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Since the night of the annual dinner, when I found out I was this year's Stanford Book Prize winner, I have been acutely conscious of the fact that I would be visiting the campus as the Stanford Club's investment, both in terms of faith in me as well as dollars and cents. I resolved to make sure there would be good returns on this investment (i.e. ME!). So for the three weeks leading up to the trip, I ended up frequenting the Stanford.edu website more than Google or Facebook, looking up courses and choosing which ones to put into my hour-by-hour pre-planned schedule for the week that I would be there.

Before actually heading to Stanford, my parents and I had finally managed to reach a consensus that the major program I should focus on checking out should be Psychology. Besides Stanford's Psych department's illustrious record as the #1 psych undergraduate education provider for the past 30 years - rankings aside here, please, they can only tell you that much; who is #1 or #2 really makes negligible difference sometimes - over the months since my interview with the BP panel I'd been thinking about my degree and career options seriously and it had pointed me to Psych. 

I knew I didn't want to read Law, the most obvious 'safe' option for a Humanities student such as myself in terms of guaranteeing reputation and $$$; my dream job was to work in Walt Disney Imagineering and the degree that I felt would best prepare me for that and suit my interests at the same time was unique to Stanford: an English degree but with a special emphasis on Creative Writing. However, I was and still am unwilling to work overseas (my little-girl attempt to resist globalization! And filial commitment given that my parents resolutely refuse to move out of the little red dot), and WDI's only HQ is located in Glendale, CA, and that didn't look like it'd change soon. Besides, even if I got posted out of HQ to a theme park, it'd be the two in the States, which doesn't improve things much on the "proximity to home" front. Furthermore, my parents refused to support me (financially and permission-wise) in doing an English degree. It wasn't prudent nor practical, it was an immature idealistic choice that was not well thought through. I disagreed with them on two of these three points, but conceded, yes, I'm being a tad idealistic.

The next few months of my life led me to the epiphany that Psychology was the happy medium between practicality and interest for me. Those who have read my Book Prize application essays will know that I'm very much a people-centred person, more interested in working with people than things, figures, theories or tomes of books. I've also helmed projects that forced me to work closely with people with depression and eating disorders - and no, I'm not talking about community service or social work here, but my own highly-gifted intellectually able peers in school. I realized that psychiatric disorders are something not entirely within the sufferer's control, causing pain, distress and confusion to both him/herself and all around him/her, and I'm a firm believer in the efficacy of professional help through psychotherapy, psycho-pharmacology and counselling. Basically, I recognized this rising need in Singapore (rising depression and suicide rates; it's scary that 8 or 9 year olds are killing themselves due to work stress. What kind of sick system is this!), and winds of change coming from even the government (recent enactment of a law that permits citizens to use 30% of their MediSave funds to treat depression). Yet, at the same time, there is a shortage of well-qualified, top psychologists to address this need; the top talent doesn't want to enter a field with less-than-you-can-get-from-Law-Biz-or-Medicine financial remuneration, and as long as conservative Singaporeans continue to stigmatize psychiatric disorders and treat them like taboos (instead of the natural phenomena they are, necessary products of trauma or neuro-chemical imbalances, etc), this probably won't change. But I refuse to believe this will still be the case in 10 years' time when I enter the workforce, with the nation run by a slightly different generation. Thus I don't think that my current ambition (of course, as always, open to change as I learn and grow) is too idealistic: to be a clinical psychologist working alongside a friend or two who are qualified psychiatrists, and set up my own private practice so that I can charge honest prices according to my discretion; plus a private practice would give me a two-fold job, besides the consultative one, it'd be managerial, running the whole clinic will be challenging but also interesting, definitely an addition to the slope of my learning curve.

At this juncture, it seems I have not said anything much about the trip! My apologies, but the point I was trying to make was: the visit helped to cement my above described aspirations and affirm them as doable -- after all, you all should be familiar with Stanford's culture which encourages its students to explore, research, innovate and push boundaries. The location in Silicon Valley helps boost that spirit of creativity and boldness too. During my visit, I stayed with a Singaporean girl, a Government Open Merit Scholar called Ying Zhen who happened to be a freshman reading Psych. She was extremely helpful to me and got me colour-coded copies of the work schemes of the 4 'tracks' a Psych major can take: Social Psych (Mind, Culture & Society), Health & Development, Cognitive Sciences, and Neuroscience. In line with my hopes of specializing in Clinical Psychology, I took the Health track into most serious consideration.

