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The lifestyle and valwues of young people in
Singzaporey and the way they relate to the family:s
feer groupsi and media exposure

Teenss 3 fortnightly page featuring articles zimed at
teensgersys was started in Section Tuo of The Straits
Times in mid-1285. From early 1984y we decided to
test response from teenagers by inviting them to
write in.

Unsure of young readers' responses we posed
several questions on Jan 29y 1984y such as! ""How can
you have fun on 8 Saturday afterncon on & budget of
$3 2 person? Tell us 3bout your favourite rplace for
zn outings what you do znd how you enjoy yourself.''

A second question was about physical appearance
znd its importance to teenagers, Thirds we zsked whsat
teens look for in 2 friend and, finzllys their idez
of a happy home life and how they find time to be
close with their parents if the parents are both
vorking.

Decspite these questionss which covered 2 large
area of teenzge lifesr the response wzas lukewarmi: 20
letters in 211 on loaoksy friendship and home life.

Many who wrote szid it was not merely beczuse of
the prire money (at that times of £$40 or zbout
Us¢19) that they nhad responded. But *"because there
ie an urge in me to express my feelings znd opinions
zbout lifes'' one wrote, Dthers reiterated that they
hzd been waiting for a2 column like this as an outlet.

From the beginningr we had response from readers
past their teens. A 20-year-old described her
adolescence a3s ""lost and wasted teen years. lLooking
backs I carnnot help but Wwish more attention had been  --
given to us teenagers back then.,'' This w2s echoed in
at lexst 20 or 20 other letters since then from those
in their 20s who wished there had been 3 Teens column
vwhen they were going through what they described zs
difficult yesrs -- when they wanted to find out how
others feltr and when they had many questions nobody
helped them to think out. :

"*Many & timey our questions never find answerss
wrote Tammys 15y who responded in January last year.
She added! ""Worse stills parentss peercss the world
zround us drown us with their values, their ideas:
zd8ing precssure. Most teenagers suddenly begin
gqurarrelling with their parents who want nothing but
the very best. Beczuse of the vast difference in
idezss the once loving parent is now an 2ntagaonist.
WUho'=s responsible for this? The selficsh teenzger or
the over-demznding parent? T zm proud to he =
teenzger, If only you try to understzng vey Lry to
weigh our lezd, then mavbe life would he made much
ezcier., Teenzgers sre people too.''

LI |
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Letters from eight girls indicated they did not
tell their parents., They told their friendss and
.sometimes only their bhoyfriends. i

The only boyr 19y who wrote zbout his girlfriend.,
said! ""She panickedy so did I. He tzlhked zhout
abortion for 2 while., Buts finallysy I refused her
rermission to do so. I wzs at 2 loss for words. 1
couwld not reassure her with promisess nor coulad T
convince her nnt to kill our child., Trues T wzs
selfish and never g0t to see her position but it uwas
my own flesh and blood &nd T had hzalf the right to
decide., She went for an zbortion. My child was no
mores After 2 few months she left me. T was crushed
by the incident. I loved her very mwuch but it is not
ezsy to forgive. He boys are not that bad. Our hearte"
are made of flesh too.'' :

T vsuslly do not comment on & writer's zttitude or
actions because I think it is importznt not to give
youn3 people wvho write the feeling they are being
condemned or judged. EBesidesy there are factors which
may have influenced their behaviour and attitude of
which the reader is not aware.

The letter format znd the approachs of publishing
winning letters and extrzcts» works bercause each
letter is short z#nd spantaneous, The writers
understand their letters need to be cuty edited and
grammar corrected. I choose letters reflecting =
variety of views and experiences. The thoughts of the
uriters may be muddleds even contradictory. But it is
through juxtaposition of opinions and ideas of the
teenzgerss that T hope readers hegin to question
their attitudesr ideass valuess pre judices. What I
hope happens (which J think does take place in class
in some schoolsy where 3 teacher can guide and
comment) is that teens learn to think #bout various
topics for themselves and draw some conclusionsy
without values &nd morzls being dictated to them.

This may be 2 controversial approzachn a3t 2 time
when adults complzin too many things are no longer
regarded as right mnor wrongr 2nd so many problemztic
decisjions which used to be regarded z< clezrly right
or wrong 2re now left to individuzl decision. But I
feel (and thie is backed by my observation as &
mother and 2n ex-teacher) values =re nnt lasting nor
rezl unless they are internzlised by 2 young percon
and zccepted because he is fully convinced about
them.,
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Letters relzted to school &nd exzme show teens
find the secondary schonl system a3 drastic change
from primary schocel -- =zt secandary school levels it
becomes impossible to get grades of 100 per cent or
even 920 per cents which intelligent pupils may be
used to from primary school, )

On one handy some teens struggle to obtain pascses.
On the others there are those who not happy with AZs
(second-level distinctions) because they wanted Als,
Whzt a3lso emerges is that mothers put more pressure
on children and teenszgers to studysy = fact discovered
in resezsrch in 1985 by 2n educationist Dr Eluyn
Thomss. Dr Thomas's finding was reflected in some of
the letters.

