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The interview was conducted in the office of Robert Wurster
(currently an English professor) during the latter part of the
morning. He waited patiently for me to set up the necessary
equipment and begin. His responses were immediate and direct.
Enthusiams for the subject was readily apparent in both
mannerisms and words. His dedication to the teaching profession
and his willingness to learn made him an invaluable resource to
this study. The basic consideration involved a history of the
program here at Western as seen through the eyes of its initial
propoment and advisor. -



TAPE 1, SIDE 1

The tape is formally introduced by the interviewer. Agree-
ment to the future use of the material is given. Professor
Wurster's involvement in the program is the first subject of
discussion. His graduate work at Peabody College and his teach-
ing experience in Saudi Arabia substantiated and fueled his
interest in international students. Based upon his treatment
there, he vowed to return the favor. In 1961, only five or six
international students attended Western. A few American students
were also interested in the international experience, so-a club
was soon formed. Established as an interest group, Professor
Wurster became the unofficial foreign student advisor. He
retained this position for six or seven years. The job then
became official and he incorporated this duty into his full-time
teaching schedule. He was to advise approximately 150 students.
Eventually he turned to teaching full time.

Guidelines for the admission of foreign students were never
officially delineated. A policy for their accebtance was never
made public. The admission process, however, began in the early
1960's. Certain requirements had to be met. An adequate Toeffel
score was required because special classes for learning English
did not exist at this time. No funds were available for inter-
national students, so financial credibility had to be proved.
Graduate students had to be approved by their department of
study. Equality for all-was important.

Foreign students came to Wurster primarily through the advice



and encouragement of family members. The time spent at Western
and in Bowling Green was deemed positive by most. What Professor
Wurster attempted to accomplish revolved around the student's
problems of readjustment and their acceptance by the academic
community. "I tried to bridge the gap," he says. There were
simply those whb did not and made no attempt to understand these
students. Empathy comes from travel, he feels. The experience
of living in another country is needed for all.

Training by the National Association of Foreign Student
Affairs was provided and Professor Wurster participated at his
own behest. Since no funds for travel were available in the
early 1960's, he attended only those meetings that were close to
home. There he learned how to properly handle and meet the needs
of the international student. Problems were shared and methods
were evaluated.

He also encouraged the administration to attend. 1In parti-
cular, there were certain problems in evaluating transcripts from
foreign schools. Agencies are set up for this specific purpose
and so were contacted. Financial problems, however, were his
biggest concern. The student's quality of work could be directly
affected as a result. Basic requirements for living also had to
- be met. In some countries, money was not readily available.
Nigeria proved to be particularly difficult. Sometimes checks
would not arrive for three or four months.

With regard to financial aid, Western developed a loan fund
strictly for international students. The money came primarily

from a Talent Night Program and International Food Program.




Contacts in the International loan division also helped by allow-

ing for the extension of funds. 1In this case, the loan fund
served merely as a backup. Over the years, very few foreign
students have not paid their loans.

Naturally, help and support are given to the international
student. The biggest goal is to provide a sense of comfort.
Acceptance into the community is the next logical step. The con-
cept of host families is explained by Professor Wurster. The
family's duties and responsibilities are effectively outlined.

It is important for the student to know that there is someone
that cares. The program died for awhile but has recently been
resurrected.

The issue of foreign students and their international
identity raises many interesting questions. In many ways they
have not been encouraged to express their own individuality.
Speaking engagements in the community are often arranged. These
students have much more to offer than we even realize. Their use
in the classroom, however, presents certain difficulties.
Equality in the classroom may never be truly realized here at
Western. Problems simply may be insurmountable.

Many of the general education classes present problems for
the international student. Their emphasis and set up do not take
into account the student's experience. Unfair competition is
often the result. Western, he feels, should make some attempt to
reevaluate the program. Eliminating the program altogether is
not the solution. The development of effective testing, however,

may be more beneficial.



