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“I dived into the sea and suddenly, I 
was unable to move. Although I had 
not hit anything, I had the odd sen-
sation of not feeling my body. 

This  was  at  Palawan  Beach  on  
Sentosa. I had just finished my first 
year at the National University of 
Singapore (NUS) and was helping 
out at the science faculty orienta-
tion camp before the start of the fol-
lowing academic year.

At first, my friends thought I was 
fooling around as I was face down 
in the water for some time. Then 
they realised something was wrong 
and came to my rescue.

At the hospital, doctors found I 
had fractured my neck and injured 
my spinal cord. At the age of 21, I 
was paralysed from the chest down.

Everything became very difficult 
and challenging in the six months I 
was hospitalised for intensive reha-
bilitation. I had to relearn how to sit, 
eat and use the phone. I  couldn’t  
move  my  fingers,  which  were
clenched into permanent fists. 

My  lung  capacity  was  also  af-
fected and I could talk only for a few 
seconds before I would feel breath-
less. Suddenly, I needed help with 
everything.

But I cried only once after my acci-
dent, when it hit me that I couldn’t 
do anything for myself. I thought, if 
it’s like this for the rest of my life, 
what am I going to do?

At first, the orthopaedic surgeon 
said I should be able to walk again af-
ter one or two years. But gradually, 
it dawned on me that I would never 
move on my own two feet again. 

But I didn’t feel sorry for myself. I 
didn’t ask why this had happened to 
me or what I had done to deserve 
this. With reasonable probability, it 
could happen to anyone. So I felt it 
was more useful to focus on what I 
could still do. If I kept focusing on 
how difficult my life was, I would 
sink into a downward spiral. 

My mum, a housewife, is my main 
caregiver now. She helps me with 
showering, going to the toilet and 
dressing. My dad, a carpenter, car-
ries me from the wheelchair to the 
bed. I also have a younger sister.

Before the accident, there was a 
period in my life when I felt very 
down and I questioned the value of 
my existence. But now I realise the 

value of one person’s life is not just 
the value we create for ourselves, 
but also for those around us. 

This is also the reason I want to be 
a teacher – to create value for the 
lives of my students. 

I went back to school about a year 
after the accident. The College of Al-
ice and Peter Tan (a residential col-
lege at NUS) asked me if I wanted to 
live on campus. I didn’t think it was 
possible initially as I needed help 
with the activities of daily living.

But they roped in my neighbours 
to help, such as carry me out of bed 
and into the wheelchair,  squeeze 
toothpaste onto my toothbrush and 
clear my urine bag. At first, I felt em-

barrassed to be asking for help for 
every single thing. But everyone – 
from my neighbours on campus to 
my  lecturers  –  was  very  helpful.  
The  support  of  my  family  and  
friends also kept me going.

I didn’t want my disability to be 
an excuse for not taking part in ex-
tra-curricular activities.  So I  took 
part in hostel activities and was on 
the Science Club management com-
mittee. I even went on a trip to Ger-
many organised by the physics de-
partment to visit research laborato-
ries and universities there.

For commencement, I was nomi-
nated as valedictorian. I was not the 
top student, but the physics depart-
ment wanted to honour all the hard 
work I had put in. I was very grate-
ful for the opportunity.

I’m doing a postgraduate diploma 
in education at the National Insti-
tute of Education,  on a  Teaching 
Award from the Ministry of Educa-
tion (MOE). Last November, I fin-
ished a four-month teaching stint at 
Bedok South Secondary School. I en-
joyed my interactions with the stu-
dents,  who were touched and in-
spired by how I faced my challenges.

(An  MOE  spokesman  told  The  
Straits Times that Mr Wong will be 
deployed as a teacher once he fin-
ishes the 16-month programme.)

Before my injury, I was someone 
who planned a lot for the future.

But now, I don’t know what the fu-
ture holds so I take things one step 
at a time. I try to work hard and give 
my best in whatever I do, so others 
feel it’s worth their time to help me. 
I never take any help for granted.

I consider myself fortunate that 
the  accident  did  not  happen  20  
years ago when Singapore was not 
as accessible for people with disabil-
ities as it is now. I can take the bus 
or  MRT  in  my  motorised  wheel-
chair by myself. I can reply to mes-
sages via a touchscreen phone us-
ing my thumb. 

Our society has become more ac-
cepting of people with disabilities 
and it is more inclusive. Now I have 
even higher expectations of myself 
– not to give up, and not to use my
disability as an excuse to stop try-
ing.”
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Mr Wong Zi Heng, 26, teaching a class at Bedok South Secondary School during a four-month teaching stint last year. He is currently pursuing a postgraduate diploma in education at the National Institute of Education. ST PHOTO: LAU FOOK KONG

GENERATION GRIT:

Know of a Singaporean
aged 35 or below who has 
shown grit amid life’s 
adversities? E-mail us at 
stnewsdesk@sph.com.sg

STRONG SUPPORT

At first, I felt embarrassed 
to be asking for help for 
every single thing. But 
everyone – from my 
neighbours on campus to 
my lecturers – was very 
helpful. The support of my 
family and friends also 
kept me going.

’’MR WONG ZI HENG, who went back to 
school about a year after the accident, on 
living on campus.

A fun camp at the 
start of the university 
year in 2013 turned 
Wong Zi Heng’s life 
upside down. But 
rather than give in to 
despair, he forged a 
new path for himself, 
he tells senior social 
affairs correspondent 
Theresa Tan, in this 
series about inspiring 
millennials. 
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Paralysed at 21, his will 
to live was unwavering http://str.sg/ziheng
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