Eut fatherss toos cxn be unkind., One child who )
failed wrote that his father had commented to him!
**You are hopeless,'' Tn scome familiess poor grades
are punished with cz2ningrs but this occurs more in
gre-teens znd early teens. ;

A doctor in his late 30s was sp moved when he re=zd
the letters of the teenagers on ekam resultis (it
reminded him of his own student ;Eys) that he wrote
me & letter which he decided Jater not to post.

One attempt on my part to present the girls' view
orn premarital sex (they were 211 19 znd zgazinst it)
bzckfiredry I thinkr because it was one-sidedr giving
the impression that teens do not want to be told what
to do. They want to be given tuwo sidesy or 3s many
facetsy of & questions then they want to be zble to
decide for themselvessr with some guidance which they
ask for.

When the Teens page printed letters onm pre-maritzl
sexy we presented the views of writers who were not
sgaingt pre-marital]l sexs on condition their full
names telephone numbers and addresses were given.
Arionymous letters are not entertzinedr and we hardly
get these nowadays. Tn 97 per cent of letterss» the
telephone numbers are givens though T zm oceasicnzally
given strict instructions not to eall them. Very few
teenagerse do not have = telephone in the home. A few
even have their ouwn line.

Gauging from letterss §0 per cent of them are
a3ainst pre-marital sexr 2nd zbortion.

When we zsked about zbortionsy 2 19-year-old girl
who h=2d gone through it wrote! *"°*I felt so luchky
because he rexlly took care of me that painful moment
when I had to do something 23zinst my wishes. He even
varmed ug 2 bottle of essence of chicken for me..d'’
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reaction wae best summarised by the reader who scshked!
**A three-dollar outing. Are you kidding?'' A
hamburger (the cheapest) and drink (the smzllest)
cost a3 total of S5¢2. At 3 food centrer fried noodles
costs S41.50 and ice kachang (ice shavings with
sweetmeat, like the nalo-hz3lo of the Fhilippines)
cost 50 cents,

Host teenzgersrs howevers do not have to spend &
lot on transport beczuse their monthly 5$¢15-hus
vasses can be used for travel on the public bus
system at any time. On the other extremer 3 teenzger
on a2 date may need to spend as much as 5430 on taxi
fare to take his dazte home. The last bus gets to the
terminal by midnight. My sons 18y tzkes his girl
friend home by taxis then takes the last bus home. -
When he told mer my first reaction was annoyancer
until I realised this is now T would want 2 young man
to take care of my daughter.

There are teens who know simple ways of
entertaining themselvess such zs exploring the
islands or bicycling. A number (nobody has attempted
to ascertain what proportion of the teens population)
sil 2round in various parts of shopping centres to
chat and watch people during weekends.

A question on the recession in Singapore and how
the pocket money of teens had been affected shouwed
teens do accept and adapt to 3 cut in their
sllowancessy which can range from zbout S$200 & month
to less than S5%¢1 (3bout 12 banhts or US 435 cents) =2
day . .
In the second month after we started the Jetter
format last years 3 breakthrough in reaching out to
more readers and getting them to respond came vhen we
asked a2 question on how teens react to disappointing
exzm results, This was just zfter the releazse of the
ND-level and A-level resulis, Their 180 letters showed
varents regard study and doing well =academically &s
the main duty of teens.

This priority given to studies was zgzain reflected
in their answers to 2 mother who zccused teens of
having & ""give-me-give-me'!' mentzlity -- of regarding
rocket money and outings 2s an ungquestioned right.,
Some of the 170 teenzgers who wrote to defend
themselves argued they deserve a3 break -- at fast-fonod
restzurantss ckating rinkss shopping centres and
other places -- using pocket money given by their
perents tecause they spend sc much times froam Monday
tn_Fridayr studying.
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Many young peaple regard the first move as not
Just 3 step towsards friendshipr but romance., Such
fantasy makes the teenzger more self-conscioussy
anxious to create 3 g9ood impression 2nd so more
sensitive to negxztive response.

This same short-circuviting in relationships is
reflected in 310 letters on dating. These shouw many
young penple f3il to understand that dating is simply
30ing out together to enjoy esch other's companys to
learn socizl graces and about penple. Many teens
don't see dating a3 & natural process towards making
friends. At least one in eight who wrote see dating
as leading to going steady -- by the second date.

Many ynung people meet their dates outside the
home -- & cinemasy shopping centres near a fast-food
restaurant. A pity because 3 boy fetching 2 airl from
her home makes discussion of the outing something the
family c2n share and enzbles parents to keep in touch
with their children's friends. As one teen notes! *°T
think it is 3 joy for parents to know their
children's friends,''

Orne poscsible reason why teens meet ocutside their
homes is the convenience of central meeting points.,
Another issy some parents do-not know what their
children 2re doings z2nd forbid them to 30 out with
the opposite sex. And finallys some letters indicates
some garents would not welcome their childrens'
friends &t home -- let zlone friends of the opposite
SeX.

