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Lesson plans & activities based on  

The House on Palmer Road 
 

Lesson Plan 2:  

Immigrants in the 20th 

Century  

Suitable for 8-12 year olds 

What you can learn:  

•  Early immigrants and their jobs 

•  Life in Singapore  

•  Creative writing and critical reading 

 

Preparation:  

During the 1930s, lots of people were arriving in Singapore to find a better life. Many of 

them settled down and became the pioneers of modern Singapore. The jobs they held then 

were very different from the jobs people work in today. In reading The House on Palmer 

Road, you will meet people doing all sorts of different jobs, from servants like Ah Seem, to 

hawkers and candy sellers. Read the chapter “Outings with Ah Seem” (Pg 49) to find out 

about the different work people did and the lives they led. Then try out the activities below.  

 

Activities:  

• Identify the jobs mentioned in this chapter and others you can find in the rest of the 

book. What are these jobs? Who were the people who worked in these jobs and 

what did they do? Are these jobs and trades still around these days? Why? Present 

your findings to the class, or make a scrapbook with photos, journal entries and 

write-ups showing what they did and what their lives were like.   

o Hint: Some of the interesting jobs include coolies, samsui women, fortune 

tellers and dhobies, night soil collectors, rubber tappers, boat builders, 

hawkers.  

• Why did Ah Seem need to go to a letter writer? Why did people need the services of 

a letter writer? What sort of letters did these letter writers write for their 

customers? Find out. Then pretend are you a letter writer from long ago. Ah Seem 

has come to ask you to write a letter for her to send back to her family in China. 

What does she want to tell them? Pen the letter on her behalf and draw a 

‘photograph’ to accompany it. 

• Who were the early immigrants to Singapore? In groups, research the different 

ethnic groups who came to Singapore: when and where did they come from, trace 
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their journey to Singapore and find out what they worked as. Use archival material, 

photos and maps to help enliven your presentation. (Resources: National Archives 

http://www.nas.gov.sg/) 

• Ah Seem is one of many independent women who came to Singapore alone to work. 

She was a servant in Sing’s household. Others worked in construction and were call 

samsui women. Research about them and make a presentation.  

• What is Ah Seem’s character like? Write a list of her character traits (eg. 

independent, hardworking, modest, etc).  Pretend you are her and write a journal 

entry about a day in her life at Palmer Road. Write it in first-person narrative.    

• Everyone has a story to tell. Interview an elderly family member about their work in 

the past. Then write a story about him/her. Some questions you can ask are:  

o What did they work as when they were young? What did they do?   

o What was it like then?  

o How is the job different then and now?  

o What was the most memorable / exciting thing that happened in his/her 

work?  

• You read about the coolie houses in this chapter. These coolie houses were mainly in 

Chinatown. Many are still standing but are now smart restaurants and offices. Based 

on Sing’s description of Ah Seem’s coolie house and using your imagination, draw 

the floor plan of the coolie house and include as much detail as you like. Make sure 

you show where the kitchen and toilets are, the individual rooms that coolies and 

families stay in, the front entrance, the skylight in the middle. Look at archival 

images for reference.  

 


