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About two months ago, my friend Fiona and | went

down to the Upper Field to support our varsity
lacrosse team. As we were leaving, we looked back
at the mountains right before our eyes. It was a
gorgeous sight to behold: sunshine spilling across
the Topa Topa Mountains and the rolling hills, the
players sprinting across the giant green field, and
all of our friends and faculty and their kids sitting in
groups on the track. Such sights aren’t rare at the
Thacher School, which is why | consider myself such
a lucky person every single day.

| have to say that attending Thacher was a unique
experience. This is a small boarding school in Ojai,
California (a.k.a. the middle of nowhere) where
everyone in the community knows each other. We
study, learn, eat, sleep, and play in the same space.
We live on a beautiful campus with resources at
our disposal and people who love and support
us. Looking back, it was very much an ideal place,
which is what we call the “Thacher bubble.” | am
well aware that outside of Thacher, most people
don't have what we have and that we are extremely
privileged.

One thing that is unique about Thacher is that new
students have to complete one year in the Horse
Program, which means you muck, feed, groom, and
ride a horse. Upperclassmen can choose whether
or not they want to continue to ride. Most of us
don't because it means you wake up early to clean
horse poop (not ideal). Anyway, | chose to keep
riding since I'll probably never get to ride again after
graduation. My favorite moments from Thacher
definitely include ones where Mr. Winters, our
riding department head, took us to herd cattle on
horseback. We would ride up to the Cow Arena
and let out the dozen of cows and practice herding
cattle. Coming from a city, | did not envision this
to be part of high school, so I'm really grateful for
special experiences that I've been fortunate enough
to have because of Thacher.

Of course, Thacher had its problems. Diversity and

inclusion work was one of the biggest things my
friend Defne and | fought for during our senior year,
and our conversations with the administration and
faculty impacted me in a huge way. We often said
that Thacher diversified the student body before it
did any inclusion work, and my other friend Fatou
and | literally had a saying “disappointed but not
surprised” whenever some issue arose on campus. |
am not saying this to air out Thacher’s dirty laundry
(because Thacher is trying to improve), but rather to
tell prospective students of American schools that
becoming Americanized (a.k.a. trying to act white)
is a real thing and it makes you question who you
are and what you stand for and your cultural values
at times. | would say that | matured a lot faster
than my white peers in terms of figuring out my
identity and what | represent, and | will take the
lessons that | learned from being a person of color
at a majority white institution to college. | would
also recommend finding people who support
you; | wouldn't have gotten through my senior
year without the two people | just mentioned and
amazing faculty who were willing to engage in
meaningful conversations.

In many ways, Thacher changed my life. Thacher is
the reason why | fell in love with learning languages.
| took Level One Spanish during my freshman year
and | was pretty terrible until | started working at
it and received a language commendation at the
end of the year. | then doubled in Spanish and

French starting my junior year. | also studied Ancient
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Greek and Arabic as extracurriculars and learned
Japanese with a tutor. Long story short, | learned a
lot of languages because the language immersion
program (meaning absolutely no English is spoken
inside the classroom) at Thacher allowed me to
explore. We have wonderful faculty who encourage
you to learn and truly understand the material.
One of my favorite teachers, Mr. Arceo (who
teaches psychology), always gave me the monthly
subscriptions to the American Psychological
Association magazines because | asked him for extra
reading material. | once asked him, “What if | see
your name in one of these magazines one day?” To
which he replied, “Even better, what if | see yours?”
| encountered some teachers at Thacher who really
cared about their students’ wellbeing, and having
a support system at this age is really important for
a teenager who is trying to figure out their place.
It's because of Mr. Arceo’s AP Psychology class that |
want to major in neuroscience; we'll see if | actually
end up going through with it.

| graduated two weeks ago and | definitely miss my
friends and faculty and all the small yet beautiful
details about Thacher. In the meantime, I'll be
in Shanghai, probably reading, watching Grey’s
Anatomy, researching epilepsies with a Ph.D.
student, meeting up with friends, baking, boxing,
and mentally preparing myself for the next chapter
in Chicago. | could not be more excited to keep
doing the best work in the world that | can, till the
best | can do is all done.
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Q: My child had a regular playmate in class
previously and he was so sure that they were
the best of friends. But then one day his friend
made other new friends and my child now
feels that he’s left out. He’s upset and unhappy
because of this. While he had thought about
making new friends but by now everyone
seems to settled into their own little social
circle and he finds it hard to join in. What can
parents do to help children facing such social
changes?

Remember your first childhood best friend? How
wonderful and lovely it was during those days
where you played together and spent all those
worry-free days together? If you were lucky
enough, you might still be in contact with each
other, or perhaps even hanging out consistently
over the years. For many of us, that relationship
is now only a sweet memory in the past. Even if
you had maintained contact, it is likely that your
relationship had gone through various natural
phases as the two of you developed and grew.

