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Returning, But Not The Same 
It feels as if our time left in China can be counted in hours now rather 
than months, weeks, or even days. Over 120 days spent abroad and it is 
quickly coming to a close now. We 
all have traveled to every corner of 
China, experienced culture, food, 
and seen countless unforgettable 
sights. Yet, not a single one of those 
experiences is what we will truly 
take away from this study abroad. 
Will we remember them fondly? Of 
course! But the real take away this 
semester has been the personal 
growth that each and every one of 
us has gone through. We all have experienced struggles and triumphs but 
through it all we have found out exactly who we are. Mike Bendara 
describes this best, “My experiences in China have not only let me 
become more knowledgeable about Chinese culture but also American 
culture and it helped me learn a lot about myself."  

That is exactly what 
surprised so many of us. 
People had told us before 
we left that we will grow 
more than we ever 
expected but it is hard to 
understand what that 
means until you are truly 
abroad and in the process 
of discovering yourself. It is 
without question that 
every single one of us will 

return home changed from the time we departed. Changed but for the 
better, with deeper understandings of who we are, what it’s like in a 
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world so far away from home, and how we are able to not only fit into 
but thrive among both environments. As put by David Ross, "Being in 
China has been an amazing experience and has given me a much more 
global perspective. I have been able see so many amazing things and 
places. These experiences have kindled a desire in me to see other parts 
of the world." 

For many of us, leaving this place we have come to call home will be a 
difficult endeavor. But the experiences that tie us to Shanghai and SJTU 
and the bonds that 
we have created are 
only beginning. This 
group has grown 
together through 
these past 4 
months. We have 
come to know each 
other, care for each 
other, and rely on 
each other. True 
friendships have 
been made. But 
these friendships 
have not been limited to our study abroad group. Beginning in the fall, 
about a dozen Chinese students from SJTU will be joining us at Purdue 
to continue their mechanical engineering education. Many of them will 
spend 2 years in West Lafayette completing both their undergraduate 
and master’s degrees. We have had the great opportunity to get to 
know our Chinese buddies and have come to call them close friends. 
They helped us adjust to life in China and we all are thrilled to help 
them get to know American culture and life in the States. 

Although our time in 
China is coming to an 
end, the 2015 Purdue 
Engineering Term 
Abroad – Shanghai Jiao 
Tong University group 
will never truly cease to 
be. This adventure 
continues with us 

wherever we go and the legacy that was built before us and that we 
have added to will continue on far into the future. Each of us has left a 
part of ourselves in China, but we have also taken a part of China with 
us. And that is something that we will always have. 

By: Kevin Girardi 
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Quotes 
"It's true what they say; more 
than 90% of communication 
can be achieved without 
words."  

-Matt Stouder 

 

"Choosing GEARE was one of 
the best decisions I've ever 
made. Being able to do this, I 
think we're all ready to tackle 

whatever comes next. 加油!"  

-Sara Lyons 

 

“C - Complete 

H - Happiness 

I - In 

N - Never Seen 

A - Asia 

That's China!” 

- Rohit Sabharwal 

 

“It has been an enlightening 
experience, in which I have 
come to understand the 
Chinese people and their way 
of life.” 

-Jake Ethridge 

 

“Journeying to China was the 
biggest risk I’ve taken thus far 
in my life. It is undoubtedly a 
risk that I will forever be 
grateful that I took” 

-Kevin Girardi 

 

“The cultural experiences, 
sights, sounds, and 
adventures abroad with this 
group of people has expanded 
my view of the world and all 
it has to offer, while being an 
incredible amount of fun.” 

-Brendan Michaelsen 

Families Come Visit 
Over the course of the four months that 

all of us have been in Shanghai, we’ve 

had many visitors who have come from 

all over the world. It seems like every 

week someone’s parents, siblings, or 

significant other are coming to visit and 

get their own taste of China. It’s 

especially nice for those of us who have 

had their loved ones come visit, but we 

all really enjoy the opportunity to meet people’s families since all of us 

have become such good friends during our time here in China. Students 

usually take their families around 

to all the best places in Shanghai 

such as the Yu Gardens, ERA 

acrobat show, Nanjing Road, Bund, 

Qibau water town, Jing’an temple, 

and People’s Square.  Katie 

Desmond had this to say about her 

time with here parents and two 

siblings, “Being able to show my 

family around Shanghai, a place that’s become my home over the past 

four months, was amazing. I loved being able to show them all the ways 

in which this city is so unique and 

special to me.” Parents also really like 

the opportunity to see both campuses 

we’ve studied and get a much better 

understanding of what the experience 

is like to like in China for an extended 

period of time. 
 

