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Preface: You know you’ve been on the Carleton Moscow Program if you... 

➔ have to remind yourself that it really is OK to throw your used toilet paper into the toilet 
bowl; you don’t have to look for the little garbage can. 

➔ fear for your life every time you have to cross a street. 

➔ can spot a statue of Lenin from two miles away. 

➔ have trouble remembering what churches without cupolas look like. 

➔ are unfazed by drinking caffeinated tea at midnight. 

➔ fold out your sofa into a bed when you get home. 

➔ think a “good” bathroom is one that has toilet paper and a fantastic one has soap and 
running water, too. 

➔ carry an umbrella, a headscarf, a plastic bag, and Kleenex with you at all times…just in case. 

➔ think: “Toilet seats…. who needs ‘em?” 

➔ think drinking water from the tap seems…wrong. 

 

 

Author’s Note: 
This booklet is intended as an introduction to the Carleton Moscow program, written by 

students for students and with minimal interference from the program director. The 

information largely draws upon the experiences of students who have participated, with 

copious updates after each program. Note: life in Moscow changes quickly: though updates 

have been made, some of the information in this booklet could be out of date by the time 

you arrive in Russia. Therefore, take the advice in this booklet with a shaker-full of salt, 

ask Diane, your hosts, or the praktikantki any and all questions, and above all, keep 

your sense of humor. 
 

    Умом Россию не понять… 

 

• Тютчев 
 

 



4 
 

Introduction 
Since the collapse of Soviet rule, Moscow has emerged as a center of social, political, and 
economic innovation. New and old clash and complement each other behind a complex 

exterior of Tsarist and Soviet legacies. Housed within the Kremlin walls are museums 
breathtakingly rich with jewels and treasures; meanwhile, wearied and enterprising babushki 

sell homemade sauerkraut in underground crosswalks. Lenin’s mausoleum is just steps away 
from a bustling McDonald’s. 

 
Over the course of a single term, students immerse themselves in a country striving to 

redefine and reestablish itself culturally and economically, almost twenty years after its 

reincarnation. The effect is enormous: typically, Carleton students leave with a new 

perspective not only of Russia, but also of themselves and their “Americanness.” Possibly 

one of the most important things to remember while in Russia is how deeply the post- 

Soviet transition has permeated Russian culture, and how difficult it is for a foreigner to 

grasp this change. Students should absolutely remember to keep an open mind, taste some 

caviar, join in a folk dance, give a traditional toast, and branch out to try an entirely new 

kind of adventure. 

 

It is also important to realize that it is an oversimplification to talk about the adjustment of a 
student on the Carleton program as an "adjustment to life in Russia." There are really several 

adjustments: to another language and another culture, certainly, but also simply to life at a 
large university, to life in a BIG city, and to the different cultures between regions. Many of 

the differences between life at Carleton and life in Moscow would also exist on a program in 

any large city in the U.S. Be prepared for an amazing, exhausting, and enlightening 
experience. 

 

 

Preparing to Go 
What might seem an endless list of pre-trip preparations is in reality a whole lot easier to 
accomplish here rather than in Moscow. Really. 

 
Note: Despite the enormous improvements in Russian society in recent years, it is essential 

to keep track of money and documents. Most visitors never have any serious problems, but 
there will be speed bumps and unexpected turns, especially when dealing with officials in 

the airport, in the government, and on the streets. It is strongly recommended to always 
have copies of your passport, visa, and telephone numbers with you; consider keeping these 

and extra money concealed in either a money belt or neck pouch, particularly when 
traveling outside of Moscow. 

 
Passports and Visas 

Getting your visa can be one of the most complicated and trying parts of preparing for 
Russia. There are lots of hoops to jump through, things to worry about - visas can be a 
nightmare in Russia. Even the U.S. Department of State often cannot keep up with the rapid 
changes in the laws for foreigners. There will be a Very Important Program Meeting about 
all the things you need to do to get it – take notes, ask lots of questions, and don’t leave 
anything until the last minute. 

 

You will need a passport and visa to enter the country, even if you happen to land in 
Moscow just to switch planes. You need the passport to get the visa, so be sure to get a 
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passport promptly. If you already have a passport, check right away to see if you need to 

have it renewed. This can be a very time-consuming process, so don’t put it off. 

 
You will need several passport photos for various documents and passes, but sometimes the 
requirements are extremely strict; the easiest thing to do is simply go to Walgreens and ask 
them for the passport package, but be sure to check the pictures match specifications. It takes 
about 10 minutes, the pictures are done soon after, and you will conveniently have extras for 
any surprises that might come up, but they can be a real rip-off. Here’s a website that lists 
the photo specifications so you can take them yourself if you want: 
http://www.ruscon.org/forms/photospecs.htm 

 

The program director (Diane) will guide you through the visa process and apply on behalf 

of the group. Before you apply for the visa, it is important to know what your plans are 
after the end of the program. If you plan to stay in Russia through the summer, you might 

need a different kind of visa that can be renewed. These are very difficult to obtain even 
with advance planning; last minute – impossible. Make sure the program director knows 

what your plans are if they might involve visa extensions. 

 
Once you receive your passport and visa, make a scan and email it to yourself; it 
will doubtlessly prove useful at some point. Upon arrival in Russia you will get 
an immigration card at passport control, which is also extremely important to 
keep (further details in the Getting There and Away section, page 7). 

 

Money 

Credit cards are accepted almost anywhere in the major cities. It is vitally important 

that you inform your bank and credit card company that you’re traveling to Russia 

before you leave so as to: 1) To avoid having your account locked and finding yourself 
very hungry yet with no way to get funds until US business hours start when you can 

contact them to unlock your account; 2) So that it is aware that you are out of the 
country and any purchases made are most likely legit. It’s best to call your bank to get 

all the details for being abroad, so you’ll know about things like foreign transaction fees 
ahead of time. 

 
It is essential, really, to have a credit card with you to use in an emergency. However, to 

avoid blocked purchases and those exorbitant fees, it can be more convenient to use a 

debit or ATM card. If your bank does have a foreign transaction fee, use an ATM to 

withdraw spending money from your account (a few thousand rubles will last you a while, 

especially considering how cheap food is). There are ATMs right in the ГЗ that are 

straightforward and convenient to use. They will give you rubles at the official exchange 

rate, probably with a service charge of $3-$5 per transaction (depending on your bank, 

you may be able to find machines that don’t charge anything extra). Outside MGU, ATMs 

can be found everywhere, in the nearby Капитолий shopping center, and in almost every 

metro station. 

 

Bring some American dollars (maybe about $100 or so) and get them changed as you 

need them. This is helpful for your arrival, but also to have some emergency cash in case 

something goes wrong with your debit card. Bring your money in 20s so that you can 

exchange small amounts at a time. Exchange banks/kiosks (обмен валюты) are 

ubiquitous, so switching from dollars to rubles isn’t difficult. Remember to bring your 

passport with you, as well as clean, crisp, and unmarked bills—clerks will not accept 

anything less. It’s also a good idea to check the official exchange rate and even calculate 

the dollar → ruble conversion for the amount you’re changing so that you can be sure 

http://www.ruscon.org/forms/photospecs.htm
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you’re not being cheated (these places are jokingly called обман валюты because they 

can be such a swindle). If you see an exchange kiosk with an exchange rate that seems 
too good to be true, it’s probably because they’re prone to withholding a few ruble notes, 

so always double-check the amount you receive before you leave. 

 

A note on pickpocketing: It’s easy to be distracted by the sights and happenings of a big 

city, but pickpockets are generally not a problem in Moscow as long as you remain aware 

of your surroundings. Especially in train stations, markets, and the metro, it’s a good idea 

to keep your valuables in front of you rather than behind you, and close to your hands: in 

a purse or a coat pocket, not in a backpack or back pocket. Be especially aware when 

taking photos: you make an easier target for a pickpocket when both hands are occupied 

with your camera and you’re concentrating on a shot. 
 

Keep a small amount of money on your person, but it’s obviously best to leave large bills and your 

emergency credit card in your suitcase at the dorm or at your family’s apartment. If you’re using a 
money belt, it’s also a good idea to get your cash out well before you try to exchange it—diving 

into your pants in the middle of a bank is not only awkward, but shows would-be thieves exactly 

where your money is. Plus embarrassing if caught on camera. 

 

You can also have money wired to you (through Western Union), though this option 

tends to be a pain and very expensive. You’ll wait a while as the clerks giggle at your 

passport photo. 

 

Identification 

Most U.S. or foreign identification, besides visas and passports, fail to do much good in 
Russia, even in big cities like Moscow. If you plan to travel in Europe after the program, 

the International Student Identification Card (ISIC) can be good to have on hand (it’s 
pretty useless in Russia where your MGU student ID will get you all the discounts). The 

Off-Campus Studies office has the simple applications— the only other things you need 
to supply are a photo and $25. The benefits of this card can be travel discounts, 

emergency and evacuation insurance, cultural discounts and more, but again, it doesn’t 

really work in Russia. Check the ISIC website for more info: www.myisic.com 

 
In Moscow, your most treasured ticket will be the official Moscow University Student ID 

card (студенческий билет) that you receive at the start of the program. Students 

comprise a social class that is respected but also pitied for not having any money. As a 

result, this card gets you into University buildings and also lowers museum, theater, and 

transportation fees (sometimes to as much as one-tenth of the cost). If a ticket clerk 

realizes that you’re foreign, they may give you a hard time about your ID, but if you tell 

them that you’re a fulltime student at MGU (включённое обуче́ние, дневно́е 

отделе́ние), you should be able to get in. Keep your Student ID with you at all times. 

When asked to show identification, show this before you show your passport in 

situations where you do not want to be marked as a foreigner. 

 

Finally, keep your passport (or a copy) with you at all times, in case you are approached 

by the police and asked to produce it. This used to happen on a fairly regular basis, 

particularly to males with dark complexions who look like they might come from the 

Caucasus region. If you don’t have it, you will almost certainly be fined (read: perhaps 

forced to pay a bribe to the policeman, who will probably look about 18 years old). If you 

are prone to losing things, bring some duct tape with you so that you can physically 

attach this booklet to yourself every morning. Do NOT lose your passport. (Ask Diane 

http://www.myisic.com/
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about carrying your passport: in day-to-day life it can be ok to carry a copy of your 

passport, but this can change depending on what’s going on in the news, and how likely 
you are to be stopped for random police checks. Whenever you travel outside of Moscow, 

though, you must keep your original passport and immigration card on you at all times.) 

 
Health and Insurance 

Carleton policy and Russian law require that you have health insurance that covers you at 

the program site. All students on Carleton programs receive international health insurance 

and medical, security, and travel assistance coverage through Cultural Insurance Services 
International (CISI). See the policy summary and benefit summary for further 

information about coverage and procedures for accessing assistance and submitting 
claims. CISI is your primary insurer while you are abroad, but you need to retain health 

insurance in the United States or your home country in case of an emergency where you 
would need to return home. Initially the insurance will only cover you during the 

program, so make arrangements if you’re planning on staying abroad or visiting another 
country after the program is over. Purchasing an extra month or so of insurance through 

CISI is pretty reasonable as far as price goes. 

