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tudents of one class in Swiss Cottage 
Secondary need not look far for a 
multicultural, multinational experience.

Class 4E2 is a melting pot of 
nationalities which boasts students from Malaysia, 
South Korea, Japan, the Philippines and 
Bangladesh. Singaporean Siti Nabila Razali, 16, is 
delighted with the diversity in her class. “If all of us 
are Singaporeans, it’ll be a bit boring,” she said.

She has picked up Korean, Bengali and Tagalog 
phrases from her peers and can turn to her Korean 
classmate to translate K-pop songs. Her classmate, 
Bryan Ravi Nambiar, 15, who is Malaysian and has 
been commuting to Singapore for school the past 
nine years, said their different nationalities did not 
get in the way of interaction. “It doesn’t make a 
difference. In one classroom, we’re all students.”

Today, some 4 per cent of students in 
mainstream schools are non-residents, the Ministry 
of Education said. The figure does not include 
students from other countries who now hold 
permanent resident status here. And their 
presence has livened up students’ school life, a 
2010 survey showed. 

The study of 163 Singaporean students from 
seven schools, on how students from overseas 
integrate into Singapore schools, found that local 
students were largely positive about having 
students from other countries in their midst. The 
research was conducted in four secondary schools 
and three primary schools which had proportions 
of international students ranging from 7.5 per cent 
to 27 per cent. Some 86 per cent of students said 
they were glad to study and mix with 
non-Singaporeans.

Retired National Institute of Education lecturer 
Joy Chew conducted the school research as part of 
a larger study on integration by the Institute of 
Policy Studies and presented the results at the 
Conference On Integration last year.

She said: “Generally, the students were very 
interested to have non-Singaporean kids as their 
friends. Schooling became more interesting.”

She also noted that their interaction often went 
beyond structured school activities. “They visited 
one another’s homes. The secondary school 
students went to see movies. They did a lot of 
CCAs and sports,” she said.

As Bangladeshi student Md Sakib Hasan, who is 
from Swiss Cottage’s 4E2, put it: “Every day is 
International Friendship Day.”

IN spoke to non-Singaporean students in local 
schools about how they have been fitting in.

 MONDAY, APRIL 8, 2013  THE STRAITS TIMESTHE STRAITS TIMES  MONDAY, APRIL 8, 2013INDEPTH

S

Arctic Ocean

tudents of one class in Swiss Cottage 

THE STRAITS TIMES MONDAY, APRIL 8, 2013INDEPTH

S

Classrooms 
go global ANG YIYING 

finds out if it is easy 

for foreign students 

to adapt to life in 

Singapore

Sierra Leone

Portugalgo global
DID YOU KNOW?Children of foreigners or expatriates can attend 
an international school in Singapore which conducts classes according to the country it is 
associated with.Market research shows that there are about 
40,000 students in more than 30 international 
schools here. School fees for high-end international schools cost about $2,000 a month.

In comparison, a non-Asean international student who enrols in a Singapore primary school can pay up to $513 a month, while a non-Asean international student enrolling in a 
secondary school can pay up to $670 a month. 
Both figures include miscellaneous fees.
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AYODELE-OJA TEMIDAYO OLAYIDE
An international student who is “not that new” – that is how 
14-year-old Ayodele-Oja Temidayo Olayide views herself.

The Nigerian moved to Singapore with her family when her father 
came here to pursue his further studies and later remained to work. 

Migrating here when she was just four years old has made it easier 
for her to adapt, she said.

Said Temidayo: “I speak Mandarin and I understand Singlish. I’m 
used to the education system and culture.”

She attended Jin Tai Primary School (which later merged with Qi Fa 
Primary School) and Pei Tong Primary School and is now in Kent Ridge 
Secondary School.

While she knows of other international students, she is aware that 
her background makes her more unusual. “Most other international 
students are from Asia. I’m the only one from really far, from Nigeria.”Kazakhstan
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Although Nicole and Warren Pereira are siblings, 
they are enrolled in different school systems here.

