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In August, I moved to Santiago, 
Chile, to be an au pair. It was 
perfect- a chance to live abroad 

and truly experience a foreign 
culture as something other than a 
tourist. An opportunity to isolate 
myself from almost everything 
I knew to personally grow. And, 
perhaps most importantly, it was 
a time to connect to children and 
help them develop into brave, 
balanced young women. Yet days 
shy of my three month anniversary 
in Chile, I did something I haven’t 
done since I walked away from 
ballet classes when I was nine years 
old: I quit.
     The simple truth of my experi-
ence in Chile is that I was unhappy. 
Of course, in the beginning there 
were many challenges of dealing 
with culture shock and a loneliness 
of being 3,500 miles away from 
everything I knew, so how I felt at 
first was bound to air on the side of 
unpleasant. But as time went on I 
began to realize I was not just un-
comfortably adjusting, but adjust-
ing to an uncomfortable situation. 
Instead of being seen as a helper 
for my host parents, I was being 
forced to become a mother figure. 
I was working at least 65 hours a 
week, had minimal privacy (I was 
sharing a bedroom with a two-
year-old) and was in charge of the 
major discipline of the three girls.            

Like many au pairs before me, I 
realized I was not a good fit for the 
family. I was being taken advantage 
of and I was miserable.  
     I was faced with a major dilem-
ma. Do I keep my word and re-
main with the family for a year like 
I agreed to? Or do I leave and find 
another way to spend the year? 
While my heart was screaming that 
I leave, it was almost inconceivable 
for my brain to process even the 
consideration of leaving. 
     In all my time as an inbetween-
er at UNC-CH and Duke, quitting 
was considered the Most Shameful 
Choice. The high standard of ex-
cellence at both universities per-
petuates a “never give up” attitude, 
and the students spread them-
selves too thin balancing classes, 
jobs, research, clubs, volunteer 
work and organizations. Under 
the ever-present pressure to build 
an outstanding resume, there is 
almost a sense of pride in just how 
little free time one has. But with 
everyone striving for the same goal 
of developing into an “impressive” 
young adult, quitting is never an 
acceptable option.
     That’s not to say everyone sticks 
with each activity they sign up for 
freshman year. But when a club 
membership or even a class grade 
falls to the wayside, it’s generally 
because there’s not enough time; 
it’s never pinpointed as a lack of 
competence or, God forbid, a lack 

of skill. Not following through 
with something suddenly becomes 
acceptable when it’s a reflection 
upon time management and not 
upon ability. After all, can’t we do 
anything we set our minds to, if the 
circumstances are right?
     After weeks of deliberation and 
inner turmoil, I decided to give my 
two weeks notice and move on to 
greener pastures. Although quit-
ting isn’t usually seen as something 
to be proud of in college, walking 
away from something in the real 
world can be a representation of 
strength. In leaving Chile, I stood 
up for myself and refused to be 
taken advantage of any longer. I 
valued happiness above pride. 
     I channeled the self-aware-
ness to accept defeat and be truly 
satisfied with my efforts. And for 
me, the experience in itself was 
valuable enough to be worth the 
months of sadness and discontent. 
     College life tends to warp what’s 
important, with resumes and cre-
dentials valued above a balanced, 
healthy and enjoyable lifestyle. 
Now that grade point averages 
and tests are no longer realisms, 
I’ve learned the essential pulse of 
life is happiness. Without a goal of 
becoming a more desirable candi-
date or completing a degree, Chile 
taught me to make sure it’s worth it 
because unhappiness doesn’t sim-
ply go away. And that I have the 
power to walk away and be happy.
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