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Going abroad to the United States of America
To participate in a student exchange program can be a life changing decision. It was my best decision ever to study at the University of Alabama, although it was only for one semester. Often can hear “travelling broadens your mind”, but you cannot really understand what it means, if you never participated in an exchange program. 

This report will give a little overview about the University of Alabama, its academic and social opportunities. To underline my impressions, the reader will also find several pictures within the report.
Before you travel in a foreign country like the United States of America you might think, that you will have cultural or language problems. It is true, sometimes there will be difficult situations, but there will be also always somebody to help you. Southerners are very open-minded, friendly and helpful people. If you need support of any kind, just ask for it and they will provide it.
On and off campus you will find friends. I had the pleasure to meet people, who I can really count as a part of my family. Going abroad not only enriches you language proficiency, much more important are your social experiences, which you will never forget.
Don’t miss the chance to take advantage of the Joint Study exchange to the University of Alabama. You get much more out of it, than you invest in your preparations.

Costs

When you plan to go abroad, your first question might be: “What will it cost?”

I can give you only a general overview about the necessary expenses of one semester. I have to add, that this will be your minimum expenses and that you will have to add several more 100 dollars, if you want to be part of trips or buy clothes, etc.

Minimum expenses for one semester at the UA (University of Alabama):

Exchange rate at the time of the travel: €1=$1,20

	US-Visa
	$96

	Sevis Visa Fee
	$120

	Flight
	$1208

	German House
	$2280

	Dining Dollars (mandatory)
	$300

	Books
	$270

	Medical Insurance
	$200

	International Student Fee
	$50

	Course Fees (depends on your choice)
	$70

	equals
	$3386= €3829

	Minus the Joint Study Scholarship
	-            €1950

	equals
	             €1879


These costs don’t include your nutritional expenses, trips or other additional costs.

If you don’t have an extravagant lifestyle and like to cook for yourself, you can add as a minimum $300 per month.
I want to give every travelling student a recommendation. Think about a safety budget, if you have an accident or other additional expenses, you must be able to pay immediately.

Preparations

US-Visa
Congratulation, you have been accepted for the exchange program! Now it is time to get your US-Visa. The US-Embassy is located in Vienna. You can contact them and get all information you will need at: www.usembassy.at. When you are applying for your F1 student visa, try to read all information on the embassy website you can get. Don’t ask friends for their help, because they have been in the States before. The prerequisites for visas change every once in a while, the embassy adds new fees or changes the documents you will need.
Plan a few months ahead! You will have to get an interview appointment in Vienna for your student visa. The embassy schedule can be quite full, so try to call and arrange an appointment in time. Don’t wonder if they ask very personal questions. Be prepared to have all necessary documents and payment receipts with you. They will send you back home to Klagenfurt without a visa, if you do not do so!

After your visa interview in Vienna, you will receive your passport with the visa within approximately 3 to 5 days.

Medical Insurance

The University of Alabama cares a lot about your health condition. As an international student you have the possibility to get an UA insurance or you can waive to a travel insurance of your home country. During your stay at the University of Alabama you have to have medical insurance. I would recommend waiving to an Austrian insurance. The reasons for it: it is cheaper, if you search carefully for the right insurance, Austrian insurances are mostly better and it is easier to cope with an insurance of your home country, if there should be any medical problems.

Be prepared to give very specific information about your health condition – you will be asked for it in your welcome package of the UA and in the Russell Student Health Centre on campus. When you arrive on campus you will also have to take a Tuberculosis Skin Test in the health centre. Only an American test is valid, if you don’t have a negative result, you are not allowed to go to classes.
Before you come to the United States also be sure to have all necessary measles immunizations. If you are not sure if you have all necessary immunizations, your doctor can help you.
Accommodation

The University of Alabama has several dorms on campus. At the UA website you can find pictures of the dorms and their price ranges. You have free choice between dorms only for girls or boys, mixed ones or apartment-like dorms.
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I chose to live in the German House, which you can also find under the name Scholl House. 

It is an apartment complex, which is close to the Recreation (Sports) Centre. This form of living gives you a little bit more privacy and the opportunity of a kitchen and living room. The concept of the German House gives Americans, Austrians and Germans a chance to live together and help each other. 

In fall 2005 two apartments were designated as German House. Normally six people share one apartment. You have your own bedroom, but have to share all other rooms with the other guys. If you want to live in the German House the members also want you to participate in group activities, so be prepared to do so.

In fall 2005, Dr. Elaine Martin from the German department was the German House faculty advisor. If you want to live there, you have to apply for it with a document, you can find on the internet. Dr. Martin decides then, who and where the people will live in the German House. If you want to make sure, that you get a room there, you can contact Dr. Martin at emartin@bama.ua.edu. It was never a problem, that an exchange student got a room in German House.

The German House is part of the Bryce Lawn apartment complex. Therefore you have an apartment director and a residential assistant, if you should have any accommodation problems. The apartment itself has a German House Director, who is always a student from Germany.
When you are applying for a room make sure to take a smaller one, because they are cheaper.

The kitchen, which you are sharing, is worth its extra money, because you have a dishwasher, microwave, stove and laundry machine. The kitchen and living room are also the social meeting points of the apartment. 

