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Schools

Editor’s note: Lea vom Kolke, 
a 16-year-old exchange student 
from Cologne, Germany, spent 
the fi rst half of her school year 
with Janis and Jack McGowan 
in Orwigsburg. This is a fi rst-
person account of her experi-
ence and an insider’s look at 
the differences between cul-
tures. 

By Lea vom Kolke

My fi rst half of the school 
year 2015-16, I had the chance 
to spend at Nativity BVM 
High School in Pottsville.  

To study in the United 
States had always been my 
dream, and I still can’t be-
lieve that this dream came 
true. Luckily I got to spend my 
six months with a wonderful 
family that made my experi-
ence as great as it was.

First of all, I want to say 
that the United States is an 
awesome country, with the 
friendly and open-minded 
people. I very quickly felt at 
home. Everybody was very 
helpful, accepting, and curi-
ous to learn about another 
culture. I am not sure if this 
would be the same for an 
American in Germany.

Small town living
In the beginning it was hard 

for me to get used to living in 
a small town. Everything was 
very far away — the shops, the 
movies, the restaurants. There 
is no public transportation in 

the small towns like there is 
in Germany. This was hard for 
me because I live in such a big 
city and am used to being able 
to walk to everything or take 
a bus or train. But during my 
time here, I came to under-
stand that everything must be 
scheduled and that you have 
to plan very carefully. 

One of the many things I 
love about the United States 
is that there is a good mix of 

people, and every national-
ity gets together. I was sur-
prised that so many people in 
this area come from German 
backgrounds or have traveled 
to Germany and had some 
knowledge of my country.

Of course, for me, the 
school was a big diff erence. In 
the beginning it was hard to 
adjust because everything is 
so much stricter than in Ger-
man schools and you have to 
remember a thousand rules. 
For example, you cannot leave 
the building during the day. 
In Germany, we are allowed 
to leave for lunch and come 
back. 

The dress code here is very 
strict, especially in a Catho-
lic school. We do not have to 
worry about dress codes at 
home. The biggest problem I 
had during the semester was 
actually wearing the school 
uniform. But in the end I can 
say that it made my mornings 
much easier because normally 
I drive my parents crazy by 
asking, “What shall I wear?” 

Compared to my high 
school in Germany I had to 
get used to the high religious 
aspect in my school. Every 
day we prayed in the morn-
ing and attended Mass weekly. 
My host family taught me 
prayers in English and took 
me to Mass every week. I now 
will encourage my family to 
start praying more and going 
to church back home in Ger-
many. It is a very comforting 

feeling.
Moreover, I really appre-

ciated how much help I got 
as an exchange student from 
the teachers. They became 
friends to me. Everything was 
very structured and organized. 
A big diff erence between Ger-
man and American school-
ing is how many tests I had 
to pass every week during the 
semester, but this helped me 
to realize how I am doing in 
school. I liked that better than 
at home. 

Friday night football and all 
the basketball games where 
everybody gets together was 
another thing I really enjoyed. 
Our schools in Germany 
don’t have sports. There are 
activities that we do outside 
of school, and we have to pay 
separately to play on any team. 
The school community felt 
like a big family where ev-
erybody supports each other. 
This was surprising for me 
because, unfortunately, this 
is not the way how it is in Ger-
man schools.

With only 200 students 
at Nativity, everybody knew 
everyone else, which made 
it a lot easier as an exchange 
student to make some friends. 
Another thing I obviously en-
joyed as a teenager — free wi-
fi  in schools for each student. 
I even got to experience my 
fi rst prom — the winter prom 
at Nativity. We do not have 
proms in Germany. I went 
with another exchange stu-

dent from Mexico.
Thanksgiving was a great 

experience, which we I en-
joyed a lot because we do not 
have this in Germany at all. I 
loved the turkey and, hope-
fully, I will start this tradition 
at home. In Germany we cel-
ebrate Christmas on Christ-
mas Eve, not on Christmas 
Day, so this was something 
new for me.

