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Dear members of the SYA Community, 
 
The United States benefits when young Americans study abroad. 
Government officials, business executives and leading lights in the arts, 
technology and culture have come to accept this as an article of faith. 
Every president since Dwight D. Eisenhower has publicly extolled the 
merits of studying abroad. 
 
That stands to reason. It’s consistent with the mainstream American 
consensus view since the end of World War II on how the United States 
should conduct its relations with other countries. The free exchange of 
people and ideas, the nurturing of relationships through trade and 
treaties and the search for common ground by means of public 
diplomacy and countless private conversations — in other words, 
reaching out and welcoming in, in the spirit of good will and as a matter 
of self-interest: that’s what lies at the core of America’s strength in the 
world. Put another way, that’s really what has made America great.  
 
All of that starts with young people learning about the world outside 
the United States. As Senator Fulbright said, young Americans studying 
abroad “is not one of those nice but merely marginal activities;” those 
students are, in former First Lady Michelle Obama’s words, “actually 
helping to make America stronger.” So making this opportunity 
available to as many people as possible is important for all of us. And 
it’s more important for people coming of age today and tomorrow as 
individuals than for any preceding generation of Americans.  
 
“Studying and living abroad is a must.” That’s what Alain Benichou, the 
president of the American Chamber of Commerce in France told 
veteran broadcast journalist Shellie Karabell whose piece “How 
Studying Abroad Makes You a Better Leader” appeared in Forbes last 
year. Benichou said it’s crucial to study abroad “[n]ot just to acquire 
language skills but in order to become truly bi-cultural.”  
 
People who are bicultural “take part, to varying degrees, in the life of 
two or more cultures,” says François Grosjean, professor emeritus at 
Université de Neuchâtel in Switzerland. “They adapt their attitudes, 
behaviors and values to these cultures, and they combine and blend 
aspects of the cultures involved.” 

"Of all the joint ventures in which we 
might engage, the most productive, in 

my view, is educational exchange. I 
have always had great difficulty – 

since the initiation of the Fulbright 
scholarships in 1946 – in trying to find 

the words that would persuasively 
explain that educational exchange is 

not merely one of those nice but 
marginal activities in which we 

engage in international affairs, but 
rather, from the standpoint of future 
world peace and order, probably the 

most important and potentially 
rewarding of our foreign-policy 

activities." 
— J. William Fulbright 

 
 
 

“The fact is, with every friendship you 
make, and every bond of trust you 

establish, you are shaping the image 
of America projected to the rest of the 

world. That is so important. So when 
you study abroad, you’re actually 

helping to make America stronger.” 
— Michelle Obama 

 
 
 

“There is a flickering spark in all of us 
which, if struck at just the right 

age…can light the rest of our lives, 
elevating our ideals, deepening our 

tolerance, and sharpening our 
appetite for knowledge about the rest 
of the world. Educational and cultural 

exchanges…provide a perfect 
opportunity for this precious spark to 

grow, making us more sensitive and 
wiser international citizens  

throughout our careers.” 
— Ronald Reagan 
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We know that the advantages of being bicultural are legion. Bicultural people can act as 
intermediaries between cultures and often develop a greater number of social networks. They 
can gain greater insight to human behavior from different contexts, which can help them 
recognize and appreciate other points of view. 
 
There’s more. “You develop poise and self confidence. You learn to be OK in situations where 
the outcome is not obvious,” Karabell observed. Maybe most important, Karabell says, “You 
learn to listen. Really listen. Because you will be hearing different syntax, different expressions, 
different concepts from those you learn at home.” 
 
More than 50 years ago, SYA pioneered an approach to creating bicultural opportunities for 
young Americans. Now in China, France, Italy and Spain, SYA finds families to host a select group 
of high school students every year. While living with their host families, immersed in the 
language and culture they have chosen, SYA students face the academic rigors of standards set 
by some of the most demanding secondary schools in the United States. So when they get 
home, SYA students haven’t lost a step on their peers as they apply to colleges and universities. 
And they will bring back with them more poise, some measure of self-confidence, better 
listening skills and a greater tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity that they might have 
missed if they had stayed home. 
 
For the two of us, SYA struck a spark, as former President Ronald Reagan put it, “at just the right 
age.” Like thousands of other SYA alums, we know that our SYA experience instilled in us an 
authentic and enduring interest in the peoples of the world, in what they do and how they live, 
and in how they see us as Americans. We learned firsthand the difference between being a 
tourist and an actual resident of another country. We experienced, as teenagers, what it’s like 
to be treated like a foreigner.  Maybe that has helped shape our view of those who have made 
their way to the United States from distant shores for one reason or another. We like to think 
so. 
 
SYA embodies the United States at its best, teaching that pride in one’s country can and should 
go hand in hand with humility, tolerance and respect for other cultures and traditions. If that’s 
what you believe, too, please join us in contributing to the 2016-17 Annual Fund. Our collective 
gifts indicate our support of SYA’s mission, and our commitment as a community to actively 
strengthen SYA each year. 
  
Sincerely, 
 
 
Ad Hardin FR’85, Annual Fund Co-Chair    Julian Fu CN‘06, Annual Fund Co-Chair 
 
 

 


