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From Jane:

This year as I face the month of December and all that I feel compelled to do, I am trying very hard to
remind myself not to let outside pressures to produce the “perfect Christmas™ with finished
decorations, cards, Christmas eve and day meals, perfect gifts for everyone, etc. get the best of me. It
is difficult not to let it all cause wnnecessary stress.

I received an email today from my youngest daughter who is studying this semester in Prague, Czech
Republic about her independent study project. It made me think about some of the expectations we
place on ourselves, especially during the holidays, in this country. As she described her ISP project
that will involve working with families outside of Prague in a rather poor area inhabited by a
population referred to as Romas or the less politically correct term “Gypsies,” it made me wonder
about many of the things that we feel compelled to do here in this country during the holidays. When
we have time and money to spend, we tend to fill that space with all kinds of consumer driven goods

and frantic activites.

In fact, I received some information recently from Caitlin’s study abroad program about helping
students with reentry that seemed surprisingly pertinent to this time of year for all of us. The
information zeroed in on two areas that are especially difficult for students who have spent time in
other cultures around the world. The first is our pace of life in this country and the second is our
consumerism. The information pointed out that reentry is especially hard during the holidays, because
fast paced time, tigid schedules and consumerism tend to dominate our lives even more than usual
during this time of year.

The information reminded parents that most other cultures in the world have a far more flexible
attitude towards time, and that we may treat it lightly, even jokingly, as we refer to “Jamaican time” or
“Indian time.” However, it is actually indicative of a much deeper issue in this country. Much of the
rest of the world is amazed at how Americans allow their lives to be ruled by the clock, ignoring
mitigating factors and circumstances beyond our control. Many other countries feel that people and
situations, should take priority over schedules and deadlines which is not the case in our culture.

The other area that they discussed is consumerism, and the fact that most countries are not as wealthy
or commercialized as the United States. As a result, students are often taken by surprise at the

closeness of the families, the warmth and friendliness, and the willingness to share when they have so
little. They point out that the contrast of the commercialism and emphasis on buying presents can be