Many of the courses ascribed to this track fell under another department actually: Human Biology. Being a Humanities student (the last time I touched base with Biology was 2 years ago!) I felt that I'd have difficulty grappling with course material, but sitting in for a couple of classes showed me why Human Biology was called Human Biology, and was different from plain ol' Biology: it studied biology from a socio-evolutionary perspective, with a focus on cultural influence, kinda like a mishmash of anthropology, sociology, behavioural sciences and a bit of bio thrown in. One of the lessons, Culture and Madness, was about (no-brainer here) cultural influence on behavioural abnormality, and the week that I was there, we were studying dissociative disorders. Talking about theories and descriptions was cool, but the highlight was getting to watch a documentary about a Southeast Asian variant of the disorder known as Latah (the documentary was also interesting because it was filmed by a Westerner in the 1980s, and somehow portrayed the entire Malaysia as comprised of jungles and kampungs) That nugget of info aside, I was thrilled. I asked a load of intelligent questions - not because I was consciously trying to impress the prof, but because my intellectual curiosity just couldn't help but bubble over - but nevertheless the prof was very impressed. I loved learning while I was there. I felt I learned more in one hour of lecture than I did in one week of school back home in RJ (mild exaggeration). The classroom environment was so different, no lethargy or reservations, everyone asked questions readily (there was so much to ask! Exciting course material) and being adults by now, they asked out of inquisitiveness rather than out of a smart-aleck suck-up-to-the-teacher spirit. I was taken seriously in the roundtable discussions and my inputs not only recognized but commended, despite being a meagre prospective frosh. And for the first time, I had ideas of value to contribute with regards to behaviour, science, trends and experiments, a world of science that for the past two years, my humanities background had excluded me from! I am surprised I did not just die of happiness.

Before going to Stanford, I thought I was set on doing a Psych major with a minor in Religious Studies, for personal interest as well as my  Now that I'd discovered the wonders of this subject, Human Biology, there was no turning back, this would be my choice of minor instead, I decided.

But upon attending some Religious Studies classes, I found that I'd just unearthed a dilemma for myself. The class was amazing! I attended one called "Jesus and the First Jew", and it blew me away: we studied scripture, more specifically, the four gospels, as historical texts, scrutinizing and challenging their authenticity and validity of their claims. Being from multicultural Singapore (do detect the dryness in my tone) with its unique brand of religious tolerance (i.e. never talk about it), it was really refreshing to discuss scripture and faith, to criticize and scrutinize, without being deemed an infringer of social taboos. Then I realized that taking Religious Studies meant an opportunity to not just discuss religion from time to time in a layman, haphazard manner, but to regularly, rigorously and purposefully analyze it. I was so excited that I spent 45 minutes after lesson talking to the prof, Prof Sheehan, and within that short space of time I learnt so much, e.g. how Mark was written in ~70 AD and the other 3 gospels later, how Luke was written for the Gentiles and Matthew for the Jews, how the main reason the Gnostic gospels can't be taken too seriously is the lateness with which they were published...

I now go on to the most touching experience I had that week. In genuine astonishment, Prof Sheehan asked how I managed to learn so much, I told him that I'd wandered my way into Christianity by myself when I was 13 and picked up the bible and just started reading, plus the sermon is my favourite part of any service and I think of it as not just morally didactic but intellectually stimulating and always pay attention, mull over the topic and give myself license to challenge the preacher in my mind should I disagree. And then Prof Sheehan, clearly impressed, said. "When you apply to Stanford come December, put my name down in your admission essay. Say you talked to Prof Sheehan, then your admissions officer will come look for me, and I'll put in a good word for you." Just like that. I was caught by surprise and immensely moved.