Nicole, 17, is in Grade 12 of the National Public School 

Previously, the siblings from India had attended a 
Canadian international school in Dalian, China, for 1½ 
years when their father was working there. After moving to 
Singapore in 2010, they enrolled in NPS.

Later, their parents felt the rigours of the Singapore 
education system would benefit Warren and transferred 
him to a local school. Said their mother, Mrs Helen Pereira, 
44: “We were keen that he would do a lot more learning. 
He works better under pressure.” 

Warren said he took two months to fully adjust to the 
learning pace at the school. He added that he preferred 
being at Opera Estate: “It’s easy to make friends. They’re 
friendlier.”

Meanwhile, Nicole is continuing at NPS as 
she is about to complete her high school 
education.
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MD SAKIB HASAN
Bangladeshi Md Sakib Hasan, 15, 
moved to Singapore for his primary 
school education as his father was 
working here.

He recalled feeling hampered by 
his lack of English skills when he 
joined Da Zhong Primary School 
in Primary 3.

“When I was in Bangladesh, 
Bengali was the medium of 
teaching. My command of 
English wasn’t good enough, 
so in Primary 3, I suffered a 
lot.”

English tuition and reading 
a picture dictionary helped 
him cope with his studies 
and to make friends. He said of 
his peers: “At first, I felt like a bit of an 
outcast as I wasn’t able to connect with them. 
Slowly, when I got into the flow and was able to 
converse, they were more than appreciative.

“My friends welcomed me.”
Taking part in school-based activities and events, 

such as Racial Harmony Day, also helped him build 
bonds, he added. 

The Swiss Cottage Secondary 4 student said he has 
adjusted to Singapore’s fast pace of life. “I have been 
trained to live life like a Singaporean.”

WILLA ALMONGUERA
When Filipina teen Willa Almonguera first 
came to Singapore when she was 10, she was 
often mistaken for a local because she looked 
like a Singaporean.

Said the 15-year-old: “Wherever I went, 
such as hawker centres and supermarkets, 
the aunties and uncles spoke to me in 
Mandarin but I couldn’t understand them.”

Willa and her family had moved to 
Singapore because of her father’s work. She 
completed her upper primary education at 
Fuhua Primary School and is now a student at 
Kent Ridge Secondary School. She said she 
took two years to get used to Singapore. 
“The rules are stricter – no littering, no 
chewing gum, no smoking in many places. 
I think it’s a good thing, though.”

She added: “But for me, the main 
difference is that people cannot speak to me 
in Tagalog, my native language.”

Her background sparks curiosity among 
her peers, who would ask her about her native 
language when they hear her speaking it. 

She said: “My friends are the main reason 
why I go to school. After school, we would 
hang out at West Coast Park and Jurong 
Library.”
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TERRY CHOI

South Korean teen Terry Choi sees the benefits of an 

international education. She has studied in Malaysia and is 

now studying in Singapore. The moves were supported by 

her parents.

Said the Swiss Cottage Secondary student: “If I had 

stayed in South Korea, I couldn’t really learn other 

languages, such as English and Chinese.”

And making friends has not been an issue, said the 

16-year-old. In fact, the popularity of music and drama 

serials from South Korea helps in forging common 

interests. She said: “If my friends and I like the same K-pop 

songs, we would sing them together. I would teach them 

some Korean as well.”

Her good friend Syasya Nur Nasriyah Mohammad Nazali, 

15, who is from another class, said: “We click because we 

love to have fun.”

However, language was an issue when Terry first moved 

to Singapore. She completed most of her primary school 

education in an international school in Malaysia which used 

Chinese as the main medium of instruction.

She said of continuing her education in Singapore from 

Primary 5: “When I first came to Singapore, I couldn’t 

understand what the teacher was saying.”

What helped her was reading and copying Little 

Red Dot, IN’s sister publication for primary 

schools. Said Terry: “I adapted quite fast. It’s 

very nice here. The transport system is easy and 
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HOW INTERNATIONAL IS 
YOUR CLASS?
Tell us at www.facebook.com/innies
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