When asked whether their sarents know where they
9o+ with whom they are and when they will be bhack, 25
rer cent of writers szid parents do not know. Some
teenagers go owt without telling their parents. Some
say they are going to the librarys or to school for
extra-curricular activities (when they are z2etuzlly
go0ing out with their friends). <

Others do not have to tell their parents as long
as they get home before their wvworking parents. ITn zt
least two ca2sess where the father did not z1llow the
3irl] azged zbout 16 or 17 to 30 outs the mothers
helped outs conspiring with their daughters to enable
them to attend parties in the homes of their friends.

On the other extremer 18- and 19-yezr-nlds have
been czned by their mothers for going out or coming
home lzte, One was czaned after she wzs caugnt getting
8 goodnight kiss from her dste.

Whern we asked teens whether they could have =z gond
time without spending more than %3y and to give us
some ides of how they spend their times the general
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I have met Tammy. She is prettityr vivacious,
intelligent, unspoilt (to me) and very likezble, Far
her pre-university (the equivzlent of Americzn Grade
11 and 12)s che opted to 30 to = jumior colleges more
than 12 miles from her home.

ier mother drives her there every morning
(something I would not do for my own daughter» or son
-- certainly not every day). Her parents trust her &nd
21low her to mix with boys. She is well-zdjusted andy
in many wayss more fortumzte tham most other
teenzgers I have met,

Their letters shouw that teen readers zre corncerned
about boy-girl relzationsnip. In response to the
January 29y 19846y gquestion on falling in loves
infatuztions a2nd crushesy 130 teens wrote. Since
thens variations of questions on relztionships with
the opposite sex and getting to know each other have
attracted the largest number of letters -- tetween 7200
and 420 each time.

Letters received vary from 50 to 450 each week. lUp
tn August 13 1987y the largest number was 450 letters
in response to the topic of teachers who have
inspired young people or teachers best forgotten.

Eut back to what in teen language is called
toy—-girl relationship or simply BGR, About eight
months agor we asked! ""Who makes the first mover guy
or girl? Is it 311 right for thb g9irl to make the
first move?'' 420 young people wrote ins One in three
letters was from 2 boys 2 departure from the usuazl
ratio which varies from 116 to 111 (boysigirls).

When the boys said it was not ezsy for them to
make the first movesr their letters were eye-openers
to the girls who often did not realise that ooys too
are shy. To encourzge the boys (whom T wish would
write more often)y I printed their letters firsts and
indicated the girls' letters would be printed the - -
following week. In the interims z2bout 30 more teens
urotesr excited about the topic of vho should mzke the
first mover though it was long past the closing date
and it was too late to consider their letters for
publication.

In 211 the letterss teens expressed fear of being
ridiculed and re jerted:. The girls were afrzid they
‘would be branded *""chezp''s BEeczuse teens discuss
~their interest in 2 peer of the opposite sex with
their own gan3r making the first move becomes more
complicated, A boy loses face with his gang if 2 girl
rebuffs him.
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I get complaints from & handful of parents -- a few
of whom will nnt give their names -- that I dwell too

much on boy-girl relztionshipssy when young people
should be concentrating their energy on studies. In
the szme veinr one mother who mzde this comment said:
**I feel so sorry for my unmarried femzle friends in
their 30s., Ferhapss you should start 2 column that
would hels them learn how to mix.,'' This seems itn be
very cantrazdictory. Teenagers who have not been given
3 chance to regard the npposite sex 3s ordinary human
beings with whom they can relate to zs friendss may
become gauche and awkward adults.

From Jetters on the topic of part-time jobss, T
find the bulk nf teenzgers earn extrz money by giving
private tuitionsy 2 fazct backed by my conversztions
*with N2tional University nof Singapore undergradustes
#nd with their lecturers vwho note that they earn
anything from S$40 to S%3800 from private tuition
alone. Fre-university students zlso give private
tvition. More girls than boys g0 into temporary
teaching jobs. T get the impressiony too (though T
cannot back it with statistics) that more girls than
toys give private tuition.

Whern we asked teens to describe their most
embarrassing momentssy a few teachers wsed the letters
published in the cnlumn to help thet} students talk
sbowt their own embarrassing moments .which they had
tottled up. This topics T was tonldy acted z3s a3
catharsis for teens. After talking sbout their own
experiencessy they felt better.

From the 120 letters on being trapped in 2 lift.
teenagers do a2 lot of daydreamings &bout Frince
Charming or a3 beautiful girl. Only one girl wanted to
be stuck in a 1ift with her mothers and even then she
wanted to know 3bout her parents' courtship.

I found it is interestings toos thzt Rambos
machine gunss and Falcon Crest festured in the night
dreams of three teenxgers.