You will need certain immunizations for travel into Russia. The Centers for Disease Control 

is the most useful resource to check; go to 

http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/russia.aspx. 
 

To get the shots, check with your own physician, or one of the two Northfield clinics: Family 

Health Medical Clinic (507-565-1494) or the Allina Clinic (507-663-9000). Transportation 

options to both clinics may be found at 

https://apps.carleton.edu/transportation/?option=medicallocal. 
 

Depending on the current risk, once in Russia, the program director may arrange for the 

group to be inoculated against encephalitis in preparation for the trip to Siberia. Students 
are encouraged to be inoculated, though this is no guarantee against infected ticks. The tick 

situation will be discussed in detail in orientation. 

 
You also have to get an HIV test within three months of applying for a visa. You can get 

this done with your own physician, at the SHAC for $15, or also at the Family Health 
Medical Clinic or Alina Clinic. You’ll need to call to make appointments, and for the latter 

two, in addition, to check the cost. You’ll need to send the test results along with your visa 
application, so make sure to get an official letter from the physician (letterhead and all). 

 
If while in Russia, you need medical attention, be sure to keep all receipts so that you 
can pursue reimbursement once you return to the U.S. 

 

Getting There and Away 

You are responsible for making your own plane reservations. International travel costs are 
not included in the program fee; expect to pay $700-$1000 for a round-trip flight to Moscow 

from the US. If ticket prices are a concern, talk to the program director: there are often 

scholarships you can apply for, especially if you’re already receiving financial aid from 
Carleton, that help cover some of the cost. Look into services like StudentUniverse that sell 

discounted flights for students. Some of the layovers can be ridiculous, but the discount is 
often worth it. 

http://www.culturalinsurance.com/
http://www.culturalinsurance.com/
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/russia.aspx
https://apps.carleton.edu/transportation/?option=medicallocal
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In the past, students have arrived in Moscow independently from their spring break 

locations, but some arrange to travel with other program participants. It can be useful to 
have a travel buddy, especially if you haven’t flown internationally before. When you arrive 

in Moscow, you’ll be immediately greeted by program directors outside customs. Just let 
Diane know your flight information, so she can send someone to meet you. 

 
If you want to travel after the program, make sure you carefully plan out the details, 
because Russia isn’t the easiest country for independent travel (again, Diane is a great 

resource for travel tips). In the past, students have taken planes or trains out of the country. 

Stopovers in Amsterdam or other places (check out Delta Airlines deals) are a great post- 
trip transition before heading back to the States. Trains are a fairly affordable option for 

exploring Eastern and Western Europe, especially with the Eurail pass (you can get great 
discounts with an ISIC card). Trains from Moscow to Helsinki are also a surprisingly 

inexpensive option and are much less of a hassle than routes through Eastern Europe. 

 
Do not lose: 

1. your passport 

2. your return tickets. E-tickets are generally preferable 

3. the little white form you’ll be filling out on the plane as you enter Russia. This is your 

Russian immigration card, and it is as essential as your ticket home. When you arrive at 

the University, Diane will help you get it stapled into your passport so it’s harder to lose. In 
all cases, keep an eye on suddenly changing laws and regulations (Diane will keep you in 

the loop). 

Packing: What to Stuff into Your One Bag 
(23 kilos = 50 lbs. Add another 10 lbs hand luggage) 

 
Packing is an acquired skill. In general, less is better. Remember that you’ll be gone for an 

entire term, or maybe more. Moscow is a huge city, and you can buy almost anything you 
need to replace forgotten items. However, Moscow is also one of the most expensive cities 

in the world, especially when it comes to clothing and accessories. So with that…. 

 
Our advice: make sure you bring enough to get you through the first few weeks while you are 

still unfamiliar with the city, but leave space in your luggage to bring back things you purchase 

in Moscow and your souvenirs. Check your airline’s baggage limits and costs. 

Usually you can have one checked bag under 50 pounds, a small carry-on, and a personal item 

(like a small purse or backpack). If you absolutely have to bring more than this, expect to be 

charged an unreasonable amount of money by the airline. We recommend packing a single large 

bag and bringing a small duffel folded up inside it. The small duffel can be used for travel  within 

Russia (such as the Baikal trip), and it gives you extra carrying capacity for souvenirs on the way 

home. 

 

Clothing 

Pack for the end of a chilly winter, a mild spring, and the start of a warm (and possibly very 

hot) summer. Weather-wise, Moscow is like a slightly chillier version of Northfield, so think 

about the range of weather you might experience here and then add a dash of extra slush. 

Layering is ideal and saves space. 

 
Moscow is an extremely fashionable and cosmopolitan place, so in order to feel comfortable 

you may not want to dress as you do at Carleton. People “dress up,” even if they are just 

going on a run to the grocery store. Riding the subway wearing sweatpants and dirty work 
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boots might not get you a second glance in the States, but in Russia people will probably 

look at you like you’ve grown a few extra heads. Looking put-together is not only a matter 

of care for one’s own appearance, but is also considered a measure of respect in others’ eyes. 

Shorts are considered appropriate for young children and beachwear, unless it gets very hot, 

is not acceptable in public places or in class. (Even then, not a good idea to wear to any 

place serious.) Baggy t-shirts are generally the domain of boys aged 16 and under, and 

tennis shoes are very rarely seen on women not wearing pantyhose. 

 
Chances are that no matter what you do, you are not going to blend in. If you’d like to 
try, though, here are a few guidelines for everyday wear: 

 
Guys: Nice jeans, a bit on the tighter side, and a dark sweater will take you far. Tennis 
shoes are fine as long as they’re wellkept, something sleek, like Converse or Pumas. 

 

Gals: Well-fitting long-ish jeans, particularly slim-legged ones, and feminine tops and 

sweaters can go just about anywhere. Nice slacks and skirts, knee-length or longer, with 

tights are also common. Heeled boots will have you looking like a moskvichka in no 

time. In the colder weather, you’ll see a lot of women wearing longer, loose-hanging 

coats. You must have a skirt, again, knee-length or longer, if you want to go to certain 

monasteries. You’ll also need a head scarf any time you enter an Orthodox Church 

(which will happen FREQUENTLY), but you can buy one in Moscow or possibly 

borrow one from Diane as well, so don’t fret if you can’t find one before you leave for 

Russia. You can actually use any scarf for this. In any case, women must have their 

heads covered to enter churches and monasteries. 

You’ll be attending the theater, the opera, and other such places of elegance, so have 

something comfortable and dressy—for women, nice slacks, or a skirt or dress with nylons; 
and for men, a suit or sports coat. (Don’t forget nice shoes, too!) “Goingout” clothes are 

also important if you plan on sampling Moscow’s thriving bar and club scene: a sloppy 
appearance will get you “facecontrolled” at the door. You might also want to take along 

some athletic clothes for after-class frisbee, soccer, volleyball, or the health club. 

 

More on Footwear 

Consider bringing winter boots (not the clunky kind, you are trying to fit in after all), 
because you will encounter lots of muddy, cold slush that you’ll find is surprisingly deep as 

you step off the sidewalk. Russians pay a lot of attention to keeping their footwear looking 
clean and spiffy, which is no easy task in a place with so much spring sludge. Brush or 

wipe the gunk off your shoes or boots in the morning before you leave the house, and don’t 
be offended if your host hands you a brush for your shoes to clean them before you head 

out. You might want to waterproof your other footwear, too. 

 
It is customary in Russia to remove your shoes immediately upon entering an apartment, 
and in dorms students tend not to wear outdoor footwear. Bring a pair of tapochki or flip- 

flops. If you forget, they’re readily (and cheaply) available on the street. 

 

Laundry 

The MGU dorms have laundry facilities, as do host families. Washing clothes in the dorms 

is pretty much like doing laundry at Carleton. There are two options for doing laundry in the 

ГЗ, each in different parts of the building: you can have a worker put your clothes and 

detergent into a machine for you, or you can bring your own detergent and do it yourself. 

Expect a very long line for the latter option. Keep track of time and be prompt about picking 

up your laundry when it’s done. It can be useful to double up with someone to save cash, 



10 
 

and to keep from getting lost the first few times you try and find the laundry room. 

 

More Stuff to Bring… 

Bag—To tote your stuff to school in. A small backpack is OK for men, but if you want 

to fit in, a messenger bag is better. Women should definitely consider bringing some 

sort of biggish purse or messenger bag instead of a backpack, which Russian girls don’t 
really us (unless it’s really tiny). You won’t need a lot of space, since the textbooks are 

not as big and bulky as those at Carleton. 

 

A note about bags: In Russia, a woman’s purse is a sacred thing. Women can usually take 
their purses, regardless of size, anywhere and everywhere. Men, on the other hand, are often 

asked to check their bags at the coat check, or in certain grocery stores, get them wrapped up 

in plastic to make it harder (or at least, a little harder) to shoplift. Boys: don’t be surprised if 
a coat check woman yells at you when you don’t immediately hand her your backpack, and 

girls: don’t be surprised if that same woman gives you a weird look when you try to hand 
her your purse. 

 
Journal—Every day you will have more observations and discoveries than you know what to 

do with. After the program, it’s hugely rewarding to reread what you wrote and remember all 
of the details, thoughts, emotions, and first impressions, things that photographs cannot 

always capture. Some students keep up personal blogs, so you can use a laptop instead if 

that’s the case. Of course, when traveling around Siberia, it’s nice to ditch the computer and 
grab pen and paper. 

 
Medicine—Load up on your prescriptions before you go. Other helpful health related items 

include: cures for stomach ailments and colds, extra eyeglasses/contacts, and vitamin pills. 
The medicine available in Russia might not be what you’re used to, so bring whatever meds 

you’re used to taking, over the counter or not. Shampoo, shaving cream, tampons, deodorant, 
etc. are all readily available in drugstores. Western brands flood the shelves. 

 
Headscarf—As mentioned above, women need to cover their heads (in babushka fashion) 
when entering most churches and religious areas. Bring your own or buy one in Russia. No 

hat or hood, though. 

 
Tissues—VERY, VERY IMPORTANT. A stash of tissues is a must because toilet paper is 
a rare find in free public toilets (including the ones at the University). If you’re out and 
about and you have to go, find a McDonald’s or a public pay toilet. You can buy packets of 
tissues from any drugstore or grocery. 

 
Hand sanitizer—Many public bathrooms, including the ones at the University, do not 
provide soap, so a small bottle or two will come in handy, especially when you want to eat 

street food with your fingers after having just touched metro escalators, flushed the toilet, 
and handled money (you probably don’t want to know what’s all over that stuff). 

 
Money wallet (optional)—As mentioned above, some travelers feel safer carrying a 

concealed pouch or belt for documents and money. Keep in mind, though, that if you wear 
it over your neck and overstuff it with documents and money, everyone’s going to know 

what that rectangular thing under your shirt is. 

