My Peruvian Experience

After finishing all of my required rotations for medical school, I traveled to Cusco, Peru for 5 weeks in April-May 2011.  I started planning a trip of this magnitude earlier in the academic year because I did not know what country or what program would be a good fit for me.  After much research and discussion with other people, I chose Cusco, Peru.  From what I read online, Cusco is an ideal place to learn Spanish not only because it has many language schools at affordable prices but also because the Spanish in Cusco is spoken more slowly and without much accent, ideal for someone trying to learn.  

I chose to work with a small language school in Cusco called Proyecto Peru Centre (http://www.proyectoperucentre.org/).  I found them through online research and liked their website which was full of information and they even offered volunteering in a medical setting which was very important to me.  I contacted another medical student who went to this school and received very positive reviews from him indicating that this school would support my interest in learning Spanish as well as my interest in volunteering.  All of the communication and arrangements with the school were done over email: including airport pick up, family stay, volunteering, and classes.

My experience in Cusco with the school, volunteering, and my Peruvian family was incredible.  Cusco is a very popular tourist town because of it’s proximity to Machu Picchu and other archeological sites, but it has managed to keep it’s heart, it’s culture, and hang on to some deeply rooted traditions that trace back to both their Incan and Spaniard roots.  While the city has more than 350,000 inhabitants, it feels more like a small town with people often greeting each other in the street and striking conversations with friends.  The tourists are easily spotted among the crowds of traditionally dressed Andean people and the modern Cusqueños.   The people in Cusco love to get together and it seemed that almost weekly there was some excuse to get the town together in the main Plaza de Armas, whether it be Holy Week, parades, Inti Raymi (Festival of the Sun), or fairs.  

My Peruvian family loves having international students.  They are poor but very humble and nice people who love to teach about their own culture and to show their town off.  They provided me with three meals a day and my own room and welcomed me into the family.  They live about 25 minutes away by collectivo (small bus) from the city center and from my school.  The first day that I had to go to school, my Peruvian mother came with me and taught me the somewhat hectic but efficient transportation system of Cusco.  I attended all of their family affairs, visited some of the surrounding towns with them, and shared my own experiences, and rooted for their favorite presidential candidate (I was there during presidential elections).

Everyday, for 5 weeks, I had classes for 4 hours in the morning, came home for a huge and delicious lunch, then I would walk to my volunteering job.  I volunteered at a school for special needs called “San Juan de Dios.”  The school has students who both live there permanently as well as who come for the day to attend classes.   I volunteered in the medical office helping the doctors see patients.  Here, I saw patients with autism spectrum disorder, Down’s syndrome, anoxic brain injury, cerebral palsy, hydrocephalus, to name a few.  In this school I witnessed some of the differences in the delivery of healthcare between the US and Peru.  Many of the issues I saw related to lack of funding, lack of equipment, lack of sufficient personnel, etc.  

Overall, my short time in Peru will continue to influence me for the rest of my life.  Not only did I become a proficient Spanish-speaker, but I also fell in love with Latin American culture.  I traveled to Machu Picchu, saw Lake Titicaca, and ate ceviche.  More importantly, however, I left knowing that I have a family in Peru that will welcome me back the next time I am there.
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