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                              Memo
                   “Depression is not far from us” sounded like a cliché to me 
until the day I heard about my middle school friend’s struggle with 
depression. I felt regretful that I did not noticed her pain and I was not 
there when she struggled alone. Since then I have always imagined 
how it would be different if general public like me would know more 
about depression and were capable of offering their friends with help 
when needed. While in reality, there is not only very limited support 
from the general public to depression, but also bias and misconcep-
tions that hinder the recovery process. One of my Indian friends even 
told me that in their culture some people view people with depression 
as the weaker group, and think according to survival of the fittest they 
are just not strong enough for this world. There are much more heart-
breaking perceptions among the public that pushing groups with de-
pression further down the hill. Therefore, I think there is great need of 
adjusting the relation between depression group and general public.

                    However, there are various causes for depression and dif-
ferent social issues involved when dealing with different situations. It 
could be an extensive and complex process adjusting the relationship 
between general public and groups with depression. Considering my 
unique situation, I decided to start my project focusing on Chinese 
international students. Base on my library research, Chinese interna-
tional students are in great need of attention regarding the topic of 
depression not only for the rapid growing population size, but also 
for the unique cultural background and social customs that make this 
group vulnerable to mental health problems. 

                   Though this project, I am hoping to shield light to the envi-
ronment where Chinese international students grew up and how that 
might construct the path to depression. I also want to bring up the less 
fascinating side of International students’ life, telling the public that 
studying abroad is never a smooth and enjoyable journey. I am hoping 
my message can engage with the majority of the students in high 



school and college and professionals in fields related to education, 
arousing understanding and awareness of the struggles of internation-
al students. 

                    Besides communicating with the more general population, 
I also hope that my project can reach out to those who might current-
ly undergo the influence of depression and tell them that they are not 
the only one who encounters the harsh situations and those misfor-
tunes are never indications of flaws within their personality. Through 
narrating the true story of others who successfully combated depres-
sion, I want those who are depressed at the moment to regain the faith 
and courage to fight the seemingly hopeless battle.

* The characters in this book all use pseudonym.
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                  My name is Aapeli. I was born in Shanghai – the city of op-
portunities, the dream state of thousands of young souls. 
            
            The great potential comes with great pressure on everyone in my 
city. Adults here have to work extremely hard in order to maintain a living 
space and necessities, and our younger populations have to work even hard-
er in order to uptake all the advantages granted to us.

      Born in this fascinating city, I have to say that I do enjoy many advan-
tages over those in other Chinese cities. I started playing piano ever since I 
was in kindergarten, and my piano teacher was a professor from Art school; 
both of my parents are well educated and knew how to construct a success-
ful future for me; my elementary was one of the top elementary in Shanghai 
and offered over thirty art programs and some of which are top ranked in 
the country. Admission for my elementary was rather competitive, and thus 
there were countless intelligent brains among my peers.



           It was fun to be friends with such a group and laugh while play-
ing computer games with them. However, it was not so fun when it comes to 
announcing ranks after each test. Those who are on top of the list were the 
ideal students according to teachers and parents, and those at the bottom 
were labeled as “lazy” or “dull”. Though my Chinese grade was always on top 
of the list, everyone seemed to only notice my less satisfactory grades on 
math.

              My math teacher would always call me into her office and talk 
with me in a truly regretful way: “If you can only work as harder on math 
as you do for Chinese classes, your grade will be so much better!”

             It is not that I did not try to work harder on my math grade. I 
wished that peers would all come to me asking questions with admiration 
and parents and that teachers would all praise me telling me that I am the 
kind of the student they like, so I went to math tutor every week and did as 
many practice problems as I could. Still I could not tangibly grasp any of the 
concepts introduced in math classes, the intuitive steps in others’ perception 
are disconnected segments that just won’t process. My hard work on math 
never paid off as what my parent described: “you will be able to accomplish 
anything if you work hard enough.”
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               At the same time, I was continuing to play piano with my class-
mates. In my elementary, everyone had to develop a specialty in art, which 
they called interest development. I was in the piano sector and we have pi-
ano classes each week to perform in front of the class and the instructor 
gives you feedback. It was fun and complementary at first to be able to 
perform a piece. It did not stay the same as we moved toward the higher 
level and playing longer pieces. The simple joy of playing the music was gone, 
instead, came the fear of not being able to finish the song and the embar-
rassment of being criticized in front of everyone you know. In comparison to 
those who always get praised during the evaluations, I had realized that pi-
ano is probably not my future; but the stamina in me forbade me from quit-
ting halfway. During the hardest time when academy and piano squeezed me 
at the same time, I felt like I could barely breath and my mind refused to 
contact any new materials.
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                I think I should be pretty easy to recognize among a group of 
students back then. The skinny little boy who kept his mouth shut facing any 
stranger was me. I refused to communicate, or change my facial expression, 
when meeting new people for no reason, nor could I explain the reason why 
I act like such a tough kid. However, I would say that I was popular among 
my class, everyone wants to be friends with me and I looked just normal 
when I was with my classmates. Yet, deep inside I thought that I was dif-
ferent from everyone else: I worked hard on math but I could not solve 
the problems that they can solve within a glance; I enjoyed languages and 
speeches but it was apparently the less important thing for them; I played 
and laughed with them but was never able to show my frustration and anxi-
ety with anyone because they seemed not worry about the same thing that 
bothered me…