 
Pictures, postcards, or books—Pictures of your family, friends, pets, and hometown are a 
great way to begin conversations with new acquaintances at the university. Bring pictures or 
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load them into your mobile device. 
 

Camera—This is essential. Should you need them, you can buy extra batteries or memory 

cards at any Evroset’ or Sviaznoi, electronics stores with branches about every 50 feet in 

Moscow. 

 
Gifts—Little (or not so little) presents for friends are very important. Gifts should be flexible. 

Carleton memorabilia or the like (such as U.S.A. commemorative items) can be popular. These 

are really a difficult call, since just about anything can be bought in Moscow, except, of course, 

regional specialties, like local chocolate or hometown souvenirs. 

 
A note about gifts: Gift•giving can be a little different in Russia. Don’t be surprised or 
offended if the recipient doesn’t open a gift right away. It’s not always expected that 
you be there to watch someone open a gift, as it is in the U.S. 

 
Basic School Supplies—It’s best to arrive with a few materials to start off the term, such 
as notebooks, folders, pens, and pencils. If you don’t, though, you can buy at the 
University or make an expedition to the local торговый центр [shopping center]. 

 
Correct adapter and converter for electronics—Russia has a totally different system, 

220V, so bring a converter or items that can switch back and forth (like some hair dryers). 
Most plug converters are not voltage transformers, however, so your devices’ batteries may 

fry anyways during your time in Russia. Russian outlets take plugs with two round prongs. 
Let Diane know if you want her to buy you a plug converter before you arrive. A universal 

adapter (with prongs and holes to fit the outlets in many countries) is a great investment for 
Moscow and future travel. 

 
Alarm clock— An alarm is necessary. Diane will help outfit everyone with cell phones, so 
you can use the alarm on the cell phone. 

 

Travel Guides
—

Lonely Planet or Rough Guide (strongly recommended for the program) will 
let you know where to find some of the most incredible treasures of Moscow that you might 
not otherwise stumble upon. They become priceless on any trips outside the city. 

 
Smaller suitcase/duffel—You’ll need one for the trips to St. Petersburg and Siberia, when 
you don’t want to be dragging your fullsize luggage around and trying to stuff it into the 

tiny compartments on a domestic flight. You can use this as your carry-on bag when you 
fly to and from Russia. Sometimes you have to walk a fair bit with these smaller bags—a 

bag on wheels can serve you well, but make sure you’d also be able to carry it by hand over 
some mud, or around a train. A duffel with a long strap is ideal. 

 
A pocket Russian-English dictionary—You might not want to pull it out all the time, but 

having a small, print dictionary will come in handy, especially in class. If you don’t have 

one, you can buy them at Аргумент, the MSU equivalent of the Carleton Bookstore. 

 

A phone or tablet— If you have a smartphone or other portable WiFi enabled device, bring it 

with you. If you can, have it unlocked. You shouldn’t expect to connect to cellular networks 

with it (unless you like paying exorbitant roaming fees), but access to WiFi can be a 
lifesaver. There’s WiFi in some classroom buildings, on almost all metro trains, in coffee 

shops, and at other hotspots all over the city, and you never know when you might need 
emergency access to your email or Google Maps.
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Housing 
 
The Main Building (Главное здание) 

The Main Building of МГУ was completed in 1953 and is the tallest of the seven so•called 

“сталинские высотки” or “seven sisters” in Moscow. It hasn’t really been remodeled since 

then, which has its upsides and downsides: the original parquet floors are still there, as is the 

original Soviet plumbing (so probably don’t drink the tap water). One of the best parts of 

living here is the convenience: the building was designed to be a kind of stand-alone city of 

knowledge, and it contains living quarters, at least four dining halls, a café, laundry facilities, 

a hairdresser, the campus bookstore, a ballroom, the entire Geology department, a museum, 

and possibly a station of the elusive, secret “Metro2.” It’s also just across the street from the 

buildings where your classes will be held. The living quarters in the ГЗ are mostly home to 

international students, graduate students, and professors. 
 

This will be your home. 

 

 

Living in the ГЗ 

As a resident of the GZ, the first hurdle you’ll need to clear is mastering your new home’s 
annoyingly symmetrical layout. You’ll be living in one of the “sectors” labeled on the map 
below. 
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The best way to navigate this behemoth is in terms of the various entrances. The главный вход 
is in sector П: this is the “front” of the building. Sector Н, or the “Lomonosov statue side” is 

the “back” of the building. The ГЗ’s flanking wings are mirror images of each other, which can 
lead to confusion. The east wing is the one you’ll be passing through most often, because it 

leads to your class buildings. The west wing leads to the Ботанический сад. 

 
To gain access to the ГЗ, you’ll need to show the охранники (guards) some documentation. 
During daylight hours, your студенческий билет will suffice; at night, you’ll need to show 
your пропуск (dorm document) to prove you live there. Carry both of them with you at all 

times! Get into the habit of always checking if you have your студенческий билет and 
пропуск with you before you leave the dorms. Even if you’re with a friend who has theirs, 
or if the guards have just seen you walk past as you leave the building, they will not let you 
back in without it. 

 
Your Floor 

In many ways, your floor in the ГЗ will be a lot like your dorm floor at Carleton. There’s a 

kitchen, a common area, and people whose job it is to keep track of you. They’re the 

дежурные - sort of like floor grandmas. Make conversation with them! They love to chat and give 

solid life advice. There should be internet access in the common room; Diane will arrange that if there 

isn’t. Some residents keep cats that roam the floor (think Russian Lyman), so be aware if you have 

allergies. 
 
 

Your Room 

The rooms are really nice: you and a roommate will each have your own room, and you’ll share a toilet room 

and shower room. Let the program directors know in advance if you’d like to room with a specific person 

from Carleton. Different sectors have different procedures for swapping out your dirty towels and bedding 

(постельное бельё), but asking the дежурная is a good place to start.
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Also let the дежурная know if anything in your room doesn’t work (sink, 
shower, all of the outlets, etc.) so she can schedule a repair for you or 

show you how to enter your request in the repair journal. 

 
 

Your First Day in Russia 
Before you know it, you’ll finally be through the endless preparations and 

sitting on a plane heading to Moscow. You’ll probably feel some strange 

mixture of dread and excitement and convince yourself that if you can get 

through the next 24 hours, you’ll be just fine. The best advice for this part 

of the trip, which you will remember for the rest of your life, is to use 

your plane time wisely. You could spend the 10+ hours cramming in as 

many last-minute vocabulary words and phrases as possible, but instead, 

figure out a way to forget your excitement for a few hours and SLEEP. 

Once you land, life will go very fast. First, you’ll have to push yourself 

through a mob of people trying to get into customs. Then you’ll find out 

whether or not your baggage made the trip to Russia with you. In customs, 

you may be stopped and asked a few questions, or you may walk straight 

through without even seeing an official. 
 

Diane or a program representative will be waiting for you on the other side of customs, ready 

to help you and get you to the university dorm. You will be taken to a car, and a Russian driver 
will take you on the hour-long trip into the city. During this time you will have your nose stuck 

against the window gaping out at this new world (scavenger hunt: find the Ikea), and at the 

same time, you’ll be racking your brain for a few words to say to the driver, who may or may 
not be the talkative type. If he is, though, it’s best to respond in some polite, coherent manner. 

 
On arrival you should probably contact your parents, either by phone or email, so they know 
you have made it in one piece. Diane will tell you whether or not your Moscow cell phones 

can make or receive international calls at a reasonable rate. With a bit of luck, we’ll have 
Internet set up in your section of the dorm by the time that you arrive. 
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Transportation 
 
 

Metro tickets—for quick, easy access to any corner of the city 

 

As you grow more at home in Moscow, you will want to start exploring it. Public 

transportation in Moscow is phenomenal. Most students ride the metro, buses, trolleys, or trams 

on a regular basis. The routes are simple, people are (almost) always willing to help, and the 
price is right. Observe carefully how Russians behave themselves in public transportation—it is 

not wise to talk loudly, speak in English, or be too flamboyantly “American.” Most people 

occupy themselves with books, newspapers, or electronic devices during long commutes. 

Women should be alert when riding alone, especially at night. All young people should offer 

their seats to anyone (male or female) who looks like s/he could be someone’s grandparent or 
has a child (up to age six) in tow. 

 
Metro 

If you remember nothing else from your time in Moscow, you will remember the glory that is 

the metro system. It’s not only quick, clean, and reliable, but it also serves as a great testimony 
to the cultural wealth of the capital city. Most of the stations have their own unique character 

and designs remnant of the Soviet era, and you may even learn to recognize many of the 
beggars who work full-time in certain stations. Each station is almost like a little museum, with 

its own unique architecture and design. During morning and evening rush hours, expect to get 
up close and personal with dozens of complete strangers, both in the metro cars and in the 

stations. Dense crowds in the metro are such a regular phenomenon that you’ll soon become 

pros at walking like пингвины. Keep an eye on your bags, and be prepared to force your way 
through the crowds rushing to enter the car. 

 
You will receive student metro cards paid for by the program, and a handy map of all the 

stations. Your first excursion of the program will probably be an all-day tour of some of the 

most beautiful/historically interesting stations, and riding the metro around can be a fun free 

adventure. At some point, you’ll probably be on a train going in the wrong direction or get off 

at the wrong stop, but don’t worry, as Diane says, “you can’t get lost in the metro, just 

delayed.” Stations are ubiquitous in the center of Moscow, so even if you’re just wandering 

around, you’ll never be far from a station, just keep an eye out for large red ‘M’ signs. Be 

aware of when the metro closes. Typically, the last passengers can enter at 1:00 a.m., but 

sometimes construction changes schedules. If you’re riding the metro late at night, especially 

if you’re a woman, it’s a good idea to look for the more populated cars. Latenight creepers 

(generally harmless drunks) will be less likely to talk to you if you’re surrounded by other 

people. 
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Buses, Trolleys, and Trams 
Though harder to decipher than the metro, these modes of transportation can be a pleasant 

way to see the city above ground. When you get on at the front, there will be a little turnstile 

to pass through after touching your card to the reader (much like entering a Carleton dorm). 

Don’t accidentally waste rides by tapping it repeatedly; when in doubt, it probably went 

through the first time. If you don’t have a card, pay the driver and s/he’ll give you one. You 

can try to free-ride if you get on at the side door, but checkers come around and collect fines 

every so often from people who don’t have tickets (зайцы, or “rabbits”). Host families and 

praktikantki tend to have every route memorized, so don’t be frightened to ask for help, 

especially as there is really no other way to know which bus/trolley/tram goes where. While 

you’re living in the dorm, you can approximate host-family knowledge with apps like 

YandexTransport, which tracks public transportation routes and schedules. Some spectacular 

routes travel up bustling Leninskii Prospect to the heart of Moscow. Another terrific 

excursion through the city’s southwest side awaits you on the #39 tram, which originates at 

the Universitet metro stop (opposite the circus) and delivers you to «Чистые пруды», with its 

ponds set inside the boulevard. 

