
Dealing with tension during the holidays
College Press Service— In 

terms of holiday expectations, 
families can go from “Joy to the 
World” to “Grandma Got Run 
Over By A Reindeer” quickly as 
tensions new and old surface 
during a time of theoretical hap
piness and practical reality.

The holiday period from 
Thanksgiving to New Year’s Day 
is fraught with unrealistic expec
tations to which college students 
are especially prone as they cope 
with finals, term papers and re
turning home as an independent 
being, yet still dependent of family 
and friends, counselors say.

“We all get let down when we 
set expectations that this is the 
perfect Christmas,” said Linda 
Welsh, a psychologist and direc
tor of the Agoraphobia and Anxi
ety Treatment Center in Bala 
Cynwyd, Pa., near Philadelphia.

While many college students 
face tensions real and imagined 
when returning home for the 
holidays, freshman can bear the 
brunt of going to home sweet 
home and finding not only have 
they changed, but so have Mom, 
Dad and friends.

“Communication has been 
limited. But the same issues are 
still there, and they can forget 
that,” Welsh said. “Things (at 
home) always seem like they’re 
better than they are, and they 
tend to be idealized at school.”

Tom Helma, who is coordi
nator of Michigan State 
Univoroity’G employee assistance 
program and is also a counselor, 
said both parents and children

have gone through profound 
changes since the students left 
home.

‘The major thing for students 
is that they have changed. The 
change in one’s life is never 
greater than from September to 
January,” he said. “You leave a 
child and come back an alien in 
the world. It can be a painful time/ 
The child wants to be free and 
the parent doesn’t want to let go. 
You come back in four months 
and look at your room and realize 
you’re not the same person.”

Holidays can be stressful 
times. The image of the fireplace, 
good food, family and friends can 
be just that: image. Counselors 
stress that just because it is a 
holiday season doesn’t mean that 
problems that exist for 11 months 
out of the year are going to dis
appear for one month. They also 
say that family members can be 
more on edge as they try to put 
on a mask to hide whatever is 
really going on in the family. The 
same can be applied for friends.

“If there is any kind of dys
function in the family at all it 
comes up because they are all 
together,” said Teresa George, a
therapist at the University of 
Dayton’s student counseling 
center in Dayton, Ohio. “All of a 
sudden they have to be cheerful 
when they may not feel that way. 
Maybe they have to work on

strategies to work on their feel
ings.”

When a student has been 
away from these tensions and re

enters the atmosphere, it can add 
fuel to the fire.

“Families try to do a great 
deal to make the holidays perfect 
or spectacular,” Helma said. 
“Many times the holiday has us 
dealing with issues of losses and 
disappointments and conflicted 
and empty relationships. It is a 
time which evokes within us rec
ollections of our childhood for 
better or worse.”

College students have their 
own set of tensions and priorities 
that must be dealt with, counsel
ors said. Aside from unrealistic 
expectation, they may not have 
much money to buy presents and 
could have finals to study for and 
papers to write that are due after 
the holidays.

If students have school work 
that they brought home, they must 
be realistic enough to ask for time 
to do the work, and then do it.

“Students can feel anxious 
about exams, and resentful they 
can’t spend time with family and 
friends,” said George. ‘They want 
to do these things, and if they do, 
can feel guilty.”

Welsh said expectations of 
what the holidays are supposed 
to be, versus the reality of what 
they are, are generated partly be 
the media and businesses that 
sell the idea of a perfect experi
ence.

“Everything is softened: 
candlelight, beauty and joy in the 
richness of clothing and food. 
Nothing is shard and painful. It’s 
all colorful,” she said. “But the 
tensions can be enhanced by a
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Get your 
tree free...

’Tis the season for Christmas 
trees and once again you can cut 
your own in the Beaverhead Na
tional Forest.

There’s no charge and no 
permit needed. But, it’s most im
portant that you select your tree 
from dense stands of trees and 
not right along roads or in areas 
planted after a timber harvest.

In addition, the Forest Service 
asks you to observe a few rules: 

‘ Only two trees per family, 
please

‘ Don’t cut trees visible from 
major roads, in campgrounds or 
other well-used areas

‘ Please don’t cut off the tops 
of large trees

‘ Cut trees within eight inches 
of the ground and remove green 
limbs from the stump

‘ Don’t cut junipers: they take 
a long time to grow and usually 
live in places more prone to ero
sion

‘ No cutting is allowed in the 
Lee Metcalf Wilderness (in the 
Madison Range, east of Ennis) 
or in the Anaconda-Pintler Wil
derness, in northwest Beaver
head County

Officials urges Christmas tree 
cutters to carry winter survival 
gear with them. Take along wa
ter, food, sleeping bags, warm 
clothe and a small stove. Let a 
neighbor or a family member 
know where you’re going and 
when you expect to return.

Watch out when you drive 
forest roads. They can be muddy, 
icy or snowpacked. In a few 
places you’ll be sharing the roads 
with logging trucks.

Once you get your tree home, 
keep it well-watered so it won’t 
dry out quickly. Take extra pre
cautions with electrical cords and 
open flames. Resist the urge to 
burn the tree in your fireplace after 

'Christmas— you could end up 
with a chimney fire!

For more information, visit or 
call any of the Beaverhead Na
tional Forest offices in Dillon, 
Wise River, Wisdom, Ennis or 
Sheridan.

student coming home. We’re sold 
on that picture and people get 
into it. It’s not realistic. It doesn’t 
happen automatically."

Counselors gave the follow
ing tips to make the holiday sea
son more palatable:

‘ Stress communications be
fore you go home. Since there is 
only a limited time at home, tell 
your family about your plans, in
cluding family visits, going out 
with friends and other activities.

“Repressed anger and dis
appointments can build up. So 
communicate,” Welsh said. “It’s 
the most important thing you can 
do. Even when there’s a dis
agreement, at least it’s out in the 
open.”

‘ If your parents are divorced, 
try to divide time between them.

‘ Set aside time to study if 
you have assignments or exams 
after the holidays. Again, you 
must tell family and friends that it 
has to be done.

*Try to set some time just for 
yourself.

“People need to step back 
and define what they’re going to 
do for themselves," Helma said. 
“Make it an intentional holiday. 
Do things that are self-caring 
types of things. Make time to take 
a walk, get a massage, buy a gift 
for yourself. Get enough sleep.

Anything that involves taking time 
for one’s self is self-care.”

‘ And finally, the best realistic 
expectation is to have no expec
tations. “You may have to work 
out how things are going to go,” 
Welsh said. “Talk about what 
went well and about what didn’t 
go well. Everybody grows differ
ently at different rates.”

George, at the University of 
Dayton, said college student still 
have their feet in two worlds: They 
have the independence that col
lege life offers, but they are still 
children who need emotional and 
financial backup. And the holidays 
can bring all this uncertainty to
gether__________________
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