                  “Why am I different?” was too hard to question an elementary boy 
that did not even build a solid worldview. The comparison game had driven 
me to achieve teachers’ expectations and secretly compete with the friends 
who fight enemies with me in video games. I spent much more time on some-
thing that was clearly not for me than pursuing my talents and those efforts 
that never paid off. The world was too complicated and maybe it is better to 
lock up my thoughts.
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        My name is Barbara, this is my first year in college and I think I am 
surviving through the intensive school works, though I did want to drop out 
of school maybe once in an exam weeks. I have a few friends and we hang 
out in a small group in between the heavy school works; I probably won’t be 
labeled as social since I seldom attend events to meet new people but you 
can hear the laughs of my friend and I all the way across the Red Square. 
However, anyone that knew me before I came study here in the U.S. will be 
astonished by the changes in my personality. 

         Back in my middle school, I was always within the most popular group 
and I would think that everyone did enjoy being friends with me since I am 
good at talking with others and make them laugh. I also enjoyed being in a 
big group and meeting new people no matter how intimate our relationship 
will grow. I lived in a boarding school at that time and only went back home 
if I had to, because the complaints from my parents were unbearable com-
pared to having fun with friends. I was enjoying my life very much, until my 
mom told me that I had to pack up all my staff and get on the plane to the 
U.S…

        Though I hated to leave all my dearest friends and delicious foods 
behind, I still held anticipation toward my new journey in the foreign coun-
try. The first year was relatively calm and times went by fast as I learn to 
adjust to the language and culture. However, my life went on a completely 
different route when I transferred to another high school in the second year.

         I imaged myself making friends and socializing as I used to be, so I 
went up to my new classmates and tried to blend in their conversations as 
usual. But this time, I felt slap in the face when they seemed to intentionally 
ignore my attempt to talk with them. The group discussions were my worst 
nightmare during those days – everyone form groups with the people they 
know, talks and laughs were annoying noises for a 16-year-old girl who could 
not find a place that accept her. I felt them mocking me every time I made 
eye contact with someone and the smile on their face would freeze in a mo-
ment; I feared to walk in hallways, among the streams of obvious happiness 
while I could not sense any of that emotion. 

           Not only the local students refused to accept a strange face, the 
Chinese international students in this school also excluded in their small 
groups. I never understood why they preferred the other new Chinese stu-
dents that entered the school at the same time as me and always left me 
out of any events, nor did I understand why I could not come up with the 
jokes as I would speak to my old friends when I was with them. Even on the 
very occasions when they remembered to inform me of their gatherings, I 
was not able to go because my host family lived far from the city and they 
would not drive if the trip took more than fifteen minutes. 

