New Happenings

New Graduate Elective: International Perspectives on CSD

This spring 2010 semester, five WCU graduate students enrolled in a new CSD elective (International Perspectives on Communication Sciences and Disorders) taught by David Shapiro. The major purposes for immersion into an international perspective were to experience the universality of communication disorders and clinical service, to learn from excellent speech-language professionals who may not share our theories and assumptions, and to acknowledge that our perspectives in the USA are not necessarily universal. After reading and discussing papers about cultural humility and international service learning, the students studied varied topics related to the Czech Republic (culture, history, politics, literature, arts, cuisine, music, demographics, customs, etc.). They read M. Albright’s book, Madam Secretary, and J. Hašek’s book, The good soldier Švejk. They met several people with Czech background and experiences.

All of the preparation led up to a 4-day visit to Prague and a 7-day visit to Brno, the main site of Občanské sdružení LOGO, an inclusive clinic for people of all ages with communication disorders. Under one roof, professionals across allied health and educational disciplines collaborate on assorted traditional and non-traditional therapies (dance, drama, music, art, aqua, massage, aroma, electro-stimulation, and more). Dr. Shapiro had worked at LOGO with people who stutter, their families, and clinicians on three previous visits.

The focus of the present trip was to engage in activities related to 13th annual International Stuttering Awareness Day and the 20th anniversary of LOGO since the Velvet Revolution. The students attended and made a presentation at a major conference (in Brno) to clinicians from throughout Eastern Europe. The translators indicated that the students’ presentation was the easiest for them to work with because it was so well organized and presented. The students participated in self-help meetings of people who stutter in Prague and Brno; participated with Czech clinicians in the delivery of treatment; met and interacted with professionals from the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Italy, and England; participated in local and international celebrations; became familiar with the organization and operation of one of the most inclusive clinical facilities in the world; toured clinical facilities and cultural landmarks in and around Prague and Brno; stayed in the homes of Czech clinicians; and maintained a professional and personal journal. Also during the trip, Dr. Shapiro delivered the keynote address at the conference, presented two clinical workshops, coordinated self-help meetings, initiated research with Czech clinicians, and participated in an interview published in Psychology Today in Czech. The graduate students’ reflections and photos best tell the story of our experiences:
What I liked best about my experience in Prague and Brno was getting to know some of the most beautiful, kind-hearted people I have ever encountered in the world.  Granted, Prague and Brno have some pretty sights to see, but I think the most beautiful of all was being able to interact with these amazing people who are gracious, kind, and true to themselves.  In Illona, Jan, Petr, Radka, and Eva, just to mention a few, there exists a determination and passion for helping others, open hearts, and dreams for the future.  Never once did I hear any of them complain about long work hours, simply because they enjoy their job and they are truly serving others in a selfless way.  As a result, this trip did not impact me, but rather the people in Prague and Brno at LOGO impacted my life significantly, in a way that I hope can never be reversed.  The interaction I had with each of them personally will surely impact the way I interact with others professionally and personally for the rest of my life.  Overall, I learned that as we increase our professional sphere of influence and our personal comfort zones in the global picture, we encounter people who are worthy of modeling in actions and attitudes, because they love others and live truly fulfilling lives. (Amanda Holliday)
The LOGO clinics in both Prague and Brno were unlike anything I had seen before. The experiences we anticipated were explained fully and we were prepared at length. However, no words or activities could have sufficiently prepared me for this trip. Words simply cannot do justice to the reality of what LOGO is and the significance of how it is impacting the lives of people with communication disorders. Clinicians treat people with multiple diagnoses and work on multiple goals simultaneously through a stunningly wide array of techniques, coupled with an amazingly high level of collaboration between disciplines. In my opinion, they elevate intervention to a gold standard. As a graduate student with guided clinical and academic experiences, witnessing LOGO’s overall philosophy for diagnosis and treatment has provided me with a model that is at once inspirational and aspirational – do what is best for each client, not what is expected. (Greg Linge)
Prior to traveling to Czech Republic, my initial hope was to learn from others outside of my typical circle of influence and expand my knowledge of communication disorders beyond what I knew to be true in the USA.  I was curious about how communication disorders are perceived in other cultures and what types of interventions are utilized.  Even with a little bit of travel experience under my belt, I quickly learned that in no way could I have been prepared for what I would experience in Prague and Brno.  What I found in LOGO was a clinic that has, in my opinion, set the bar professionally by taking the idea of inclusion to a whole new level.  I feel honored that I was able to visit a clinic that is serving as the model for the future, where all professionals involved on an intervention team are based under one roof.  I also learned that, regardless of differences, when people share a common interest, language barriers simply dissolve. Maybe Walt Disney was right, “It’s a small world after all.”  Dr. Shapiro expressed that his wishes for us were not to simply be international travelers, but for us to be internationally immersed and I believe he succeeded.  He taught us time and time again that “Our perspective is only one perspective, not the perspective.” (Lindsay Hughes)
My favorite experience of this trip was in Brno at the International Stuttering Awareness Day conference. It was amazing to have an opportunity to attend my first professional conference that addressed stuttering therapy using art, music, and drama. The speakers’ ideas inspired me not to be afraid to “think outside the box” when treating clients, no matter what their communication disorder might be. This experience broadened my perspective of life both personally and professionally. It gave me the opportunity to generate new ideas about my career and the type of clinician I want to be. It opened my eyes to the idea that we are all working together to reach a common goal and that borders need not interfere with professional collaboration. Visiting the Czech Republic also revealed that everyone has different ideas and there are indeed different facets of this profession. Not one idea, technique, or frame of mind prevails over another. Finally, I came to realize that the sky is the limit and I am free to pursue my dreams with the support of my family, friends, and colleagues from around the world. (Claire Johnson)
Our adventure to the Czech Republic was a life-changing experience.  I will never forget the hospitality of the staff at LOGO, who welcomed us with open arms.  They are truly a lesson in hospitality and made me feel right at home.  By opening their homes, hearts, and workplace to us, I realized that, despite our differences, we are all the uniquely alike. We all are working for a common goal: to help and better the lives of others. Their constant energy motivates me to become the best SLP and person I can be and to share their story and my wonderful experiences.  LOGO’s all-inclusive state-of-the-art clinical facility and the camaraderie amongst the staff leave me thinking about how we can emulate this in the United States? LOGO understands that a disability affects more than clients, but families as well. Therefore, the families’ needs are taken care of at this clinic.  Experiencing LOGO and the International Stuttering Awareness Day, I learned many different treatment techniques and ideas from speech-language therapists in the Czech Republic and the United Kingdom for both children and adults. Through this journey, I have learned about the kindness of all people in the world and I have grown professionally and personally. (Kate Chappell)

The outcome of this first international experience for CSD students ensures that it will not be the last. Anyone interested in learning more about this graduate elective is welcome to contact David Shapiro at shapiro@email.wcu.edu or visit at his WCU office in McKee G51.
