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Learning how to deal with negative emotions and stress is undeniably a key concern for everyone,
but particularly students. Anxiety disorder survivor Winnie Cheung, who founded an online
wellness site UpPotential.com more than a decade ago, has launched the Youth Caring Program,
and hopes to tie online with offline support from schools and other external parties to promote self-
help skills at an earlier age.

Targeting primary schools, the program is now in its second year of its pilot scheme, with a total of
nine local schools participating.

Cheung said during a sharing session that she is looking to expand the program to hundreds of
schools within three years, and hopes to make it a compulsory subject in the future.

Students and their parents are given access to six "UpPotential Islands," which are wellness
platforms of diverse themes selected by the school.

With multi-media integration including video and audio support, the topics range from physical
health like nutrition and exercising, to mental health, including parenting, interpersonal
relationships and positive thinking. The program also offers offline activities like school talks.
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Cheung, who suffered from anxiety disorders for 12 years after giving birth to her daughter, wishes
the program can help raise self-awareness to emotions and stress by promoting self-help skills. "If
you don't have self-awareness, how would you realize you need the help?" she said.

"You first have to acknowledge the problem. There is nothing to be ashamed of, you just need
someone for support.”

Participating school, SKH Ho Chak Wan Primary School, is currently adding the program into the
Primary Three curriculum of multiple intelligence lessons.

Principal Eric Cheung Cheong-ming noted the program's impact on students, as he once saw a
prefect telling another student to calm down and lead the student to do breathing exercises.

He wishes to take a step further in the near future by fusing moral and civic education as well as
life education together with the learning of academic subjects.

Program participant Cynthia Fong, a Primary Five pupil from Alliance Primary School, Whampoa,
had to deal with news that her friend had committed suicide because of cancer, and said she was
traumatized at first.

However, the breathing exercises and positive thinking helped calm her down.

While she understands there are more solutions than difficulties all the time, she knows she can
always talk to her parents and social workers.

Fong's mother, Idy Liu, describes her daughter as easily irritable before joining the program,
whereas now there is more room for communication.

"She still throws tantrums sometimes, but we would both use breathing exercises to calm
ourselves down first, think, and then go back to discussing again,” Liu said.

Non-profit organization Regeneration Society chairman Martin Wong, who attended the sharing
session, said self-help skills are different than other knowledge-based ones, such as English and
history, in which we could forget over time without training or revision.

Once students acquire these sKills, it would become part of their lives.

He further pointed out that self-help skills also enable students to respond to unexpected
circumstances.

"In fact, teachers or students cannot explain all the potential scenarios [to students], telling them
what to do when this or that happens,” Wong said.

"So self-help skills or self-empowerment have another feature - which is to increase a child's
analytical power, enabling him or her to know how to handle situation A under a changing
environment, or what to do if it's situation B instead.”

Family Development Foundation general secretary Shirley Loo, a member of UpPotential's expert
advisory group, suggested parents take an empowering role in children's growth.

Rather than telling kids exactly what to do, it is more crucial for children to learn by themselves.

Itis only by searching online and getting involved in different circumstances on their own that they
will be receptive to learning.

Loo said parents should accompany their children - especially those between 12 and 18 - to
explore and make their choices.

"Parents nowadays often pave the way for their kids, letting them join this and that, much like a
formula," she said.

"But | think there is no formula to raising kids. Each of them has their own style in handling things.
Real successful parents teach children to be independent so that they don't need you. It might
sound cruel but it's true."
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