Stereotyping the international student remains a difficulty
today. He fears that African stﬁdents may be perceived of and
treated as a black American. Racial hostility has occurred in
the past for those students working off campus. Just knowing
that it happens in the United States, bothers Professor Wurster.
The international students quickly learn to accept this reality.
International dating on campus is a particularly controversial
topic. American students that choose to establish relationships
or friendships with these foreign students are often branded as
"odd",if you want to call enriching their lives and helping a
fellow human being odd. The quality of international students
here at Western is excellent he feels. They are not rich in
terms of money. On the contrary, most live on a tight and fixed
budget, but they can offer us so much more.

Acceptance is always a problem. Differences in food prefer-
ence are not always understood. Over the years, however, there
has been a change. American students, for instance, have
traveled more today. Gradually you learn to appreciate different
cultures and different people. Learning about Indonesian music,
for example, gives him insight into these students and their
culture. For the most part, international students here at
Western are satisfied. Expenses, though, are limited. Increases
in tuition do no help matters. Inexpensive apartments are also
difficult to find. Apartments, however, provide a better oppor-
tunity for the international student's study habits.

The change in terminology from "foreign" student advisor to

"international" student advisor grew out of a changing
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perception. Back in the 1970's, the term "international" simply
became more acceptable. The word "foreign" seemed more
derogatory. The National Association of Foreign Student Affairs,
however, still retains the word. International is simply a more
inclusive term. Refugees and other Americans can now be referred
to in this manner. Those who have lived in or have a family in a
foreign country are deemed international. The Lebonese from
Lebanon, Kentucky are perfect examples. The differences between
the terms, however, is really semantic.

The international student's reception by his American peers
has been positive for the most part. Narrow-minded individuals,
however, still exist. Often people do not know how to approach
these students. He relates his experience with the Junior
Chamber of Commerce at one of their meetings. He had a difficult
time understanding thei; reluctance to meet these students. A
common interest is the key. In particular, international
students like to feel needed. American's inadequate knowledge of
geography is yet another hindrance. Recalling his own experience
at Peabody College, he remembers a student from Vietnam who
carried a map of his country. He notes that it took the United
States' involvement to create awareness. How sad. Iran presents
another case in point.

In times of crisis, a change in attitude toward the inter-
national student often depended on the student himself or her-
self. The Iranian students, in particular, underwent harsh
treatment. In some cases, however, the Iranian students brought

this upon themselves. Sometimes other nationalities were also




blamed. ©Luckily no big conflicts have occurred. Few people
really realized or understood the situation at all. His con-
nection with these students was and is a very important part of
his life. With them, "there is never a dull moment." Too bad
more do not take the time to get to know these students. Often
they do not feel accepted. Fear on the part of both American and
international students exists. Writing is sometimes an even
greater barrier for the international student. The awareness on
the part of the faculty, however, has increased and greatly

facilitated these matters.
TAPE 1, SIDE 2

President Kelly Thompson was very understanding and
receptive toward these students. He often met with the students
at various functions. These get togethers were extremely
important to the students who took part. At first, however,
President Thompson could not fully comprehend the benefits of
having International students at Western. But a trip around the
world completely changed his perspective. Today, the President
only attends the orientation session in the fall. But if plans
were made in advance, President Alexander would surely receive
the students.

President Downing also used to take part in these activi-
ties. 1Initially he felt somewhat i1ill at ease with these
students, but eventually he came around -- especially since his

brother lives in France. Other people have also shied away.



Professor Wurster sympathizes with thesé'féelings but feels that
they need to be overcome. He notes an observation that Chinese
students are given American names in the élassroom by their
professors. It makes it easier for us but think what they are
giving up in the process.

Today, what students feel and think is not always told to
Professor Wurster. He directs the students often to the Inter-
national Student Affairs Office. He has only kind words for the
new international student advisor. "I have waited all these
years to see someone of her note put in that position," he
exclaims. She is strong willed and knows the problems these
students face. He tells of one of her initial experiences. She
is absolutely not afraid to speak her mind. She has opposed
certain requirements placed on international students and has
helped solve many financial problems.

