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THIS MONTH'S ISSUE:

Dear Readers,

 

     The Project Exchange Newsletter is a compilation of experiences submitted by 

passionate students across the globe. Our community is a like-minded one. We are 

eager to explore, share, and learn as we endeavor to facilitate cultural awareness 

and understanding. 

     This newsletter will contain stories, recipes, and opportunities to get involved in 

the international community, and to broaden one's worldview.   

     It is my pleasure to welcome all readers into our community, and I look forward 

to sharing the experiences that help define our members.

 

- Ella Thompson

Message from the 
Editor:



Mena Blanding 
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Bogor, Indonesia
     When I was a kid, whenever I would go 

someplace new, I remember always getting this 

absolutely magical feeling. I would step foot on the 

unkown soil and feel like I'd entered a whole other 

world.

When I arrived in Indonesia, I didn't get that feeling. It 

was different than any place I'd ever been. More 

crowded, polluted, and hot than any of the places my 

family had ever decided to adventure to. I was 

excited to be here, of course, but I didn't get that 

same feeling.

     I've been in Bogor, Indonesia for 8 months- and it 

has without a doubt been the hardest 8 months of 

my life. I've struggled here like I've never struggled 

before. Emotionally, mentally, and physically.

     But through that kind of hardship, I've developed 

a magic of my own. The magic of self confidence. I 

now know that I can do anything I put my mind to. 

And I've come to love Indonesia! Let me tell you a bit 

about it...

     Indonesia has the largest Muslim population of 

any country in the world, with 89%. The rest is 

Christian, Hindi, Buddhist, and followers of Confucius. 

Similar to the USA, they have a diversity of religions, 

with one being the majority. But something the USA 

could certainly learn from, is Indonesia's slogan: 

"Unity in Diversity". 
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     While Islam does play a major role in all things in 

Indonesia, they don't have any form of political or 

emotional prejudice against people of other religions- 

which I think is incredible beauty.

Indonesia's people are also incredibly diverse in their 

heritage. They have large populations of immigrants 

from China, India, and other smaller islands near 

their own. Similar to the Indigenous people of 

America, every region of Indonesia has a native tribe. 

In Bogor, where I live, it's the Sunda people.

     People native to Indonesia entirely are called 

Pribumi, meaning "first one on the soil." Indonesia 

has over 7,000 islands, with over 10,000 tribes, 

some untouched, as well as the world's second 

largest rain forest. All Indonesians, regardless of 

heritage, have a great pride in their unity as a 

country. 

 

 

     Like any country, Indonesia has its problems. 

Whether it is religion dominated government, lack 

of funding for education, or a massive pollution 

problem, they always seem to look on the bright 

side. Indonesians' endless optimism has certainly 

rubbed off on me, and is something that I will take 

home and utilize for the rest of my life.

     I have no regrets coming to this beautiful 

country. It's people are undoubtedly my favorite I 

have ever met, and I'm going to miss their air of 

carelessness, and 'free spiritedness' the second I 

step foot on the departure plane. Of course I'm 

excited to go home, but it's a magical feeling in 

itself knowing I'll always have a second one in 

Indonesia. 
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Sejal Mayer-Patel
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JOHOR BAHRU, 
MALAYSIA

 

     Two weeks ago, I got to experience Chinese New 

Years for the first time. This may be very surprising 

to some since I am in Malaysia, not China. However, 

Malaysia is actually an extremely diverse country. 

     There are three main ethnicities in the country: 

Indian, Malay, and Chinese; all being prominent 

cultures. For instance, each major holiday for each 

culture is given a similar amount of time off from 

school. This is a stark contrast from America, where 

we mainly only get off Christian holidays. I have been 

amazed again and again how the malls transform to 

match whatever holiday, seemingly overnight. During 

Diwali, an Indian holiday, the entrances were adorned 

with lights and paisleys, and during Chinese New 

Year the same doors were covered in pigs and red 

lanterns, making it look like you were entering an 

entirely different place.

     In America the culture is to be respectful of other 

cultures by decorating without any specific holiday in 

mind. Here, each holiday is decorated very 

specifically and schools teach everyone about the 

traditions of that specific holiday. This has been one 

of my favorite things about being in Malaysia, getting 

to experience three vastly different cultures 

constantly. 
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   For Chinese New Year my program placed me with a 

Chinese family since I am usually with a Malay family. I 

learned how I needed to wear new clothes on the first day 

of Chinese New Year, how to say "gong xi fa cai" when 

entering a relative's house, and that fireworks are definitly 

necessary every single night from 11pm to 12 am. 

