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Elton Chan (Volunteer)

“Don’t talk unless you can improve the silence”

Throughout different stages of our lives, we
often come across wise quotations that we
find to be reflective of who we are as social
beings. As we adopt these apharisms, they
grow into an influence that guides us in our
daily lives. For as long as | can remember,
this quote by Lawrence Coughlin had been
my personal motto, affirming my identity as
an extreme introvert.

Too often, mass culture suggests that
introverts need to be somehow changed to
become more “open” and willing to voice
their views publicly. Our silence is at times
mistaken as indifference, or a sign of not
wanting to “fit in". In reality, introverts are
simply choosing a different mode of
expression — whether in the form of writing,

music, visual art, actions, or gestures — they
can be just as expressive and receptive to
the outside world.

Fear manifesting into reality

These are the ideas that | brought with me
when | first became a volunteer in the Youth
Leadership Development (YLD) program at
Across. My fear was that this experience
would compel me to pretend to be an
extravert. During my first YLD meeting, | felt
an unfamiliar pressure to raise comments
continuously, which made me feel very
uncomfortable and awkward. However, |
slowly realized that it wasn’t the situation that
was forcing me to become an extravert; it
was just that | was too eager to pretend that
| had a lot ideas.
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In the following meetings, | learned to give

myself more time to observe, listen, and
think. What | didn't expect was that my
fellow YLD volunteers were surprisingly
accommodating to my silence. There wasn’t
a moment when | felt left out, because |
know that even as | type up the minutes to
our last meeting, or as | write this article now,
that | am already contributing to YLD.

Was there a turning point?

In the end, Coughlin's quote still remains my
personal motto, but now | can add to it by
saying that “Don’t talk unless you can
improve the silence, but don't choose to be
silent when you are given a chance to
express yourself through other means”. f)
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