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Meet Princeton Podcast, Season 2, Novogratz Bridge Year

Vivian (host) (00:05):
Hello, everyone. Welcome to Meet Princeton, a podcast to introduce prospective students and their families to Princeton University, brought to you from the office of admission at Princeton. My name is Vivian Slee, and I'm a senior assistant dean in the office of admission. And I'm so happy that you've tuned in to join us, to hear from current student voices and others about our community and about what it's like to be a student at Princeton just now.
Vivian (host) (00:37):
Welcome Bryant, good to see you. So there was some big news earlier this spring that I wanted to share with our listeners about the Pyne Prize. Can you tell us a little bit more about what that is and what that means?
Bryant (co-host) (00:50):
The Taylor Moses Pyne Prize is really the highest award that can be conferred upon a Prince undergraduate. It's largely academic, but it also really acknowledges contributors in other meaningful areas of Princeton undergraduate life. I'm pleased and proud to say that two of the students that we've interviewed on this great podcast actually were shared co-winners this year. So it won't be the first, but a hearty congratulations again to Christian Potter and Claire Wayner. If you haven't already, you should go back and listen to those episodes with some stellar Princeton students, again, who have now been recognized with an incredible honor here as in their senior year.
Vivian (host) (01:29):
Oh, that's great. So to be a good student academically, and then to also contribute to your community, that's pretty significant. It's great to see them do two awards for the Pyne Prize this year, which I guess has happened in the past.
Bryant (co-host) (01:42):
Yeah, for I would say probably about the past decade. I mean, again, the student body has expanded several times. I think we have another one on the horizon, but also frankly, again, the success and power of Princeton's endowment manifesting other ways, we are able to recognize and support multiple honorees with this award now.
Vivian (host) (02:00):
That's fantastic….Novogratz Bridge Year. We've got two students on the program today, Leila Owens and Nicole Williams. And they're going to be telling us a little bit about their experiences on Bridge Year. And I think for our listeners, it'd be great to hear a little bit more about what the Novogratz Bridge Year is.
Bryant (co-host) (02:19):
Sure. So the Novogratz Bridge Year program, locally called Bridge Year, is just that right? It's time between when a student is accepted to Princeton, and when they begin as first year students, right? So in the summer between their admittance and when they might come to Princeton, they could apply for admission to this experience, which is an international service project, essentially.
Vivian (host) (02:42):
Basically a gap year. Right?
Bryant (co-host) (02:44):
Exactly, exactly. And so students will spend this year, again, not as a Princeton student, but with this Princeton program and engage, as I said, typically in a service project, oftentimes around education or public health and lives with a host family, sort of immersed in a culture. And really again, gets this great experience to spend time with other Princeton students to develop their values and to have, again, this sort of worldly touch point before they begin their studies.
Vivian (host) (03:16):
And what would you say to those parents- because we get these questions from time to time from parents, but also from students, what would you say to those students and parents who are worried about taking a gap year? You know, the whole idea of gap year, I think especially in this country, is fairly recent still that students are doing this. That they're deferring their entrance to college or university after high school by one year, sometimes by two years. What do you say to the listeners who are a little bit worried about doing something like that?
Bryant (co-host) (03:48):
Well, I'll say a number of things and I'll start with maybe the brief story when I was a undergraduate. I remember I came into my Z group as a first year student with someone who had taken a gap year and done work in South America, something, in fact, it sounded very much like what Bridge Year is today. But again, that was self-directed, it was informal. But she had lived internationally, and nevermind how she placed out of Spanish language. She had the ability, I think, to really conduct herself in worldly ways and with a maturity. It helps you develop and grow in interesting ways. And what I would say flashing forward to now is that there is a whole program and infrastructure around that. So it's safe, right? Princeton again has a full-time staff and the support of alumni like Mike Novogratz and his family have allowed Princeton to really focus on expanding that program, to offer the opportunity to more students, as well as to again, partner with international organizations and be regularly connecting with these students. It's a really intentional experience. It actually is not even just the year before they come to Princeton as first years, but indoors during their time at Princeton. And after the cohort is really strong, and the alumni network is growing every year. I think it's been really, really meaningful to people's experiences.