Of course, the food in the 
United States is a lot differ-
ent than at home. Americans 
like it fast and fatty. This is 
why you can find fast-food 
restaurants or drive-thrus 
on every corner. What I real-
ized is that there are a lot of 
hidden calories in American 
food. Probably this is why 
everybody loves American 
food and the fact that you 
can gain weight easily when 
you come here. But I have to 
admit, I am also not the typi-
cal German eater, I am more 
the vegetarian fan. Free water 
and refi lls in restaurants was 
completely new for me and 
it would be great to have this 
in Germany because drinks, 
especially water, are a big part 
of your bill. Americans don’t 
know how lucky they are to 
get free water.

Furthermore, I was really 
surprised how much ambition 
Americans put into volunteer 
work or community service. 
There are so many opportuni-
ties and organizations where 
people volunteer, especially in 

the schools. I helped at com-
munity breakfasts, church 
fundraisers and other fun 
events. 

I have the feeling that 
there is still a big diff erence 
between black and white peo-
ple in America. One example 
I noticed was on the TV news 
when the moderator reported 
that “a black man was shot by 
the police.” I have never heard 
it said “a white man was shot.” 
I do not understand why race 
or color is so important. In 
Germany, we never describe 
people as black or white.

When I am at home in Ger-
many, I will encourage all my 
friends to come and experi-
ence America. I would even 
tell them to come to Schuylkill 
County, as it is a great place 
to live. Nativity was a great 
school, and I am proud to say 
that I did very well in my stud-
ies here. I made many friends, 
especially among the other 
exchange students. It was very 
hard for me to leave. I encour-
age all American students to 
get to know other countries 
as an exchange student. It is a 
great experience, and Ameri-
can students don’t take ad-
vantage of it.

All in all, I can say the Unit-
ed States became a second 
home for me. I loved spending 
time and I would always come 
back. I got to know so many 
amazing people, I learned a 
lot, and I will never forget this 
time. 

Exchange student fi nds Schuylkill County life enjoyable

School honors Men’s Club president

Pajama party time

Pro-life service at St. Ambrose School
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a second home 
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spending time and 

I would always 

come back.”

A day of fun
with crazy hats
at St. Ambrose

COURTESY OF LOUISE KADINGO

During Catholic Schools Week at the Bring a Friend Luncheon, on Feb. 3,  Carol Boyer presented  
Jack McGowan, president of the St. Ambrose Mens Club, with the 2016 St. Ambrose School Ser-
vice Award. The Mens Club of St. Ambrose Parish holds monthly breakfasts, and numerous fund-
raisers to help St. Ambrose School. Front from left are Kaitlin Hartz, Nathan Horning-Miller and 
Travis Richie; back, Carol Boyer, Jordan McGowan, Jack McGowan, Robert Horning and Karl Reed.

JANIS MCGOWAN

Grace Kelly, a fi fth grader at St. 
Ambrose School, shows off  her 
award winning hat during last 
week’s celebration of Catho-
lic Schools. Students wore cra-
zy hats for “Show your smarts” 
day on Feb. 4.

COURTESY OF LOUISE KADINGO

St. Ambrose School held a Right to Life prayer service Jan. 22. Students and staff  could not go to 
Washington for the Right to Life March so they prayed at the school for the gift of life. Pictured are 
fourth-graders Travis Richie, Sean Seven, Sawyer Lehman, Makayla Fox and Grace Brennan with 
teacher Meagan Sherry.

COURTESY OF LOUISE KADINGO

St. Ambrose students were treated to a pajama dress down day with a “Lion King” movie after-
noon complete with popcorn and drinks provided by Parent Council on Feb. 2. Front from left, 
Grace Brennan, Sawyer Lehman and Makayla Fox; back, Nathan Horning-Miller, Robert Antonnini, 
Hunter Kraeger, Travis Richie and Janet Ball.


