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Qur teenage hi gh achiever
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ITis not easy being young but when you are gifted with an intelligence
whi ch surpasses your peers and astounds even adults, grow ng up can be
downri ght pai nful

Zenai da Sofia Salih Lowe hates being referred to as a "gifted" child but
there is no other word to describe this teenager who | earnt the al phabet
all by herself at the age of two.

It was nothing really. She just punched the letter B on the keyboard of
her father's conputer and a chirpy little bird would appear. So she kept
punching nore letters on the keyboard.

This nmethod of |earning through curiosity continued throughout her 16
years of life and Zenaida is now teaching hersel f the Linux operating
system and "dabbling" with web devel oprent.

Her inherent curiosity led this forner student of SMK(P) St George in
Penang down unorthodox paths, much to the astonishnent and at tines
cynicismof teachers and friends.

When she decided at 15 that she wanted to go to university, she surfed
the Internet and downl oaded application forns of several Tier One
universities in the United States.

She refused to divul ge her ACT and SAT scores but it was good enough to
get her adnitted into Vassar Coll ege, The College of WIliamand Mary,

Tul ane University and Dartnout h Coll ege.

Let's get to know what makes this young girl tick because it's not every
day that you get to neet a 16-year-old who knows exactly what she wants to
be - an astrophysicist.

For starters, she hails froma fanm |y of achievers. Dad is fornmer
Uni versiti Sains Mal aysia dean of postgraduate studi es Datuk Dr Vincent
Salih Lowe, mumis forner director of USM s Archeol ogy Research Centre
Dat uk Pr of essor Zurai na Maji d.

Brot her Juarez, 26, a |aw graduate fromBristol University, is a lega
assistant with alaw firmin Kuala Lunpur. A high achiever hinself, Juarez
prefers the linelight to be on his sister.

Further probing gl eaned that at the age of 14, he qualified to be a
menber of Mensa, an international society for people with high 1Q. This
got a ribbing fromZenaida who feels IQtests don't truly reflect one's
ability.

The warnth and affection of this close-knit famly spilled out during
the intervi ew which was peppered with |aughter as each tried to outdo the
other with a witty joke or comment.

Doti ng dad Lowe said: "The al phabet episode at the age of two took place
when her mother and | were in Harvard for our sabbatical |eave. Zenaida
| ater attended the USM Tadi ka i n Penang. The Tadi ka director Datin Gaik
gl e was a mat henmati cs graduate who becanme a nursery school teacher out of
her love for children. She spotted Zenaida's abilities at three, took us
asi de and told us our daughter deserved special attention. After that, we
made sure Zenai da had every opportunity to explore her interests."

Lowe credits his wife with nuch of the children's upbringing which
brought a quick retort from Zurai na who said Lowe often canme hone | oaded
wi t h educational toys and books.

She said: "W are all avid readers and buy books whenever we go
overseas. W even had to give Zenaida our credit card nunber so she could
order books via the Internet.



"It may seemrather surprising but Zenaida pretty much taught herself by
readi ng novel s and acadeni ¢ books way beyond her age |evel.

"Her buddy, a USM conputer science student, used to answer all her
questions until he exhausted even his resources. She was given access to
the Internet at 11

"She used to be active in swinmng and still manages to play a gane of
squash daily. Her life has been pretty nuch like all girls her age because
we sent her to Governnent schools.

"It was better for her. We always remind the children to strive for the
best and to be hunmble. W have great fun when we are together," said
Zunaida with a maternal snile

Unl i ke ot her 16-year-olds, this acconplished pianist, school debater and
1996 recipient of the State and National Tunas Jaya award happens to be
writing her first science fiction novel.

How does a person so young have such a diverse range of interests? Wll,
this is the Internet generation we are tal king about and the world is at
their fingertips.

A Star Wars aficionado, Zenaida is interested in space exploration. She
even attended a Nasa space canp in Florida when she was 11 and has read
t he works of Steven Hawkings.

She said: "I chose to accept the offer of early admi ssion by Dartnouth
Col | ege because it is the nbst conputer-connected canpus according to the
US News and Worl d Report.

"I amalready in contact via e-nail with sonme of the professors at the
Depart ment of Physics and Astronony who have been pronpt in replying.
woul d li ke to do research in astrophysics."”

Has school been difficult for such a precocious child? Yes, she said
there were times when she woul d get bored in classes where the teachers
di d not wel cone her questions.

But she was quick to add that there were teachers who gave encour agenent
and who were patient with her inquisitive nature.

But there were al so unkind remarks that hurt.

"Children today are different. W are not as gullible. School is not the
only channel to get an education or to access infornmation. W realise
teachers are human and have faults too. My friends and | respect teachers
who know their stuff and make a real effort. If they don't, students wll
wal k all over them | suppose | amevery teacher's nightmare."”

Zenai da woul d |i ke to begin her studies in Septenber because she has
al ready got a place and does not believe in having to wait another two
years to conpl ete her SPM

Her dreamis to carry out the kind of world-class research that could
one day win Mal aysia the Nobel Prize hoped for by Prime M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.

In an article she wote in 1996 for Computines, Zenaida said: "I am
happy to have been born in the IT era. | would have m ssed so nuch wi t hout
| T. Through gai ni ng keyboard skills and conputer literacy, the entire
vista of know edge is open for ne, preparing me earlier and faster for the
wor | d of adul thood and work."
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