Money is available, you just have to look in the right
places. He recounts the story of one Syrian student in particu-
lar. This student needed money very badly. Professor Wurster
tried everything. Finally he went to President Thompson and
President Thompson gave the yvoung man $450.00 (gratis) to help
with his education. He goes on to mention Kelly Thompson's
similar situation and the help E. A. Diddle gave him. Professor
Wurster feels very fortunate to’have witnessed these occasions
and to have watched these students grow.

Off campus employment for these students is forbidden. But
Dr. Wurster verifies its existence. The students, so far, have

been able to avoid immigration officials. Often, international



students take on jobs that they would never do in their own
countries. Here they realize any kind of work is important. A
Korean student, however, thought different. As a graduate stu-
dent, he found raking leaves a very demeaning job. Eventually he
found other work.

People are willing to help these students. When celebrating
family holidays, friends are needed. Far from home, this
experience is necessary -- particularly at Thanksgiving and
Christmas. Once again, the host family comes into play. When he
was the foreign student advisor, he made sure all international
students had a place to go for the holidays. It was quite a job.
The contacts that he has made over the years enable him to go
anywhere in the world today. He views his work as a pay back to
those students that treated him so well in Saudi Arabia. His
future plans include travel to Cyprus, Athens, Sweden and
Morocco. He has opened many doors for himself.

For those who do not wish to take part in these experiences,
life is less rich. Lack of money should not always be used as an
excuse. To invite an international student over for the evening,
after all, is very inexpensive. And a friend is made in the
process. Many miss out on this type of education. He tells of
one young man who planned to drop out of school and Qo to Europe.
When asked if he knew any foreign students on campus, he had not
even considered this possibility. Correlating the number of
international students with the number of countries represented,
"every weekend could be an adventure."

International students could help foster interests -




especially in younger children. Professor Wurster simply wants
to do for others what they have done for him. During his visit
to Belize last year, he was extremely disappointed in not being
able to visit with local families. Next time will be different.
Sometimes, he states, the perception of a professor causes
unneeded intimidation. A relayed atmosphere is so important.

At least in this case, the culture acts as a barrier.
Often, the foreign country's concept of the United States is
colored by Hollywood images and negative press. The perceptions
are greatly distorted. Regarding Belize, Americans are seen to
be connected with the CIA. It borders on paranoia. Most inter-
ntional students, however, do not exhibit this fear.

International relations should be founded on similarities
not differences. We all are basically the same. International
students should be accepted and appreciated. They are more
valuable than most realize. He tells the story of a Nigerian
student in his class. Sometimes international students cut
themselves off. Today, Professor Wurster is a friend to these
students. Presented with a choice, he chose to teach full time.
Problems (health and otherwise) have also lessened. They are no
longer his responsibility, only his interest.

He views himself as an asset to the program. There are if's
and could have's but in general, they have taken care of them-
selves. If not, he would be involved in them now. His
excitement today lies in the University's future direction. The
items in his office, the many letters and telephone calls that he

receives indicate that he has indeed made his mark.
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TAPE 2, SIDE 1

Taking into account the extent of the program, its success
lies in the international awareness it has fostered among faculty
and students here at Western. This is the end result of years of
effort and concern by individuals such as Professor Wurster. As
he says, "Now the program can only grow." He describes his
involvement in terms of an evolutionary process, rather than
dealing solely in specifics. He feels that he himself has grown.
"Maybe I should write the book," he muses. For him, the people
and the experiences have made it all worthwhile.

Changing his train of thought, he notes one of his greatest
concerns as foreign student advisor. Unquestionably, he ponders
what he would have done had a foreign student been seriously hurt
or even killed. It was a topic that came up often at conferences
regarding international subjects. Through the sharing of common
fears, he has found it to be a very difficult problem to address
and deal with effectively. Luckily, he notes, the problem has
never occurred at Western.

