Belgium student experiences American culture


To locals, living in Myrtle Beach can be a nightmare, but to visitors, it can be like living in a holiday.
That’s how it feels to junior Victorine Dortu. Dortu has been waiting since she was 11 years old to come to  America from Belgium as a foreign exchange student.
Although Dortu has met other exchange students and even hosted an exchange student from New York, she wanted to know more about America. She admits to having preconceived notions about this country. 
“I was told Americans are fat and eat hamburgers every day and that South Carolina is a completely Republican and racist state, and moreover, parents are strict. All of these were definitely false,” she said. “When I told people I was going to America, the first reaction I usually got from people was always a kind of admiration, even sometimes jealousy.”
Junior Lainey Ruedy, part of Dortu’s host family, said she was surprised to hear some of these things.
“It is hysterical learning about all the stereotypes that Europeans have for us Americans. The yellow buses…we have gotten some good laughs out of it,” Ruedy said.
When she came to America, Dortu was surprised to find a special room in American houses only for clothes. She also found it surprising that teens start driving at 16.
Since Belgium is 4,234 miles from Myrtle Beach, there’s no surprise that the culture’s a little different, but there are similarities.
“Teens in Belgium listen to the same type music and wear the same type clothes,” Dortu said. 
They also hang out with their friends.  
“My friends and I are really close,” Dortu said. “We know everything about each other. I feel like here people hold back.”
But the similarities pretty much end there.
“Parents aren’t as strict in Belgium,” Dortu said. “Teenagers in Belgium leave school and hang out with their friends until late at night.” 
On the weekends, they stay out late, play sports and spend time with their family.
School life is also different. In Belgium Dortu had eight classes a day, year long, from 8:20 a.m. to 4:15 p.m. except for Wednesday when the school day ends at noon. 
“School is easier here,” Dortu said. “We don’t stress about school like seniors here do though. We don’t think about what we want to be when we’re older.
“The student life is different than it is here. People generally get along and there isn’t a lot of PDA. We like our relationships to be private.”
Dress code violations are not an issue in Belgium, perhaps because students don’t wear shorts or tank tops.  That’s probably because the average temperature in Belgium in the summer is 78 F and the average winter temperature is 23 F.
Ruedy lived in Germany for a while so she understands how Dortu feels to be in a new place so far from home. 
“My family and I understand what it is like to live in another country and not know anyone. I also wanted to have a sister, and this is beneficial to both parties,” Ruedy said.
Dortu and Ruedy chatted on Facebook before she came to America. 
“I thought she was the sweetest girl,” Ruedy said. “Before she got to know us, she was really shy and it was so cute.”
It’s taken Dortu a while to get used to America. 
“She has the cute French accent,” Ruedy said. “She doesn’t like school sports because it’s very competitive, unlike Belgium. She is very unuse to the fact that everything is far away. In Belgium she could walk just about everywhere, but now she has to ask to be driven everywhere.” 
Not only can students here teach Dortu about America, but she can teach them as well. 
“I love the fact that I have a sister now,” Ruedy said. “It is also very cool to learn about Belgian customs.”
Being a host family isn’t just about giving someone a house to stay in. It’s about learning to be considerate to another person, Ruedy said.
“You have to be understanding that coming to stay in a new country without knowing anyone is very hard, especially for a year,” Ruedy said.
Because of this experience, Ruedy may also become an exchange student.
“I have actually been considering going on a summer exchange to Germany,” Ruedy said. “I want to go back and see all my old friends and see some of the places I have never been to before. I wouldn’t do it during the school year because the German schooling system is very different from ours and I don’t know if I would be able to take AP classes there.” 
Dortu recommends it.
“Being an exchange student is very interesting. You learn a lot and you meet a lot of people.” Dortu said. “I think when I go back home I’ll like to be different.”

