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The University of Salamanca was founded in 1218 and began wel-
coming international students in 1474 during the Renaissance. The 
first group from JMU didn’t arrive until five centuries later, but 
since then more than 2,000 students have experienced their own 
rebirth in Salamanca and emerged with a deep and lasting apprecia-
tion of the language and culture of Spain.

Pioneered by former JMU Professor of Spanish Carmenza Kline, 
JMU’s Semester in Salamanca program celebrated its 25th anniver-
sary in April. The two universities commemorated the occasion 
with special events, including a reunion at Madison for past partici-
pants and a reception for JMU administrators at the University of 
Salamanca that included a press conference to announce plans for a 
new joint master’s program.

“We’re blessed to have such a wonderful 
partner, and not just a prestigious European 
university but one that is supportive of JMU 
and our efforts,” says Felix Wang, director of 
JMU Study Abroad.

For many participants, the Semester in 
Salamanca program was life-changing. “I 
think it was where I learned how to learn,” 
says Alli Alligood (’88), a member of the first 
JMU Study Abroad group in Salamanca in 
1987. “It was awesome to be in a class where 
someone poetically described architec-
ture and art and then you walked out into 
the city to see it. It was the first time I was 
exposed to that much culture, that much 
art, that much history and language, and 
a whole different social order all at once. I 
appreciated every morsel.”

“We were studying hard during the day, 
taking tests and writing papers in a language 
that was secondary for most of us, and 
then in the evenings we were exploring a 
new city and a new country and taking 
historic tours,” recalls international affairs 
major Ashley Basmajian (’02), who studied 
in Salamanca in 2000.

“Without the trip I don’t know if I 
would have gotten my Spanish degree and 
gone on to be a teacher,” says Monica Boyd 
(’88), who taught high-school Spanish for 
nine years. “It very much improved my 
reading and writing, as well as my under-
standing of the culture.”

Psychology major John Ehlers (’06), 
part of the spring 2005 group, uses Span-
ish in his work as a family counselor in 
Northern Virginia. “Because of my lan-
guage abilities my agency is able to work 

with Spanish-speaking clients. I got a real basis for the language that I 
could apply to any dialect.”

Because classes in the Semester in Salamanca program are taught 
entirely in Spanish, applicants are required to have a certain level 
of language proficiency. Another unique aspect is that students live 
with host families rather than in residence halls. 

“To eat the food and to establish relationships with the families 
and see how they live is something that should be a part of all Study 
Abroad programs,” Boyd adds.

The city of Salamanca, about two hours west of Madrid, has a rich 
and storied history, counting among its famous residents Hannibal, 
Christopher Columbus, Fray Luis de Leon, Cervantes and Unamuno. 

For many JMU students, the city is the per-
fect size. “It’s big enough so that the students 
always have something to do, but small enough 
for them to be able to walk everywhere and feel 
safe,” Wang says.

During the semester, students also travel 
to other cities in Spain, including Barcelona, 
Madrid and grenada, to broaden their under-
standing of the Spanish people and culture. 

“Seeing the Mediterranean lifestyle was 
striking and wonderful because it gave 

Semester in Salamanca alumni  
celebrate 25 years of friendships

JMU and University of Salamanca partnership broadens academic and cultural exchange by J i M h e f f e r n a n ( ’ 9 6)

{Study Abroad Reunion}

‘Seeing the  
Mediterranean life-
style was striking  

and wonderful because 
it gave me a glimpse of 
a different way to live.’

— J o h n e h l e r s ( ’0 6)

JMU Semester in Salamanca alumni 
returned to campus to celebrate the 25th 
anniversary of the Study Abroad program 
and to reminisce with classmates.
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me a glimpse of a different way to 
live,” Ehlers says. “The people were 
warm and worldly and they didn’t 
def ine themselves by their work. 
It’s more about community and 
visit ing with family and friends and 
just enjoying life.”

Noemi Dominquez, vice rector 
for international relations at the Uni-
versity of Salamanca, says the suc-
cess of the partnership with JMU lies 
not only in academics and cultural 
exchange, but also in the lifelong 
friendships that develop among par-
ticipants. “I think that speaks volumes 
about our program.”