The topiec on housework show some teens do not help
out in the home &t z11. This was backed by & mother
whn wrote soon a2after publication of the topic. Of
those who do houseworks & significant number
complained their mothers were partizl to brothers who
often got awzsy with doing nothing. Sometimess the
girls even had to wash their brothers' school
sneakers., "*T was brought up with the messzge "girls
and not boys do howsehold chores' and my brother
cdaime it's not boys' work. And my mum asks me to
help hery'' lamented 2z 19-year-old.
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This preferences or favouriticsms for boys is zlso
reflected in some of the letters on sitling rivalry:
indicating that some boyss especizlly vounger anecs
Jget zway with = lot of bullying of older sisters.

A 14-year girl) wrote! "' Jove my younger brothers
but they don't seem tn understznd my love. Dzd bought
three durizns when I was out camping. Imagine its
richy yellows soft flesh and the taste,...When T 3ot
tiomes I found one succulent ceed in the refrigerztor,
I could 3lmost taste it. My youngest brother 3lso
wanted it. Hithout hesititztion Mum gave it to him.
*Just ones Mumy the only one and yet, you still give
it to him. Have you no thoughts of me?' T sajid,'’

Yety ""Jezlous Al''y 3 15-year-old boysr wrotet *'T
vwish I had been born in 38 traditiomal family which
prefers 2 son, My parents adore my sistery 13, Tn
them YTife is worthless without her. She is their
life. They shower her with love and they admit it to
my fazce. T try to console myself they pamper her
because they want to sell her to & rich husband with
maybe & big house, But it teazrs me apart.''

Agz2ins in the situation where the male cnild is
favouredsy mothers are unfortunstely cast in & poor
light. As with failure in examssr fathers seem to be
more understanding. ""I have five csisters.: Dad sayers
"What's .the difference between sons and daughters?
They &re stil]l my oun flesh and blood?' Mum says:s
"Boys are better than girls:. Girls get married and
telong to other people. And 3itls cannot earn much.'
Then a3 family debate starts with Mum foar the
proposition and the girls for the opposition. #y
father 1s the judge., We 23lways win (six to onel),"'’
notes & 16-year-old girl.

Then there was the girl who was saddled with the
name ""Ah Boy'' bhecause her parents had wanted & boy. .-
She didn't mind it until she grew oldery especizlly
when her sisters used the nickname in front of her
boy friends, :

There is the usuwzl] irritaztion of older siblings
with much younger brothers or sisters who destroy
their possessions and get zuway with it because they
are younger. Yets many of these teenagers love their
younger siblings.

Judging by letters on foody hamburgers are the
favourite food of one in four teensy who spena
tetween 20 cents and 5%5 each time they go to =
fast-food restaurant. MeDonsld's is & favourite heaunt
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because of the zir-conditioning znd because it
provides them opportunity to watch their peers. Their
letters 3lso indicates, because young people are
impressed by gJood looker zn eating place”

can be a favourite for no other reason than there is
& handsome young waiter in the outlet,

Another reason why teens go to fast-food jonints is
vell summed wup in this ststement of & 1S5-year-o0ld
boy: ""The waiter or waitress saysi "May 1 help you
ciry and enjoy your meal.' That brightens up my
day.'' It mzkes 2 15-year-old feel like 3 man.

Food centree are populzr faor foodr not for hanging
outsy although newly-introduced zir-conditioned food
centres were mentioned by 2 number of writers zas
favourite haunts. But they 2re not as conducive for
han3ing zround for long periocds zs the burger jointss
tecause they are well-patronised 3t meal-times and
nanging around would be frowned an.

What do young people read in the neuwspzper? In the
main papers the Home News pzgess the Forum pages and
the Sports pages are most popular -- in that order. In
Section Twoy comics and the television guide zre most
readr with the Teens page coming in'third,

The fzct that teens are moody is bhacked in the 140
letters on the topic. Many described their monds as
unpredictable and disappearing a3s quickly as they
come. The most quoted method of getting out of the
blues is turning to music. ' :

Nicknames are part of teen culturer 2s is slang.
Nicknames come often from & combination of dialect
and Malay terms» 3s 2re many slang words used by
teenager. Kiaz soo {(mezning zfraid to lose out) is
used often. Sno is Ah Beng (meaning boys who try to be
stylish without class). Buayss from the Malay far
crocodiley is the loczl equivalent of a3 “"wolf'',
Malu is & Malay word mesning "“shy'' or
**embarrassed''.s English-spezking teenagers using
this word have devised variationss to taske the place
of the noun "*ma2luation'' and ""maluating'' for the
verb. '

Teen language slso includes Americanisms picked up
from television 2nd fanzines.