Vivian (host) (05:04):
Yeah, I think Leila and Nicole actually talk about that, about meeting up with other Bridge Year students on campus during their conversation. So with that, why don't we hand it over to them? Let's hear about their Novogratz Bridge Year experiences. And thanks so much, Bryant, look forward to seeing you again next time.
Bryant (co-host) (05:22):
Yep, take care.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (05:34):
Hi Leila.
Leila Owens (student guest) (05:36):
Hi Nicole. How are you?
Nicole Williams (student guest) (05:38):
I'm good. How are you? Where are you from? And what year did you do Bridge Year?
Leila Owens (student guest) (05:44):
I'm from Michigan. I grew up in a suburb of Detroit and I did Bridge Year a few years ago in India. Coming out of high school, I had a lot of interest in going abroad. I knew I wanted to do some sort of study abroad. And honestly, I thought when else in my lifetime am I going to have this opportunity to spend a year fully funded in another country. Not even studying, but getting to really know the culture. But what about you? What drew you to Bridge Year?
Nicole Williams (student guest) (06:14):
I am from Morristown New Jersey, and I did Bridge Year in Senegal in 2017, 18. What drew me to Bridge Year? I think similar to you, I definitely wanted to travel and study abroad, especially being a fully funded opportunity. It was a really awesome opportunity. I mean, how many colleges have that? I don't know. And then also coming out of high school, I was so burnt out. And so I kind of really liked the idea of getting to take time off from school, but still having that structure. And then it did actually work towards life goals that I did have, so it kind of was a on both end things. I don't think I would've taken a gap year if it wasn't for the structure of the Bridge Year program.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (07:03):
I'm curious, were your parents worried about you going abroad and then specifically certain program locations?
Leila Owens (student guest) (07:11):
I think that what you were saying about this being a structured program really helped with convincing my parents. Just like the fact that Princeton is sponsoring this and has done it for years, you know? And I did it, it was the 10th year of the program in India. And so at that point I didn't have too many concerns. I was kind of intimidated about just taking a gap year on my own. I don't think I could have planned anything myself, but this is a structured program, and so I think that really helped persuade my parents.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (07:46):
Yeah. I definitely felt the same way. Well, I felt that way, but also my parents. My dad is a bit, kind of more conservative, overprotective. So he was really paranoid, but he was really huge about exposure to other cultures. So even though he had his nerves, he still was like, "you should do it."
Leila Owens (student guest) (08:05):
So what made you choose Senegal as your program location?
Nicole Williams (student guest) (08:08):
I feel like upon meeting other Bridge Year students, this was like an unpopular thing, but I only applied to Senegal. Apparently the popular ones are China, India, whatever. I grew up, not for long, but I lived in Cape town, South Africa for a little over a year because my dad became a pastor missionary. So he took our whole family. But after that experience, I really wanted to go to West Africa specifically. So Senegal was the only program I applied to because I was like, if I'm not going to Senegal, I'm just going to go to Princeton. How about you?
Leila Owens (student guest) (08:40):
I fall into the other category of, you're able to rank all of them. And then I ranked them and I put India as my number one choice and then in the comments I said, "but I would go anywhere." I wanted to do India. I just had a lot of Indian American friends or friends that had grown up in India. In high school, I had been a part of an Indian dance club because some of my friends were choreographers, and I wanted to support them. And I just wanted to learn more about the culture, but I would've been very happy with any of the locations.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (09:16):
That's super awesome.
Leila Owens (student guest) (09:18):
Yeah, totally. And I don't know, moving into the day to day, what was your typical day in the life of what you did on Bridge Year?
