood that can transform our world into a reality which more closely resembles God's intent for Creation, namely, the Reign of God.

Addendum:

Jack Mezirow on the ten phases of perspective transformation

1. A disorienting dilemma

2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame

3. Critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions

4. recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that others have negotiated a similar change

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions

6. Planning of a course of action

7. Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans

8. Provisional trying of new roles

9. Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships; 

10. Reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new perspective
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