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Register with International SOS 
Before you depart, register on-line with the Harvard International SOS Emergency Travel Assistance 
Program: http://vpf-web.harvard.edu/rmas/4_insurance/Intnlsos.html

Once you arrive, update your local contact information. If there is an international incident, I-SOS will be 
able to contact you through the information that you provide.

In the Event of a Serious International Incident
If an international incident occurs while you are abroad, both I-SOS and Harvard College will try to reach 
you, so keep your phone line open and check e-mail if you can. You should stay informed of the situation 
and assure your personal safety by staying away from the site of the event. If you are part of an organized 
program abroad, follow the emergency plan for your program or university and contact them, if you can, 
to let them know you are safe. Be sure to contact your parents and your sponsoring department or center at 
Harvard to notify them of your safety and location. Regional Center contact information can be found at 
the back of this handbook.

International Terrorism
According to the U.S. Department of State, terrorist attacks typically occur in a random, unpredictable 
fashion. Your best protection is to avoid unsafe areas or areas with a record of recent terrorism. If you must 
travel to such areas, don’t go into the situation without giving your actions careful thought. 

Destination-Specific Information
Assess potential health, safety, crime, natural disaster, and political instability factors for your destination. 
Develop an emergency plan for your physical safety, and for contacting your parents in the event of a natural 
disaster or international incident. If you have concerns about safety in your destination, speak with your 
local contacts and your sponsoring program or department at Harvard.

There are several sources of current information about safety and security in your host country. The U.S. 
State Department creates Consular Information Sheets for every country. In the event of a natural disaster 
or other security threat, the State Department will issue a Public Announcement on their web page. Should 
conditions further deteriorate, the State Department will issue a Travel Warning. It is possible to register for 
automatic emails whenever these statements are made or updated, and it is wise to stay informed of current 
conditions.  

Consular Information Sheets:  
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1765.html

Public Announcements:  
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/pa/pa_1766.html

Travel Warnings:  
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/tw/tw_1764.html

Register with the Local Embassy or Consulate of your Home Country
Foreign embassies and consulates exist to provide assistance to their citizens while abroad, including 
information about current social and political events, climate, health and safety concerns, and educational 
and cultural affairs.  

Register with the embassy or local consulate of your home country so they will be aware of your presence 
in the country and be able to assist you should an emergency arise or in the unlikely event that citizens 
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need to be evacuated. If your travel documents are lost or stolen, report to the nearest embassy or consulate 
immediately to replace your documents. If you find yourself in legal difficulties abroad, contact the embassy 
or consulate, which can help you get in touch with people at home, provide assistance about local laws, and 
try to make sure that you are treated humanely under international conventions.  

Non-U.S. citizens should check with their embassy or consulate in the United States to find out what 
services will be available to them while abroad. U.S. citizens can find the location of the embassy or 
consulate in their host countries through the web site www.state.gov, and can register their trip abroad with 
the State Department in person at the embassy when they arrive in country or at http://travel.state.gov/
travel/tips/registration/registration_1186.html. 
 
Harvard College Travel Policy Regarding Undergraduate Activities Abroad
Harvard College undergraduates may not receive credit for study abroad, funding for internships, research or 
volunteer activities, or sponsorship for extracurricular activities such as music or sport, in countries for which 
the State Department has issued a Travel Warning that: 

• 	 orders departure of U.S. dependents and non-emergency personnel;
• 	 recommends that any U.S. citizens remaining in the country should depart;
• 	 (strongly) warns U.S. citizens against (all) travel to the country; or
• 	 warns (urges) U.S. citizens to defer (all) (non-essential) travel to the country.

For guidelines on discerning whether or not travel is permitted to a certain country due to a State 
Department Travel Warning visit www.fas.harvard.edu/~oip/approved_programs/travel_warnings.html.

The decision to withhold sponsorship can be made up until the 
date of departure.  For travel to countries for which a warning 
is in place, the warning must be lifted at least 30 days before the 
date of departure for sponsorship to be allowed.