Common in &1)] junior college slzng is lLecture
Theatre 5 (if there are actuzlly four lecture
theatres) or lecture theatre 6 (if there are five) to
mean the toilet. "*Sians 13h''s means T've had
encoughs ""Lah'' often peppers = fingzporean's speechs
especizlly when he is nost relzued, :
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The telephone plays & significant role in the life
of teenagers. It would be 3 safe estimate tn szy that
at leazst h&lf of teenagers who write to the Teens
page wse the phone regularly., The topic of whether
teens can live without the telephone brought 223
letters., From dizslects several teenszgers referred to
the collogquizl saying! "*Making (or boiling)
telephone porridge''. The number of hours teens spend
on the phone is unbelievable, One writer zchieved an
eight-honur bout. From the lettersy T get the
impression telephone mania starts sometime around the
age of 13.

Thie is zn example of teen tazlk on the telephane:!
"*So how?'' *""Gond grief: you actually studied those
topicss'"' They tzlk zbout crushes» secretss juicy
newssy rumoursy rate peers nf the opposite sex.. ..

One teen explains how she gets awzsy with such long
phone c&xllst! ""This is one way to uvee the phone
without interruption. T put an impressive textbook
becide me. T tazlk to my friends zbout whatever T want
to talk with my eyes on the books, hand secribbling
notess head nodding with comprehension zt appropriate
times. I listen to the latest gossips 311 the while
maintaining 8 studious posture. Eut this requires
lots of gractice. I practice very hard.''

Eut parents too can leazrn the gade. One teenager
mzde the observation that when she is on the phoney
she notes her mother is reading the papers without
turning the pzages and her father stirs the coffee
ceaselesslyr while trying to listen in &t interesting
points in the conversation.

On the topic of deaths and losing & loved one!l
**Someone should actually teach you how to handle
this sort of inordinate hurt. T didn't know how to
react to the news:. I couldn't ery thouwgh I tried
(after 211 that is what they do in the movies). T 2
figured there was something wrong with me because of
my mixed feelingss'' wrote z 20-yezr-o0ld guy. He was
writing abtout the death of 3 girl friend. -

When 40 teent wrote zbout what they hoped to
achieve in the next 15 years, 3 20-year-old reader
was appalled by their worldly ambitions and
critirised such aspirations 3s ""I can't wait to have
& Dr in front of my name'' and & 13-year-old who
couldn't "*wz2it to have lots of money''.

But T wonder whether we were that much different
when we nurselves were young and before we came doun
to earth. Like teens todzys» we wanted to jget married:
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be happy and have good jobs. Perhaps we were nnt so
ahbitious. The young people who wrote seem to azspire
myich higher today, Their 2ims reflect life today --
*#I1')) get & maid to look after the kids'' -- and &t
lgast 10 wanted to travel.

Autograph books are part of school culturer znd
from my observationy more female teens own azutographn
books than boys. These notebooksy sometimes with
scented papersy are passed round the clzss and tn
teachers &t the end of the school years particularly
in graduating classes. A teenager asked to sign an
zutograph book may decide to write severzl pagess
tactfully praising and analysing the character of the
owner, Compare this to zbout 30 years and more ago
when anyone asked to sign 2n autogrzph book was
entitled to one page to be filled with & poem or =
quotation.

School groms or gradustion parties are zlso p&arti
of secondzary school and junior rcollege culture., The
promy which has bhecome popular in the last four or
five yearsy can range from 2 simple affzir in the
school hzll to & polished events costing around S$30»
in 2 nntel. For some teenss this is their first party
into which hours of planning what to wear are
invested.. !

A large proportion of teenagers in Singapore are
shortsightedy so contact lenses are becoming popular
especizlly for those zbove 15.

One stirange phenomenonr in 3 couniry as small as
Singapores is that of penpals sround the island., T
don't know how many exactlys but = large number of
teenzgers -- azbout a2 hundred -- wrote about having:s
meeting or speaking on the phone to penpals. This
could this be because parents do not zllow them to
mix with their peers of the opposite sex. It could
also be because many teenzgers like to write. T still
have not found out. Gut every so often T get regquests
for & penpzl column. Having penpzls is something that
starts bhefore their teens. Even Sharity magazine a
publicxtion of the Community Chest of Singapore for
children runs a penpal column.,

One teen describes having penpsls as ""mail order
friendship''., Sometimes girls write to other girls
and pretend they are boys. Manys the letters
indicate» choose interesting nzmes from the list of
penpals on = page. Nexts pictures are importamt znd
the name of the schools, some schools having 3 higher
stznding among teens than others -- particularly in
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the case of boys' schools. lletters are often brought
to school to be resd by the g3ng and the boys share
and compare ""achievements''.,

**I have met 25 of my penpals,'' writes =
15-yvear-old. "*A penpal is 2 very ordinary person who
wants to "crawl out of his shell' zand make friends.
Actually some of the teen writers (inm the Teens
pages) would make good penpals -- they seem to be qood
writers,'' observed one writer. I get many regquests
from readers who want to contact some of the writersy
but I can't oblige.

