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International students should expect whole new world @ IIT

Utsav Gandhi
CAMPUS EDITOR

Coming to the United States of
America tor my undergraduate studies was my
first real time going abroad. Between deciding
[ wanted to take up II'T’s offer, my US VISA
interview and my flight to Chicago, I barely had
six full days of hectic packing wherein I didn't
even get a moment to fully comprehend what
exactly [ was getting into. There wasn't an online
community on any “"Admitted Undergraduate”
Facebook page for me to orient myself about
II'l or any Known acquaintances for me to talk
to in the Chicago area before I turned around
and said that tearful goodbye to my parents at
the airport. | remember that everything was so
new to me that I stood perplexedly, trying to
learn how water fountains worked at O'Hare
[International Airport Terminal 5, while waiting
for II'l's International Center shuttle bus to
come pick me up. Somehow, intuitively, [ never
looked at anything new as a scary prospect of
revisiting my fundamental belief systems -
instead, I was always curious to try and learn
something new every day. America, even in
the post-recession world, presented a gamut
of opportunities and a personality-molding
education I could never have access to back
home. And that in itself was the single biggest
factor which kept me going despite all the
homesickness of freshman year.

You'll miss home-cooked tood,
you ll probably condemn the Chicago weather
multiple times, you'll feel jealous of your local
friends who can easily hop onto the Metra
suburban train every time they miss seeing
their little siblings and, if you're anything like
me, you ll wonder why Americans don't play
cricket, eat dinner at a normal dinner time
like 9:00 p.m. or watch Bollywood movies at
the rate of one new release every weekend.
You'll also probably question, at some point,
why they can’t pronounce your name right,
and why yvou have to resort to an alias at
Starbucks or Einstein’s Bagels. But if you care
to take a moment and appreciate what makes
this country different — and special, in its own
way - you ll start growing in ways you never
thought possible. Every day, every conversation,
every new acquaintance will be awindow into a
new culture, and with that realization you will
hopefully come to understand one thing which
is by far the best piece of advice I have ever
received: take advantage of every opportunity
you get to step out of your comfort zone — that’s
always where our biggest growth happens.
Never shy away from exploring a new part of
the city, participating in ‘foreign traditions like
Thanksgiving, learning more about American
history, or taking advantage of the large set
of resources that II'T and our wonderful city
of Chicago provides. Even three years later |
cannot understand how baseball works, or why
bipartisan politics can become such a touchy

topic, or how the current state of weather or
ﬁ_}Othﬂ” (ﬂﬂl “Hi_]CCCl'H, }"{)U‘]] SOOI l]]'](lt‘]'ﬁt&ﬂd
what ['m talking about)
initiate a conversation for you. But what I do

are guard nteed to

know is that I've had some great conversations
based on a bilateral curiosity to explore and
explain cultures. Of course I'm not telling you
to abandon your identity and become a new
person altogether — even though I've had the
fortune of traveling across America and making
friends from many different states, I remain
authentically Indian and love my country very
much.

More than that, I think (and
you'll probably hear this a million times)
that one of II'T’s most unique strengths is its
international student body. Residence halls,
the cafeteria, and your classes will abound
with fellow international students from
places all around the world that I cannot
even point out on a map. I've made friends
from Rwanda, Iraq, Bolivia, Mongolia and
Romania during my time here. It's these out-
of-the-box experiences that you have access
to during your time at II'T which might just
enliven your IIT story a whole lot more. Get
involved in student organizations - there are
over 150 catering to literally every possible
student interest, professional degree, religion
and thinkable quirk (there used to be a Beard
and Moustache club, and it's up for revival, it
anyone reading is interested!). If you don’t
find one youre looking tor, create one of
vour own. Use the student transit card to lose
your way on the city’s transportation system
(always keep a friend and a CTA map with
you, of course). Bored of the residence halls?
Check out II'T’s Greek system (trust me, it’s
very, very difterent tfrom anything you ever
saw portrayed by mainstream 'media). Even
if you have no interest in joining a Greek
organization, youre guaranteed to hit it off
with someone, and make at least one new
friend! Greektown, Devon, Italian Village,
Chinatown, and the Ethiopian restaurants on
the North Side - Chicago probably caters to
cuisine from most parts of the world at some
location or the other in the city - so when
youre craving that Pad Thai or Biryani, go
out into the city and get it, and don't forget
to take along a friend to introduce them to
something new as well!

Finally, another cause for thought
in your mind is (most likely) that job.
Employment. Work. The main reason youre
here in the first place. You'll hear all sorts
of rumors about on-campus employment,
social security numbers, “heres a quick way
to make money!” and the works. My advice is
to study hard and develop soft skills, not get
sidetracked by the gazillions of distractions
around. The job will come at its own time, and
there are resources on campus to help you get
there. Don't worry about it, at least for now.

Resident Advisors, the International

Center staff, the many different cultural student
organizations (African, Syrian, Indian, Korean,
Caribbean - just to name a few), the various
ofices on campus catering to student needs,
the International Students Organization,
the Student Counseling Center, even your

professors and classmates — II'T has every built-
in support system you might need to make
your time here feel enjoyable. You just have to
take the initiative to go out and ask for what
you need. Studying abroad doesn't have to be
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a scary, nervous time filled with uncertainty
about the next experience and apprehension
to try new things. It can definitely be the most
rewarding few years you might experience.
So, to" 11T, _and
congratulations — taking that plane ride was
itself a first step towards stepping out of your

welcome

comfort zone. 1 hope you take advantage

of the many more similar opportunities an

educational experience like this provides.
Good luck!
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