Again noting some of the program's success, he mentions the
establishment of a language bank in Bowling Green. The foreign
students in connection with the Altrusa Club, a professional
women's organization, developed the service which arose from a
common concern -- namely the foreign student's involvement in a
situation where he or she could possibly be misunderstood. As a
result, police and hospital officials were given names of people

to contact if the person could not understand English. Professor



Wurster then recounts the development of the relationship between
the Altrusa Club (international itself) and the international
students from Western. He tells of an Iranian student who cap-
tured their hearts. In many respects the club has become the
foreign student's best friend. For example, if refreshments,
speakers or a place to meet are needed, the Altrusa Club is
willing to respond. In the process, friends are made. A
pot-luck dinner is given for the students in the fall. Inter-
national people from the entire community attend. 0ld acquain-
tances and relationships are renewed. The experience is astound-
ing.

These thoughts prompt him to consider the international
student's uncomfortableness with his or her native dress. He
talks about Malaysian women who often wear their native costumes.
Their religion requires long dresses and veils. Choosing this
form of dress presents certain difficulties. Professor Wurster
particularly admires their willingness to preserve a cultural
tradition. He tells of one Indian girl who felt noticeably out
of place wearing her sari. Giving up in one sense, she adopted
more of an American style of dress. She, however, retained her
traditional costume for all informal and social affairs.

He also hates to see the international student give up his
or her native ceremonies. He speaks of the Iranian ceremony
performed in the spring, much like our own celebration at Easter.
A great deal of symbolism is involved. The Moslem's difficulty
in fasting once a month is mentioned. In connection with this

practice, he relates his own experience in Saudi Arabia with the



celebration of Ramadan. Here at Western, a few have retained

this practice. At the end of this time, a feast often takes
place. He has personally been invited to share in the exper-
ience. He also mentions the Chinese New Year. "Too bad more
beople don't get a chance to see it and enjoy these celebra-
tions." He strongly encourages the students to retain their cul-
tural identities. Otherwise, there is a difficulty in readjust-
ment when they go home. He thinks of asking a radio station to
sét aside some time just for international music. Exposure to
these things is important.

Still talking about the subject of international perfor-
mance, he discusses the Chinese opera and people's reactions. He
wishes that there were more opportunities for international
entertainment. He mentions specifically the Guatemalan guitar
player who came to campus and the positive reception that he
received. Chinese and Tai dancers should be invited. In his
opinion, the University is not international enough.

More international lectures and exhibits are needed. He
recognizes and talks extensively about the impo:tance of Interna-
tional Day. The activities that take place are discussed.

When questioned about the failure of the program, he notes
only its slow development. Things done today should have been
done a long time ago, he feels. But when there is a préoccupa-
tion with doing something right, the process is slowed immeasura-
bly. Westerﬁ Kentucky's present affiliation with China is noted.
Currently, the University no longer has trouble filling its pro-

grams for study in Europe and its theater trip to England at



Christmas. He highly advocates and encourages this type of par-
ticipation. Lack of money should not be used as an excuse. The
opportunities afforded are immeasurable. Life has so much more
meaning.

This feeling and sense of fulfillment figures heavily into
his future plans -- a time to retire and a time to travel.
Athens, Cyprus and Egypt are on his agenda. After seeing the
Ramses' exhibit in Memphis, Tennessee, he decided to visit Egypt
once again.

Today, changing attitudes is a crucial consideration.
Confronted with this question, Proféssor Wurster responds that if
we change our perceptions about international students, they will
change their opinions about us. Making them feel comfortable and

giving them a sense of worth, he feels, is a whole other story.

He was amazed to discover that may international students had never

visited an American home during their entire stay at Western.
Some had never even been to Nashville. Here, the importance of
the host family comes into play. To him, the experience has been
more than just a job. The memories, to be sure, will last a

lifetime.