Photo by Hybrid on Unsplash



Photo by Simon Matzinger on Unsplash

          I had no other ways to get around places so the first half of the 
school year my life was basically school, homestay, and a visit to church ev-
ery Sunday morning. I was already rejected in school, however, I felt even 
more isolated in my homestay. My host family always said they don’t have 
time when I asked to do anything, yet they forced me to attend everything 
that they wanted me to. Though I did never hear about Christianity in the 
past, I was fine to attend church as part of the family. It was when I had 
a fever and could barely get out of my bed and my host family still forced 
me to go to Church that I started to dislike the idea of going to Church and 
listen to the preacher talk about the things I did not understand, especially 
with the look in their eyes as if I was guilty of unforgettable crimes. I had 
to admit that I did not like my host family. I locked myself in my room as 
soon as we got home, and my host family did not mind me for not communi-
cating with them. The only times we talked were when they ordered me to 
do the house works as “part of the family”, or blamed me for things that I 
was totally innocent of. I always remember the one Christmas I spent with 
them. I was fine with the house full of overwhelming holiday spirit that ex-
cluded me as usual, browsing videos and pages in my corner. My host family 
knocked on my door and called my out of my dark space; however, instead 
of a warm holiday greeting as I secretly awaited, they told me to go into 
the shallow snow to discard the trash that filled with gift boxes and wrap-
ping papers. I do not remember the temperature of that day, all I know is 
that I could not feel my hands in the blowing wind. Nobody came out to help 
me and they probably never thought of me as opening other gift boxes and 
watching the Christmas shows.
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          I tried not to care about those who stared at me with apparent 
disdain, and I tried to entertain myself with the internet, but still I was 
not tough enough to process all the negative emotions alone and live like 
an isolated island. My host family’s dog often comes to my room and leave a 
mess for me to clean, and they said it is my fault for leaving my door open. 
Well, maybe I did forget to lock the door for a few times, but I will never 
accept the blame for the injury of their dog. One day I stayed in my room 
as always, the others were downstairs for whatever reason. All of a sud-
den their dog started to bark loudly on the stairs, they found it broke its 
leg when trying to jump over the fence they set to keep the dog out from 
second floor. I was immediately blamed for not looking after the dog since I 
was the only one upstairs. I was used to the unreasonable accusations, but 
what made the situation worse this time was that my host family contact 
my school and the agency that helped me study abroad and accused me. I 
was only at the age of 16, no one believed my words and neither did I know 
how to argue for myself. The entire school, including teachers and students, 
trusted my host’s words, which created yet a proper reason for them to stare 
at me and whisper behind my back. 

         I tried to turn to my parents and begged to go back home or trans-
fer again, but they always told me to wait for a bit and see if things get 
better. I do not blame my parents, since I did never tell them what I went 
through in this school; not because I thought they will not care, but because 
I was afraid that my situation will bother them too much while they have no  
way to help back in China.

         During those time, all I wanted to do was to hide in a corner where 
no one can see my brokenness and tears. I never wanted to disappear from 
the world so bad and I thought even if I died no one would probably know 
or care about it. I realized that I had changed so much over the half years 
and I was slowly sinking in emotions which I could not process. After visiting 
the doctor and finding out that I had depression, I kept the result to myself 
and did not tell anyone at the moment, not even my parents. The news about 
those who committed suicide under the influence of depression jumped into 
my mind and I was afraid that I would end up in the same path. I constant-
ly had the battle in my head about whether the world possesses more flaws 
or merit, and fortunately I always decided that there must be more beauty 
to the world. I also thought about my parents a lot, reminding myself that I 
must not waste all the money they paid for my education. 



         Though I was always on my phone at that time, all I did was no 
more than skimming through the posts and videos which I did not think were 
interesting at all. Everyone think I was busy studying or indulging in my 
phone, only I knew how I desperately mourned for attention and companion. 
The loneliness left me a lot of time to contemplate and reflect my past. I 
always thought my parents were strict and only cared about my study, but I 
start to miss their guardianship. I even admire those who still facetime with 
their parents every day and had common language. I tried to speak about 
my illness once with my parents and they immediately told me to come back 
home and almost booked their ticket to my city. Since then I decided to only 
talk positively and deal with obstacles on my own.

         One Christmas I went back to China and my dad took me to the park 
for a walk. He looked over the lake and said with a nostalgic look that he 
still remembered the time he took me to skate on the frozen lake when I 
was still so tiny and he could easily carry me on his shoulder. Maybe de-
pression made me vulnerable to emotions, I broke to tears that night and 
realized my parents are getting older over these years and I had to learn to 
face the journey myself. 
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         New environments and friends in college allow me to gradually walk 
out from the miserable memories in high school, and depression has gone 
further and further from my daily life. I still admire my friends in China for 
they enjoyed a few more years of reckless youth and family shelter; and I 
am still unsure whether it was the right decision to study abroad. All I know 
is I would never be able to go back to the days when trouble never stays in 
my head and when all laughs naturally come out of happiness.