Coordinating trips to other parts of 

China while student’s families were 

here was also very common. Trevor 

Tschosik and his parents went to 

Beijing for a few days. Ben Steskal 

did the same thing with parents 

and brother. Brendan Michaelson 

took a bullet train to nearby 
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Suzhou during their visit and said that was their favorite place that 

they saw in China. Caelan Castilloux visited Nanjing with his girlfriend 

to see Purple Mountain and also spent a lot of time in downtown 

Shanghai when his mom came. JY Lim stayed in Hong Kong to go to 

the beaches there with his girlfriend when she visited in April. Katie 

Desmond’s, Mike Bednara’s, and Jeff Cargill’s families all came to 

Shanghai as well. It is so great that our study abroad program has 

encouraged so many others to travel and open their eyes to the rest of 

the world. 

 

By: Mike McBride 

 

Awaiting the Maymester Students 

We are all very excited to meet up with approximately twenty more 
Purdue mechanical engineers coming to China this Friday, May 15th. 
They are doing an abbreviated four-week semester in which they will 
spend time in Shanghai, Beijing, Harbin, and Ningbo. We will be 
meeting with all of them for lunch in the city on Saturday where we 
will be sure to share all of the stories, tips, and lessons we’ve learned 
from living and traveling in China for the semester. This also means 
that Professor Atkinson, the director of our study abroad program, will 
be returning to China once again. She has been leading this program 
for over ten years and helped it grow to what it is today. She was in 
Shanghai with us the first six weeks and taught one of our courses on 
intercultural teamwork, so we are all really excited to see her again. 
She has done so much to make this program such an incredible 
experience for every student that participates. We can’t thank her 
enough for all that she has done to help each and every one of us over 
the last year in preparing to come to China and ensuring we have an 
absolutely unforgettable time. 

By: Mike McBride 
 

 

Competition Season 

The warmer weather in the last month really brought out the 
competitive fire in many of us travelers. While studying in China, 
people regularly exercise on campus by running, swimming, playing 
basketball, soccer, tennis, and working out at one of the two gyms on 
campus. Even taking trips places like the Yellow Mountains, the Great 
Wall, or Xi’an end up being a full day of hiking around and climbing 
hundreds of steps. Chinese students can be seen getting exercise 
everyday in physical education classes that gather on the basketball 
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courts, tennis courts, outdoor track, and turf soccer field. SJTU 
recently held a “sports day” on campus that encouraged students to 
compete in a multitude of different games and sports. Us international 
students faired well in most of the events, but the highlight was 3 vs. 3 
basketball tournament. Jeff Cargill, Caelan Castilloux, and Kevin 
Girardi dominated the competition with their size and skill. They won 
the tournament and impressed the Chinese spectators. 

The SJTU 
Football team is 
about to start 
the playoffs 
against other 
Shanghai 
schools in their 
league. Most 
Chinese 
students don’t 
have a 
background in 
American 
football, so the league is still developing, but the competition is fierce. 
In a game on April 11th, SJTU’ s homecoming day, the Lions took on 
the Bombers of Shanghai University. Five Purdue students suited up in 
full pads to play: Josh Moore, Trevor Tschosik, Brett Adams, Caelan 
Castilloux, and Mike McBride. They turned out to be the deciding 
factor in the game which was won 25-0 by the Jiao Tong Lions. While 
playing defense and special teams, McBride scored three touchdowns 