If a Travel Warning is issued while students are in the country, 
Harvard will consult with a variety of sources to decide whether 
students will be required to leave the country. Students will 
be notified of the warning and of Harvard’s response, and will 
be given appropriate guidance on steps to take. Each student’s 
emergency contact person in the United States will also be 
informed. 

All students traveling abroad under Harvard sponsorship are required to read and sign an “Assumption of 
Risk and General Release” form prior to departure. They will receive a copy of this form, and a copy will 
be kept with their Harvard records.

The Bureau of Study Counsel 
The Bureau of Study Counsel posts on their web site practical information about dealing with the stress of 
an event, including: 

• 	 Taking Care of Yourself after a Traumatic Experience 
	 http://bsc.harvard.edu/PDFs/TakingCareofYourselfAfterATraumaticExperience.pdf 
• 	 The Trauma Response 
	 http://bsc.harvard.edu/PDFs/trauma_response_handout.pdf. 
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Self-Defense for Women
From time to time, the Harvard College Police Department sponsors free of charge a four-session Rape 
Aggression Defense System (R.A.D.) workshop to teach women techniques of self-defense. The R.A.D. 
System is a program of realistic self-defense tactics and techniques for women. It is a comprehensive, 
women-only course that begins with awareness, prevention, risk reduction and risk avoidance, and 
then progresses on to the basics of hands-on defense training. R.A.D. is not a Martial Arts program. For 
information on when the next workshop will be held on campus, contact the Harvard College Police 
Department at (617) 495.1215, and ask for the R.A.D. Coordinator, or check the web page: www.rad-
systems.com/programs.html

Sexual Assault 
Some students report experiencing greater levels of sexual harassment while abroad. Similarly, some 
countries have different standards for what is acceptable behavior between men and women. Research 
cultural norms before going abroad, and communicate sexual harassment experiences to your program 
contact to seek help. 

The Office of Sexual Assault Prevention maintains a 24/7 emergency hotline that is available to all Harvard 
College students who travel abroad during the academic year. Don’t hesitate to call (617) 495.9100 if you 
need support of any kind related to sexual assault or sexual assault prevention. In the summer, calls will be 
taken by the regular College Emergency Number: (617) 495.5560.

Know your Destination 

Students who have lived abroad emphatically agree that learning as much as possible about the country 
before you leave is the best way to prepare. Get to know your destination by gathering information about 
your host culture from various sources. Use the destination checklist to test yourself on what you know and 
need to learn.

Talk to Harvard Students Who Have Returned From Abroad
Your fellow Harvard students are excellent resources, both those who are from your destination country, 
and those who have recently returned from your destination country. The Office of International Programs, 
located in University Hall, maintains a printed list of returned study abroad students who have volunteered 
to speak about their experiences with other Harvard students.  

Read, Listen, and Watch
You can also learn a lot about a country from reading local newspapers online, listening to songs and music, 
reading books of poetry and fiction, and watching films either about or made in your destination country. 
Buy a guidebook written for young travelers, such as Let’s Go!, Lonely Planet or The Rough Guide. You may 
borrow a copy of Let’s Go! from the OIP.

Country Profiles
The United States Library of Congress provides Country Studies, with information about history, culture, 
and security at: http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cshome.html.   

For country profiles, information on the geography, history, economics, government, communication, 
transportation, military, transnational information, maps, and other details visit www.countryreports.org.
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Accommodations Abroad

There are several common housing arrangements for students overseas and each has benefits and 
disadvantages, so weigh them against your personal preferences. Ask returned students, program staff or 
local contacts about what they recommend. For tips on choosing accommodations, visit www.letsgo.com/
articles/tips/planning/accommodations.php. 

Homestays
Living with a host family provides the opportunity to experience the culture and daily life of your host 
country while you improve your language skills. It gives you an unique window into the culture and the 
opportunity to make real connections with host nationals. Homestays are offered by families of all ages and 
sizes. The time and involvement expected in a homestay varies. Typically less expensive than leasing an 
apartment, staying with a host family is not usually free.
 