Chapter 3
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           My name is Renata, I just came back from my weekend trip to Flor-
ence. Over the past half year of study abroad in Italy, I have tried to visit 
a different city every weekend and by far I am keeping up with my goal. I 
went on the majority of these weekend trips by myself, since I only came to 
Europe not long ago and it’s just hard to find a second person whose sched-
ule works out nicely with you. Moreover, I am enjoying the alone journeys 
that allow me to walk out of my comfort zone and meet strangers in un-
familiar places. Traveling alone grants me so many freedoms to explore the 
parts that are fascinating to me and don’t have to reframe myself for other 
people. I might sound very independent now, however, anyone that only knew 
me from the past would be totally shocked if they heard what I am up to 
now, for I was the typical “social butterfly” when I still studied in China.

          I liked to socialize and I think I was good at hanging out with peo-
ple and making friends many years ago. My family might not be the wealthi-
est among peers but were enough to provide me with any kind of opportuni-
ties I needed. I used to think that I could accomplish anything in the world 
and I would be intimate friends with anyone if I wanted. However, coming to 
the States in my Sophomore year and meeting people that weren’t as nice as 
in my past beat my childish ambitions.  
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                   Going through arguments and conflicts with a host family, 
being isolated in school and having no one listen to you, I think my experi-
ences pretty much include all the possible obstacles an international student 
might encounter. At first, I turned to my parents if anything happened; but I 
soon realized that there were very limited things they can help beside tell-
ing me that I can always come back home. Then I learned to only tell partial 
stories to my parents so they won’t have to worry about me too much. 
               
                   Intentionally shutting down my communication with parents, 
I pushed myself into a world of isolation. I found the social events and rela-
tionships which used to be the center of my life gradually lost their attrac-
tion. Meanwhile, the things that happened in school – rumors, small groups, 
arguments – made me think that I am becoming the mean girl in soap dra-
ma which I despised for my entire childhood. I think that both the Chinese 
and the Americans in that school disliked me, which was fine because neither 
did I think I was a likable teenager. Everything that supported me with my 
wildest dream faded away, and I felt my life was too void and aimless to 
sense any sign of life. I still kept up with my school works and performed 
my daily routines as normally as possible in case others found out about my 
problem and informed my parents or even forced me back home. But away 
from people, after I accomplished all the urgent obligations, I fell back to 
the magnificent hole and let it take away all my energies and emotions. Un-
like the major depression symptom in which patients lose their interests in 
food, I saw food as the only companion I had left. I could sit on my bed for 
the entire day facing the blank wall and doing nothing but eating my chips 
on a less busy Sunday. Sometimes I did not even realize how much food I 
had until I emptied a giant Amazon box of junk food over a weekend and 
suddenly felt so bad but still couldn’t help to repeat the process the very 
next weekend. I did not like myself at all, but I felt something forbid me 
from making any effort to change.
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         I went back to China over the summer break. My parents did not 
notice anything because I told them I was out with my friends while they 
were at work, though in reality I spent most of those days alone in my room 
with my chips. I think I would probably be on one of those six-hundred-
pound weight loss TV shows if my best friend did not drag me out of my bed 
and took me to a psychologist. Through tracing back from today, I clearly see 
my path to depression and the symptoms, I was shocked at the moment when 
the psychologist told me about my mental illness. For a short period, the 
diagnosis made my situation worse, I started to wonder if depression means I 
am insane and therefore I refused to take the medicine. Thanks to my dear-
est friend again for checking my pills almost every day to make sure I was 
following the treatments, for forcing me out of my room even when I ignored 
her texts over and over, and for treating me as usual except making sure I 
know she is always around when I need her.

           The medicine had immediate effect for me, at least I was able to 
stay focus and maintain energy during the day time. I also moved into a new 
home stay after summer break. The new family had no other child in the 
house so they treated me as their real daughter. They would ask how was 
my day on the way home and on dinner table; they were never discouraged 
by my indifferent attitude; they planned my birthday and remembered the 
tiny aspects of my dream; they shared their secrets with me and took me 
into consideration when making a family decision; they gave me suggestions 
for what they think is best for me but at the same time respect my culture 
and opinions… I finally found a place to let out of everything that I was 
afraid of sharing with my natural parents back home. Friendships also began 
to stabilize in the second year and I found people that I enjoyed, despising 
those I could never find a way to get along with. Though I never told my full 
story to any others besides the one friend in China, all the other groups of 
people in my life possessed positive influence on my recovery. It is the im-
pression of being cared for and liked which helped me slowly walk out of my 
guilt of being undesirable and regain my confidence. 