 
Taxis and Private Cars 

Hailing a cab is virtually impossible in Moscow, especially since the streets are lined with 

zones where cars cannot stop, even to pick up and drop off passengers. If you really need a 

cab, download one of the apps: Gett, Uber, or Yandex. As you will quickly notice, riding in 

cars in Russia is a completely different experience than in the States, with worn-out roads and 

frenzied drivers to keep you on the edge of your seat at times. Keep this in mind when 

crossing the street (and walking on the sidewalk, too). DO NOT HITCHIKE, under any 

circumstances. 

 

Walking 

In the spring, Moscow transforms from a cold metropolis into a green, breezy, beautiful city. If 
you are in the mood for adventure, grab a buddy and take the metro to a random stop, then get 

out and walk around. You will discover beautiful parks, churches, and rundown industrial 
slums. People will stop you to ask for directions: don’t assume that they are all out to rob you. 

By the fourth or fifth week, you will be giving directions around your neighborhood. If you 
need to ask someone for directions, remember the Rule of Three: you will probably have to 

ask at least three people in order to get an accurate answer. 

 

Communication 
 
Private Phones 

You have two options when it comes to your phone in Russia. You can replace the SIM card in 

your own phone with a Russian one, or get a pay-as-you-go burner phone from the program. 

Either way, you must have a Russian SIM card provided by the program installed in your phone. 
You’ll have a new Russian number and a set amount of data (you can buy more if needed, but 

it’s kind of a pain to figure out). Messages to your American number will probably get lost in 
the ether while you’re in Russia, so let friends and family know ahead of time. 
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The phone system in Russia can be confusing, and it doesn’t always work perfectly. Be 

patient, and ask for help if you need it. Russians have a particular way of speaking on the 
phone, so make sure you review phone etiquette before leaving for Moscow. Moscow has two 

area codes: 495 and 499, and cell phones have several dozen area codes. When calling 
between zones, e.g. calling Diane at 499-# from a 495 number or on her 916 cell, you need to 

dial 8 (domestic interzone calling) or +7 (country code, even if you’re in Russia) first. 

 

Program Cell Phones 

Diane has some burner phones hat she will distribute to those who do not have unlocked 
devices of their own; use them and use them well. They are pay-as-you-go, and you can 
add more money to them at one of the million little ATM-like machines throughout the 
city, or at certain stores. 

 
Make sure to keep money on your phone in case of emergency and to keep in contact with the 

rest of the group. If your phone is perpetually draining funds for no apparent reason, make 
sure its previous owner didn’t inadvertently sign up for any of МТС’s paid services. Ask a 

Russian friend or one of the практиканты for help with phone troubles. Be aware that calls 
use more minutes if made (or received) outside the Moscow area. 

 

If you bring your own phone (or even when you get one from Diane) make sure it’s capable of 

sending/receiving Cyrillic. Diane can help you with this. It is imperative this is working 

because otherwise text messages won’t work, and you’ll miss out on half of Diane’s 

instructions. It’s best to set the language for Russian (the commands are the same and it helps 

your immersion) but you can change to English if necessary.  

 

Phones are capable of erasing magnetic strips,so make sure they don’t touch your 

transportation or credit cards. 

 

 

Internet 

We’re breaking new ground with Internet at the dorms. Pay close attention to information at 
the orientation meetings and ask questions. 

 
In addition to the dorm hook-up available in common areas, there are plenty of places around 

Moscow (including metro trains) with free Wi-Fi: the food court at shopping center near the 
university, café chains like Kofe Haus and there are tons of them around Moscow, including 

one about two blocks from the university. If you’re willing to order a beverage or a snack, you 
can sit and enjoy the wi-fi for as long as you’d like. Be aware, though, that Moscow coffee 

shops (especially Шоколадница) are absurdly expensive, even by Starbucks standards. 
 

No matter what your computer and internet access status, Diane will have a Carleton laptop 
for student use (especially blogging), and you can always check your email when you’re at her 

house for weekly discussions and blogging. We recommend that you bring your own laptop if 

you have one, as sharing the program laptop gets harder when blogs are almost due. 
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Mail 

The Russian postal system is not reliable (but it does work sometimes), and the mail clerks are 

not the most helpful when finding the right form to fill out. A letter to or from the US might 
take anywhere from 1½ weeks to over a month to arrive, so send any postcards early on in the 

program if you want them to arrive home before you do. Packages often do not get through, 
unless sent via DHL (better than FedEx; avoid USPS). You will be supplied with your dorm’s 

mailing address before you leave, so you can pass your contact information on to family and 
friends. Mail delivered to Carleton in Minnesota will not be forwarded to you in Russia. 

 

Post offices are easy to find. The University houses its own small branch in the ГЗ, where you 

can buy stamps and envelopes for international mail, and mail any books you happen to acquire 

during your time in Moscow. It is best to carry gifts and souvenirs home with you rather than 

risk mailing them. If you have decided to buy the 12-volume set of the Complete Works of 

(insert notable Russian author here) while on a whirlwind excursion with Anna Mikhailovna, 

Diane can tell you how to mail those home relatively cheaply and securely. The same system is 

extraordinarily helpful for getting all your required reading books home without loading down your 

suitcase. The books will take about a month to arrive. 
 

What’s the best way to keep in touch with people? 
If you’re communicating with others on the program, texting is fine as long as you make sure 
you’re using their Russian number and not their old one. For important information you don’t 
want to get lost, email is usually the best bet. If you want to keep in touch with the 
praktikantki and other people you meet in Russia, WhatsApp and Viber are the most popular 
messaging apps right now. For talking with people back home, Skype is the best way to make 
longer calls – international calls from your phone can be ridiculously expensive. Use wifi-
based communication apps in place of texting, such as WhatsApp or facebook messenger. 

 

Shopping 
The fast pace of Russia’s ongoing transformation is 

evident in Moscow’s rampant consumer culture. 

Malls and chain stores have sprung up everywhere. 

Meanwhile, traditional markets, filled with an ethnic 
mosaic of vendors selling everything from lingerie to 

lingonberries, line the streets on the weekends. (Sadly, 
though, some of these have been disappearing lately, 

due to “cleanupthestreets” efforts that may or may 
not have something to do with ethnic tensions or tax 

collection. You decide for yourself.) Try to visit a 
variety of shopping destinations for an interesting 

perspective on post-Soviet life and economics. Do not 

feel limited by the easily accessible stores around Red 
Square that are tremendously more expensive than 

anywhere else (in the world). 

 

Markets 

Moscow is home to a magnificent selection of tourist merchandise. One of the largest outdoor 

shopping complexes, Izmailovskii Park (metro Partizanskaya), is an adventure in itself. This 

market is filled with souvenirs, antiques, Soviet relics, and various other Russian memorabilia,  

 

 



19 
 

 

 

ranging from матрёшки dolls and samovars to Soviet uniforms and artwork. It’s kitsch, it’s 

touristy, but it’s also a lot of fun. This is a good place to learn the art of bargaining—in fact, 

refuse to pay the listed price for anything here. Be careful about buying antiques: it is illegal to 

take pre-Revolutionary objects out of the country, and you might need to go through the 

bureaucratic hassle of getting documents to carry something that is pre-Brezhnev (pre-1963) 

out of the country. Other places you might want to check out include: the Выставка 

достижений народного хозяйство (metro ВДНХ), a former Soviet exhibition center. The 

awe-inspiring rocket blast-off statue, proximity to Рабочий и колхозница and fantastic 

fountains in late spring make the trip very worthwhile. Gorbushka Center at metro 

Bagrationovskaya is an overwhelming maze where you can find anything and everything 

electronic. Sokol’niki (on the university red line): for bargain hunters, this area has a low-cost 

mall and a pirated CD market. The cheapest CDs and movies in Russia are, not surprisingly, 

bootlegged. Almost anything can be found, but keep in mind that Russian DVDs may be 

limited to Region 5. 

 
Kiosks 

Kiosks are a bit of a mystery to the Western traveler. Formerly found on just about every street 

corner and metro underpass, kiosks have almost disappeared from the streets, but the few left are 

tiny oases of treats and trinkets. Admiring the bizarre selections, often ranging from women’s 

underwear to carbonated beverages, is one of the joys of program life. You’ll have to tell the 

vendor what you’d like through a tiny window in the bullet-proof glass that encloses the 

merchandise, usually located much lower than the average person’s mouth. As a general rule, don’t 

buy prepared snacks, particularly meat items, at any kiosk that offers more cigarette varieties than 

food options. Not only does the food come from unknown sources, but kiosks are also notorious 

for keeping food around until it gets sold. 

 
Grocery Stores 

Find the Auchan [Ашан]. It won’t be hard: 

1. take a right turn at the metro stop «Университет 

2. walk past the gas station 

3. follow the crowds into the shopping center (Торговый центр «Капитолий»). 

 
Ashan (Auchan in French/Turkish) is Russia’s answer to Cub & Walmart rolled together. Do 
what Russians do: be sure to check expiration dates on food. In addition to Ashan/Auchan 
there are four main grocery chains, ordered by price: Азбука вкуса $$$, Седьмой континент 

$$.5, Перекрёсток $.5, Пятёрочка $. 

 
The bakery at Азбука – for a fancy and tasty treat for you, or for a special gift. Very good, 
but also quite expensive. 

 
Don’t miss Елисеевский магазин, the turn-of-the-(XIX)-century grocery store on Тверская 
улица, with its vaulted ceilings and gilded chandeliers. If you’re in the mood for some 
upscale European snacks, this is the place to find them. 

 
Upon entering most stores, you will probably be required to place any large-ish bags you 
may be carrying, including plastic ones, in one of several little cupboards located near the 
door: don’t lose the key to it because it’s not likely anyone’s got an extra one on hand. 

 



20 
 

 
 
 
 
Malls 

Some beautiful malls, particularly in the center of the city, are worth a visit, if only to 
people-watch. GUM, a temporarily Sovietized legacy from before the Revolution, has made 

its transition beautifully and still faces Lenin’s mausoleum across Red Square. The prices 
are ridiculous, but the architecture is amazing. In general the only people who buy things at 

GUM are very rich tourists, so it’s more fun to go just to look at things. Be sure to visit at 
night when the façade of the building is lit up. Definitely try the ice cream, and if you get 

hungry, do the nostalgia trip of visiting Столовая №57 on the third floor. 

 

Охотный ряд, an enormous underground mall next to Red Square, has one of the city’s best 
internet cafés. Here you’ll find all sorts of European chain outlets, delicious ice cream, an 

honest-to-goodness food court, and, of course, all the video slots your heart desires. 

 
The huge and shiny Европейский центр (metro Kievskaya) also has a food court, a  wide 
variety of stores, including a tea shop that’s great if you don’t know what to buy for a 
present, and it has cool elevators and escalators with fancy blue lights. 

 
 

Food & Drink 

 
While living in the dorm, you can choose to eat in the cafeteria or cook for yourself. Some 
of this just applies to food etiquette in the homestay, but it’s good advice anyway. 