Apartments  
For students who are studying abroad on a university-based program, assistance may be offered with finding 
apartments. If your program does not offer housing assistance, we recommend that you arrive several weeks 
in advance to handle the search. Another option is to contact Harvard students who are currently living at 
your destination. Rental laws and procedures differ around the world, so find out what you need to know. 
In some countries, a large non-refundable deposit or local guarantor is required.  

Short-Term and Travel Accommodations
Hostels offer inexpensive, short-term lodging. There are hostels in most large cities in the world that offer 
dormitory style rooming with shared baths, kitchen facilities and common areas. It is usually a good idea to 
lock up your belongings if staying in a hostel, and bring earplugs which may come in handy. Regardless, 
hostels are a great place to meet other travelers. 

Be creative when looking for short-term housing. Look into arrangements through Harvard offices abroad. 
The OIP maintains a list of all students going abroad; contact other Harvard students who will be in the 
same city as you and inquire about their housing arrangements. Global networks connect people around 
the world who may offer free or inexpensive short-term lodging in their homes as well as information, 
conversation or just a local contact. See the OIP web site for some useful links.

Adjusting to a New Culture 

Having a successful international experience depends on your ability to adjust to a different lifestyle, 
schedule, environment, food, climate, time zone, social habits, and often a new language. Different students 
require different levels of independence and support. Identify and seek assistance in areas in which you need 
support while continuing to challenge yourself.

While cultural differences may seem exciting at first, they can also cause psychological and social 
disorientation, frustration, confusion, and other stressful responses. There are techniques to help you deal 
with cross cultural adjustmant and to calm down and refocus when you are feeling distressed. It is not 
necessarily easy, but with practice, it can work well. Redirect and divert your attention by playing a sport, 
joining a club, doing volunteer work, or doing another activity that you enjoy.

Recording Your Experiences Abroad
What really happens when you leave your familiar surroundings, your routine, your friends, family and 
community for a time abroad? One way to notice and understand the nature of the changes that are 
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likely to take place for you, as well as to share them with family and friends abroad, is to keep a journal 
or blog. Observing, describing, recollecting, capturing, and composing allow you to reflect on what has 
taken place and make sense of what you are discovering. Perhaps you will learn best by simply talking 
about your experiences. Everyone has a different way of learning. By reflecting on experiences, the writer, 
photographer, or artist who is painting the scene shapes his or her views about the place and the people and 
about him or herself. Since your pace will likely change while you are abroad, you may find that you have 
time to pick up a pen and write airmail letters to your friends and family. You might also create a photo 
essay or enter the Harvard College International Photo Contest held every fall. 

Gender, Ethnicity, Race and Sexual Orientation Abroad
The meaning of gender, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation and 
disability are perceived and treated differently from country to 
country. Everyone should be prepared for some discrimination 
in other countries and it is important to be realistic about this 
in advance, so that you may be able to anticipate and better 
handle interactions. It is helpful to speak with past participants 
who have similar backgrounds to you and program staff about 
what to expect in your destination country. Harvard encourages 
all students to go abroad, regardless of gender, ethnicity, race, 
sexual orientation and disability status, and puts a priority on 
helping all students to understand the challenges presented by 
international education. 

Women Abroad 
Attitudes toward equality and gender roles differ widely around the world. Women may also experience 
unwanted attention, based on stereotypes of American women drawn from the media. Your host culture 
might limit women’s mobility, which can be frustrating. Strategies for managing your frustrations include 
understanding the cultural roots of different treatment of women and seeking support from others. To avoid 
harassment, dress conservatively and behave in ways considered appropriate in the host culture, and learn 
culturally appropriate ways to handle unwanted attention. It is important to differentiate between sexual 
harassment and cultural differences. Seek assistance from your sponsoring department or center, or local 
contacts.

BGLT Students Abroad
Attitudes and laws pertaining to sexual orientation vary throughout the world and it is important to know 
the laws and mores of the country in which you will be living, since there can be serious penalties for 
breaking them. In many countries, sexual orientation is not a public part of one’s identity, though there may 
be a BGLT scene or support system. 