Nicole Williams (student guest) (09:27):
I remember vividly landing in Senegal. I did not expect all of the sand, which I kind of felt dumb for not expecting that because everybody else in my program didn't seem surprised. So the first month of Bridge Year was definitely the most intense because they took us to the most rural areas of Senegal. And then after that, we transitioned to the city Dakar, the main city. So it was a little bit more what I was used to relatively speaking. And my “the day in the life,” once I got my service program, was I would wake up. I would do my devotions. I would sometimes get breakfast with my family though, depending on their work schedules, I'd just go get breakfast by myself and then I'd take the 40 minute bus ride to work. Sometimes the bus would not get there. I remember one day I waited for an hour for the bus and I gave up. And as soon as I crossed the street, the bus came.
Leila Owens (student guest) (10:19):
No.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (10:19):
I just didn't go to work that day. So then I'd go to work, and then I taught English at the YMCA, which is not a gym in Senegal. It's a full blown Christian school. And so I taught in the fourth grade class, the preschool, the third grade and the second grade if I remember correctly. And I would just go in and do my lessons. I had a lot of freedom there and then I would come home and then early on in the program we had language lessons. So I'd go to the program house, which is the house for students on the program. It's like a little apartment. And so we'd have our Wolof lessons, cultural lessons, and then I'd go home, hang out, fellowship with my family and then have dinner. And then I also got plugged in with the local church there. So I would also go and commute to those programs throughout the week too. So it was pretty chill, after the first two or three months, I'd say I got a rhythm for myself.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (11:12):
And then a little while after just being there for a couple months, the kids knew me really well. I learned a lot of the kids' names. I knew who the more stubborn kids were and then the more goody two shoe kids were. And I just kind of really got comfortable with the classroom dynamics and getting kids to engage, which was a really challenging thing, cause it was like 40 or 50 students in a classroom. And then with the preschool, I remember I got to just create a lot of different, fun resources for them. So those are really fun times. How about you, I'm curious, what was your day in the life as well?
Leila Owens (student guest) (11:44):
Sure. I had a pretty different experience than you obviously. Different countries, different routines and things. I guess all the programs are set up similarly though. So we had the first month, which was traveling. Rather than sand and hiking to remote villages that way, we were in Uttarakhand which is a more mountainous region of India. So I was there looking at the Himalayas, hiking in the mountains. That was just surreal. But I think that the most special part is, as you mentioned, the longer stay in the city. So we were in the city of Udaipur. If I woke up early enough, I would get to have breakfast with my homestay family. But sometimes I was in a bit of a rush because we had Hindi lessons in the morning at the program house all together, after which we would all have breakfast together. Food India was all amazing. My work experience on Bridge Year was working with a grassroots NGO on a menstrual health campaign. And so I started off working in sort of like the main office of this NGO, and then I later moved to a more production area where they had women sewing reusable menstrual pads. So that was very cool too. I didn't really know how to sew before then. And here we are on these old machines with the foot pedal, learning how to sew a reusable sanitary pad.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (13:15):
Wait, tell me about the food. Did you have any favorite meals?
Leila Owens (student guest) (13:19):
Yeah, so that's a funny story actually. My favorite food, it was either like a breakfast or lunch food. For me, I would start eating it at breakfast and eat through lunch. It's called an aloo paratha. So it's basically a potato pancake kind of a thing, but it's got dough on the outside. And so that was my absolute favorite food. And then my favorite snack is called aloo bhujia. And so aloo means potato. So it's like a little potato. I don't know, how do I describe it? Like noodles, I guess, but tiny. That's my favorite snack food, and I'd get really excited whenever we found this snack or anyone made this breakfast food for us. And so the other students on my trip noticed my love for aloo paratha and aloo bhujia, and they got to thinking, "hmm, what's the connection between these foods? Oh, potatoes. Leila must really like potatoes." When April came around, which is when my birthday is, I found myself at a potato themed birthday party. Which I mean, potatoes are fine. Are they my favorite vegetable? No.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (14:28):
That's really funny. I feel like that was one of the challenges with the Bridge Year community. I don't know if you felt this, but at least for me, I felt really close to everyone after, especially after the first month or two, because we're all going through this culture shock. But that was definitely really fun because even the Bridge Year students I connect with now in my program, we still think back to all of those creative ways we really tried to support each other and make each other feel like family.