 

Cafeterias 

When you’re at the university, you can get food either in the dining hall, which is not very tasty 

but is very inexpensive, or at one of several little snack bars and kiosks, which have fewer 
options but are even cheaper, and it’s easier to decipher/ask what you’re getting. Lunches 

range from about $1.00 to $1.50 or $3.00 (we’re not joking) if you splurge on the fancy meats. 
At the cafeterias, make sure you leave your coats and bags at a table before getting in line, or 

you’ll be reprimanded and thrown out of line. There are cafeterias and cafes on every floor of 
the building where you’ll be taking classes, so there plenty of options to choose from for lunch. 

 

Recommended cafeterias include: 

✫✫✫ Диетический кафетерий: a favorite of Russian students because of its convenient 

location (basement of ГЗ’s сектор В) and late hours (but the food isn’t tasty) 

✫✫✫Кафе•Факультет: not actually a столовая, but excellent café. Located conveniently in 

the basement of сектор Б, serves pizza, tea, and a wide variety of Russian fare. Though 

significantly more expensive than Диетический, the food is much tastier and the atmosphere 
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is nice, with popular music videos playing above the cash register. 

 

✫✫✫Экономическая столовая: located in the Экономический факультет, one of the shiny 

new buildings on campus. Delicious пирожки every day, many kinds of soup, actual labels 

that tell you what the foods are. Юридическая столовая is similar but on a smaller scale. The 

food is absurdly cheap, but still tastes good. 

 

Groceries 

There is a kitchen on each floor in the dormitory, so if you like cooking, you can buy your food 

from the grocery store Ашан at the nearby Капитолий shopping center. There will probably be 

refrigerators for program use; ask Diane. We recommend having some breakfast food and snacks 

on hand, and for dinners, frozen пельмени and вареники are cheap, easy, and delicious. The 

program will supply you with eating and cooking utensils. 

 

Street Food 

Street food has gone the way of kiosks and is less common than before, although to be found in 

abundance in parks like Парк культуры имени Горького, Сокольники, or Коломенское. You 

can and should try street foods, but if you can’t see the meat in meat-filled items, look for an 

alternative. Some Russians claim the vendors use ground-up dog and cat meat in the shaurma, 

while others believe that what appears to be beef is in fact ground-up homeless people. Urban 

legends, we’re sure, but there is real danger of undercooked or spoiled meat that could make you 

very sick. Even if you choose to avoid  street meat, your choices are myriad. Крошка-картошка 

stands sell baked potatoes with a variety of delicious fillings, Теремок sells giant, to-die-for 

блины, and if you happen to come across a rare пончики cart, don’t pass it up. Пирожки stands 

are abundant, and the hot Uzbek flatbreads (called лепешки, particularly the cheese-filled 

ones) or Ossetian pies (осетинские пироги), should easily become a mainstay of your diet. 

Ice-cream is a great buy from street vendors––cheap and delicious! 

 

Restaurants 

Ёлки-палки: a chain of трактиры, or restaurants serve traditional Russian food, the 
servers wear traditional costumes, and there are Christmas lights year around. 

Му-му: Another chain, also serve typical Russian fare, but cafeteria-style. Some find it 

relatively inexpensive and enjoy it, others thought it over-priced for not-so-great food.  

Братья Караваевы: a chain of modified cafeteria with terrific food. If you go after 7 

pm, food is discounted 10-15%. 

Гурия: A fabulous Georgian restaurant nestled into a back alley between metros 

Frunzenskaya and Park Kultury. The хачапури (glorified grilled cheese sandwiches) alone are 

worth a visit.  

Кофемания: Moscow’s best coffee chain, hands down. The desserts are particularly 

exquisite.  

Штолле: You’ll probably get a taste of their delicious (and reasonably priced!) pirozhki on 

your trip to St. Petersburg, but they have locations in Moscow as well. 

Definitely worth devouring. 

Anything Uzbek: The Uzbeks might not be doing too well economically right now, but 

they’ve got at least one thing going for them: they make one mean rice pilaf. 

 

Water 

Russians do not guzzle water the way many Americans do. They do not carry it around in 

bottles with them, they do not usually drink it with meals, and when they do, they most often 

opt for the carbonated sort. But it’s still a good idea to continue your Carleton tradition of 

carrying a bottle of water at all times because you will get very thirsty walking around the  
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University, metro stations, and talking in classes. You can drink the tap water in Moscow (вода 

из-под крана), but it doesn’t taste very good and you should probably boil it anyway, for good 

measure. Do NOT drink tap water in St. Petersburg, though, because it will most likely give 

you a nasty intestinal parasite. It’s fine to brush your teeth with it, though, as long as you don’t 

swallow. 

 
If you want to drink plain, clean water on a regular basis, buy a five-liter jug at Ашан or in 

the ГЗ. You can also buy bottled water at kiosks and grocery stores for about $0.60-$1.00 

per half-liter bottle. (Газированная for carbonated, негазированная or «без газа» for still.) 

 
Alcohol 

 
 

A label from a bottle of Soviet Champagne, one of the many choices of beverages in Russia. The image is 

slightly tilted to represent impaired vision, which may result after consumption of the product. 

 
Contrary to popular belief, many Russians do not drink on a regular basis. At present, there is 

a no-alcohol rule inside the MGU dormitories. You could be fined or ejected from the dorm 
for alcohol use that comes to the attention of the floor guards. If inebriated, you might not be 

admitted into the dorm. Alcohol abuse is serious business, both among abusers and those 
attempting to curb them. Drinking on the street was technically made illegal in 2005. People 

still do it all the time, but you probably want to hide your beverage if you see police. 

 
For those who do plan to have some forgettable experiences: if Carleton has taught you nothing 
else, know your alcohol tolerance level before you leave, and know how to refuse another drink 

after you’ve already had a few!! The last thing you want is a vague memory of puking in the 

street or a loss of self-control when surrounded by a bunch of ex-Red Army soldiers. We don’t 
recommend letting large Russian men pour your shots for you, (though Siberia Pavel may try— 

watch out!) or attempt to impress a Russian girl by out-drinking her. 

 
You’ll need to show a passport to buy alcohol at the store, as well as to gain entrance to certain 

bars and clubs. Copies of your passport will not be accepted here! Be careful about what you’re 

drinking: cheap wine and vodka may contain dangerous elements added to raise the alcohol 

content. As a general rule, don’t buy the most inexpensive bottle in the store. It’s probably best 

to stay away from самогон, a form of homemade vodka. If you’re not convinced, ask Anna 

Mikhailovna to act out a foreigner drinking it. Beer, on the other hand, is generally not even 

considered alcohol in Russia. It was thought to be almost a children’s drink until Miller and 

Budweiser gained popularity during the 1990s. Now beer is sold in grocery stores and kiosks, 

alongside Rum-in-a-Can, Gin and Tonics-in-a-can and Водка и дыня (which is exactly what it  
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sounds like), and it is very inexpensive. One of the most popular brands is Baltika beer, which 

is sold in 10 strengths, #0 being the weakest (non-alcoholic) and #9 the most powerful. One 

canned drink to avoid is Jaguar, a beverage that mixes alcohol with an energy drink, but looks 

and smells like cough syrup, and tastes far worse. 

 

Entertainment 
 
Theater, Music, and Dance 

If you don’t think you can like ballet, it’s because you’ve never seen a person leap ten feet 

through the air without moving a muscle in his leg. To see some of the best ballet, opera, and 

dramatic theater in the world, is an incredible experience in and of itself, but also, just because 

it’s there in Moscow and you might never get the opportunity to see it again in this amazing 

environment. That said, beware: the range of ticket prices rivals the length of the metro 

system. Depending on your language level, reading the play or a synopsis before you go is a 

good idea. Even if you don’t understand every word, it can still be worth it (think of a bunch of 

guys in “Ya (heart) Pushkin” tshirts, rapping portions of Evgenii Onegin). The program often 

pays for many of these cultural experiences (especially the more expensive shows) but tickets 

for most things can be found for about $8-$12, for good seats anyway. 

 

Buy tickets from the box office of the theater ahead of time, in the ticket kiosks on the streets, 
or from vendors in the lobbies of MGU buildings. Ticket kiosks post all of the upcoming 

shows and often give an idea of how many seats are left. Don’t be discouraged by the rough 
demeanor of the women selling these tickets, just do your best to specify exactly what you 

want, and then look at the tickets when you get them to be sure they’re what you asked for. 

 
No matter what kind of show you see, people will probably be dressed nicely. Women should 
wear dresses or skirts, and men should wear dress pants, a nice shirt, and occasionally a sports 

coat. If you’re not sure how dressy the theater you’re going to is, ask Diane or Anna 
Mikhailovna. Everyone checks their outerwear with the coat ladies at the garderob. Make sure 

there’s a little hook in your coat so it’s easy to hang up, or prepare to be brutalized. If you 
bring a large bag to the theater, you’ll be expected to check that too. If you want a program, 

bring money with you, because they are almost never free. 

 
One of the best parts about going to the theater, besides the entertainment, is intermission. 
No matter where you go, the буфет will be extraordinary. They often sell champagne, juice, 

chocolate, and even ice cream. 

 

If you want to go all-out, a trip to the Bolshoi can be unforgettable. Just be prepared for some 
exorbitant ticket prices, and the hassle it is to procure them. Ballet at the Bolshoi is heralded 

as the best in the world for a reason, and the prices of regular tickets will reflect that. Tickets 
for performances of Swan Lake are booked years in advance, and can cost thousands of 

dollars. But if you plan ahead well enough and aren’t afraid of the possibility that you may 
have to stand the whole time, the experience of obtaining student tickets for 100 rubles is 

definitely worth it (see the blogs). 

 
 
 
 
 
 



24 
 

  Museums 

Don’t miss out on the museums Moscow has to offer! You can find fascinating places just by 

wandering around – art museums, houses of notable historical figures, collections of old dolls… and 

your студенческий билет will get you discounted admission to almost all of them. Don’t miss the 

Tretyakov Gallery – there are two in Moscow, and the older one houses paintings by some of the 

most famous artists in Russia. Or if you’re looking for something even closer to home, see if you 

can find the geological museum on the top floor of the ГЗ. The elevators are a little hard to figure 

out at first, but it’s worth the visit. Just keep in mind that most museums are closed on Mondays. 

 

Clubs 

If you enjoy dancing and meeting Russians your own age, Moscow and St. Petersburg have 

many worthwhile clubs, both gay and straight. The best way to find a good club/discotheque is 

to ask Russians, especially the практиканты and other students. The biweekly entertainment 

magazine Afisha https://www.afisha.ru/  also gives the best available descriptions of what type 

of music is played, what the crowd is like, and whether or not it is one of the clubs where the 

bodyguards will only let you in if you are blonde and wearing a short skirt. You should try to 

go in a group, with native Russians if possible (this counts extra for female students and in gay 

clubs). Everyone should try not to display their “Americanness” too prominently. Entry 

charges range widely— from free to some ungodly fee that, once again, is based on how you 

look in that skirt. When in doubt, ask Russian friends. Also, keep in mind that the metro closes 

at 1 a.m., so you either have to be out of the club before then or else stay until 5:45a.m. when 

the metro opens again. 

