Navigating Singapore School Entry for
International Students: A Practical Guide

Understanding the Singapore Education Landscape

Moving to Singapore with school-age children brings a mix of excitement and uncertainty. The
city-state's education system is known for its rigour and high standards, but the path to gaining
a place in a local school can feel complex for families arriving from abroad. Whether you are
relocating for work or seeking better academic opportunities for your child, understanding the
process of singapore school entry is the first step towards a smooth transition.

For international students, the journey begins long before the first day of class. The Ministry of
Education Singapore oversees admissions through a structured framework designed to assess
each student's readiness and place them appropriately. This system is not simply about finding
any available seat; it involves an evaluation that considers academic history, language
proficiency, and age. Many families find that enrolling in a preparatory course helps bridge
gaps between their child's previous schooling and the expectations of the local curriculum.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7z0mpf7-NiY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7z0mpf7-NiY

Key Steps in the Admissions Exercise for International Students

The formal process for international students is governed by the Admissions Exercise for
International Students, commonly referred to as AEIS. This centralised exercise is the primary
route for non-Singaporean children seeking a place in government or government-aided
schools. It typically runs twice a year, with the main intake in September and a supplementary
exercise in February. The AEIS tests English, Mathematics, and sometimes General Ability,
depending on the level the student is applying for.

Before sitting any test, parents must submit an International Student Application through the
Ministry of Education Singapore portal. This application requires detailed information about
the child's previous schooling, including transcripts and any overseas qualification they may
hold. The ministry then assigns a school placement test date based on the child's age and
desired academic level. It is important to note that passing the test does not guarantee a spot
in a preferred school; placement depends on available vacancies and the student's
performance relative to other applicants.

Preparing for the School Placement Test

The School Placement Test is a critical component of the singapore school entry process. It is
designed to gauge whether the student can cope with the local syllabus and integrate into a

mainstream classroom. For primary school admission, the test focuses on English and Maths,
while secondary school admission adds a component for subjects like Science or Humanities,
depending on the level. Many international students benefit from a preparatory course that
aligns with the MOE syllabus, helping them become familiar with question formats and subject
expectations.

One challenge families face is the academic level assessment. The Ministry of Education
Singapore may place a student at a grade level lower than their age would suggest, especially
if their previous curriculum did not cover the same breadth or depth. This can be disheartening
for parents who feel their child is being held back. However, it is often a temporary measure
intended to ensure the student builds a strong foundation before progressing. The School
Vacancy List published by MOE shows which schools have openings at each level, but the final
decision rests with the ministry's placement officers.

Alternative Routes and Special Schemes

Not every international student enters through AEIS. Some schools, particularly international
schools and private institutions like those offering preparatory courses for national exams,
accept students directly. Additionally, the Direct School Admission exercise allows students
with exceptional talents in sports, arts, or leadership to secure a place before the main testing


https://unitedceres.edu.sg/academic-courses/aeis-preparatory-course/

period. This route is competitive and requires early preparation, including portfolios or
auditions.

For families who are Singapore permanent residents or who have been living here for some
time, the Parent Volunteer Scheme can provide an advantage. Under this scheme, parents who
volunteer at a school for a specified number of hours may earn priority for their child's primary
school admission. However, this is not available to most international student families, as
eligibility is usually restricted to citizens and PRs. Understanding these nuances early helps
families set realistic expectations.

Choosing Between MOE Registered Schools and Private Institutions

One of the first decisions parents face is whether to aim for an MOE Registered School or
consider private institutions that offer preparatory courses. MOE schools are government-run
and follow the national curriculum, leading to nationally recognised certificates. They are
heavily subsidised for citizens and PRs, but international students pay higher monthly fees.
Private institutions, on the other hand, often have more flexible admissions and smaller class
sizes, but their curricula may not always align exactly with the MOE system.

For many international students, a preparatory course at a private institution serves as a
bridge. It can help them improve their English and subject knowledge before taking the AEIS
test or before applying directly to a school. Some families choose this path because it allows
their child to start learning immediately while waiting for the next AEIS window. The trade-off is



cost, as private courses are fee-based, and the student still needs to eventually pass the
national exams or placement tests to enter the mainstream system.

Practical Considerations: Student Pass and ICA Requirements

Securing a school place is only half the battle. International students must also obtain a
Student Pass from the Immigration and Checkpoints Authority. The school will apply for this
pass on the student's behalf after confirming the placement. The process requires a valid
passport, the student's academic records, and proof of the family's financial ability to support
the child's education. Processing times can vary, so it is wise to start the application as soon
as the school issues the acceptance letter.

Parents should also be aware of the home-school distance consideration. MOE has a policy
that prioritises placing students in schools near their residential address, but this is not a
guarantee, especially for international students who may be placed in a school with vacancies
rather than their preferred location. The School Finder tool on the MOE website can help
families check which schools are in their vicinity, but it is the ministry that makes the final
assignment based on the School Vacancy List.

Making Informed Decisions About School Ranking and Fit

School ranking is a topic that often dominates conversations among expatriate parents. While
it is natural to want the best for your child, focusing solely on ranking can be misleading. A
school that is ranked highly nationally may not be the best fit for an international student who
needs additional language support or a nurturing environment. Some lower-ranked schools
have excellent programmes for non-native English speakers and smaller class sizes that
facilitate personalised attention.

Instead of chasing rankings, consider the school's track record with international students.
Does it have a dedicated department for helping children adjust? Are there other families from
your home country? Visiting the school and speaking with current parents can provide insights
that no ranking list can. Also, remember that the goal of singapore school entry is not just to
get into any school, but to find an environment where your child can thrive academically and
socially.

Exemption from National Exams and Recognition of Overseas Qualifications

Some international students may qualify for exemption from national exams if they hold
certain overseas qualifications or have completed equivalent levels in their home country. The
Ministry of Education Singapore evaluates each case individually, and exemptions are not
automatic. Families should submit all relevant certificates and transcripts for the academic



level assessment. If an exemption is granted, the student can enter at a higher level without
sitting for the standard placement test. This can save time, but it also means the student must
quickly adapt to a syllabus they may not be familiar with.

For those who do not qualify for exemption, the preparatory course route becomes especially
valuable. It allows the student to fill gaps in their knowledge and become comfortable with the



local examination style before facing the high-stakes AEIS test. Many private institutions also
offer coaching for the PSLE and O-Levels, which are the major national exams that determine
secondary school and junior college admission respectively.

Final Thoughts on the Journey Ahead

The process of entering a Singapore school as an international student requires patience,
research, and sometimes a bit of luck. The system is designed to be fair but can feel rigid to
newcomers. Start early, gather all necessary documents, and consider enrolling in a
preparatory course if your child needs to adjust to the academic standards. Speak with other
expatriate families, attend school open houses, and use the Ministry of Education Singapore's
online resources to stay updated on deadlines and policy changes.

Remember that every child's journey is different. Some will sail through the AEIS test and settle
into their new school within weeks, while others may need a semester in a preparatory course
before they are ready. Both paths are valid. The key is to keep the long-term goal in sight: giving
your child the opportunity to learn, grow, and succeed in one of the world's most dynamic
education systems. With careful planning and the right support, the challenge of singapore
school entry becomes a manageable step towards a bright future.



