CONVERSATIONS ON BEST PRACTICES
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PENG HWA ANG
I wish to thank Jane and other members of the Fulbright Association crew for organizing this seminar and for the US Embassy in Singapore and the Fulbright Association for the opportunity to be here.

The Singapore Association of the Fulbright alumni is very small. The total number of Singaporeans who have gone on the Fulbright programme is around 200, which is just slightly bigger than the number of delegates at this conference. Because of the small number, we need the support from the US Embassy to thrive.

We see our main goal as strengthening the already very strong relations between Singapore and the USA through promoting better understanding of the USA. It is probably fair to say that Singapore is comfortable with its relationship with the USA. This can be seen by the fact that attendance at an event is higher when it is held in the home of an official of the US Embassy. So when we hold the Annual General Meeting at home of the deputy ambassador, we have always have a good turnout.

The Embassy has involved the Association in the interview process when selecting awardees of the Fulbright scholarships. This has been a win-win outcome. Those whom we interview get to meet some Fulbright alumni; and the alumni in turn have been able to give some helpful feedback. In our most recent round of interviews, we were able to say that a particular referee who gave what came across as rather lukewarm support for the candidate was known for never being effusive in praise.

Among those awarded the Fulbright award are those supported entirely by the Singapore Government. The prestige of Fulbright means there are Fulbrighters who are not funded by the Fulbright programme.

Unlike my German colleague who has successfully organised regular social events, the social events we have organised have not done as well. For this reason, the Association, after a few years of trial and error and experimentation, sees itself as a group that meets for “intellectual fellowship”. We intend to work with alumni from other universities to offer a wider range of talks and activities.

The major event for the Association is the annual dinner. The annual dinner is both a social as well as an event of intellectual fellowship. We invite a speaker to talk about an issue about America that is of interest to Singaporeans. Every US Ambassador has had the opportunity to speak at the dinner. Last year, we had Kishore Mahbubani, author of the book, Beyond the Age of Innocence, speak about his newly released book. The book is subtitled “Rebuilding Trust Between America and the World” and it shows the spirit of what the alumni Association tries to do as well. That talk in particular was very well done and timely and so was very well received.
The dinner usually generates a small surplus. The surplus is not as big as that of my Japanese colleague’s golf fund-raising project. This year, for the first time, we have given a scholarship of about US$300 to one student each from the two major universities in Singapore who is on an exchange programme to an American university. The amount is not large—just enough to carry over the Pacific Ocean. However, the publicity regarding Fulbright has been good and so the small amount has given the Association and the programme some PR mileage.

We have also found that undergraduates are receptive to talks about the US and the Fulbright programme. So we have done that and will continue such talks.

I have come to Morocco to see how fellow alumni are doing. I would appreciate ideas you may have that perhaps you have tried. We are of course looking for meaningful activities. I would be happy to hear from you.

Thank you for the opportunity to be here, to participate and to learn.