 
Sports 

The most popular sports in Russia are soccer and hockey. Moscow is home to some very 
competitive teams, and fans can be obsessively devoted. If you go to a professional game, be 
very careful: if you wear the wrong colors, or cheer at the wrong time, or don’t cheer at the 
right time, you might be in trouble. 

 
There are a few soccer fields at the university perfect for playing Ultimate Frisbee. Groups 
even meet to play once or twice a week. Ask around if you’re interested. If you want to play 
soccer, it is very easy to find a group of neighborhood kids who probably play daily. 

 
It might be good to look around the university as well. In the courtyard of the Главное 
здание, there used to be a free-for-all volleyball game every evening a couple of years ago. 

 
For joggers, there’s a nice running trail at Парк Воробьевы горы just down the hill from the 

university. It’s recommended for women to jog together to avoid awkward situations with 
catcallers, but it’s not unsafe to run alone, especially during the day. It is difficult to run on the 

crowded sidewalks amidst the exhaust fumes of diesel cars. Many parks have trails, though, 
and the university has a track, if you can gain access to it. You will be surprised, though, at just 

how much exercise you get walking around the city (and up the escalators in the metro, if you 

choose to punish yourself that way.). 

 
It may be possible to join an athletic club. Many of them cater exclusively to New Russians, 
but there are several that you can join easily, either paying per lifting session, per month, etc. 

There is a small but very nice club located about a 10-minute walk from the university a little 
off of Dmitri Ulyanov Street. (Turn right at the first kiosk past the park, walk 100 feet, look 

https://www.afisha.ru/
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very closely on the right). The facilities are very nice. Don’t be intimidated by the large, 

muscular Russian men: they leave you alone if you stay away from the squat machine. 

 
Circus 

Russia is widely recognized as the home of great circuses. There are two in Moscow, both worth a 

visit. Ask friends which they prefer and be prepared for about three hours of captivating 

performances by clowns, acrobats, psychics, animals, and magicians. It is a great choice for stress-

free entertainment: no Russian required. Be aware, however, that Russian circuses and zoos have a 

terrible track record for their treatment of animals; currently there is an active movement to ban 

animal performances entirely. 

 

Rock Concerts 

There is no experience quite like a Russian rock concert, especially if you’ve heard of the band. 
Many of the legends of Russian rock are still touring. Look at the same kiosks where you find 

ballet and opera tickets. There are usually also posters advertising upcoming concerts around 
the university. If the concert is on an open floor, find your place quickly and defend it with 

your life. If you actually have seats for the concert, sit in your assigned seat for a few minutes, 

even if it’s in the nosebleed section. Wait until there’s the mass rush towards the front, and 
then move quickly and find good seats. Also keep an eye out for American groups on tour. 

 

Other 

Sometimes it is just as entertaining to roam around the city in the evening (with a group of 

people). You might be surprised at the random mobs and general ruckus you can find. Just 
make sure you disband early enough so you can get home without having to catch a ride in a 

sketchy passing car. 
 

It can also be fun to simply шагать по Москве. With your copy of the Rough Guide in 
hand, see how far along the subway line you can get walking between stations. Especially in 
the center, there are so many metros fairly close together that it’s difficult to get lost. Don’t 
forget to check out some of the city parks; the easiest one is a few blocks from the 
University, called Воробьёвы горы (Sparrow Hills; yes, for the Master & Margarita fans, 
this is the famous hill). If you wind your way through the peaceful forest, you’ll eventually 
come to the next metro station on the Red Line. 

 
Travel Outside the City 

After you’ve been in Moscow for a few weeks, look back at your journal entries for the first 
few days. You might be surprised that your first impressions were of a gray, chaotic, rundown 

city. It very quickly turns into a cosmopolitan playground once you start to learn your way 
around and realize that Moscow is fairly modern. But guess what – the rumors are true. Russia 

is a poor country rebuilding at a slow pace. Going there and only experiencing Moscow is like 
visiting only New York City and saying you have seen America. 

 
If you get a chance, take a few trips to the outlying suburbs of Moscow (which you might get 

to do as a group—ask Diane). You may be surprised after adjusting to the luxuries of Moscow 
life. The Lonely Planet and Rough Guide list nearby attractions. Travel is easy once you find 

the information board that lists which trains leave for where and from what track. It is more 
than a good idea to bring along another person, preferably a Russian. And lunch. Remember 

your passport, immigration card, and a little extra cash in case of an emergency. 
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School 
You will attend classes at Moscow State University (MGU), a huge public university. The 

biggest difference between a school like Carleton and MGU is that student life doesn’t really 
exist in the same way there. Most students at MGU live at home or in an apartment off campus 

(although some live in dorms), and there don’t seem to be a lot of student organizations or 

clubs, although as of this edition that is changing. Sports seem to be the exception to this rule, 
though it seems much less common for women to participate. 

 
To determine your placement in MGU language classes, you’ll do an oral interview with the 
language assistant and take a written (multiple-guess) test—don’t worry about it. Professors are 

generally punctual and expect you to be, too. It is extremely impolite to come to class late or to 
miss class without a good excuse. If you know you will be late, call your professor or a 

classmate to let them know. Classes will typically be about an hour and a half and meet two to 
three times a week. You can anticipate a fair amount of somewhat repetitive homework, but 

your professors will expect you to work on it in groups, so don’t try to struggle through it 

alone. 

 

Another thing to be prepared for is the atmosphere in the classrooms themselves – your 
professors will close doors and windows during classes, and it can get swelteringly hot inside, 

especially during the start of spring on a high floor. If you have a particularly open-minded 
professor, they might be convinced to crack a window, but most will firmly insist that drafts 

are not good for you and will make you sick. 

 
Not that anyone’s worried, but just remember that your Russian professors were born and 
raised among very traditional, somewhat “oldfashioned” values. Bad words, sex, pop 
culture, and cross-dressing are not as appreciated or understood by some professors as they 
are at Carleton. As long as these are filtered out, they all appreciate humor. 

 

Religion 
Immediately after being introduced to Christianity in 988, Russia endured a long period of 

state-supported religion, specifically Russian Orthodoxy. Judaism, Buddhism, and polytheistic 

religions were suppressed. After the Revolution of 1917, all of Russia was declared atheist. 

Only recently has religious tolerance emerged. Be aware that general lack of knowledge about 

religion may inhibit open discussion about any faith. There is no reason to fear visiting Russia 

because of your religious beliefs but gauge when you think it might be appropriate to make 

them known. Diane has been very good in the past about finding a church or synagogue for 

interested students to attend and will even take you there for the first Sunday. One student who 

went over looking for a church found that attending one of the same denomination as she did in 

the U.S. lessened the feelings of homesickness and “outofplaceness.” Plus, attending the 

same church week after week can help form some connections with native Russians. 

 

Touring monasteries and visiting churches is part of the cultural experience of any trip to 
Russia, whether or not you are a believer (верующий–верующая). Because these spaces are 

sacred to many people, it is important to observe their expectations about acceptable 

behavior and dress inside. Women should wear at least knee-length skirts inside monastery 
complexes and a head scarf inside all Orthodox churches. Shorts and bare shoulders are not 

appropriate. Taking pictures inside these beautiful buildings is usually not allowed, but 
sometimes you’ll be allowed to if you pay a small fee. 
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You’ll be in Russia for the Lent season (Великий Пост) and Easter (Пасха). Diane is likely 

to invite you to attend the service at her own church. The service will start around 11:00 PM 

on the night before Easter and will last until 4 or 5 in the morning, but you certainly don’t 

have to stay for the whole thing. For a very chaotic but exciting Easter experience, show up at 

the midnight mass at the Cathedral of Christ the Savior (metro Kropotkinskaya), where you 

can join the mob of Russians struggling to get a glimpse of the important state and religious 

dignitaries attending service there. This is the church that Stalin destroyed in 1931 to make 

room for an enormous Palace of Soviets that was never built. The foundation pit was turned 

into a giant swimming pool, but the chemicals in it were eating away at the artifacts in the 

Pushkin Museum across the street, so it stood empty. The church you see today was rebuilt in 

1997, according to the plan of the one Stalin destroyed. Many Russians swear the spot is 

cursed. In the Baikal region the group will devote considerable time to the study of 

shamanism and Buddhism and their history under the tsars and Soviets. 

 

People 
The best part about traveling to another country is getting to meet the people who live there 
and experiencing the local culture as they do. Take every opportunity you can to talk with the 

практиканты, your host family, other students’ host families, professors, and Russian students. 
It’s a great way to practice your Russian and you’ll gain invaluable insight into what it means 

to be Russian in this age of unstable politics. Think carefully when talking about America—in 

Russian eyes, you may be seen as the product of a wealthy nation where everyone lives the 
American dream. 

 
The Homestay: a brief overview 
Since the program now houses students in the dorms at MGU, you will likely only be in a 

homestay for a brief period during the trip to Baikal. However, it certainly doesn’t hurt to 

know the etiquette of being a good houseguest in Russia. The most important way to keep up a 

good relationship with your host family is to behave like a member of the family (or better). 

Help out around the house, volunteer to wash dishes, and keep your room neat. Continue to 

insist firmly that you want to do these things, or there is a good chance that your host parents 

will do everything for you, whether or not it is inconvenient for them. Remember to let them 

know when you’ll be coming and going from the house, especially if you’ll be out late— 

they’ll worry just as your own parents would! (And, unlike your parents, they’ll call the 

program director at 2 a.m. to ask her where you are—not cool.) You are a guest, but most 

families will consider you their responsibility, so try to make it as easy on them as possible. 

You may be surprised at just how warm and welcoming your host family is. 

 

You will be extremely active and busy during your stay in Russia, and will probably get into a 
routine such as: wake up, go to classes, explore the city, eat dinner, go back out to the theater 

or some event, come back home and go to bed. Make the most of your time in Moscow, but for 

those ten days that you’re with them, don’t forget to include your host family. Even though it 
might be fun and more comfortable to skip around the city with your Carleton friends, if you 

want to really feel like you are diving into the secret corners of Russian culture, make sure to 
spend a lot of time with your host family. 

 
For more in-depth info on homestays, see the appendix, and, of course, talk to the 
program director. 
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Russian Friends 

Go out and make friends. This is the key to falling in love with Russia. It might be difficult to 
get over the self-consciousness of being a foreigner working with a limited Russian 

vocabulary, but once you stop worrying about this, you will open many doors. Don’t just roll 
around Moscow in the Carleton Bubble. An easy way to burst it is to show a strong interest in 

your host family’s and their friends’ lives, or ask to go out with some of the praktikantki and 
their friends. Take advantage of as many opportunities as you can. You will never forget your 

times playing soccer with a bunch of ex-Soviet Army men or dancing and chatting at the 
birthday party of your friend’s 82yearold great-aunt. 