Leila Owens (student guest) (14:53):
For sure, that was a super important part of the program is the support from the other students.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (14:58):
Yeah.
Leila Owens (student guest) (15:11):
So how was your transition back to Princeton?
Nicole Williams (student guest) (15:14):
I honestly don't feel like it was as bad as I thought it would be, because the transition first was coming back home. So I did not go directly to Princeton after Bridge Year. I went back to my home in Morristown, New Jersey and I would definitely say that was pretty challenging. And we talked about that during transference, which was kind of the last week or two of the program where we talk about that reverse culture shock, because that's very real. And so coming back, I definitely grieved, missing my homestay family. I still connected with them via WhatsApp and tried to message, but it's hard because you don't have that same bond of just being in the same location, getting to eat meals together. So I just definitely felt that. And then going to Princeton honestly, because all of the freshmen are all coming from different backgrounds. I didn't actually feel as much as an outsider as I kind of thought I would initially. And I know a huge thing that a lot of us stressed about, especially the math majors, which I'm most definitely not, but they were really stressed about forgetting their math and stuff. But yeah, I think overall the transition wasn't too bad. And I didn't realize how helpful it would be, but having the Bridge Year community, whether you actually go to the events or not, knowing that there are people there that have also been through this very unique experience for me was very comforting.
Leila Owens (student guest) (16:31):
Yeah, totally. I second basically everything you said. I am actually an engineering student, so I did have this fear about the math. And to be honest, Princeton math is hard, no matter what you're coming from. I struggled right along people that had been doing it all throughout high school and then didn't do Bridge Year. So I don't think it made much of a difference.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (16:59):
Yeah. So for you, did your time on Bridge Year impact your choice of studies or did you kind of just keep the same trajectory you had coming out of high school?
Leila Owens (student guest) (17:11):
So I came in applying to Princeton as an environmental engineer and that is what I'm doing. That's just what I'm very passionate about and I'm not quite sure anything could change that, but Bridge Year did sort of influence my classes outside of my major a bit. So for example, I took Hindi for the first year. And so that was really fun, a way to sort of feel like I was still connected to the culture that I was no longer a part of. And then another thing was on Bridge Year, you can pick an independent study. And so a lot of people picked Indian cooking, or dancing or something like that. I decided to go with stone carving because I thought that it was really cool. And when else am I going to be able to learn stone carving in India? So I really got really into it. I'd go every day after work. The highlight of my day was going to meet with my stone carving mentor. And so at Princeton I was able to take a sculptor class. Not working with stone, but I still thought that was a nice way to connect back to something that had been a big passion of mine while on Bridge Year.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (18:25):
That's super awesome. I'm just curious about the stone carving. What kind of tools do you use to carve a stone?
Leila Owens (student guest) (18:33):
Yeah, so there's a progression, you have to earn your way up. And so when I first got there, I was like, "oh, I'm ready for my stone carving." And my method was here and first we shall make clay. We started by literally taking mud and breaking it up and mixing it in water to make the clay. And then I had to master using clay to recreate objects. And then after that I was given a hammer and a chisel and then I had to master carving stone with that. And then I got power tools. So it was a progression
Nicole Williams (student guest) (19:11):
That's so cool. That's so awesome. I feel like for me initially, I was similar to you in that Bridge Year did not change the trajectory of what I felt like I would do academically at Princeton. But then come my end of my sophomore year, it actually did. I didn't realize how much being in Senegal and living in Senegal, it like shifted my worldview. So coming into Princeton, I was a EB major, ecology and evolutionary biology. And then I actually declared EB. And then the day after declaration, the declaring day, I went to my advisor and I was like, "no, no, no, I want major in sociology." But I really, really knew that environmental sociology was something I wanted to study and pursue, which I still am now. So I was really grateful for my advisor for letting me do that.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (20:11):
I definitely feel like Bridge Year, for me, solidified my passions, completely shifted my worldview, and just how I think about things as an African American woman. I really identify as a black woman more than I do as an American. And then when I got to Senegal, I'm lighter skinned, but there's an ethnic group called Pulaar, that are also lighter skinned. And so once I learned the language and I started to dress in a Senegalese way, people would just think I was Pulaar or that I just had mixed parents, that my dad was Senegalese and my mom was white or vice versa. So that was really interesting to just experience. Even like the privilege, if you will, of being able to blend in there versus my white peers on the program. Even though my Welsh friend had much better Wolof than me, because they thought I was Senegalese, they would just always talk to me and I would be like, "talk to him." He was better, I don't even know what you were saying. So that was a fun, really funny experience. I remember at the airport, especially, they were showing so much favoritism to me and was completely disregarding my Welsh friend. I was like, "is this reverse privilege? This is so interesting."