Useful links:
	 Harvard Gay and Lesbian Caucus: http://hglc.org
	 www.indiana.edu/~overseas/lesbigay/biblio.html
	 International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission: www.iglhrc.org
	T he International Lesbian and Gay Association: www.ilga.org

Students with Disabilities Abroad
Students registered with Harvard Student Disability Resources (SDR) who are eligible for academic and 
other disability accommodations are also eligible for accommodations overseas when such accommodations 
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can be arranged. SDR is able to facilitate this process with adequate notice. Contact sdr@fas.harvard.edu for 
more information. 

Mobility International USA (www.miusa.org) is a US-based national non-profit organization whose mission 
is to empower people with disabilities around the world through international exchange, information, 
technical assistance and training. It is their goal to ensure the inclusion of people with disabilities in the 
international exchange and development programs. 

Communication 

Communicating with Family and Friends
Before you go abroad, let your family and friends know how you will contact them, and how they can 
contact you. While instant communication via email, Skype and text messaging is common in the US, 
you may not have such technologies at your disposal in your host country. Phone access abroad varies 
widely in both availability and cost. In some countries it is a small matter to purchase your own cell phone 
upon arrival, but in other countries, you may find yourself waiting in line to use the public phone to call 
home. Ask returned students what to expect and how they called home, and then make a plan to contact 
your family when you arrive. It may be less expensive to have your family call you. In several countries, 
inexpensive pre-paid phone cards are available in local convenience stores or kiosks. While it can be 
tempting to spend lots of time on the phone or emailing with friends back home, be sure to take full 
advantage of your time abroad.

Verbal Communication Skills
Take cues from your hosts about what is considered appropriate. The same personal questions that are 
appropriate in one country may be offensive in another country. Be careful with your humor, as each 
country has its own brand of humor. Be formal and polite. If you are not currently studying the language 
in your destination country, brush up on your language skills.  Join a conversation group on campus, take 
a short summer refresher course before you go, read foreign language newspapers and watch films about 
your destination in the language of the country. If you are a beginner, learn key words and phrases for 
conversation and emergencies. The Center for Global Education offers checklists of phrases and words: 
www.studentsabroad.com/infosheet.html
 

Non-Verbal Communication Skills
Learn about non-verbal communication in your destination 
country by watching your hosts. Gestures mean different 
things in different countries, and it is best to learn 
the degree of familiarity that is appropriate with new 
acquaintances. Learn about how to give or receive items, 
and customs regarding greeting such as bowing, kissing, 
and shaking hands, and ways of showing respect. Personal 
space norms and the appropriateness of public displays 
of affection vary widely. In some countries, people may 
become quite upset if you take a photograph of them 
without their permission. Check your guidebook or talk 
to students on campus who are from that country or who 
have lived there for specific advice on cultural etiquette.
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Resources for Thesis Research

Harvard University Human Subject Research Regulations
University regulations and federal rules require advance review and approval of most human subject 
research. Any living person from or about whom information is collected for a scholarly study is deemed a 
“research subject” – the term is not limited only to those subjects involved in clinical or laboratory studies. 
Faculty and students contemplating a research project involving humans as subjects, whether or not the 
work is externally funded and regardless of the area of academic discipline, should ascertain whether the 
project requires review. The Standing Committee on the Use of Human Subjects in Research, the Faculty 
of Arts and Sciences’ federally mandated Institutional Review Board, is responsible for reviewing proposed 
studies. Applications should be submitted two weeks prior to Committee meetings, which are held monthly 
throughout the academic year. Judging from the information provided on the application, the Committee 
determines whether the proposed procedures will adequately safeguard the rights and welfare of the subjects. 
The Committee also aims to insure the appropriate recruiting practices, permissions, and student time 
commitments. Some projects may not require full Committee review; others may be exempt from review 
altogether. Students planning research projects should contact a Committee Research Officer to determine 
whether review is required.  www.fas.harvard.edu/~research/hum_sub/

Thesis Writing Workshops
The Weatherhead Center for International Affairs and the Minda de Gunzburg Center for European Studies 
offers a series of workshops for all juniors planning to do summer thesis research abroad. Topics range from 
“What is a senior thesis?” to “How do I write a successful grant proposal for funding my research abroad?”  
Visit the Weatherhead website for dates and details: www.wcfia.harvard.edu.