 

Health, Safety & Sexual Harassment 
 
Unwashed Russia: a note on pollution, litter, etc. 

It’s true: Moscow is a fairly polluted city. Between the leaded gasoline and the incessant smoking 

in stairwells, you may find the air a bit of a shock your first few weeks there. If you have asthma 

or allergies, even mild ones, be sure to talk to your doctor about a plan for breathing through the 

term, and stock up on your meds. Because of terrorist threats, Moscow doesn’t believe in street 

trash cans, causing large amounts of litter to spill into the streets, particularly around the 

University. Hygiene habits are more European than American, and you may find yourself having 

some “fragrant” encounters, particularly on the crowded metro in the spring. Try to maintain a 

sense of humor. Coming from “green” Carleton, you might be taken aback by a surprising lack of 

recycling, even in big cities like Moscow. Before lecturing anyone on the benefits of recycling 

and composting, remember that these days garbage is big business, that most Russians know 

about recycling and want to recycle, but that systematic recycling and basically eco-friendly trash 

processing are still works in progress.  

 
Sexual Harassment and Safety 

Sexual harassment exists in Russia, although it’s not a concept people recognize and talk about 
there the way it is in the U.S. (#MeToo has changed this somewhat.) Crude comments on the 

street are not uncommon, and when men on the metro ask you for the time, they probably have 
something else on their minds. Stay alert when you are riding in a crowded subway car, too, 

because wandering hands can be a problem. No matter how vigilant you are, you can probably 
expect at least once to have some troglodyte treat your rear as if it were a cantaloupe he was 

testing for ripeness. In these situations, it’s best to just move away and not make a huge scene. 
That being said, this hasn’t been an extremely frequent problem. (Some students may wish to 

be groped by Muscovite women, who, let’s be blunt, are extremely hot. But alas, this almost 
never happens.) 

 
Your first priority is your own safety. Avoid walking alone after dark or going home with 

anyone you don’t know well. Do whatever it takes to feel safe, such as walking home with 

Carleton students or friends. If you encounter anyone following you in the metro, continue 

getting on and off trains until they give up—you won’t get lost, and you’ll be in a lit, crowded 

location. If anyone approaches you in a threatening way, the best thing to do is to ignore them 

and walk away. Or, get off the train and call Diane from inside the metro. When you are alone, 

regardless of how comfortable you feel, ALWAYS walk like you know exactly where you’re 

going. If you’re still nervous, take a self-defense class there or before you leave. 
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As far as personal relationships go, it is best not to take anything for granted. An 
understanding of rape and harassment as we define them is not universal. 

 

Anti-Americanism 

Moscow is not full of virulent anti-Americanism, even during programs that coincided with the 

current Syrian conflict, takeover of Crimea, the Iraq war and the bombing of Afghanistan. 

Even if there is hostility towards American foreign policy, most of the people you interact with 

on a daily basis are very understanding of the fact that you don’t personally decide American 
foreign policy. As long as you don’t parade the streets in an American flag sweatshirt while 

singing the national anthem, you shouldn’t encounter any problems. Moreover, unlike many 

places in Western Europe, there simply aren’t that many American tourists in Russia. If 
someone notices that you’re a foreigner, they probably won’t immediately assume that you’re 

an American. One touchy topic that often comes up, perhaps because Victory Day occurs 
during the program time, is WWII. As far as most Russians are concerned, they won WWII. 

Even if you disagree, you might want to think twice and do some serious reading before 
getting into a debate on this particular subject. As always, keep an open mind and make 

listening a priority. 

 

Finally… 

While some of this may sound frightening, Moscow generally is a much safer place than 

the American media would have us believe. Moscow is like any other big city: use common 

sense, and you will be fine. 

Conclusion 
Hopefully this booklet has addressed the majority of your questions and concerns. No need 

to worry. You will sometimes be uncomfortable, you will often be exhausted, but you will 

certainly have an amazing experience. Live it large! 
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Appendix A: 

All I ever needed to know about life in Moscow, I learned from Cheburashka: Special note 

for first-year language students 

 
So, you’re not a freshman, but you’ve only had 101 and 102 and you want to go to 

Russia? Great! 

No worries. It is still possible for you to have a conversation, ask directions, and buy things. 

Naturally, it is a big step from 102 to Russia: Russian leaps out of the neat rows of cases and 

verbs and vocabulary to become something much more chaotic and alive. It will probably be 

stressful and frustrating at times (as it will be for everyone), but you will be amazed at how 

much progress you make in a short time. Every phone call you make, every conversation 

you have, every piece of fruit you buy will improve your Russian. One of the biggest 

challenges is vocabulary—it might not hurt to brush up on things like names of food and 

numbers before you go. Try not to rely too much on your dictionary—you can probably talk 

around the word enough to get things across. Expect, also, to get very good at charades. If 

you want to go to the theater, it is a good idea to read the play carefully before you go, or at 

least have someone explain the plot to you. In general, try to ask as many questions as 

possible, don’t be too afraid to make mistakes, and keep your sense of humor. 

 
Appendix B: 

 

Homestay happiness: Life with a Russian family 

 
Author's Note: 

This was written as a final project for the seminar “Family Happiness” on the 2003 Moscow 

program. It is designed as a supplement to the book, “The Russian Way.” It draws upon the 
personal experiences of the author, living in a homestay for ten weeks, as well as upon the 

experiences of her fellow students on the 2003 program. It is far from a comprehensive 
survey of Russian culture, and is not intended to stereotype or oversimplify Russian culture; 

each individual family is different. It is likely, also, that future students will notice differences 

in culture or have experiences in homestays that are not addressed here. Please excuse any 
inaccuracies or oversights. 

 

The apartment 

In Moscow the majority of the population, and certainly the host families, live in small 

apartments in multi-story apartment buildings. There is a kitchen (small by U.S. standards), a 
split bathroom (see note below), and two or three other rooms. To get to the apartment, there 

will be an outside door, an elevator, perhaps a door into the hallway, and then a steel door 
(possibly two) into the apartment itself. This adds up, in many cases, to a door code and four 

or five locks. Moscow is a big city, and no one has an alarm system. That being said, students 

are put in safe neighborhoods. 

 

Light switches 

Light switches, especially to the bathroom, can be in unexpected places. Bathroom light switches 

are almost always outside the bathroom, and can be on an opposing wall. Generally, there are 

several small light fixtures in Russian apartments, rather than one large overhead fixture. 
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Bathroom 

You will find, most likely, two separate rooms that are the U.S. idea of a "bathroom"—a room 

for the toilet and possibly a sink, and another room for the sink, the bath, and laundry machine. 

The shower will be a European-style movable showerhead, rather than one on the wall, there 

may or may not be a shower curtain, and if there is one, there is one, not two, and it goes inside 

the shower. Don't be too embarrassed if you get the bathroom slightly (or not so slightly) wet 

on your first try—it's been done before. Often, there will be one faucet used for the sink and 

for the bathtub, which swings over for use in either one, and is attached to the showerhead. 

Families may also hang clothes in the shower to dry, but don't be afraid to ask to move them if 

you need to take a shower. In general, Russians don’t shower as often as Americans do (almost 

certainly not every morning), and are more likely to shower at night, and to wash their hair at a 

different time. That being said, hot water is provided by the state, and you should feel free to 

use the shower as often as you like. 
 

Bedroom, the multi-purpose room 

Generally, there is less of a separation of rooms by specific purpose—the “living room” may 

also be where someone sleeps, a “bedroom” may also contain a television or computer for 

common use, and beds often fold up into sofas during the day. Your “space" may fall into what 

had been a multi-purpose room, but it will be your space—you are advised to keep it clean and 

to participate in family life, but it is agreed upon as your space to do with what you want. 

Overall, though, there is less of a sense of closed, individual space than you might find in a 

typical middle-class American home. This is because of the smallness of Russian apartments, 

and also seems to reflect a slightly different sense of personal space and individuality than in 

an American home. It is more likely for family members to share rooms and to enter each 

other’s rooms than in the U.S. At the same time, host families will generally treat your space as 

your own, so do what you can to let them know they are welcome to watch TV or use the 

computer if the appliances happen to be located in your sleeping area. 
 

Beds 

Beds often fold into sofas during the day, and the system of bed coverings is different than in 

the U.S. There will be a soft pad, which you cover with a sheet and sleep on top of, and a 
duvet covered with a duvet cover that you sleep under. There may also be a bedspread, which 

you take off at night and don't sleep under. The same system will hold for trains and hotels. 

Your host mom will undoubtedly teach you how to arrange your bed. 

 

Television 

Television is watched differently in Russia than in the U.S. There is likely to be a television 

in the kitchen, which may be switched on a large amount of the time. You may notice that 

your host family watches more television than your family at home, and is more likely to 
have the television on while eating, cooking, or doing other tasks. 

 

Daily routine 
 

Mornings 

Often the mother in the family will wake up everyone else, including students. There may be 

only one alarm clock in the family, because alarm clocks are expensive, so someone has to 

wake up everyone else. This may also be because it is part of the mother's perceived 
responsibility to wake everyone up, including husband and children, even when the children 

are eighteen or older. This might include the student, sometimes even if s/he has an alarm 
clock. Some host mothers seem to enjoy or feel responsible for this part of the student's 
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morning routine. That being said, relying on your host mother to wake you up also may mean 

relying on her idea of how long you need to get ready in the morning, and how long you need 
to get to school. It's not a bad idea to bring an alarm clock (or use your cell alarm), but don’t be 

surprised if you host mother wakes you up anyway. 

 
Evenings 

Your host family may clean or cook in the late evening, when it is cheaper, quieter, or more 

convenient. They may also prepare dinner in the morning, if they don't work. Your host family 

may stay up later than your family in the U.S—midnight or one in the morning is not an 
uncommon bedtime. If they do go to bed earlier than you, be considerate about keeping any 

noise to a minimum; the walls are about as thin as those in the Carleton dorms. 

 

At the table 
 

Zavtrak (Breakfast) 

Your host mother may prepare and serve breakfast for you, especially at the beginning of the 

program. It seems to be more common for mothers to prepare and serve breakfast for the 
family than in the U.S. Breakfast food may include kasha, blini, oladi, or other Russian foods, 

and is more likely to include things like meats, cheese, cucumbers, and fish--Russians may also 
eat buterbrody for breakfast. On the other hand, your host family may buy you yogurt and 

cornflakes and will generally be sensitive to what you want or request. 

 

Obed (Lunch) 

This is generally the big meal of the day. It includes a soup course. Soup is eaten with a really 

large spoon, larger than the spoons in the U.S. After soup, there will probably be some kind of 
salad, and then a main course of some kind of meat, and some kind of starch like macaroni or 

potatoes. 

