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20-year old Lin Zhigi and her 4 friends sang traditional Christmas carols intently. The location was
not in a church and Lin, a first year student from Guangdong, is not Chistian. This is the first time
she is singing Christmas carols.

The location is a private home in Bukit Batok. The organiser is SMU. Its Host Family Programme
give first year undergraduates from China, Vietham, Myanmar and Thailand a taste of
Singaporean life through the hospitality of local families and enable them to better adapt to life in
the lion city.

Joining the Christmas celebration is Dr Alex Teo and two elders from his church, who set up a
CampusHub exchange programme two years ago. The lively senior manager, who studied
overseas and enjoyed his exchange with an American family then, wanted to introduce the
concept of providing foreign students a home away from home in Singapore.

At the same time, SMU also started its Host Family Programme and so both programmes entered
into a successful collaboration. Today, there are 40 Singapore families of different races offering
hospitality to 40 SMU students.

Teo says that families under the programme are typically professionals such as lawyers, doctors
or academics, so they can also provide guidance to the students in other ways. At the same time
students also get to meet people from all walks of Singapore society.

Teo and the host families have also learnt a lot from this programme. "It is a known fact that
Singaporean's Mandarin is not the best," he says with a smile. "The students from China can
help us and even our children in their Chinese language skills. And our children also get the rare
opportunity to learn about the cultures and practices of these young people."

Lin Zhigi from China fully agrees on this point. She has been in Singapore for less than a

year. However the Host Family Programme has helped her adapt to life in Singapore. "A great
difference from China is the multi-racial culture here. | am also able to share with my host family
the finer points of the Chinese language and the unique culture in different parts of China."

She is curious about Singaporean's lifestyle and is happy to have been part of this Christmas
celebration so religion is not a key factor for her. Teo says, "The aim of the programme is not to
so much about Christianity but more of a cultural exchange, so we have Buddhists and Muslim
host families as well."

It looks like from the singing, games, dinner and conversations, these foreign students have
gained a 'home away from home'. Teo revealed that there are plans to organise more activities,
including jogging sessions, trekking and even travel activities.

Families who wish to be part of the SMU Host Family Programme can contact the university.



