
A report from the INTERNATIONAL SUMMER SCHOOL on EQUALITY in Utrecht in July 2014 
 
One day, my European Studies professor John McCarthy asked me if I had ever traveled to Europe. With 
a sigh, I responded “no,” but I told him that I would love to utilize the knowledge I had developed as a 
EUS major, specifically my fluency in Spanish and Italian. Excitedly, he handed me a poster for a two-
week summer program centered on Liberty, Equality and Fraternity in Modern Europe, to be held in 
Utrecht, The Netherlands. I thought back to my history classes about the city of Utrecht. The only thing I 
could remember was the Treaty of Utrecht, which famously negotiated the end of the War of Spanish 
Succession. I wondered, how could I study modern Europe in a fairly medieval city? How could I utilize 
my knowledge of Spanish and Italian in such an unfamiliar setting? 

Nevertheless I decided to go.  I began to see the folly of these questions as I gazed upon pictures of 
Utrecht before travelling, and my two-week experience there made me realize that Utrecht is an 
international, modern city.  As I walked along the beautiful Oudegracht (Old Canal) of Utrecht, I saw 
people of different cultures at every step. I ate in Turkish, Indian, Spanish, and Greek restaurants and 
met people of these cultures along the way. In the Lombok neighborhood, I learned about the many 
groups of immigrants that live in Holland.   

The thing that makes the LEF Summer School unique is the extremely intelligent and gregarious students 
it attracts. After a long flight and restless sleep, I attended my first class in Utrecht. I was fascinated to 
see how diverse the class was: we had students from the United States, Northern Ireland, Czech 
Republic, Slovenia, Turkey, Belgium, and Switzerland. In fact, my friend Sam Conix, a law student from 
Antwerp, spoke Dutch, French, English, Italian, German, and Spanish. Whenever we took a break during 
class, we would chat only in Italian or Spanish; I was delighted to have the opportunity to speak these 
languages that I enjoy so much. I was able to participate in a cross-cultural discourse in which I shared 
what I knew while learning much more about my peers’ cultures. In fact, over one 15-minute Frisbee 
game with my friends from Brno, Czech Republic, I was able to memorize how to say the numbers 1-30 
in Czech. Whether it was inside the classroom or out, I learned a great deal from my fellow students, 
and had a lot of fun in the process. 

Additionally, the LEF Summer School is unique because students not only learn about European politics, 
history, and economics, but also have the opportunity to be a part of a solution to the various problems 
we saw in Europe. Indeed, we used the knowledge we had gained at our respective universities to 
formulate ways to improve human rights in both the EU and the United States. We had seminars on 
immigrant rights, gender rights, and LGBT rights, and, after several attempts, organized our 
recommendations for how governments could use the law to improve the lives of its more vulnerable 
citizens.  

I would give only one piece of advice to any Vanderbilt student considering participation in the LEF 
Summer School: leave any preconceptions or fears behind, and try to be a part of the international 
environment that is the classroom in any way you can. The LEF Summer School provides a unique 
opportunity for Vanderbilt students to immerse themselves in a different culture and engage with 
students from all over Europe. Each day, you will learn something new, whether in one of the classroom 



panels featuring distinguished professors, or on the streets of a European city, where you will meet a 
diverse array of people. Put your knowledge to use while learning even more in an exciting new 
environment. 