 

Uzhin (Supper) 

This is a light meal eaten in the evening—maybe a small amount of salad, meat, and noodles, 

or maybe a sandwich. These meals will almost certainly be more flexible for you. You will 

probably eat something small at the university, in the cafeteria or one of the buffets, or your 

host family may insist upon packing you a lunch. If you come home at five or six, you will 

probably be offered a larger “dinner” when you arrive, and may not eat again in the later 

evening. You may be offered food immediately upon entering the house, or you may eat at a 

regularly scheduled time. Depending on your schedule, and on theirs, you may or may not eat 

regularly with your host family—many students eat separately from host families and eat 

different quantities—you may be eating a “dinner” while your host eats a light snack, or not 

eating together. 

 
A word on salads: The typical Russian dressing consists of oil drizzled over the vegetables 
and salt sprinkled on top. Oil and fat is a favorite part of the Russian diet, so if you find your 
host mother is putting on too much “dressing,” politely ask if you can pour the oil yourself. 

 

A note on food preparation and storage: 

Russians tend to cook with more oil than you may be accustomed to: macaroni, for example, is 

boiled, and then fried before serving. You may also end up having more sour cream over your 

stay than you have previously consumed in your entire lifetime. Food is often reheated by 

frying. You may see less of a daily, sharply defined meal preparation than at home—your host 

mother may prepare large quantities of soup, chicken, meat, rice, or noodles that are then 

stored in the refrigerator and eaten for several days. This is not a tupperware culture, though— 
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the whole pan or bowl will usually go in the fridge, and then right back on the stove. Food may 

also be left on the stove for the next meal, or on the table. In general, there is less of an 

emphasis on storing food in tightly closed containers than in the U.S. You may also find that 

your family stores food, such as sacks of potatoes, on the balcony, especially in the winter 

when this balcony can be at times like a second refrigerator. 

 

Water 

Russians generally don’t drink (water, juice, or soda) while they eat, and—unlike students from 
the Nalgene culture of Carleton—rarely drink straight water, preferring tea. You may be urged 

not to drink cold water when it is cold outside, or when you are sick. It is also a good idea not 
to drink water right from the tap—your host family probably drinks bottled or boiled water 

themselves. 

 

Tea 

You will probably learn to love tea in Russia. Tea is indeed a large part of Russian life. It will 

probably be prepared in the traditional way (zavarenniy). Russians brew a pot of strong, 
concentrated tea from loose tea leaves, then pour a little bit of this tea into a cup and top it off 

with boiling water. Russians usually drink tea (or occasionally coffee—Turkish if you’re very 
lucky, but far more often that awful, ubiquitous Nescafe) in the morning, and continue all day. 

The caffeine content of tea is usually disregarded, and tea is drunk well into the evening—you 
may be offered tea at midnight. Tea is considered extremely healthy, and if you are sick, you 

will be urged to drink tea and other hot fluids. If you try to drink cold juice, your host mother 

is likely to try and microwave it for you. 

 
If guests arrive, they are always offered tea, and it is over tea that they discuss, sympathize, 
complain, and gossip. In your first week you may find yourself overwhelmed by the amount of 

tea and pechenie and konfety you see, are offered, or consume. As one participant said, “that's 
what you do—you drink tea and talk and eat cookies. Then when you’re out of tea for your 

cookies, you get more, and then drink more tea, and then more cookies, and more tea, run to 

the store for more cookies, and more tea, and pretty soon it's two in the morning!” 

 

A note about food quantity: 

You may notice that you are served a lot of food. While it is good to be polite, generally it is best to 

be clear about what you like and don’t like, want and don’t want. If you politely decline food, it 

may be interpreted as simply being polite and not taking what you want. You will probably hear 

Russians say, “net, ne khochu” when declining food. You might use this phrase if repeated 

assertions that you are full (spacibo, ya sit/a) don’t work, but be careful. Don’t feel like you have to 

eat everything you are served in order to be polite—it’s better to eat how much you want: your 

host family may then get a better idea of how much you like to eat in a sitting. The Russian 

Way says that leaving a little food on your plate is polite, but we have found that this is not 

especially the case in a homestay, and can be interpreted as not liking the food, or being full. If 

you’re full or don’t like the food, don’t make yourself eat it all, but if you want to finish your 

whole plate, go ahead. In general, your host family will try to be sensitive to what you like and 

don’t like to eat. 

 

Drinking 

Russians generally don’t drink with every meal, and you probably won’t see your host family 

drink regularly. Special occasions might include alcohol: you will probably be offered drinks 
along with everyone else. In general, your host family will not push alcohol on you—if you 

don’t drink, you can decline with no problems, although you may be asked to explain why. 
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Health or religious reasons, just not liking it, or being underage all work. Regardless, you 

should learn to give a toast in Russian, if nothing else because you will probably be required to 

make one at some point in Siberia. 

 
As far as the stereotyped image of Russians drinking goes, Russians with whom you talk will 

give you two sides of the story. On the one hand, they will probably try (correctly) to counter the 

stereotype that every Russian drinks a lot of vodka every day, that it’s impossible not to drink in 

Russia, and that all Russians are drunks. On the other hand, they will also admit that Russians 

love to drink, and explain the reasons for this, arguing (more, or sometimes less, correctly) that 

Russians don’t binge drink, that it seems like other Europeans drink a lot, too, and that 

Americans drink but are less open about it. They may explain that it makes sense in such a cold 

climate. They will also recognize the problems with it. 

 

People 
 

Guests 

Being a guest in a Russian household is different than in an American home. In Russia, feeding 

a guest is not a token offer of a few cookies or some chips and soda, rather the hostess will be 

prepared to feed an entire meal to a friend who just stopped by to drop something off. And if 

guests are invited for dinner, all the stops come out—salad, soup, meat, bread, potatoes, cake, 

tea, tea, tea. The sometimes bewildering insistence on feeding host students enormous 

quantities of food makes more sense, perhaps, when put in this context. Also, guests in Russian 

homes generally bring something for the hostess or family. If you’re going to dinner at 

someone’s home, wine is (almost) always appropriate, as are flowers. 
 

Gender roles 

Your family will probably have fairly “traditional” ideas of gender roles, especially if you are 

staying with people of an older generation. You may hear that women are softer than men, that 

women are interested more in literature and don’t like math, and your families may work from 

the assumption that women always want to get married, and need/want to have children. A 

woman finishing the university will be thinking not only of a career, but also that it is time to 

have a husband and children. You may see women doing a large portion of the domestic work, 

especially when it comes to food preparation and serving. To be fair, you may also find that 

this is changing. Some students noticed that the domestic work was more evenly split in their 

host families than in America. Also, women, be prepared for a lecture on how you will never 

have children if you sit outside on a cold surface (e.g. stone steps). 

 
Privacy, Personal Space 

Generally, you may find that your host family will respect your privacy--if you close your door, 
they will not disturb you, or will knock before entering. Within the family, though, you may 

find that privacy is not as emphasized as in an American household. Russians are more likely 
to share space, change clothes more openly, and less likely to retreat to private spaces. You 

may also find, among women, less shyness about changing in front of each other, or walking 

around the house half-dressed. 

 

Health, sickness 

You may find, in your homestay, a different idea of what is healthy and what is unhealthy. As 

anyone who’s tried to get out of the house with wet hair can attest, keeping warm is an important 

part of the Russian way to stay healthy. Walking around without tapochki or without socks might 

cause you to catch a cold, and it’s always important to take a scarf, even if it is a thin one. Cold 

water is also frowned upon, especially if you are sick. A host mother might have certain foods— 
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soups, for example—that she believes are helpful in maintaining good health. The idea of a 

“healthy” food can be slightly different than in the U. S.—there is far more emphasis on healthy 

food as natural, ecological or “clean” than simply nonfat or low calorie. 

 
Rather than running to the doctor demanding antibiotics, a Russian might be wary both of doctors 

(rightly so, perhaps, given the health care system) and of medicine in general. You may be given 

tea with jam or honey if you have a cold, and it’s certainly a good idea to stock up on whatever 

over the counter pills you might have in your dorm room. In general, host mothers are very 

concerned with student health and welfare, and will do their best to keep you healthy, and help you 

when you are sick. Having someone fussing over you constantly when you are sick may be 

annoying, but is likely to happen, so try to remember that they mean well. At the same time, keep 

in mind that Russians do not want to be sick since medicines are on the expensive side, so take 

precautions not to pass the cold to your host family. A further note: Russians are less likely to hide 

the fact that they are sick; if they feel bad, they will say so, and show it. 

 

A note on family traumas and difficulties: 

It is important to realize that your host family may have problems or difficulties outside their 

relationship with you: money difficulties, a messy divorce, illness, or the death of a friend or 

family member. You may find yourself especially frustrated with your limited vocabulary in these 

situations—expressing grief or sympathy can be hard for a beginning Russian speaker. 

The best thing you can do is be available to listen if your host family wants to talk about it and 
to be as patient as you can with the repercussions of the problem, whatever it may be. Don’t 
be afraid to talk to other students or the program director if you want help dealing with these 
situations. 

 

Communication 

You will be able, whatever your language level, to communicate with your host family. How 

you do this may vary. You might have a family member who speaks some English, but you 

will usually speak in Russian. Your host family may speak slower and with smaller words, and 
one or more family members may “translate” conversations into easier Russian. They may also 

speak in relatively “normal” Russian, which may be hard to understand, but will also help your 
overall comprehension. The most difficult thing will be vocabulary, and especially slang. If 

nothing else, you will get very good at charades. 

 
Keep in mind that Russian intonations are different from American intonations, and Russians 
are a lot more direct in their speech than Americans. If your host mom, for example, sounds 

angry to you, she might be angry, but she might also just be using the second intonation, where 
she’s just being forceful and definite. And when she asks you if you’re hungry, you’re either 

hungry or you’re not. There is no such thing as being “a little” hungry/tired/cold, etc. And in 

an argument, you are either right or wrong, and people may not have any problems letting you 
know that your opinions are, in fact, utterly and completely wrong. They do not mean this as a 

personal attack, so don’t be offended or concerned if you come across this. 

 

Druzhba (friendship) 

The Russian reciprocal friendship can be hard to understand out of context, but is certainly 

alive in the host families. It’s more than just a person to hang out with, it’s someone you like, a 

duty, and a support network. A friend is someone who will take care of you when you’re sick, 

lend a cup of sugar, or a few potatoes. A friend will take off work and wait in line all day with 

you to complete the proper paperwork for your car repair. A friend will lend you or your 

friends a place to stay. If you see a good bargain, you buy a few extra for your friends. You 

borrow maternity or baby clothes from your friend. When you have financial problems, you 
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will get help. Being a Russian friend is a hard job, but is valued by Russians as an important 

part of their life. 

 
 

In conclusion 
 

Life with a Russian family is different than life with your own family, and different from life 
in a dorm or in college housing, but it is also not as exotic as might be feared. When 

questioned about their experiences with a homestay, most students report that life with a 

homestay wasn’t as “different” as they had expected. Homestay families are happy to host 
students, concerned with making you comfortable, and very welcoming and caring. They want 

you to get a lot out of your experience in Moscow, and will care about your safety. 

 

In fact, you may find it difficult to leave. 
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