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MY ADOPTED HOME 

Tutorial 101 
Wednesday, April 18 2012 

Marcella Purnama 

It was Friday, 9am. I was a first year student, in the first 

week of my first semester. I held the university map and 

studied it like the Bible, and brought four different subject 

guides to every class. So what could possibly be a worse 

way to enter your first tutorial? Oh yeah, being the only 

Asian in the room. 

The subject of my first tute was ‘From Homer to Hollywood’ , and frankly, I 

only took this subject because it was compulsory for Arts student. And having 

the word ‘Hollywood’  made me thought that it would be an interesting 

subject. Well, it turned out to only be half- interesting, but that’ s a different 

story. 

So imagine me, a 17- year- old girl who has never spoken in English for more 

than ten minutes, let alone for a full one hour, being stuck in between 

another 10 or so Westerners. 

It was a nightmare. 

Luckily, my other tutorial classes were better. Well, at least, I was not the only 

Asian- looking girl in class. There were some ABCs, and that also counted, 

right? Wrong. The ABCs are Westerners in different skins. They may look like 

Asians, but they have Western heart and soul, plus a very good Western 

tongue. 

So here’ s the million dollar question: what’ s so hard about speaking up in 

tutorial? Well, as an international student, sadly English is not my cup of tea, 

and I need to do constant translation in order to utter a seven- word 

sentence. 

During my first year, it took me double the effort to actually listen to the 

tutors, let alone to speak up my opinions. Others need to listen, to think and 

to speak. I need to listen, to translate, to think, to translate back, to 

grammatically check the words that I’d like to say, and to speak. So I did what 

I do best –  I diminished my work by not asking questions or saying comments 

in class. 

In sum, here are my seven good reasons of why international students don’ t  

really want to talk in tutorials: 

1. Because English is not our first language, and as I said, it is hard to even 

speak in broken English, let alone speaking in proper English for others to 

understand. 

2 . And when you do want to talk, you start rehearsing the sentence about 

three times before you actually say them. By the time you finished 

rehearsing, another student has spoken up about something else and your 

momentum is gone with the wind. 

SEARCH 

MORE BY THIS AUTHOR 

A- is an Asian F 
 
 

Now, it feels like home 
 

POSSIBLY RELATED ARTICLES 

A- is an Asian F 
 

Now, it feels like home 
 

BLOGS 

NAKED KITCHEN 

Gourmet on a Budget 
Julia Matthews 

Ever wanted to host a fancy dinner party but held back 

because you couldn’t afford the duck or you couldn’t master 

whipped cream? If you’ve just moved out, you should be 

showing off your new place to friends and family, not be 

locked up alone with a sad plate of mushy peas with an 

empty social calendar. Here are ten top tips for hosting a 

fancy feast whilst sticking to a budget: 

ACROSS THE SEE-THO 

Partying in the USA: Fraternities, 

college bars and the American 

drinking culture 

Michelle See-Tho 

More often than not, the phrase “American college 

experience” evokes scenes from Animal House, Road Trip 

and Old School, of frat parties where doing keg stands, 

playing beer pong and chugging out of red party cups are 

standard must-dos. 

MY ADOPTED HOME 

A-  is an Asian F 

Marcella Purnama 

You speak Glee? I know you know this infamous quote 

already. You don’t speak Glee? It’s okay, I know you know 

this prognosis already. 
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3. Frankly speaking, it is quite embarrassing if people ask you for the third 

time of what you are trying to say. 

4 . Because it isn’ t our (or specifically saying, my) culture. My culture says to 

listen to the nice teacher and to believe in him –  we are not really taught to 

dispute or to have a debate of what being taught. Blunt memorisation is our 

best friend. 

5. Laziness –  we don’ t really see the point of talking in tutorials. Not 

commenting on certain things doesn’ t mean that we lack the understanding 

of the subject. And hey, we still got decent marks. 

6 . Because we are way too much comfortable in our own skins. Speaking our 

own languages with people who share the same culture is our heaven, and one 

thing that most people hate is getting out of their comfort zones. That’ s why 

we tend to sit in groups in tutorials. That’ s why we have arranged to be in the 

same tutorial class beforehand. We are interdependent beings, not 

independent ones. 

7 . Because we literally don’ t have anything to say. 

And what do my international friends think? They pretty much share the 

same thoughts. Some of us even have that ‘ I only need to fill the attendance 

thingy in tutorials’  att i tude. 

Okay, I admit that not speaking up does make you invisible. For four straight 

semesters, not even a single tutor remembers my name (well, maybe one 

tutor does remember me). They mispronounce my name every single week 

(yes, it’ s Mar- sel- la, not Mar- khe l- la or Mar- chel- la). When addressing me, 

they don’ t call my name, instead, they have one of those blank looks and 

politely use their hand gesture to indicate that they want me to answer the 

next question. What a sight. 

Two Australian academics, Jeremy Novak, a lecturer with the South Cross 

Business School, and Michael Cowling, from Central Queensland University, 

have found that Twitter could actually help shy international students to 

speak up. Clearly, not speaking up in tutorials has a bit of negative stigma; it 

is an issue that needs to be addressed –  something to be helped, or fixed 

even. 

But not speaking up in tutorials doesn’ t necessarily mean that you are not 

able to practice English. You can do this with your other friends who have 

different nationalities. And it doesn’ t mean that you’ re academically 

disadvantaged either (except for that 5% class participation mark). 

Rather, not speaking up just makes you stay at a stagnant point on which 

disables you to go to the next level. At least, that’ s what happens to me, and I 

know that if I want to upgrade my personal skills, I actually need to get myself 

into that vulnerable state and practice. 

Should international students be forced to speak up in tutorials? Maybe. 

Maybe not. Of course each student has a different case –  some actually could 

talk but wouldn’ t, others would like to talk but couldn’ t, while the group that 

I ’m usually in is would like to talk but don’ t actually have anything to say. 

Whatever it is, encouraging students to speak up is the best people can do, 

but I believe the change needs to come from within. Students have to 

understand why they need to speak up in tutorials. 

I always think of speaking up as a plus point for it builds your confidence, and 

not doing so is not necessarily a minus point. If you want to challenge 

yourself, speaking up will be a very great asset when you go into the 

workforce. After all, you are the one who needs to approach the employers, 

and not the other way around. 
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