Fredictablys becsuse of teenagers' interest in
EGRs the topic of an idesl life partner drew 330
replies. From the letters on this topic and the one
on beautyr boys place more emphasis on physical
sttributes than girlss They want g9irls to be shorter
than themr for example,

When we =z=sked young people zbout the most
difficult problem teens had to cope with in 1786, we
received 150 letters. My attempt to break doun the
most common problems during the years of growing up
show that anxiety about school works exams or
diszppointment with academic results hezad the list:
with sbout 38 per cent of writers having
difficulties.

About 22 per cent mentioned relationship problems,
such as jealouwsy and misunderstianding, 10 per cent
mentioned breaking up with steadies and boy-girl
relationshipss 20 per cent had fazmily problems like
parents breaking up &nd over-protective parents.
Financial problems affected 6 per cent of writers,
About eight per cent had problems with confidence:
including the search for identitys znd anxiety about
appearance. :

Teenss who are not so self-centred zs they are .-
made out to ber are 3lso concerned about their =
siblings vwho did badly in examsy &¢ two girls -- zged
13 and 15 -- expressed. MHrote 3 sister of her brother?
**Jdzmes was shattered by his results, He tried in
vazin to comfort him. He grew more depressed. Although
he maintained & stoic fromty T heard him crying
softly a3t night. Tt nearly broke my heart.,''

Whern 100 young writers described their favourite
0ld personry a8t least hzlf did not mention
grandparents. Many mentioned their father or mother:
a3 tezcher (211 not past middle 23e) or even somenne 3
few yeare older than them.

-
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When it comes to petssy doas are the most popular,
BEut contrary to the belief thst znimsle zre suppocsed
to make young peonple more responsibley T get the
impression that & lot of the caring for pets is zlso
taken on by parents 2ndy in some households:
completely by maids. But the teens who wrote spoke of
now their pets listened to them sttentively and
sccepted them for what they were,

There were z fewy unintentionzl horror storiecs
particularly in 2 letter which described how one dog
after znother -- four in & row -- uwas sent away or
sold. One couldn't be toilet-trained. One had ticks,
And at least three teenagers wrote now their parents
loved their dogs more thanm their teen children, .

As for co-educstions this is the kind of scerne
when some teens of junior collegje age experience it
for the first timet! "*0i! They say there's & very
cute guy coming in from Anglo Chinese Secondary
School.'' (ACES is & top boys' school.) ""HWheres
wnere?'' ""ACS boys all look alike oner how to see?'’

** *"Hhy 211 boys on one side xnd =11 the girls on
the other?' the teacher asks. EBeczuse we feel more
comfortable. Beczuse it is knouwn territorys becazuse
if we do something embarrassings they don't know.,''
This situation of groups of boyse znd girlse sitting
apart in class is common in eco-educational secondary
schools and even junior colleges.

Fop musicy pop 2nd film starsy how they lives
vhet's happening to thems zare common topics for teen
conversation. From 160 lettercs received on pop musics
teenagers like their pop stars squeaky clezn. Morten
Harket of Ah-Has is most popular, "*He is not afraid
to mzke his beliefs and opinions gublic though he has
been criticised by many =2s being too traditionsl and
for his abstentiouws life. He does not indulge in
drinks 3nd drugss'' writes a3 14-year-old fan.

0f Dick lLees & Singaporean singer! ""He's &still =&
down tn earth Singaporean boy. He doecn't put on an
act and try to look cood &nd pop-starishs'' urites =
17-year-nld.

Crushes &re common among teenzgers, Thenr some
pour their emotions onto papery send the letter and
reqret it when their ego tzkes & bashings T notice
this from questions they ask a2t tzlks and from their
letters. "*"Chould T write to this boy whom I'm
interested in. Should T write to this 3irl?'' Often:
if. they are not sure and they consult & good friend,
the latter -- glad of the opportunity to inject some



ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library

14

excitement into their lives -- offers to zct zs
mescengers with embarrassing results 3s word gets
around.

The problem of how to mske friends znd how to mzake
the first move surfzces at every talk I give. They
vant to make friendess they don't krnow how to. They
don't 3et enovgh practicesy often becz2use parents zre
too strict -- &nd zlso they find the boy next door
uninteresting because he is tno snorts wears
spectaclesy znd has pimples., It is the same with the
boys too. Too many teens ignore peers who are within
reachs whom they can be very comfortzble withs and
dream 3bout the tz1l handsome tennis player or the
demurer pretiy girls both completely inzccessible.

What do teens read? Girls g0 through 3 phase when
they devour romantic paperbacks so 140 letterss 79
per rcent from girlss, indiczte. Some can laugh st
themselves znd parody the novels znd the stereo-typed
glots very well, Most outgrow such pulps usuzlly by
the time they go on to junior college or
pre-university. Some never stop. A few 3irls
explained their mothers inmtroduced them to romantic
praperbacks.s The letters show 3 few girls base their
expectations from_ these books which end with =
nappily-ever-after.,

**T feel that == long &s one czn draw the line
tetween fantazsy znd rezlity» reading romances 1is
funs'' wrote Julizy 17. ""Some of my friends have the
most disgusting way of grading romznces by the number
of steamy scenecs'' wrote Su-lins 15, ""Why do I resd
romances with 2 hz2ppy ending? Gecause the rezl world
is too complicate that's whys'' uwrote znother teen.