Tips for Conducting Research Abroad
• 	 Utilize your Harvard connection. Ask your professors if they know of anyone who might be 

willing to speak with you, and follow up with all suggestions. 
• 	 Plan your course of research. Do preliminary research and prepare your questions before departure, 

so that you can best utilize your time abroad.  
•	 Don’t expect to come back with all of your questions answered; you may come back with many 

more questions of your own.
• 	 Use your time abroad to do research you can’t do at Harvard or in the US. Check out the 

resources at Widener and other Harvard libraries before you go, both to help you prepare for going 
and to be sure you use your time abroad effectively. 

• 	 A laptop computer or a recorder can be very useful in researching and interviewing. Keep in mind 
that some people are not comfortable being recorded.  

• 	 Bring letters of introduction and business cards. Letters of introduction can help you access libraries 
and other restricted resources. Business cards are an excellent tool for introduction when trying to 
schedule interviews. In some countries, it is customary to exchange cards upon introduction.

• 	 Always go to the top when trying to schedule interviews. Even though you will most likely be 
interviewing with assistants, supervisors are more likely to respond positively to informational 
interviews.

• 	 Arrange for two interviews with each person if possible, scheduling other interviews in between. 
You might come up with many more questions after talking to someone else. Ask your interviewee 
for suggestions of other people you might interview. Diversify your sources as much as possible.

• 	 Be aware of local holidays and vacation schedules, as well as local business hours; for instance, in 
many countries businesses close – or their employees are not available – in the early afternoon for 
lunch.

• 	 Learning to make your way around in a foreign bureaucracy can be very difficult and time 
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consuming. Be prepared for this and be patient. 
• 	 Save time by arranging interviews ahead of time.
• 	 Start writing! It will help you sort through your thoughts, and identify areas and topics to further 

explore while you are abroad.  

Keys to Success for International Internship Experiences

You will be facing an adjustment to a new organizational culture and the culture of an unfamiliar country, 
and have a limited amount of time there. It is important to define clear Terms of Reference (TOR) with 
your supervisor that make the most of your time, for both you and the organization. Terms of Reference 
is a document which describes the purpose and structure of a project, committee, meeting, or negotiation. 
The Terms should address employer expectations, goals, primary duties, dates and locations. 

• 	 Be independent. Most organizations have human resources constraints and have limited time to 
supervise or assist a temporary employee.

• 	 Be focused. Concentrate on making an impact and contributing to the organization’s goals and 
objectives. 

• 	 Be flexible. Even in the most advanced organizations, needs evolve rapidly.
• 	 Outstanding performance leads to outstanding recommendations.
• 	 Be proactive and innovative. For example, suggest improved IT procedures or assessment or 

evaluation methods that the organization might value.
• 	 Get to know all staff, not just your supervisor and the director. 
• 	 Adjust your expectations to the realities on the ground.

From the organization’s perspective, an intern requires time and investment so that he or she can contribute 
and learn. Staff might feel apprehension about the intern’s arrival. Establishing an attainable goal, with 
three or four concrete tasks within a project makes intern supervision easier. How much should the intern 
engage with the client? This will vary greatly by organization. The supervisor and the intern should discuss 
a reasonable level of contact. Satisfaction in managing interns is important for the organization and for its 
continuing relationship with Harvard and for the field. 

Connect with Harvard Clubs Abroad 

The Harvard Alumni Association (HAA), with offices on the 6th floor of 124 Mt. Auburn Street in 
Cambridge, is the official association of all alumni of Harvard University. The purpose of the HAA is to 
promote the welfare of Harvard University and to establish a mutually beneficial relationship between 
Harvard University and its alumni. Its regular members include recipients of all degrees granted by Harvard 
and Radcliffe Colleges, as well as the members of all University Faculties.  
 
