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	Midshipman 2nd Class Gustavo Hernandez, second from left, stands with his fellow students from the Bejing Institute of Education. Hernandez spent his fall semester in the People�s Republic of China as a part of a Chinese language program. Photo courtesy of Midshipman 2nd Class Gustavo Hernandez.
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During the fall semester of 2009, one midshipman had the opportunity to travel to the People’s Republic of China to spend a semester in an intensive Chinese language program. 

Midshipman 2nd Class Gustavo Hernandez participated in a program specifically designed to teach Chinese to American college students. Students were not allowed to use their native language and were provided with a Chinese roommate to coach them in the language and provide them with knowledge of the Chinese culture while also learning more about the U.S. 

‘‘Our roommates often served as lifelines, as navigating through Beijing can be troubling to any newcomer,” said Hernandez. ‘‘The combination of daily intensive classes, motivated roommates, friendships where Chinese was necessary to communicate, and most of all living in a country where speaking Chinese is nothing less than essential, all created an amazing environment where learning the language became surprisingly natural.” 

Hernandez initially arrived in the Beijing with three other midshipmen who were spending the semester in China through a different program, spending the first three days in their company before departing for the Beijing Institute of Education. 

‘‘I was given a warm welcome by the program director and a few Chinese staff members who would later become amazing friends,” said Hernandez. ‘‘That first encounter was an accurate representation of my interactions with the Chinese people. Regardless of the situation, I could count on being greeted with a smile and an invitation to eat a hearty meal.” 

Not all of his experiences occurred at the school. Hernandez also devoted time to traveling around the country, making stops to see urban development in Shanghai, the tomb of Sun Yatsen in Nanjing, and the Great Wall. 

‘‘I never wasted an opportunity to speak to someone new and receive their opinion on culture, politics or just life in general,” said Hernandez. ‘‘Overtime, I began to notice that the topics of our conversations were expanding.” 

While walking down a street in Beijing, Hernandez was stopped by an elderly man who struck up a conversation with him about the economic crisis in the U.S. He was amazed to find that he could comfortably keep the conversation going in Chinese and offer up his own opinions. 

‘‘I can truthfully say that my stay in China was by far the best opportunity I have experienced in my life. I have gained an immense insight into the relationships between international citizens of the world,” said Hernandez. ‘‘Every lesson that I learned and every single life-changing moment that I experienced during the semester will follow me into my future endeavors.”

