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The year's at the spring , And day’s at the morn;

Morning's at seven ; The hillside’s dew-pearled;

the lark's on the wing;

All's right with the world.
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Studying Overseas--Me and You

| have had what people might call an
interesting life. | was born in America to an
American father and a British mother; |
spent my early years in the UK, moved to
Australia at the age of 12 and then left to
travel at 21, eventually moving to Taiwan
to earn my bachelor's degree at the age of
22. | have never lived in the same city for
more than eight years, and the longest I've
lived in the same house is four years.
When | was sixteen | went to Japan for a
year as an exchange student and lived
with host families; when | was eighteen |
moved out of home and lived in an
apartment with three other girls (paid for
by myself, though my mother made a habit
of slipping me money whenever we met u

p)-

My experiences have been very
different to those of the average
Taiwanese person my age. You might try
and excuse it by saying 'Oh well, you're
Western; us Taiwanese are much more
traditional in family matters like this'. To
that | say: | am an only child; so my
parents were certainly not happy about me
travelling and living on my own. My mother
Is also constantly ‘commenting' about how
easy it would be for me to live in Australia
again (this behaviour should sound
familiar to some of those reading this!). A
lot of behaviours, thoughts and restrictions
that Taiwanese people think are so*
traditionally Chinese' are actually very
common throughout the world yes, even
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in America: as of writing, there is a 23-
year-old American language student
attending a university in Southern Taiwan
whose parents moved from America to
Taiwan to join him and insist on
accompanying him to school, the
immigration office
and anywhere else
he needs to fill in
paperwork or make
inquiries with official
institutions.

| can only feel
sorry for that
particular student,
however, as his
parents are robbing
him of an opportunity
to grow and develop.
Independence is the most precious gift

the opportunity to become independent is
almost equivalent to refusing to allow
them to attend high school their careers
and personal lives will almost certainly
suffer negative consequences; and isn't
the wish of any parent for their child to be
successful?

Travelling far and wide has taught
me a lot. Put me in a room with anyone
absolutely anyone and | will be able to
hold a very interesting conversation,
regardless of whether or not | have
anything in common with the other perso
n. This is because travelling has taught
me to be accepting of other people's
differences, and that everyone has a
reason for everything that they do. | can
communicate with people from any
background on any topic; | know how to
judge people's reactions and emotions
and put forward a new point, just agree
with what they say or when it's a good
time to stop talking. These are invaluable
skills in any job, and they're skills I would
never have learnt by staying in the same
city.

you can give your child, and denying them
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Take, for example, the city of
Brisbane, where I lived in Australia.
Conversations there often revolve around
anecdotes of things that happened to
friends or things that you have heard
through the grapevine, and you can
generally be as negative as you like.
People in the UK, however, find it very
strange if you constantly talk about your
friends, and those in the US tend to try and
always see the bright side in any situation
particularly when in conversation with
other people. In Taiwan, we can comment
on the weight and looks of our friends with
little worry, but this habit would be seen as
terribly offensive in Western countries. In
the UK we like to talk about the weather, in
other countries that's seen as a very weird
topic of conversation.

The trick is knowing with whom you
can talk about what; the average American
is unlikely to be interested in your Super
Junior tickets, so maybe you shouldn't
bring it up as a topic of conversation. This
is the kind of simple knowledge that lets
you make friends (and contacts!) across
countries and areas, and | would never
have gained it staying at home.

| have few foreign friends in Taiwan,
but something that | hear a lot in expat
circles is that 'Taiwanese people are
immature'. | don't really think that that's a
fair evaluation all over Taiwanese people
have a much greater sense of
responsibility to their studies, families and
jobs than a great deal of the Westerners |
see parroting this line. But Taiwanese
people my age do seem more immature in
terms of social skills and a sense of
responsibility to self, and I'll explain why.

Social Skills: How many college
students do you know without a girlfriend?
How many of you spend your evenings
chatting with friends on MSN, but don't
know what to say when you meet face to
face? How many of you would get angry if
a complete stranger called you an idiot?
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How many would know how to deal with a
stranger angry at you for calling him an
idiot (WITHOUT starting a fight)? Things
like these all fall under the heading of '
Social Skills', and are important for a
happy, healthy life; yet there are large
numbers of students (particularly in the
Top 4' universities) who lack these skills.
In Taiwan it seems almost as if book-
smart = life-dumb.

Skills like these can be learnt, but
you need to take a risk to learn them.
Students who head home every day at six
p.m. for dinner have less opportunity to
develop them than those who live alone.
Students who have them when they enter
university are invariably from poorer
backgrounds and had to either work their
way through high school, move out for
high school, or both. Needing to interact
with other people teaches you how and
the chances that you'll need to interact
with strangers increase the further away
you are from your family's protection.

The other thing that | see lacking in
the 'Strawberry Generation' is Self-
Responsibility. Self-Responsibility is not
just about owning up when you've made a
mistake; it's about taking responsibility for
yourself for your own future, and for your
own happiness. Everybody is afraid of
change; it's part of the human condition.
We like things to stay the same and be
safe and secure and stable. But courage
is about facing our fears and succeeding
despite them. Will you really be happier
studying engineering at NTU, even though
you got into engineering at NCKU,
because Taipei is 'more convenient'? Do
you really think it will be better for your
future? Do you really think your parents
will miss you so much that you MUST stay
home to study? Or are these just excuses
to cover the fact that you're a little nervous
about what might happen if you left home
and travelled to study?
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You should never let your fear hold
you back. Regrets of what you didn't do
are far worse than those of what you did
very few people regret climbing Mt.
Everest, but there are probably quite a few
who regret having the chance and never
doing it. If you have an opportunity to do
something new, take it. Right now is the
only time in your life that you will be in the
position you are in debt-free, no family
depending on you, no career, no
responsibilities but those you have to
yourself. YOU are responsible for your
happiness in ten years' time not your
parents, not your teachers, not your
friends, but YOU. Use your time wisely
find out as much as you can about the
world, and take a little time away from
other people to find out as much as you
can about you. | guarantee that in fifteen
years' time, your future spouse, future
children, yourself and even your parents
will be grateful you did.
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The Question and the Decision
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