Nicole Williams (student guest) (21:24):
Before all of that assimilation happened, the people there really just saw us as American. It didn't matter whether you were black or white, to be American was to be wealthy and therefore you were white basically and you were American. So that was just really, really interesting to experience when I first got there. Cause I was like, "no, like I'm black American." It just didn't have any weight. So that was just very, very interesting racial, ethnic and political dynamics, being navigated on Bridge Year, which I didn't necessarily expect when I got there, but definitely completely challenged the way I thought about race and national identity, both there and leaving Senegal.
Leila Owens (student guest) (22:03):
That's very interesting. Were there any other challenges that you faced on Bridge Year? And I guess how did you overcome them or what lessons did you take away from the experience?
Nicole Williams (student guest) (22:14):
Yeah, so I experienced actually a lot of sexual harassment during my time in Senegal, which I did not anticipate. During the orientation, they talk about SHARE and they talk about the possibility of experiencing sexual harassment and stuff like that. But in my mind during orientation, I took it in, I took notes cause that's what you do, but I just didn't actually think that it would apply to me. And so when I got there and I started experiencing that in the first couple months of the program, it really, really threw me off. I did start talking to friends and then the people on the program about it, which was very helpful. I waited longer than I should have to share that it was bothering me because I kind of just felt like I had to put up with it in order to just make the most of the experience. But suppressing it, not wisdom.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (23:04):
But once I talked to my homestay family about it, there were two guys specifically on my way to work that would just harass me every day. And it was very, very stressful. And so I finally talked to my homestay family about it, and then they went and talked to them, which I was really stressed about. I was like, "no, I don't want to cause problems." But they went and talked to them, and they stopped. They never did it again. And I was just like, "oh my God, why didn't I talk to you sooner?" But dealing with the emotional trauma of that as well, I had to get connected to SHARE, and that was very, very helpful. So I was really grateful for that resource and I'm really grateful that they talked about the resource even though at the time, I didn't think I would need it. I feel like for me personally, it's like you can prepare as much as possible, but ultimately everybody's experience is so individual and you don't actually know what is going to stress you out, like what is going to be something that you're going to need to process. It can be overwhelming to get, I feel like for me it was overwhelming to get all those resources at first, but then as the program unfolded, I was like, "oh, okay. In this moment, this resource would be great." And then having the program directors to help navigate that was really helpful.
Leila Owens (student guest) (24:13):
Yeah, totally. And I think that's a very valid experience that I know a lot of people have faced on Bridge Year. India as well, they have very different gender dynamics and cultural norms surrounding that. I'd never been cat called before I went to India. That was definitely a new experience, but something that you learned to live with or find the resources, like you said, that's super impressive that you were able to get it to stop. More power to you.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (24:45):
At that location, yes. At least there. At least in my daily commute and stuff.
Leila Owens (student guest) (24:51):
Yeah. Totally.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (24:53):
Okay. So what was your favorite memory on Bridge Year, or greatest takeaway from the experience?
