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My grades are fine, but
I'm not
What young people wish adults knew
about their mental health challenges
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Increasing awareness of the importance of
mental health in recent years has added
another dimension to the time-honoured
pangs of adolescence.
For some members of Gen Z, having the
"emotional vocabulary" to talk about their
socio-emotional challenges stands them
in better stead to face academic pressure,
falling out with friends, the stress of
keeping up with social media and
pandemic isolation.
Gen Z is the generation born after 1996,
the oldest among whom turn 24 this year.

However, the increasing openness
towards discussing youth mental health
and emotions may be hard for their
parents to relate to, since they did not
grow up in the same milieu and with the
same lexicon, says Ms Bettina Yeap,
principal counsellor at Insight, the mental
health department of the charity Care
Corner Singapore.
"As such, being curious and empathising
with their teen's feelings and experiences
will help parents better support their
child's transition to adulthood," she says.
Providing a listening ear is better than
jumping in with advice, although
professional help should be sought when
necessary.

Mr Cho Ming Xiu, founder and executive
director of Campus PSY (Singapore), a
non-proﬁt that promotes mental health
awareness and peer support among young
people, says: "Children and youth can be
as confused about their big emotions as
adults are. They don't always expect the
adults to have the answers, but hope for
someone to journey with them."
The Sunday Times interviewed two young
people with mental health struggles about
what they wished adults knew about the
challenges they face.
Here are ﬁve things to note:

1. Having good grades does not
mean I am okay
When Azlin was 18, she was among the
top students in her polytechnic cohort,
taking part in high-proﬁle community
projects.

A smack in the face.
UNDERGRADUATE AZLIN,
on the shock of learning she had mental illness.
She did not think someone like her - who was
among the top students in her polytechnic cohort
- could be diagnosed with mental illness
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Now 21 and in her second year of
university, Azlin, who declines to use her
full name, says: "Even though I had these
achievements and opportunities, it was
not enough for me. I started putting
pressure on myself. I felt I needed to
perform better so I wouldn't let others and
myself down."
She began experiencing episodes where
she was hyperventilating and her heart
was racing. It came to a head one day
when she fainted at a traﬃc junction on
her way home from school. She was taken
to hospital, where she was diagnosed with
anxiety and panic disorder.
She likens the shock of learning she had
mental illness to "a smack in the face".
"I didn't think someone like me could have
a mental illness. I thought being
diagnosed meant you were a crazy person.
It doesn't matter how well people are
doing in life, whether they have good
grades, a good job or a lot of money."

2. Don't glamorise or downplay
mental illness
Azlin says there is a tendency to "glorify"
mental health conditions, partly due to
increased attention and awareness in the
media.
Some may think that being diagnosed
with a mental illness is "trendy or cool".
On the ﬂip side, there are attempts to
portray mental illness as "nothing
serious", she says.
She once took offence at a classmate
quipping he had OCD (obsessivecompulsive disorder) when he corrected
his crooked handwriting on the
blackboard.
She says: "Maybe I was too sensitive, but
maybe he should not have used that term.
People may not be aware that they are
trivialising what someone with OCD is
going through."
The reality is that having mental illness
affects her daily. "There are things people
don't see and things I don't want people to
see," she says.
Irrational thoughts swirl around her mind,
together with a sense of disconnection, as
if "soul and body are not in tune" with
what is around her.
She has heart palpitations and diﬃculty
sleeping. Even though she has received
treatment and is in recovery, she still has
occasional fainting spells and panic
attacks.
"I try to be calm. If I were to exhibit any
physical reactions, others may get scared,"
says Azlin.

3. Give me time to recover
During the circuit breaker last year, Azlin
found it hard to cope with online learning
after making the transition from
polytechnic to university.
Feeling isolated and unable to go to the
hospital to see her psychiatrist, she
returned to her old habits of self-harm.
Cutting became a way to punish herself
for not being able to learn at a faster pace.
She ﬁnally realised it was "a form of selfsabotage". "The last thing I want is to
discount my own efforts. I've tried to be
more kind to myself. I hope people will
guide and support us as there is a lot of
uncertainty on our journey.
"You need that reassurance that you are
doing okay, to keep going."
She once told her mother she was sorry
she had not "fully healed". Her mum told
her to take her time, which she
appreciated.

4. It is hard to quit social media
when Instagram is your diary
Secondary 4 student Maria (not her real
name), 15, has had run-ins with friends
and family over Instagram.
In Secondary 2, she was "following" ultraslim models like Kendall Jenner and
Hailey Bieber.
Bullying friends criticised the selﬁes she
posted, telling her she looked "dead"
without make-up on.
Hoping to look better, Maria, who is of
normal weight, lost 5kg over several
months.
Although being on social media hurt, she
could not do without it.
"Instagram is the No. 1 platform for being
judged. It's bringing down conﬁdence and
destroying mental health," says Maria.
"I had many ﬁghts with my parents over
Instagram. They asked why I wanted to
look like the people I followed or what was
so special about Instagram.
"It's hard for older people to understand.
They think we're not doing anything
beneﬁcial when we're on our phones.
"But Instagram is also about showing
others our lives. It's kind of like a diary,"
she says.
Many of her peers have multiple
Instagram accounts with different levels
of privacy, she says.
Maria posts about general topics and
OOTDs (outﬁts of the day) in her account
with the most followers; a smaller one is
for close friends; while a private account,
where she expresses herself - through
posting poems by Canadian poet Rupi
Kaur, who is popular among Gen Z and
millennials, or through songs she
composes - is shared only with her best
friend.
To curb the ill effects of doomscrolling,
which is mindlessly scrolling through
negative news articles and posts, she
deleted all her Instagram photos for a
while and now prefers to post positive
quotes online.

5. Believe me when I say I am in
pain
At 14, Maria went through a period of
being unable to control her emotions,
which was sometimes accompanied by
breathlessness.
"I felt I was not good enough, not pretty
enough, that I was nothing."
When she opened up to her parents, they
would tell her she should count her
blessings or that she "shouldn't be feeling
so bad".
It was only when she broke down in tears
that they started to take her seriously.
These days, her parents are trying to
understand her better. Their relationship
has improved, she says. She has also culled
toxic friends from her inner circle.
"I want parents to accept what their
teenager is feeling, otherwise their
daughter or son won't open up to them.
We do have the right to speak about our
mental health," says Maria.

HELPLINES
National Care Hotline: 1800-202-6868
(8am - 12am)

MENTAL WELL-BEING
Fei Yue's Online Counselling Service:
eC2.sg
Institute of Mental Health's Mental
Health Helpline: 6389-2222 (24 hours)
Samaritans of Singapore: 1800-221-4444
(24 hours)/ 1-767 (24 hours)
Singapore Association for Mental Health:
1800-283-7019
Silver Ribbon Singapore: 6386-1928
Tinkle Friend: 1800-274-4788

COUNSELLING
TOUCHline (Counselling): 1800-3772252
TOUCH Care Line (for seniors,
caregivers): 6804-6555
Care Corner Counselling Centre: 1800353-5800

Get the ST Smart Parenting newsletter
for expert advice. Visit the microsite for
more.
A version of this article appeared in the print edition of
The Sunday Times on August 15, 2021, with the headline
'My grades are fine, but I'm not'. Subscribe
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