on two interceptions 
along with two fumble 
recoveries. Adams also 
returned an interception 
for a touchdown in the 
second half. It was a 
really fun day for 
everyone involved and 
lots of fellow students 
came out to support the 
team. 
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Two big running events took place for the May Day holiday, which is 
essentially Labor Day in China held on May 1st every year. Everyone had 
class off for the day and the University hosted a large relay race on the 
Minhang campus with over 100 teams from schools and running clubs all 
over Shanghai each made up of three men and one woman. Katie 
Desmond, an avid runner, was asked to join the four-person relay team 
representing SJTU in the event after being involved in the student running 
club. Her team performed well and placed 7th. They had the best time of 
all the SJTU teams, which made them the crowd favorite. Meanwhile in 
Beijing, another big event of was taking place. Jonathon Tucco and Jeremy 
Sorensen competed in marathon atop the great wall of China. Due to the 
rough terrain and uneven surface of the wall, it is considered one of the 
toughest marathons in he world. The winner usually clocks in around the 
six-hour mark. Both of the boilermakers had been training for months 
with the goal of simply finishing the grueling 26.2-mile race. 
Unfortunately for Jonny, it was not meant to be. He cramped up and 
experienced a knee injury around mile 15. Jeremy pushed on though and 
finished in under nine hours. It was quite the accomplishment. He said, “I 
have already begun looking at other ultra-endurance events to run in in 
the future.” 

 By: Mike McBride 

Bible Study 

Each Tuesday in Minhang, a group of 8-15 of us students has gotten 
together for a Bible Study led by one of our peers, William. He, along with 
a few other students, is very passionate and knows his religion inside and 
out. Others come to observe, and others to learn. William is a non-
denominational Christian, this is one of the forms of Christianity present. 
A few Catholics and other denominations of Christianity also come. On 
top of this, we also had an Islamic student, Mohammad, come to a few 
Bible studies to learn more about how Christians saw the world. One of 
our friends JY joined a couple Bible studies as well. He is newly Christian 
and is eager to learn more about the faith he joined. I am Jewish and 
attended most weeks. To be honest, I joined because I missed religion. To 
find western religion in China, you really have to seek it. Christians, 
Muslims, and Jewish people all have the same G-d, so just hearing people 
talk about him was something that I enjoyed.  

With this mix of students, we had some great discussion and all learned a 
lot. I learned a bunch about both Christianity, what Jesus means to the 
Christian faith, and drawing parallels between Islam, Judaism, and 
Christianity. We had a few discussions on leaving everything behind, or 
giving up everything, for religion. It was a hard topic but we tried to draw 
parallels between us studying abroad in a country with no religion and 
still taking our faith with us. William is even considering moving to China 
after graduation to teach Chinese people about Jesus. Describing his 
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Final Impressions 

“Before coming to China, I had 
been on a plane once, a taxi 
once, and a train twice. I had 
never been out of the US. Now I 
have been to almost 10 
international airports, seen 4 
different Chinese mountain 
ranges, swam in the clear blue 
waters of Thailand, and 
countless other experiences. My 
eyes have been opened to travel 
and all of its ‘awesomeness.’ I'm 
not closing them. Thank you 
China for giving me the trip of a 
lifetime!” –Jon Tucco 

 

“There are two ways of viewing 
the world; either through the 
window of others or by stepping 
outside and experiencing it 
yourself. China has taught me 
this valuable lesson that I will 
take with me and apply to all 
that is in my life.” 

 –Kevin Girardi 

“Over the last four months, I 
have gained a lot of fake goods 
and a couple real friends.”  

–Ben Steskal 

“China has been an 
understanding and an 
adventure; understanding what 
makes it so different from the 
rest of the world and adventure 
exploring those differences.” 

-Varun Agrawal 

 

“China has not only opened my 
eyes to a whole new culture, but 
it has also taught me a lot about 
myself.” 

-William VanBuskirk 

 

experience he states, “So who is Jesus? He says, ‘I am the way, the 
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’ 
To be able to explore who this Jesus guy with my fellow classmates 
has been an immense joy.” 

Without a doubt, reading a new section of the Bible each week has 
been an eye opener and a learning experience for all involved. We 
learned about ourselves, others, how we interpret different parts of 
the Bible, and what religion means to us when we are so far 
removed from the western world.  

I think William sums it up the best by saying, “Call me crazy, but 
after traveling China, eating all kinds of food, seeing amazing, 
sights, dreaming up a future international careers, all of this pales 
in comparison to having a personal relationship with the G-d of the 
Universe. The Purdue Bible Study has been a joyful time to 
discover truth in G-d’s word together with different backgrounds 
and ideas.” 