Let me put this into context. When I won the Book Prize, I was overwhelmed, not just in the generic way that any winner of any prize would be overwhelmed, but the prize came at a time when I was faring very lacklusterly in school - my teachers found me eccentric (I don't blame them, and perhaps that's not an entirely NSF thing) and for a kid used to seeing all A’s on my report card, I'd been averaging B’s and C’s (I even failed Math at the end of last year!) despite putting in a lot of effort. I was discouraged and felt that I had hit my academic prime in Sec 3 (when I was 15) and was now steadily in decline. The elusive dream of getting into Stanford seemed totally out of reach. Yet the Stanford Club, by awarding me this prize, seemed to recognize something of worth in me: perhaps it was spunk, character, drive to learn, energy, family-orientedness (& a certain measure of maturity that comes with that), deep thinking and constant reflection, the right mix of idealism and practicality, I don't know (hope I'm not being too kind or indulgent to myself here!) but it was an affirmation of Ability that the club saw in me. But in my mind, I thought, they could have very well got it wrong! Maybe I'm not really deserving. But here was a Stanford prof, a 2nd opinion of sorts, expressing his recognition of something valuable in me after a mere 45 minutes of conversation,  that he was willing to put his name down for it. Other professors including Prof Lurhmann (Human Bio) and Prof James Gross (Psychology, what a brilliant man, he's also Director of the Psychophysiology lab & co-writer of the encyclopedic textbook all psych students have to lug around; he gave me his email and upon emailing him when I got back to Singapore, he also said he'd be happy to write a letter to Stanford on my behalf, though I hadn't ventured near that territory at all and was actually asking about the diff between affective and cognitive science) both affirmed that I asked "excellent questions" and said they hoped I made Stanford their choice -- my earlier inferiority complex melted away. They had said it as though I was so capable; it wasn't a matter of whether Stanford would be happy to have me, rather, whether I'd pick Stanford over say, competitors on the East. I learned to give myself a bit more credit instead of constantly feeling I wasn't good enough. I knew then what I hadn't known before: The club hadn't got it wrong, they knew I'd love Stanford, and I did, and more than that - I would thrive there.

A few words from the profs work wonders: ever since that week I feel like I've been set back on track. My motivation and drive to work hard for this now-tangible goal has inexplicably increased sevenfold, and I hope it'll all reflect in my end-year results when I do apply to Stanford.

My parents have been very glad and extra-supportive since I came back, as they say they see a pronounced positive change in me: more independent, responsible, focused, sensitive and weighed. But what my parents are probably proudest of me for is the fact that the last thing I see the prize, the trip and even the professor recommendations as is a "guarantee" of sorts that I'll get in, rather I see it as increased pressure and heightened expectations, spurring me to work harder rather than have a sense of entitlement, as though Stanford is Disneyland and I've suddenly gotten a FastPass. The trip has solidified Stanford as my #1 choice, and my parents have got my back. Seeing is believing, and they are convinced that Stanford is "the best for me" and are willing to fund my education (for which I am very grateful) because they figured, if 1 week can produce such positive change in me, how about 4 years? Previously they adamantly wanted to hole me into the NUS Law mould which I'm sorry to admit, I would hate. We used to have tearful fights about going overseas (expenses, the question of whether I'd be willing to come back, what if’s all over the place) - What a 360-degree change we have now! Thank you, Stanford Club. You helped make my dreams come true.

Anyway, so I now have something TANGIBLE, and more than that, feasibly attainable, to work for, to push myself for, so that I can present my best self if and when I get to Stanford, "hello world, this is me at the top of my game". I don't see "Stanford" in neon lights as the ultimate solution or gratifier of all hopes, dreams and desires, that'd be childish and absurd, but I think the change and growth (the whole point of going to U is to change and grow, right?) that I'll get there is what I want to shape my worldview and the rest of my life with.

There's way too much ground for me to cover here; to list all my takeaways from the trip would probably fill a modest novel. But to round up on a lighter note: CA has The Best Weather Ever! Although it's a lie to say that "it never rains in Southern California", it rained for the first 2 days that I was there!) But on the health front (health is wealth, eh?) I felt so rejuvenated when I was there! Californian produce is so fresh & organic, and it's a serious misconception that American food is all rubbish because there are healthy choices too like salads, sandwiches (did I mention that I'm a big fan of Mexican food, the dorm dining hall staple cuisine?) to avoid the dreaded Freshman Fifteen.

So that's all for now, folks! :) Hope to provide you with good news next April!