Lee Sternberger, executive director 
of JMU’s Office of International Pro-
grams, says, “Having that level of lan-
guage skill really allows our students 
to delve into the culture. The faculty 
in Salamanca are tremendous and our 
faculty in residence there are equally 
involved, so it’s a real partnership.”

From its inaugural Semester in 
London program in 1979, JMU has 
become a national leader in par-
ticipation in Study Abroad. In fact, 
JMU ranked second in the nation in 
2010–11 in the total number of stu-
dents who studied abroad. 

Today JMU students enjoy lit-
era l ly a world of opportunit ies 
for international study, including 
semester programs in Salamanca; 
Antwerp, Belgium; Florence, Italy; 
Beijing; and London; graduate pro-
grams in Florence and Malta; and 
more than 60 short-term programs 
spanning the globe.  M

Brought together by a collective sense of 
community, more than 150 JMU alumni 
worldwide participated in the 2013 Big 
Event in April, totaling 525 volunteer hours. 
Alumni locations for the the Big Event — 
JMU’s coordinated volunteer serv-
ice day — included numerous Vir-
ginia locations, two spots on the 
West Coast (Los Angeles and San 
Francisco) and one in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, the first Big Event loca-
tion hosted outside the United States.

“Living 8,000 miles from Har-
risonburg certainly feels a long way 
away,” says Lawson Ricketts (’05), 
who organized the Johannesburg 
event. He and a handful of JMU 
alumni helped plant a winter vegeta-
ble garden at Turning Point Home, 
a boy’s orphanage supported by St. 
george’s Church. “I thought this 
was an important initiative to get 
involved with — particularly within the 
context of South Africa’s poverty issues.”

Ricketts has lived in South Africa since 
2008. While on safari — “literally, in the 
middle of the African bush, tracking ele-
phants” — he spotted a JMU lanyard belong-
ing to another graduate. She was researching 
black-backed jackals in the Madikwe game 
Reserve and the two fell into a conversation 
that took them halfway around the world.

“It got me thinking ‘how many other 
Dukes might actually be in South Africa?’” 
Ricketts recalls. “Once I saw the Big Event 
email invitation, I knew immediately we 
should pull something together.”

Ricketts knew two additional JMU grads 
in South Africa, so he reached out to the 
JMU Office of Alumni Relations in Febru-
ary about participating in The Big Event.

The request caused quite a stir.
“I was a little shocked,” says Amanda 

Leech (’09), chapter coordinator in the 
alumni office. “To know someone halfway 
around the world is interested in [the Big 
Event] — it’s inspiring.”

The South Africa group was one of 14 
alumni Big Event volunteer locations. Dukes 
volunteered at environmental cleanups, food 
drives and charity runs through organizations 
like the SPCA, the American Cancer Society, 

St. Jude Children’s Hospital, Equikids and 
Walk MS.

In Baltimore, over the course of four hours, 
more than 20 Dukes completed two weeks 
worth of work at Cherry Hill Urban garden. 

“Our work was completely hands-on — weed-
ing, shoveling and raking,” says Cory Hill 
(’06), Baltimore alumni service coordinator. 
“The Big Event is a vehicle that provides a 
unique opportunity to connect JMU alumni, 
not only to each other but to their respective 
neighborhoods and communities.”

Baltimore chapter president Maria Heiser 
(’07) agrees. “To know we were joining fel-
low alumni all over the world and contrib-
uting to a great cause is a powerful feeling.” 

Big Event student and alumni programs 
totaled more than 850 volunteers in 57 service 
locations. Alumni in Philadelphia and Rhode 
Island did trash pickups to clear neighbor-
hoods. Dukes in Dallas/Fort Worth pack-
aged 7,675 meals for needy families. In San 
Francisco, in partnership with Big Brothers 
Big Sisters and TOMS shoes, 20 alumni each 
spent $40 of their own money to purchase and 
decorate a pair of TOMS for a child in need.

“I think these types of events are what 
makes JMU stand out among many public 
institutions,” says Ricketts, referencing the 
Big Event and Madison’s Alternative Break 
programs. “These are two of the multitude 
of programs offered at JMU that made me 
see ‘the bigger picture’ and the need for 
phil anthropy throughout the world.”  M

✱ www.jmu.edu/alumni

2013 Big Event goes global
Alumni volunteer 525 hours thinking globally and acting locally

by Ja M e s i r w i n ( ’0 6)

{The Big Event 2013}
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