By: Abigail Lebowitz 

Zhangjiajie 

In the past couple of weeks, many students have travelled to a 
place located pretty far southwest in China called Zhangjiajie. This 
place is also known as the Avatar Mountains since the movie 
“Avatar” had floating mountains based on this location. I went 
during May Day and to sum up the views in one word, I would say 
prehistoric. Sameer went the previous week and said, “The natural 
beauty, majesty, and grandeur of Zhangiajie took my breath away!” 
Many students can now relate to this. There is nowhere else in the 
world that looks quite like this. Mike B. did find something that 
was missing as he describes the trip as “super awesome, views 
better than the movie just no blue people, unfortunately.”   

The mountains were formed from two totally different natural 
forces. The first was running water and streams that cut through 
the rock, like the Grand Canyon in Arizona. The second was 
tectonic plates. Together, these forces formed this mountain range 
over 390 million years! It is the first national park in China and the 
views are indescribable. The mountains look like pillars that are 
jutting up through the ground with a variety of trees and ferns 
coming out of the tops and sides. There are so many waterfalls that 
you can almost always hear water running wherever you are. It is 
difficult to climb so cable cars are widely used to take people up 
and down the mountains. There was still a lot of walking and 
hiking involved in the trip. While describing his experience, Caelan 
says, “I know what it’s like to be in a James Cameron movie. The 
thousands of stairs were worth it.” 
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The actual hikes can be pretty adventurous. There are paths that 
you follow that are paved and there are some food vendors as well. 
But when you find a place with not so many people, it is amazing. 
You are walking through a lively jungle with monkeys jumping 
around the top branches of the trees and coming down to look at 
people for food and curiosity. Some of us liked the monkeys more 
than others, as Ben made the comment, “Sure are a lot of angry 
monkeys around here” maybe due to the fact that they did not like 
to be teased by humans so would sometimes start to chase after a 
person if you bothered them. The jungle, outside of the monkeys 
was beautiful! Ferns and trees grow out of rocks in such mysterious 
ways that you have no idea how they are actually alive. If you keep 
a sharp eye, you can also see some pretty terrifying spiders! I saw 
one that, including its legs, was the size of my hand!  

If walking on the designated paths is not quite your thing, it is not 
too hard to hop a fence and just sit out on a rock…but caution must 
be taken since it is actually a straight drop down a couple hundred 
feet! I was feeling adventurous while I was there so I climbed over 
the fence and on a tree branch. I just kind of sat there for a few 
minutes in the quiet. It was one of the most amazing views and 
feelings I had ever had! Many students felt this way and took these 
moments. 

By: Abigail Lebowitz 

Here, There, and Everywhere 

The last few weeks, 
many students have 
taken the 
opportunity to travel 
very often to many 
different destinations 
both inside and 
outside of China. 
These destinations 

included Thailand, Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, Macau, Guilin and 
Beijing. Many of these travels took place during the long weekend 
we had during China’s Labor Day which is on May 1st.  

Many students who went to Zhangjiajie also stopped in Guilin on 
their way over. Guilin is known for its rice terraces built into the 
mountain. It is also right on the Li River and many of us took a 
raft/boat ride to smaller towns to further explore this area of 
China.  
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A group of students went to Thailand, like another group did 
previously on this trip. The ideas and travel plans passed on really 
helped the groups get to all the best places. Jeff, Caelan, and Andrew 
had a great time riding elephants, petting tigers, and sitting out on 
the beach in such a tropical environment. They saw many sights and 
enjoyed the cultural experiences walking the streets of Thailand. 
Caelan says, “You can see anything on Bangalore Road…anything.” He 
did not further explain that experience, but it may be worth it to ask 
this group or visit yourself. If you visit, Andrew offers a bit of advice, 
“If you see anybody wearing camouflage holding a machete, don’t be 
scared. They sell coconuts.”  

Brendan decided to take a solo trip to Korea where he did a lot of 
‘urban hiking’ where he was able to see the city. He compared both 
the language and culture in Korea to China. He felt like Korea felt 
more western that what we had experienced in China. He also visited 
the Gangnam District, which is a high fashion area that became even 
more famous worldwide from the song ‘Gangnam Style’. 

Jake, Brian, Cameron, and Robert took a cruise from China to Japan 
over a weekend and had a great time. The cruise had a casino on it 
and they docked in Japan a couple hours so they briefly got to see 
that as well.  