Such is the nature of social relations, especially
for big metropolitan and international cities
where huge numbers of people move in and
out constantly, and on occasions, abruptly. While

it may not be to our own doing or to our own

liking, relationships do go through changes, and
sometimes they run their natural course and come
to an end, even for relationships that we deemed
to be primary and priority.

We often emphasize how important it is for
our children to make new friends, get along
with others, and form healthy and respectful
relationships. Because as older adults we know and
depend on these skills through life wherever we go,
moving through different life stages, geographic
locations, job postings or personal relationships. But
we also know that sometimes because of various
circumstances (such as moving away, parental
separation etc.) relationships might change, cool
down, distant away or even break off. As much as
we would like to maintain these relationships, being
the social creatures that we are, we know that
maintenance is not always possible.

For young children, situations as these might be
the first time they are faced with the changing
reality of relationships. While it can be concerning
for parents, this is a great opportunity for parents
to guide their children through the nature of
relationships. As children grow, they will inevitably
move through different classes, schools, life stages,



perhaps even family homes and neighbourhoods.
Change is not only natural, it is expected.
Whomever they might be playing with today, as
the current term, school year or housing lease ends,
they or their mates might be moving on.

Depending on their age, this is a natural juncture
to teach your child to learn to part ways, or play
separately, even though they may still be in the
same group. Unfortunate as it seems, relationships
sometimes do not continue for a variety of reasons,
or sometimes relationships take small breaks in
between, or that it does take some opportunistic
factors for us to continue to be with certain
individuals. Parents could use this opportunity to
teach their children to cherish what they have at the
moment, or what they had prior. And that there will

always be other relationships starting, and others

ending, or taking a break. How can they learn to be
a wonderful playmate that everyone wants to hang
out with?

Even when no one is around for them to play with,
how can they still be fun and self-sufficient? This
is a question particular to the children of this new
generation, many parents overlook the need for
children to be able to be comfortable in their own
company. This is not the same as being absorbed
in any technological devices (i.e. screen addictions),
although they may appear ‘comfortable’ on their
own, but this is a one-directional, almost mind
numbing experience. It is dramatically different
from being able to entertain oneself, not depending
on a digital screen or a playmate, and sooth one’s
own emotional discomfort, such as loneliness,
boredom, perceived sense of abandonment, or

r, "——-& :" 4

isolation (“nobody wants to play with me”). What
are some ways parents can help their children to
develop healthy ways of being comfortable to play
on their own, maintaining a healthy social circle (here
or elsewhere), while being able to find ways to
discover fun and enjoyment even when no others

are around (or able/willing) to play with them?

Different children will have different preferences,
and will need different guidance: some might
find solace in reading quietly in a corner, others
might turn to art or music to fill their time in such
instances, while some might seek out the company
of adults. Parents will need to doubly reinforce
their child of their parental love and security,
while encouraging their child to explore ways
that is natural and healthy for them to cope and
learn to be independent. And that it is natural for

relationships to go through changes - beginning,

plateau, breaking or even ending. What are some
lessons they can extract from these instances? What
is a healthy sense of self that they can form from
these changes (I am a friendly person and | can
always make new friends/ My temper is not liked by
other people/ It's too bad my friends have moved
on but | can now...?/ Next time when | meet a new
friend, I will be...)?

DEETE

What is important is for parents to monitor for
unhealthy coping mechanisms, such as retreating
into complete isolation (social withdrawal),
depression (constant/ intense sadness or numbness),
use of video games, food or other substance to
cope (emotional numbing), or developing unhealthy
socialising patterns (being ways that are dramatically
different from their previous selves, such as being
extremely cold, distant, or overly temperamental,
dependant etc.).

Nobody likes being alone. But at certain stages
in our lives it is natural that we are on our own.
We cannot always depend on others to sooth
us or accompany us at all times. Learning to be
comfortable through relationship changes, and
finding our own feet amidst various movements in
life is a crucial lesson that is best learned early on in
life. Parents can help and guide their child through
such natural occurring changes as they grow while
ensuring that their child is well adjusted. During
instances where children develop problematic
behaviours or seemed to be stuck, getting
professional counsel and advice can be immensely
helpful. Nobody is a born parent, we all need to
learn different skills at different parenting stages as
our child grows.

The presence, change or absence of social
relationships are clear indicators of your child’s
social abilities and coping skills. Helping them to
be functional and adaptive socially is one of the
most crucial skills you can impart on your child, but
equally important is for the child to be able to self-
sooth and be self-sufficient at appropriate times.
Remember that your child is a unique individual,
and what worked for you, or your other children
may not work in this instance. Experiment and get
creative in guiding your child. While your child may
perceive such changes to be the end of their social
world, as adults we know it not to be true. Guiding
your child through natural changes and allowing
them to discover ways to formulate their own sense
of coping can be some of the best parenting you
do for them.

Dr.KC Lee
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Yuudwant your child to ercef.
So do we.
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Our bilingual blended Chinese and
International curriculum offers graduating
students global pathways.
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Shanghai National Curriculum
integrated with international elements
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