Photo by Karina Carvalho on Unsplash



         I will not say that the recovery was smooth and quick. 
When I left high school and entered college, I had to gone 
through the whole process of adjusting to an unfamiliar environ-
ment and finding companions. I felt the invisible hand again wind-
ing around my neck and attempting to nail me on my bed. Yet, this 
time I knew how to deal with the sickness and where to find sup-
port. Still it took courage and strength to fight the monster, but 
I want to win the battle for my parents, my friends, and all the 
beauty I haven’t seen in the world.
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           Although I still would rather I never went through the hard time 
with depression, I had to admit that this unique experience also left me with 
irreplaceable lessons. I relinquished the less important relationships that I 
only held onto to prove my popularity; I became more aware of what I want 
instead of what others expected me to. Indeed, the time with depression 
taught me what is truly important in my life and not to be afraid of being 
alone for true relationships never fade away no matter how far I go.



         I am only able to sit peacefully in a café on the ancient street in 
Italy because I did not give up during the struggles and eventually beat 
the depression monster. Therefore, I plead everyone who sees my story and 
feels similar to my past to go visit a counselor or doctor and follow their 
instructions. More importantly, find someone that you can trust and tell 
your struggle. I still believe that there is more merit in humanity which 
makes this world not too cold to live. Though I know “everything will be 
alright” sound like the most irresponsible words for anyone who struggles 
with depression, and trust me I got irritated whenever people used this 
cliché to soften the hard time I underwent, I must tell you that the storm 
will pass and I have found my clear sky. I hope you all find your place and 
be free from the monster.
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 T o  b e 

     C o n t i n u e d

               . . .

          “Each one of us is alone in the world. He is shut in a tower of brass, and can com-

municate with his fellows only by signs, and the signs have no common value, so that their sense is 

vague and uncertain. We seek pitifully to convey to others the treasures of our heart, but they have 

not the power to accept them, and so we go lonely, side by side but not together, unable to know our 

fellows and unknown by them. We are like people living in a country whose language they know 

so little that, with all manner of beautiful and profound things to say, they are condemned to the 

banalities of the conversation manual. Their brain is seething with ideas, and they can only tell you 

that the umbrella of the gardener’s aunt is in the house.” 

                                                                         - W. Somerset Maugham, The Moon and Sixpence



            All three protagonists in this book are recovered from depression, 
though the latter two interviewees still sometimes show sign of unstable 
emotions. Though I have read many academic articles and experiences of 
others online, I was still surprised at some of my interviewees’ personali-
ty. During the interview sections, all them were easygoing and talkative. It 
is hard to imagine any of them going through the isolation states they de-
scribed. I wish all readers of this book do realize that even the most ex-
troverted friend around us could be subject to depression. Due to many of 
the stereotypes of depression, most people with depression are not willing 
to expose their situations for others to judge. On the contrary, people with 
depression often pretend to be as normal as possible so they can still be ac-
cepted by their friends and society. 

            As examined in all three stories, a friend or family that knows the 
situation and being supportive at all times is imperative for recovery. How-
ever, improper actions and advice could also worsen the situation. It is im-
portant for anybody feeling depressed to go to professional counselling. The 
diagnosis process of depression is much more complicated than a few simple 
survey questions. Cooperation with doctor is the common step all three of my 
interviewees underwent. 

             The next important thing after suggesting or helping your friends 
to go to a professional counselor, is to support them, let them know that 
there will always be someone right there to listen to them, to care for them. 
Many the depressed people do show levels of insecurity, company is often 
more important than trying to give them advise that you think might be 
helpful.

              

             One important thing to keep in mind when talking with friends 
with depression, is the differences between sympathy and empathy. The ma-
jority of us would be sympathy to others’ situation and think that we care 
and understand their emotion. While in reality, empathy is more in need when 
communicating with depression groups. As mentioned in my last blog, it is 
hard for someone who has never had related experiences to relate to the 
problem. In such cases, it is worse if we try to pretend we do understand 
and thus build connection. The superficial appearance of understanding only 
worsens the barrier between understanding, make people feel even more iso-
lated. 

No one deserves such experiences when going through the mental break 
downs. As human we do never understand why most misfortunes exist. Yet, 
please hold fast to the belief that there is always hope among desperation. 
Though our thoughts and feelings are hard to communicate, they are valuable 
to this world, and they are what makes you complete.  
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