The HAA helps alumni connect with the University and with fellow graduates through a wealth of Club 
activities, continuing education programs, online services, and alumni events domestic and internationally. 
Currently, the HAA supports over 190 Harvard Clubs in more than 75 countries throughout the world. 
Most Harvard Clubs are ‘virtual Clubs’ that meet in different locations to bring together alumni residing 
in the same geographical region and provide opportunities for them to remain connected to Harvard and 
to each other. Each offers its own variety of programs, services, and opportunities to its members and to its 
communities. The Clubs are run by volunteers; therefore the level of activity varies per Club.

During your international experience you can email the Harvard Club in your destination asking them to 
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please include you in their mailings. In this way you can be aware of and possibly join Club activities during 
your stay abroad. This will give you the opportunity to meet with Harvard alumni and experience the local 
culture through your interaction with them.

Visit the Harvard Club Directory to find a Harvard Club in your destination:  http://post.harvard.edu/
harvard/clubs/pdf/ClubDirectory1207.pdf

If you have any questions please contact Sara Aske, HAA International Alumni Affairs at sara_aske@harvard.
edu.

Returning to Campus from Studying Abroad

The Office of International Programs’ web site lists several ways to stay connected to your abroad 
experience: www.fas.harvard.edu/~oip/students/return.html. 

The Office of Career Services (OCS) is a terrific resource for exploring other international opportunities: 
www.ocs.fas.harvard.edu. 

Housing on Campus
To return to Harvard after a semester or year away, you must submit an Application for Returning Students, 
approximately a semester in advance of your expected return. Most students complete this application before 
they leave campus to study abroad. Students who submit the form after the deadline will be housed on a 
space available basis and charged a late fee. 

Registration for Classes at Harvard
Online registration will be available a few days in advance of the beginning of the term. Study Cards must 
be submitted in person, approximately one week later. Check the Office of the Registrar’s webpage for 
specific dates and further information about registration and enrollment. 

Financial Aid for Returning Students
Students wishing to apply for financial aid must request a financial aid application from the Financial Aid 
Office by February 1 for the following fall term and by October 1 for the following spring term. Late 
applicants cannot be assured financial aid. Students should complete a term bill worksheet, obtained from 
their Allston Burr Resident Dean and returned to the Student Billing Office, Holyoke Center 556, with 
payment before August 9 for a fall term return and before January 17 for a spring term return. 

Study Abroad Evaluations
Your comments about your study abroad experience are invaluable to your peers and the Office of 
International Programs. When you return, you will be asked to complete an evaluation of your term abroad 
that can be shared with prospective study abroad students. 

Re-entry Adjustment
Adjustment to coming “home” is often a surprise. Your own country and culture can stand in sharp 
contrast to the adopted country in the days just after coming home. People returning from abroad can feel 
disoriented and startled by their perceptions of their own culture, find themselves disliking their own home 
and missing the country they just left. Though the traveler has undergone a great transformation, things at 
home could seem the same. Similarly, your friends and family don’t know the “new you.” This can be a 
particularly difficult transition when it is unexpected. 
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Articulating your feelings about being away and returning can be helpful. Some students find that it is useful 
to write about their months away, while others prefer to reconnect with friends that they made abroad to 
discuss the process of coming home and missing their host country.  

Bureau of Study Counsel (BSC)
The BSC has many counselors available to provide “students with an opportunity to explore their concerns 
in a confidential, supportive setting.” In addition, the Bureau offers various support groups, including the 
following, which may be of interest to you:

“Returning to Harvard: A Discussion Group” with Counselor Diane Weinstein.
Coming back to Harvard after time away can sometimes be surprisingly unsettling. Despite familiarity 
with the Harvard community, we might feel out of step with our cohort or taken aback by the 
renewed academic or social demands. This group will create a shared environment in which members 
can discuss and support one another in their return to Harvard. For more information call the Bureau 
of Study Counsel at (617) 495.2481.

Planning to Go Abroad Again?
Visit the numerous international and regional Centers on campus as the OCS to learn about existing 
international opportunities and to receive advice.

For funding opportunities, visit the Funding Sources Database at www.funding.fas.harvard.edu.