     The emphasis on being with family was a prominent 

takeaway from the week I spent with this temporary 

family. It seemed to be that the time was a reason to see 

everyone that one might not be able to see other times of 

the year. I could not help but to smile when I saw how 

happy this family was to go from house to house, hugging 

uncles, aunts, cousins, and siblings, and exclaiming about 

how much they have changed. 

 

     Being away from home, and seeing these 

familial relationships, reminded me of how special 

they are because I have been away from mine for 

so long. It also gave me a great appreciation for all 

the amazing people here who have allowed me to 

partake in their family traditions, and open their 

lives to a stranger.            

     This Chinese New Year, not only did I 

experience a totally new tradition filled with 

exchanges of oranges and Ang Pow (a monetary 

gift given during this time to the children of the 

family), but I was also reminded of the beauty of 

Malaysian culture and the kindness of those who I 

am surrounded with; and I am eternally grateful."
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Nellie Benton
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SARAJEVO, BOSNIA 
AND HERZEGOVINA
 

     A few days ago I was walking my usual route 

home, about to cross the last intersection before my 

street. The light was already green and I was 

hurrying to cross when I saw an elderly woman 

standing in front of the crosswalk. She turned to me 

as I was a approaching and stuck out her arm. As I 

got closer, she grabbed my hand and linked her arm 

around mine. She mumbled something in Bosnian 

about needing help as we started to slowly descend 

from the curb with me supporting her. While we were 

crossing she was thanking me repeatedly and was 

calling me srce moje (“my heart”). We successfully 

crossed the street and she thanked me once again as 

we parted our separate ways.

     I was so happy after this small interaction. This 

woman is not extremely physically capable, but that 

does not stop her from going out and living her daily 

life. She is confident in her community and knows 

that they will help her without question, and she will 

do the same in return. It touched my heart because it 

really made me feel like I was part of a community 

here even though we had never met before.
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     While I was thinking about this, I started 

comparing the situation to the U.S. I would have 

never had this experience there because there is not 

so much emphasis on community. It reminded me to 

step back and look to help people instead of hurrying 

through my life.

American self-reliance makes such opportunities 

rare. Elderly people are often too ashamed to ask for 

help because they think it makes them look weak, 

and a younger person might not want to offer help 

because they would not want to offend the elderly 

person by assuming that they are weak.

     This gesture in Bosnia is, however, one of pure 

respect--a very important quality for a Bosnian. It 

would be shameful if they were disrespectful to 

teachers, an elderly person, or a friend’s parent. At 

first I thought that the extreme measures that people 

would go to to show respect was almost cheesy.

 

     While an American might see this as “old-fashioned,” 

I have grown to love this “traditional” way of connecting 

with my community.

It is something that I will bring back with me to 

the United States because it is way of showing 

thanks without directly saying, “thank you.” In the 

US we call it “paying it forward”; this woman 

helped others when she was young, and now I get 

to participate in this virtuous cycle. We as 

Americans can help our elders out of respect, in 

the hope that our own children and grandchildren 

will come to our aid when we need it.
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QUOTE OF THE 
MONTH:
 

“PEOPLE OF DIFFERENT RELIGIONS AND CULTURES 

LIVE SIDE-BY-SIDE IN ALMOST EVERY PART OF THE 

WORLD, AND MOST OF US HAVE OVERLAPPING 

IDENTITIES WHICH UNITE US IN VERY DIFFERENT 

GROUPS.

 

WE CAN LOVE WHAT WE ARE, WITHOUT HATING 

WHAT- AND WHO WE ARE NOT. WE CAN THRIVE IN 

OUR OWN TRADITION, EVEN AS WE LEARN FROM 

OTHERS, AND COME TO RESPECT THEIR 

TEACHINGS” 

 

 

— KOFI ANNAN

*If you would like to submit a story 
to be featured in the Project 

Exchange Newsletter, contact the 
Director of Outreach at 

ekthompson99@gmail.com 8

For more information about Project 
Exchange, go to:

 
https://www.myprojectexchange.com/

 
or follow us at:

 
Instagram @myprojectexchange
Facebook @myprojectexchange

Twitter @ProjExchange