Manusorin
iy
Weshern §




TRANSCRIPTION

Name of Oral History Project _ International Student Program ——

Tape 1 of 2. The number of the tape being transcribed 1
Name of narrator: Robert Wurster _
Address: 109 B Cherry Hall, Western Kentucky University
Bowling Green, KY - Tel. 745-5778-
Hame of principal interviewer: Callie Lou Dalton
Date of interview: Nov. >18, i%ace of interview: 109- B Cherry Hall |
OtherApefsons present at interview: None ‘

Equipment used: Reel-to-reel ;Cassette X ; Model:
: Scotch
Tape used: Brand AVX 60 ; Amount (side 1) a1l ; (side 2) all

Summary description of interview context and contents:

(see attached page)




The interview was conducted in the office of Robert Wurster
(currently an English professor) during the latter part of the
morning. He waited patiently for me to set up the necessary
equipment and begin. His responses were immediate and direct.
Enthusiasm for the subject was readily apparent in both
mannerisms and words. His dedication to the teaching profession
and his willingness to learn made him an invaluable resource to
this study. The basic consideration involved a history of the
program here at Western as seen through the eyes of its initial
propoment and advisor.



DALTON:

Today 1s November 18, 1987. I am here in the office of
Robert Wurster . . . in 109 B of Cherry Hall on the
campus of Western Kentucky University in Bowling Green,
Kentucky. I am about to . . . interview Dr., I mean,
Robert Wurster about the . . . his experiences as a

foreign student advisor.



DALTON:

WURSTER:

DALTON:

WURSTER:

DALTON:

WURSTER:

Professor Wurster . . .

Yes.

May I have your permission to use the information
gathered today for historical purposes and may
qualified scholars examine the information?

Yes.

Okay, thank you. Okay, my first question is how did
you come to be involved in the foreign student program?
I came tq Western in 1961, after having done my gradu-
ate work at Peabody College. Just before I went to
Peabody College I returned frongbyears in Saudi Arabia
where I was teaching employees of the Arabian 0Oil Com-
pany, and I had made my mind up while I was there
because I was treated so royally by the . . . my stu-
dents . . . the Arab students, that if I ever came in
contact with any international student in the United
States I was going to try to return the favor of being
a friend. So I got interested in the international
students at Peabody and just became a member of their
club. When I got here at Western in 1961 I found there
was . . . there were very few international students.

I think there were only about 5 or 6, and some of them
were . . . one especially was from Bowling Green Busi-
ness College, and there were few American students who
had been in the service and they were interested in the
international students, so we organized a club and the

club only had about 3 or 4 international students and




DALTON:

WURSTER:

DALTON:

WURSTER:

s s

aboutA7 American students. And from there the club
developed into just an interest group and, uh, I sort
of took over as unofficial foreign student advisor,

—_ — —_—

and remained unofficial foreign student advisor for
about 6 or 7 years, and finally éhey created the
foreign student ggvisors job and I was that first
foreign student advisor on that campus. I was teach-
ing almost full time and being foreign student advi-
sor to about 150 foreign students. I had to maké a
change and left foreign student advising and became

a full-time English professor.

Okay, great. When were guidelines set up forfzamission
of foreign students?

I am not sure there's ever been real firmﬁguidelines.

I have often thought that Western never had a true
policy about whether they wanted international students
or not. The admission of foreign students dates back

into the early 60's and, uh, I did help L@f“@””?*;mgj

Just pick up where we left off when we were discussing

the guidelines about foreign . . . admitting foreign
students.

ep
I . . . I think the guidelines we,. . . that we were

happy to take international students, but we required
. ToeeL”
that they have, uh, a certain score on the total of

—

the language test for English, because at the time we
vp
had no special classesf%ér English as a second lan-

guage. We also had a requirement that they had to