**What would you do if you were nnt zllowed to go
dating even st the zge of 187 My solution is to turn
to books for zn znswer. Since T zm sny and
introvertedy T find that rezding such romances is the
only way for me to learn to rezct to people,
especizlly to the opposite sexsr'' wrote &an
18-year-olad girl.

Wrote znothert *"*Mum found the book under my
pillow. She said! ""Small girls shouldn't be reading
such books., Tt's unhealthy. Hait till you're 18. Ey
then I would hzave died of waitng.'’

"*Uzitsy'' is & csentence teenagers hear quite
aften. When they z2<k their parenis wnether they can
can 90 on datesy for exzmple. The topic of dating
attrazcted 310 letter=s. **Hait till vou're 1in
pre-univerceity.,'' "*Uzit til) you are in the
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university.'' **Wsit till you're earning your own
money.,'' Wrote 2 15-year-old wryly:! **My father czye

I am not to 30 on dates wntil T am 80, And wnen I zm
81y T can do whatever I want.''

Agzin when it comes to amnther relzationship
topicy on brezking up with friends or stezdiess the
response was twice the 2verage -- 310 letters.

Their letters on relationship came up with gems of
wisdom?: ""Sometimes two friends try too hard to grow
closer, They feel pressured in each other's presence
as 1f they must tzlk to each other» and they must get
to know exzch other better with each conversztion,
Before long they start to feel uncomfortable together
end the friendship starts to dies'' wrote = :
15-year-old,

Sometimess T feel some of the writers zre moving
ton fast! *"Everything went smoothly throughout our
firet movie. But two dazys latersy T received z phone
call from him. "let's bresk offs' he szid. He szid we
had taken things too seriously a2t the movies., If
holding hands and putting your arm around 2 3irl is
vwhat he considered serious then he might s well be =
szint.'' This is from 2 1S5-yesr-old,

tiost teens &re hezlthily fickle-minded! ""After
three yearsy I just got tired of him. There's nothing
wrong with hims JTt's just that T want to have the
freedom to mix zrnund with other guyss'' wrote 3
14-year-old,

Also from & lé&-yezr-old comes this! ""After being
with =2 guy for ton longr T would find it tiresome =nd
very saon I'd write to hime T would sayt 'T think we
are not fit for each other. So let's brezak uwupy okay?'
And he would disappear like magic.'' )

And this from a 13-year-nld: "*T've just broken up
with my girlfriend peczuse she found out that I'm not
seriouws atout her. I krnow that we c2n't be together
forevers as I'm very fussy aver girls. J don't reslly
feel sad, Actuzally I'm in love with annther girl. To
tell you the truthsy I'm quite handsome.''

"fUhy can't you write 2bout something thzat
glorifies teen love instead of condemning it?'' =zcked
my 18-year-old son who is my fiercest critic when he
rezd these lettere, Fut their letters indiczte teen
love is too oftemn short-lived.

Teens are very caonscious of their zppearznces the
80 letters on why teensy particularly boyss czarvry
combe in their pockets confirmed. When & quy feels
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awkward zand doesn't know what to do with his hands he
reaches for his comb. Film and television zlso play 3
role in this habit. The beys want to imitzte Jonn
Travolta or Fonrie in the serizls Happy Days. Another
reason for carrying combs: their letters shouweds

is they want to belong to the grour, Combing the hair
in the schonl toilet becomes zlmost 2 ritusl.

Do teens wse make-up? The girlse das They apply it
thickly or lightlyr =zometimes depending on peer
preferences. BEoyss the letiers revezls restrict
themselves to cnlogne a2nd hair 3el. Make-upy n=il
polishy punk hzirstyle znd jewellery are banned in
schools.

In fashionsy last yeary blzck was in (despite
parent2l objection to the colour which symbolises ®
mourning)s &nd 0 were layers (despite the hezt).
This yezrs our fashion editar sayss layers are ""nint
so in''s but black and white &re.

Sometimes young people have 3 muddled notion of
vwhat is valuable. ""The pain T could stands'' wrote =«
15-yezr-old. *"*Hhat made my hez2rt arche was the a2mount
of money they had to spend. Tmagine spending $250 on
3 stupid leg.'' This lettery 35 well as severzl
atherss show that teens zpprecizte their parents and
there. are many families where there is communication
between parents and children. And letters from
parents show they do try to understand the terrible
teens.

