
          I am eternally grateful for school budget cuts. In my sophomore year of high school, I wanted to 
quench my thirst for academic validation and take online AP Psychology to pile up on APs and boost 
my GPA. My school reported that they would not offer the class that year due to changes in their 
budget as a result of the pandemic. So they altered my schedule and put me in a class called Applied 
Positive Psychology, which was a topic I had never even heard of. I was initially very disappointed
that I was stuck in a seemingly pointless class. During the first few weeks of this class, I was on 
autopilot and would often tune out lectures because I thought this information and mental health
as an overall topic didn’t apply to me.  But, the one time I wasn’t half-asleep in class and paid 
attention made these beliefs seem foolish and insignificant.

          For an assigned project, I had to analyze the book, The Happiness Advantage, by Shawn 
Achor. I droned over the words as they meshed together in a sea of apparent nonsense when 
one snake of words made me stop and perk up. “Happiness is not the result of success but 
success is the result of happiness.” This was ground-breaking information as the reverse 
methodology was constantly pounded into my ears from a young age. My entire family is from Egypt and talks of mental health are seen as taboo.
There is the fear of admitting to mental health issues and breaking the status quo of being strong, which is literally my last name in Arabic
(Shedeed). I tried to ignore Achor’s words at first, but there was always a lingering thought that kept annoying me. Could it be possible to live
both a successful and happy life?  As I read on and learned more about the phenomenon of mental health, I realized how it was always a
prevalent issue in my life; many aspects of who I am have taught me the importance of mental health. My cousins who would secretly take
antidepressants revealed to me the harm of suffering in silence. My grandparents’ mood swings and increased outbursts after their split proved
to me that mental health is not just a creation by Gen Z.

          After concluding my Applied Positive Psychology class, my teacher encouraged me to apply for Work2BeWell, a national organization that
focuses on destigmatizing mental health and promoting mental health resources. Overcoming my internal stigma and fear, I decided to take
advantage of this opportunity and I was offered the role of Education Team Lead. My responsibilities for Work2BeWell involve convening bi-
weekly with students across the country and creating podcasts, presentations, and classroom curricula to destigmatize mental health among
teens and spread awareness about available resources. I wrote and spoke on 30 podcasts called Talk2Bewells which focus on everyday relevant
topics teenagers face which affect their mental health. My favorite one is called “The Detriments of Extra Pressure on High School Students.” I
also joined the Pennsylvania Youth Advocacy Network as a teen lead champion and helped draft a proclamation recognizing Teen Mental Health
day on May 22nd. The proclamation was signed by Governor Tom Wolf and president of Allegheny County Patrick J. Catena. I was invited to speak
at the Allegheny County Courthouse and emphasized the importance of allowing teens to speak up about issues and emphasizing the need for
resources for minorities and those with disabilities. For this Network, I was also interviewed by Public Source about my opinions on the 988
number and the reason for my passion for working to destigmatize mental health, and how schools needed to implement more mental health
resources. 

          My most notable mental health advocacy experience was speaking at my local mosque about the relationship between Islam and mental
health. I spoke as part of a program I organized called Youth Night where teens could speak about any topic such as “Wearing a Hijab in
Contemporary Society” and “How to Cope with Comparisons to Negative Stereotypes of Islam.” I was very excited to speak about my topic as I
felt it was important to debunk these outdated cultural stereotypes with our community’s beautiful religion. It was exciting and relieving for
many people to hear verses from the Quran and stories from the life of Prophet Muhammad (S). This information proves that Islam mandates
followers to take care of their mental health and well-being and that they should support their brothers and sisters who are struggling, reducing
any inherent shame in asking for help. It was powerful to see how members of the community took note of mental health resources, and many
people told me that they felt more comfortable with the topic of mental health overall. This proved to me that providing general information
about mental health can truly change people’s mindsets and promote change which is needed to combat stigma and counteract the epidemic of
mental health in the country.
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