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Nihao, selamat datang, vanakkam, and hello!  My name is Desiree Sumaoang and I had the 
amazing opportunity to study abroad at the National University of Singapore (NUS) during my 
Fall 2016 semester.  I am currently a senior studying marketing and management, and will be 
graduating this Summer 2o17. 

Before applying to the Mānoa International Exchange (MIX) program, I knew very little about 
Singapore – what the culture was like, their lifestyle, foods, etc.  Prior to my exchange, I had not 
travelled out of the United States since I was six years old and the thought of placing myself in 
an entirely new setting and finding my way around a new area both scared me restless and 
excited me for what was to come.  I lived in Hawaii my entire life (Kea’au and Honolulu) where,   
I presume, navigating was not all difficult.  This new adventure I embarked upon challenged my 
confidence; especially being so far away from my family and friends.  Nonetheless, I hoped to 
learn more about myself as an individual and strengthen my global and cultural awareness. 
Since I had limited knowledge of Singapore, I was ready to experience anything and everything 
that came my way. 

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Ulrike and Toufiq Siddiqi for their generosity in 
providing me with funds that allowed me to experience this once-in-a lifetime opportunity and 
enrich my global perspective on my surroundings.  

 



University Experience  

I took a total of four courses (also known as “modules”) at NUS; which equaled to 16 course 
credits. These courses included: Services Marketing, Human Resource Management, Financial 
Markets, and Chinese 1.  I lucked out on my schedule because my modules took place only once 
a week, from Tuesday to Thursday, and were between 2-3 hours long.  I was surprised to find 
that the module structures were very much like those at UH Mānoa – in terms of attendance, 
class participation, weekly assignments, exams, and group work.  For the most part, my module 
grades depended heavily upon class participation and group work.  

 
Human Resource Management Group   Services Marketing Group 

While adjusting to NUS’s module structure was not difficult for me, I found its grading system as 
a major challenge.  NUS’s grading system was completely different from UH Mānoa’s grading 
system as the former utilizes a bell-curve; meaning that my grade was dependent upon the 
grades of others in the course.  To say, it took a little more studying than what I was used to for 
me to keep up with my modules.  This created a competitive environment and I was intimidated 
at first.  However, my professors at NUS were among the best I have learned from and what 
made the 3-hour lectures enjoyable was how they could integrate their professional experience 
with the concepts taught in class.  Their ability to create lively and open discussions during class 
made participating less intimidating.  

I was lucky with my housing situation 
as I was located in University Town 
(UTown).  As its name suggests, 
UTown is designed like, well a town; 
with two dining canteens, a few 
shops that sell groceries, a 
bookstore, a 24-hour Starbucks, and 
a huge, green lawn where many 
student events were held.  During my 
first month at NUS, UTown hosted an 
alumni event where I met an NUS 



alum. Prior to earning his undergraduate degree, he spent a year studying abroad in the East 
Coast of the US.  I also met a few other exchange students from Thailand and we all got 
caricatures.  

My residence, Residential College 4 
(RC4), hosts a formal dinner in the 
dining hall every semester.  It is an 
event where everyone (local & 
foreign) living in RC4 gets to meet 
the professors living in the building 
and watch performances by students 
in the residence. Through formal 
dinner, I met two other exchange 
girls from Thailand and Indonesia, 
who I became good friends with 
through the course of the semester.  
 
I didn’t join any extracurricular 
activities though I originally had 
plans to.  RC4 was good with hosting 
many clubs and sports teams within the residence that seemed to accommodate any interest. 
These ranged from a baking club, a coffee academy (one I wish I joined), rugby, and shockingly, 
a rock climbing club!  Local students living in RC4 were required to join an extra-curricular 
activity, although foreign students were not.  It is mandatory for both local and foreign students 
to apply for a meal plan – which I found to be a bummer, truthfully.  I love food and am always 
open to trying new foods, but I felt like the meals at RC4’s dining hall was not very good and I 
was not accustomed to how heavy and hearty it was (which led to a few stomach issues). 
Additionally, since I had to pay an extra amount for my meal plan, I didn’t want my payment to 
go to “waste” so I opted to eat at the dining hall most mornings and nights.  Overall, NUS was a 
great educational experience as I felt like I was surrounded by the best of the best and it 
motivated me to be better.   
 
Singapore Living 
I grew up near Hilo, Hawaii, where rain and humidity is the norm; so, I assumed I would adjust to 
Singapore’s humidity rather smoothly.  Boy, was I wrong!  The minute I stepped out of Changi 
Airport, I was welcomed with an embrace of hot, humid air – the most humid weather I have 
experienced!  I thought the weather would cool down over time as summer turned into fall, but 
it did not.  After speaking to a few local students, they assured me that I will get used to the 
weather.  But I think what they meant to say was, “You get used to sweating.”  
 