Leila Owens (student guest) (25:01):
That's a really hard question because in nine months you make a lot of memories. And while the traveling and stuff was really exciting and I had never been backpack hiking before, that was an incredible experience. I think that what really was the most important thing to me was the relationships I built, long term, while I was living in Udaipur, going to work with my homestay family. And in particular, something I wasn't expecting was I had made a really strong friendship with this older woman who, while I was there became a grandmother actually. And so she was at my work site, but she wasn't one of the employees working on the same thing I was. She was more the caretaker, I guess, of the building.
Leila Owens (student guest) (25:55):
We had gotten really close because she's very good at teaching. She would teach the younger kids at the school, across the street. At the time my Hindi level was about at the same point as some of those kids, or probably a bit worse. So she took it upon herself to really help me with that. And towards the end of the program, she had stopped coming to work because she was spending time with her family and this newborn child. And so I wanted to visit before I left. So I went to her home and I brought these mittens for the baby. Of course the ones I got, way too big. This baby is a newborn and here I have some... I mean, they were meant for a child, but anyways, it was pretty humorous. It was just one of the sweetest things, because here I am meeting my good friend's grandchild, and I had never had that experience of making friends outside of my age range really, let alone different culture and age. So I thought that was a really special moment for me.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (26:59):
That's so beautiful. I feel like that kind of made me think of the relationship I cultivated with my program director, the onsite program director, Babokar, that man was so wise. And I just loved having conversations with him. And he's a Muslim, I'm Christian, but our conversations about God and spirituality really, really impacted me heavily. And he would be a man of few words, but the words were powerful. He would say something and then you'd have to really chew on it. Like what did that mean? And that was really, really helpful and challenging for me. And I remember one vivid memory, which I think I'll always really take away and it still comes back to me every now and then, especially in seasons of transition in my life, but we were climbing up one of the two mountains in Senegal. I'd say mountain because it's not that big. But to me who was relatively out of shape, that was the biggest mountain in the whole world. So we were climbing it and I was climbing it with him, and I was just basically complaining about the whole thing. And I don't remember, I'm paraphrasing what he said, cause I can't say as profound as he said it, but he said "one of the gifts of life are challenges because through those challenges, you get to see from a more elevated view or perspective." Because we were going up there, but there was something at the top for us. There was this beautiful view that was only possible through that difficulty. And he was basically just saying there are some things in life, and really the good quality things in life, only come through challenge and through really pressing through.
Nicole Williams (student guest) (28:26):
And you know, I still could barely breathe all the way up that mountain, but I just had a whole new perspective. I wasn't complaining anymore. And I carry that. Whenever I'm in a season of transition or something, I'm going through something really difficult, I really think about that moment where I couldn't breathe, but I got it. You know, I got through it and it was so life-giving. Like there was this little waterfall up there, it was so beautiful. There was a whole other community living up there we got to connect with and meet. And so I definitely think that was one of my favorite memories and most meaningful memories.
Leila Owens (student guest) (29:01):
Oh my God. What a powerful takeaway. I think that really encompasses a lot of, not only what we went through on Bridge Year, but what we've been going through since the pandemic and Princeton in general. I think that's an amazing takeaway.
Vivian (host) (29:22):
A year abroad with Princeton, powerful takeaway indeed. We hope you enjoyed hearing about Nicole and Leila's Novogratz Bridge Year experiences. And if you'd like to learn more about the program, have a look at the office of international programs website at oip.princeton.edu. As I said earlier, this podcast was created with prospective students and their families in mind. And with that, I'd like to direct all of our listeners to our admission website at admission.princeton.edu. There you can watch, read, engage virtually and learn more about Princeton university.
Vivian (host) (30:05):
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Meet Princeton's audio engineer is Nick Donnoli of Orange Box Pictures, Mary Buckley and I, Vivian Slee, are executive producers. Bryant Blount is our co-host and consultant, and original music was composed by Molly Truman from the class of 2024 with additional music licensed by Sound Stripe. We'd like to give a special thanks to Nicole Williams and Leila Owens for their fantastic contributions to this episode and a big thank you, especially to our listeners for tuning in. We hope you'll join us next time on Meet Princeton.
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