When you arrive in the House only the main furniture will be there. Be prepared to get the rest out of the German department as soon as possible. You can find pillows, blankets, pots, etc. there. Each German House generation passes on the old stuff to the next members. The earlier you get there, the better stuff you can choose from. Wait the first week of classes, before you buy additional stuff. Each year the American members bring household stuff with them, you can also use, if you ask. 
Included with your dorm fee you also have telephone and wireless-LAN access in your room.

I recommend you to care about your room lock (locks are quite different from Austrian ones() and key, because if you lock out yourself it can be pretty expensive.

One thing you should care about too, is that you do not talk too much German, while staying in the German House, which is quite tricky when living together with Germans and Americans.
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The University 
The University of Alabama is well known for its College of Communication and Information Sciences. The department won several awards, is famous for its own TV and radio station and is ranked under the best 5 Communication Colleges in the United States. This was also the department I belonged to. The department is split in several fields like Advertising, Public Relations, Mass Communication, etc. Most students from Klagenfurt will find the appropriate courses in the department.
During orientation week and afterwards it is easy to get advice, which classes to take. I would recommend browsing through some course descriptions on the internet, just to inform you about the endless course choices. If you have problems to find the right course for you, ask for help in the “Tisch Student Service Centre.”
You should not have wrong expectations about the American college system. You will get a lot of help, if you ask for it, but you will also have to work hard for your grades. American college is much more school-like, than the Austrian one. A class meets two to fife times each week, you will get more homework and you will write more exams during the semester. 
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All in all you will need 12 credit hours for your scholarship and visa status. Do not worry about the workload, because you will learn continually, bit by bit. The beginning of the semester can be quite confusing, because you do not know how many and which classes to take. I can only recommend going to the International office or your department, writing the professors and asking them about their courses. Finally take more credit hours, than you will need for your transcript, because you can drop one course during the first few weeks of classes without getting problems.
Personal learning experiences
Studying in the United States is quite different. The University of Alabama has very good equipment (computers, own TV/radio station …) compared to Austrian universities. In my opinion this is a result of the high tuition fees. As international student I had the advantage to use the new technologies. Also the relationship to your professors is different compared to Austria. You can go to them at any time or call your professor to get advice or some motivation. The University of Alabama also impressed me by its huge libraries. The UA has several of them with excellent staff. In general, if you need support from official side, I always found friendly and helpful staff at the UA. The support from all sides, professors, staff, friends and acquaintances made it possible, that I could achieve fast progress in my studies without loosing any motivation. On this way I also want to thank all these people for their effort with me.
Food on Campus

When registering at the University of Alabama it is mandatory, that you pay $300 as Dining Dollars. This amount will be booked on your Action Card (student card). 
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You can use the card at the food court, Starbucks, cafeterias on the strip (part of campus with bars, restaurants, etc.) and stores which have a contract with the UA. American food, especially on campus, is not cheap and consists mostly of fast food. I am not a friend of fast food, so I cooked at home or ate in the “Fresh Food Company”. It is part of the cafeteria, where you can get all kinds of food. It will be prepared in front of you and it is an all you can eat restaurant. You have the option to get your Dining Dollars back of the semester. It will be some paper work, but that way you can decide, if you want to cook for yourself or depend on the food court.
Activities on Campus
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You are a sports freak or a very social person? – The University of Alabama offers a wide range of leisure time activities for each of us.
The UA has a brand new Recreation Centre. I never saw such a huge and modern sports centre before. If you are living at German House, the Recreation Centre is right next to you.
There are endless football and soccer fields, which are alighted at night. You have an indoor and outdoor pool. In the centre you can choose from cardio and weight lifting, spinning, tennis or other group activities. The Recreation Centre opens at 5 in the morning and closes at midnight; it is perfect after a long day of learning.

If you are not a sports person, I can recommend going to the International Coffee Hour, which takes place each Friday at B.B. Comer Hall. There you can meet other internationals, find friends and drink coffee together.
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The Capstone International Centre also organizes trips to Montgomery, Birmingham or other cities, to visit museums or malls. Take advantage of it, if you have some time and money left.

Do not forget to get a student football game package! The cards are like pure gold and it is fun to go to the games in the huge stadium. It is very special to be part of this tradition and you never saw so many people freaking out about a sports game( . 
Off Campus

When you are used to have a car and to be independent, you will miss your car in Tuscaloosa. The city does not have a real city centre and the malls are spread out somewhere. Without a car you cannot get around in Tuscaloosa.
In Austria we are used to official transportation. In Tuscaloosa you have the option to take the Trolley, but you never know when it comes.

I decided to become really good friends with some people who have a car and know where to go to. I would recommend that also to you. It is not really a problem to buy a car in the United States, but you should really think about it, if it is worth for a few months.

On Campus
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The University is a walking campus, which means that you have to park your car in special zones, far away from your department and walk to your classes. Take enough time in the morning to go to class or organize a bike. I would recommend doing the second one, because you can borrow a bike from friends, the German department or buy a cheap one at Walmart. The campus is really big and if you need something urgently, books, food, etc. it is a real advantage to have a bike.
If you should have any questions about the UA, feel free to contact me via e-mail.
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