What mzkes teens nervoue? They are conscious in
the presence of 3 handsome or pretty peer of the
opposite sex. They don't like being watchedr though
they enjoy watchingr espercizlly in groups. Bus stops
and buses are jood vantazge pointe for girl or boy
wztching.

tioet of the 170 teens who wrote on punishment
were agz2inst corporz2l punishment though some said
they deserved it &nd & few s&id they would use the
rcane on their own children, One in three writers felt
harsh words and indifference could czuse more harm
than physicz2l punishment. Tn schoonls punishment or
scolding without explanztion and in fronmt of their
peers is resented.

By Jduly 1986y response from resders was good
ennugh to enable ws to mz2ke 1t 2 weekly column. The
Teens pza3e ctarted =zppezring on Tuesday incstezd of
Wednesdsy. The response of the young readers w2s so
spontanecusy it was decided the Teens psge was strong



ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library

17

ennough to g0 on Fage One of Section Twosr with 2 turn
inte an inside page.

I think one reason why the Teens pages have been
jgetting gnod response is expressed by this comment by
g teenager! ""I'm bhetter at writing than tzlking.
Somehow my thoughts and feelings flow freely when I'm
vriting.'' Another reason why teens relate to the
column is becawuse in reading it they realise that
other teemnzgers have the same problems. Older pecople
who read the page recall their own teen years and
find their experiences similar in many areac.

The readership of the Teens pagesr letters zand
telephone calls indicsztes is not restricted to only
teenzgers,

"*T have no one to express my thoughts tos being
the only daughter in the family. I 2lso find it hard
to txlk to friends about such topics nmo mestter how
close we 2re., Everytime I try to express my innermost
thoughtsy T aluways stop short with & lump in my
throzt., You may be surprised that I do mot know zbout
csome of the topics discussed in the Teens pages. Ever
since I_graduated fram schools I have worked in 3
company's accounts department where 99.9 per cent of
the employees are femsle. Maybe T have been too
cheltereds & late starter &nd lacking exposures''
writes & 25 year-old femzle.

A mother uwrote! ""My con's name zappeared in your
column. He is not 14, as he stated, He will be 12 in
Marche. I have explzined to him deception is not the
means to reach his goalr and that is why on his
behalfsr T &m writing this. The rezson he did not; give
his true 3ge was becazuse it was stzted that one rpould -
*give or take & few years' to one's zctuzl =zge. He
tonk it to mean he could =zdd or subtract some years
<o he cowld put himself into the teenzge bracket. He
desperztely uwanted to be accepted 2nd he reasoned
that if he were to put his age as 11y you would
disregard his contribution. He chose to 3dd three
vears heczuse at 14y he szyss you have rezlly become
32 teen. Thirteens he sazayss is an under-developed
teen.''

At presents there is one topic each week and T ask
guiding questions to set the reader thinking. A
reader ie not required to answer &]1 the questions,
To da2ter we have asked about 80 guestions relating to
variouws zrexs of teen life and received 9,000
letters.,
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We aimed to rezch & readership aged between 123 znd
19y a3lthough we mzke 3llowzances for those whn are
& year or two outside their teens.

The letters we receive indicate that even nine to
ll1-year-olds are beginning to read the pzge and zre
writing in. About 40 writers (out of 2 totz2l nf 450)
who wrote on the topic of teachers weres &jed nine to
12. I see this 3s precociousness za2nd an anxiety to
become "*teens''. Many students zlso write bhecause
they are encourasged to do so by their teachers.,
Several have commented their English has improved
since they started reading the page.

The standard of their English varies., The strength
of their letters lie in their spontaneity. They write
as if they would in a2 diary.

Every weeks some letters start!? *"This-is my first 2
time writing in to Teens Fage. T have zluwzays wanted
to write but I just never got down to it."'

One 1%-year-o0ld reader wrote! ""Since this is my
last teen years I thought I had better make 2
contribution this year before it is too late. T think
youw are doing 2 wonderful job compiling =11 the
lJetters., T must =3y the topics are well chosen &s
they are.2luays related to teenagers' issues either
directly or indirectly. T have alwzys enjoyed Teens
page. In facty I look forward to every Tuesday just
to rezad it."'

Wrote a 17-year-ald! "'T guess you must have
received my late letter about dating., I thought I
have posted it nmot until when Y discovered it betueen
the pages of my text book. Sorry fpr 211 the
inconveniences that T may have caufed.,'' Urote
another teent ""1If I have done or writtemn snything
wrong or stupidsy please forgive meli T know T am
begging. This is my first time you know. Please
correct my grammar mistzkes.'' These two writers
reflect their Asian background. I!dnn't think 2
column like Teens would work in the West where
youngsters seem to have more active outlets with or
without adult approvals to express themselves,

The young penple write om a3l1ll kinds of paper in
different colours including black and redy using
expensive letter padsy exam papery 3s well zs the
back of old cslendars. They use home-made envelopecs
stapled envelopess gold inks silver ink. Explained
one enterpricsing writer who made her own envelapel
"*Note! T am in schonl. Heaven don't r2in envelopes.
o T nope thise substitute will do.'!



