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All Asians are math wizards.  
Brazilians do nothing but party.     Japanese always excel at art.

Indian people work at 7/11.     French people are all romantic.    Canadians are strait laced.
Irish are drunkards.   English are snobs.     The Swiss all know how to yodel.    Dutch all wear wooden shoes.    The Swedes are all beautiful blondes.    Italians are great lovers.  All Kenyans are marathon winners.   Greeks are tycoons.   Belgians all love chocolate.  Russians are all part of the mafia.   Cubans like cigars.  All Germans are Nazis.  Those who live on islands are lazy.  Spaniards are all good dancers.  Mexicans are good for construction work.

If you think such stereotypes are uncommon, I know from first hand that gross generalizations and exaggerations often occur when it comes to “foreign  cultures.”   As I returned from living two years abroad in Khartoum, Sudan, I had multiple American children my age ask, “Did you live in a pyramid?” “Did you ride a camel to school?”  “Did you even have a school?”  

Stereotypes, gross generalizations, and judgmental perspectives are results of lack of exposure.  The best way for someone to break these habitual ways of thinking is to experience diversity first hand and learn to appreciate alternate ways of life.  International education is key in heading this effort.  I have experienced international education on several levels.  Two years ago, I was an international student in Cottbus, Germany in a program through the University of Virginia.  But I also attended an international school during my high school years in Vienna, Austria, and attended another international school in my elementary years in Khartoum, Sudan.  

While abroad, I have often had people ask me an assorted range of “thoughtful” questions such as: Are all people in the United States fat?   Am I scared to live in America because of guns?  Are grocery stores really the size of warehouses?  Foreigners also assume that all Americans are super rich, and that all Americans support the death penalty.  They believe the entire United States is like New York, Orlando, San Francisco, or Chicago, the favorite tourist destination spots.  Their acquired stereotypes are greatly due to media takes.  In fact, I met a student from Venezuela who had learned his English solely from watching television’s “Seinfeld” and “The Simpsons”.   The problem with preconceived ideas from the media is that they just are not true.  I have also had people act coldly and begrudgingly towards me because of their nation’s negative view toward the U.S.  I never understood how someone could hold me accountable for the actions or politics of the place where I was simply born.  
I happened to be studying abroad during the Presidential Election in 2004.  Being one of only two Americans in my school, I was often introduced as “Lindsay, the “American.”  I felt that I bore my nationality wherever I was presented.  The immediate question following my introduction as American was of my political stance and for whom I was voting in the election. Like discussing money or salaries, this is a subject not comfortably brought up in the United States.  I even had the local radio station track me down and invite me to be on their show as an “American talking about the election.”  I learned two important things from being constantly labeled.  1) I was an ambassador for the United States whether I wanted to be or not.  My presence abroad was and is a representation of my country back home.  My behavior, my character, and my social skills were constantly being evaluated and judged, and people were forming new and hopefully more positive stereotypes based on me.  2) People from other nations are more global thinking than folks in the U.S.  I could not conceive of an American radio show even mentioning a foreign election, let alone finding a foreign national to discuss the issues first hand.    
Europeans are much more open, unlike our Americentric society.  All things are not better in the United States.  In fact, what I have found from living abroad is that cell phone service is better in Europe and Asia.  Most people of the world speak two or more languages fluently.  As Americans we value a foreign language less, and expect everyone else to converse in our language.  Recycling is mandatory in Europe and only a trend in the United States. Walking or public transportation is a very legitimate mode of transportation in other countries. Materialism is greatest in the U.S. 
Despite our differences, we have many more commonalities.   Education is valued, no matter what the culture. Celebrations are enjoyed, no matter the event.  Belief systems are very important to all.  At our roots, we are more the same than different.  It is important to recognize these factors in order to be able to sit across the table to resolve conflict on even ground.  Conflict resolution happens when people can focus on a problem, view it from all sides, discuss it rationally, and come to an understanding.  Living in another culture breaks down barriers and makes one vulnerable – and out of one’s comfort zone.  It forces one to stretch and think in new ways. Living abroad helps shatter preconceived ideas.  In fact, living abroad changes one permanently, because it forces one to think more broadly,  changing perspective.  When focused on the common ground, conflict can be discussed and resolved.  Preconceived notions can be cast aside, and the root of issues can be discussed.  Stereotypes are found to be just that, stereotypical and not true.  Experience in the new culture is the education itself.  One can not teach it, but instead one must live it.  International education is a wonderful way to advance conflict resolution.  