I knew Singapore was a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural country, like how Hawaii is.  However, 
unlike Hawaii, I felt that Singapore did not appear to be a melting pot of cultures.  It was not 
necessarily a bad thing, in fact, the country celebrates every major holiday for each culture. 
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Despite laws that make Singapore appear strict (i.e. spitting is illegal, banned sales of chewing 
gum), it did not feel as restricted as I imagined. Don’t get me wrong, though, the consequences 
of breaking a law and committing a crime are serious.  Keep in mind that your actions as a 
foreign exchange student not only reflects you, but also UH Mānoa and Shidler.  
 
One week after making the big move to Singapore, I realized how safe it really was (Fun fact: 
Singapore is one of the safest countries in the world!) Truthfully, I felt safer wandering Singapore 
than in Hawaii and I found it rather easy finding my way around.  And if I were lost, the locals 
were very helpful in directing me on where to go.  English is widely spoken around Singapore 
and many signs and locations are in English.  Singapore is a very small country with a large 
population.  The country is even smaller than O’ahu, but its population is five times Hawaii’s 
population. (5 million).  I very much enjoyed Singapore’s MRT system and its transit routes 
outlined the entire country.  You could also get off at any station and there will be an attraction 
everywhere and within walking distance of the nearest station.  I found myself spending a lot of 
time at VivoCity and exploring the city area (Orchard Road, Merlion Park, Clarke Quay.)  
 
Lessons Learned & Future Advice 

Living in Singapore exceeded my 
expectations!  The safety and how 
efficient its education and people 
are never failed to amaze me. 
Reflecting to my time there, I am still 
in awe at how its culture differed 
from Hawaii’s culture.  Being in Asia 
and learning its history confirmed 
my desire to travel more and to be 
aware of my surroundings and how 
a country’s history made it to what it 
is today.  While abroad, I had the 
opportunity to travel to Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Taiwan, Vietnam, Hong 
Kong, Thailand, Japan and South 

Korea.  However, it was not the country that made my time there memorable, but rather the 
friends I went with.  We had a different agenda for each country with a mix of the local lifestyle 
and popular tourist sites (although I recommend straying away from doing touristy things). 
From my time abroad, I have three key takeaways and future advice for myself and others: 
 
Make friends with both local & exchange students                                 
 
While in Singapore, I didn’t find myself sticking to one group friends, but rather, I went and 
spent time with multiple groups of friends who had different interests.  I did spend more time 
with a girl who was from Canada.  We traveled to Indonesia, Malaysia (Johor Bahru and Penang), 
and biked around Pulau Ubin together.  



 
I met another girl from Taiwan 
through my Services Marketing class 
and we planned a spontaneous trip 
to Vietnam together with another 
exchange student After our semester 
ended, I flew to Taipei, Taiwan and 
my friend gave me a tour of the city. 
Aside from meeting exchange 
students, I made friends with local 
students who offered advice about 
the neighboring countries and the 
most recommended places to visit 
and foods to eat in Singapore. So, for 
me, I had different experience and 
memorable moments with whoever I 
adventured with.  
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Budget yourself 
 
While abroad, I had an urge to spend a little more than I usually would than if I were back home; 
primarily due to trying new foods and Asia having different clothing shops and boutiques.  To 
restrict myself from spending well over my budget, I maintained a monthly budget for travelling 
(plane tickets, pocket money, accommodation) and personal expenses (clothing, dining out, 
coffee beverages).  My budget helped me to evaluate whether my purchases were necessary or 
not. However, due to the US$ being worth more than any currencies of the countries I’ve 
travelled to, my money went a long way and I usually spent a little less than what I had 
anticipated.  
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Above all, be open to new experiences 
 

I cannot  begin to explain my 
experience abroad – there’s so much 
that happened and it can be difficult 
to explain.  I can say, though, that 
living on my own in a foreign 
country broadened my global 
awareness and I now value an open 
mind. Truthfully, you can’t go 
somewhere new and be selective of 
your experiences and perceptions of 
an area.  Try new foods, wear 
cultural clothing, learn about the 
history behind the country, 
experience the local and foreign 
lifestyle…be open!  My international 
experience helped me gain a deeper 

understanding of myself. Travelling with friends and on my own helped me to embrace 
uncertainty and become a confident traveler – because, in my experience, you can plan what 
exactly what you’re going to do down to a T, but sometimes things will not go as expected         
(i.e., delayed flights, getting lost, etc.), and that’s okay.  

 

Conclusion 
Studying abroad was what I expected and so much more! From entering Singapore during its 
most humid time to saying my good-byes to the people I’ve met, I cannot recreate my 
experiences in words. Everything is indescribable and everyone has their own story to tell, this 
was mine. Once again I would like to express my deepest thanks to Ulrike and Toufiq Siddiqi and 
the Shidler College of Business for their generosity and amazing opportunity I had in Singapore. 
This would not have been possible without your support! 
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