Sameer, Steven, Mike B, Mohammad, Adith, Varun, David, Rohit S, 
Rohit P, and Nauman all went to Hong Kong and Macau for May Day. 
Each of them had a great experience that and are happy they got to 
see such exotic cities here in the Far East. David said. “Traveling to 
Hong Kong was a wonderful experience. It was really interesting to 
compare and contrast the city with Shanghai. I was pleasantly 
surprised by how beautiful the hills and beaches surrounding the city 
were. I would definitely recommend visiting Hong Kong!”  

Beijing is a trip that most of us have taken in the past semester. But 
two of our peers, Jonny and Jeremy, went the extra mile… or should I 
say 26.2 miles by running a marathon on the wall. This is a more 
daunting task than a typical marathon. The wall is very difficult to 
climb with many uneven stairs. The fastest marathon times on the 
wall are over 6 hours! That is a long time for running! Jonny describes 
his run as, “the hardest physical challenge I have ever done, but 
completely worth it! The people we ran with and the view were both 
incredible!" Jeremy said that he “couldn’t ask for a better way to close 
out my time here in China than completing my first marathon on one 
of the world wonders. Crossing the finish line completely exhausted 
after almost nine hours brought tears to my eyes. I already have my 
eyes on a 27 mile trail through the Andes for my next adventure!”  

Overall, everyone has had phenomenal experiences traveling while 
here in China and will keep these memories for the rest of our lives. 
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“I knew that studying abroad 
was going to change my 
perspective on how I saw and 
approached opportunities and 
obstacles in my life. What I did 
not expect was to learn so many 
life lessons, grow and mature as 
a person, make lifelong 
friendships, and have such an 
amazing experience. As Winnie 
the Pooh says, ‘how lucky I am 
to have something that makes 
saying goodbye so hard.’” 

-Abigail Lebowitz 

 

“It's been an incredible 
experience. I wouldn't trade it 
for all the tea in China.” 

-Trevor Tschosik 

 

“It’s interesting how going to 
the other side of the world has 
made me even more proud to 
be a boilermaker and also made 
me feel way more connected to 
my major and the people in it 
than ever before. There are 
endless possibilities to how you 
can get the most out of your 
Purdue education and I’ve tried 
to take part in as many unique 
ones as possible, but I can 
honestly say that these last four 
months have had a greater 
impact on my life than any 
other semester on campus. The 
world seems so much more 
accessible and within reach 
than ever before, and I’m 
certain that everyone in this 
program is going to go on to do 
great things that will impact the 
world in a positive way.” 

-Mike McBride 

The experiences we have had are incredible and we really must thank 
Purdue’s ME department for giving us this opportunity to find who 
we are as young professionals travelling around the Far East.  

By: Abigail Lebowitz 

Finals Week 

Every so often, we have that subtle reminder that we are in fact 
students. From all of our blogs, pictures, and stories, you have most 
likely gathered that the only thing we have done on this trip is travel 
and experience new cultures. While that is true, we have also not 
forgotten that we are indeed Purdue mechanical engineers. The 
culmination of 18 weeks of homework, classes, and studying is 
coming down to this finals week. We all have been putting in hours 
and working with each other to master all of the material that we 
have been exposed to at SJTU. Our finals include Material Science, 
Thermodynamics II, Heat & Mass Transfer and, System Modeling and 
Analysis. Once we are finished with finals a weight will be lifted off all 
of our shoulders and we will have our final days in Shanghai to 
experience all that has become so familiar to us for one final time. 
Wish us luck! 

By: Kevin Girardi 

Flight Announcement  

Dear Mom & Dad, 

Please don’t forget to pick us up from the airport. We’ve been away 
for a long time and can’t wait to see you! 

Sunday, May 17, 2015 United Airlines Flight 836 

Shanghai (PVG) 3:45PM  Chicago (ORD) 4:05PM  

 

Sunday, May 17, 2015 United Airlines Flight 3462 

Chicago (ORD) 5:40PM  Indianapolis (IND) 7:36PM 

*All times are LOCAL TIME 

             
  

The ETA and GEARE programs in 

China are made possible by a long 

standing partnership between Purdue 

University and Shanghai Jiao Tong 

University. Any questions or requests 

for pictures can be sent directly to the 

editors of this newsletter. 


