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	From left, Midshipman 1st Class Alex Cole, Midshipman 2nd Class Vince Gonzalez and Midshipman 1st Class Tyler Darr stand in front of the Chilean Naval Academy during their semester abroad. Photo courtesy of the International Programs Office.
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During the fall of 2009 three Naval Academy midshipmen spent the semester at the Chilean Naval Academy, Escuela Naval ‘‘Arturo Prat,” in Valparaiso, Chile, as part of an exchange program. 

Midshipmen 1st Class Alex Cole and Tyler Darr and Midshipman 2nd Class Vince Gonzalez attended the Chilean school while two Chilean midshipmen came to the U.S. Naval Academy for the semester. 

‘‘As the only three foreign cadets from a non-Spanish speaking country, integration was difficult at first though we settled in nicely by the end of the semester,” said Cole. ‘‘Our experiences expanded our horizons, redefining our thoughts on culture and our neighbors to the south.” 
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Each midshipman had at least three Chilean roommates who guided them through the normal routine. They were also assigned sponsor families that they stayed with on weekends allowing them to spend some time away from the school. 

‘‘Our Chileans sponsors were instrumental in showing us the local sights and how to really enjoy the Chilean lifestyle and culture,” said Darr. ‘‘The relationships we made with the Chilean cadets are probably the most astounding part of the whole experience.” 

All three lived with naval families, but each experience was different, as each family shared aspects of their culture they felt were most important. 

The three midshipmen attended classes along with their Chilean counterparts. While Chilean cadets took all of their classes with the classmates who would graduate with them, the American midshipmen had the opportunity to tailor their schedule differently to better acclimate and integrate them into the Chilean experience. 

‘‘Our classes were with either second, third or fourth year cadets and we were the only ones out of normal class sections at any time, said Gonzalez. ‘‘This gave us an opportunity to not only take classes like leadership and Spanish language, but also to see the differences in the stages of development of each individual class.” 

They also had the opportunity to participate in naval training ranging from navigating ships, both in simulators and on the water, to flooding and fire exercises requiring full protective gear, live-fire exercises and scuba diving at depths of 25 meters. 

‘‘Our cross cultural communication and interaction offered us unique perspectives on world events and the opportunities to grow our leadership and better develop into future officers while connecting with our Chilean counterparts,” said Gonzalez. 

During the semester the mids spent some time travelling around the country and the southern-cone region of South America, including Buenos Aires, Argentina. 

‘‘Immediately upon landing, we realized we had stepped into an entirely different culture,” said Cole. ‘‘Having the opportunity to compare Argentine and Chilean culture for one week and share with the porteÒos (residents of Buenos Aires) was absolutely essential to gaining a better insight into the region.” 

The midshipmen participated in events with the U.S. Military Group, especially the Navy section, where they could interact with mid-grade and senior officers from the U.S. and Chile. 

‘‘We were able to watch how U.S. officers posted overseas must fully understand and respect the culture in order to further U.S. interests,” said Darr. ‘‘Also, living with Chilean cadets on a daily basis we soon realized that we were the representative of the U.S. to these cadets. What they saw from us as midshipmen would form their future perspectives of the nation as a whole. This often felt like a massive responsibility. 

‘‘One of the most important lessons we learned during this experience was that as officers in the U.S. Navy, we would have to consider every aspect of an issue when making decisions regarding our dealings with a foreign nation. This lesson in particular is one that we will all carry into our careers as junior and senior officers.”

