
BY ROBIN CHAN

HE SITS at the top of the local banking
world now but DBS chief Piyush Gupta
knows all about taking huge risks and
the bitter taste of failure when they do
not pay off.

Mr Gupta took the entrepreneurial
plunge in March 2000 when he was
40. He left a plush job at Citigroup to
start up Internet firm Go4i.com in In-
dia with the Hindustan Times.

But it was timed perfectly for the
dot.com crash and the enterprise
bombed when the tech bubble burst
just five weeks later.

Investors turned their backs on the
start-up after a few million dollars had
been sunk in.

The traumatic experience also set
him back a few years in his banking ca-
reer but, as he told new National Uni-
versity of Singapore (NUS) Business
School graduates yesterday, he left the
wreckage a wiser man and one pre-
pared to take risks.

“It did an important thing for me. It
freed me from my inhibitions, it took
me off the treadmill, it created a sort
of freedom in my thinking process and
my decision-making I did not have be-
fore,” he said.

Almost a decade later, he took an-
other risk by leaving his division head
position at Citigroup to become the
new chief executive of DBS Bank.

“The decision to switch to a local
Singapore bank, with lots of unknowns
around being part of Singapore Inc
was once again not easy,” he noted.

“But the fact is that the last two
years have probably been the most re-
warding years in my career.”

Mr Gupta told the graduates that he
had stumbled on a banking career.
Fresh out of college, he had no passion

for any particular job, aside from liking
to read and bird watch. After complet-
ing a Master of Business Administra-
tion degree, he applied for various jobs
and chose to work for Citibank over an
advertising company for the promise
of a six-week training stint in the Phil-
ippines.

“I really had no knowledge of what
a bank actually did, let alone a mad pas-
sion for the industry,” he said.

But those early years proved the
most potent learning experience of his
life, he said, and he told the students:
“The most important learning years of
your life are not behind you but just
ahead of you.”

Speaking to The Straits Times later,
Mr Gupta said the Asian job market is
“very healthy”, with strong business
growth and “tremendous demand for
talent”. DBS is looking to add 2,000 to
its headcount this year.

This is in contrast to Europe and
the United States, where Western in-
vestment banks have already laid off
employees this year, he said.

“I suspect in the second half of the
year there may be more layoffs in
some firms. But the good thing about
the Asian landscape is that the Asian
firms look quite healthy.”

Yesterday’s event also conferred de-
grees on the pioneer batch of 55 stu-
dents graduating with a Master’s in
Public Administration and Manage-
ment offered by the NUS Business
School and Lee Kuan Yew School of
Public Policy.

Mr Gupta was one of two guest
speakers to the more than 900 stu-
dents receiving bachelor’s, master’s
and doctorate degrees at an NUS Busi-
ness School ceremony at the universi-
ty’s Cultural Centre. The other speak-
er was CapitaLand chairman and chief
executive Liew Mun Leong.
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ONE of the top students graduat-
ing from the National Institute of
Education (NIE) this year did not
qualify for its bachelor degree pro-
gramme when he applied for a
place seven years ago.

Mr Jonathan Leo Ng did not
make the cut with his polytech-
nic-diploma grades of Cs and Ds
and was offered a place in the di-
ploma in physical education pro-
gramme.

He took up the offer as he saw
it as a path to pursue his interest
in teaching and sports. He later
taught at Holy Innocents’ Prima-
ry School but could not ignore
the nagging feeling of not having
a degree.

He enrolled in a part-time ad-
vanced diploma in English course
at NIE and did well enough to se-
cure a place in the degree pro-
gramme.

Yesterday, Mr Ng, 29, graduat-
ed with a bachelor of science (edu-
cation) degree with a major in
physical education.

He was also named valedictori-
an among the 428 students who
received their scrolls in NIE’s
main investiture ceremony yester-
day. The first-class honours grad-
uate also received four book priz-
es and awards.

Three other valedictorians will
feature in three other investiture
ceremonies held from yesterday
to tomorrow at Nanyang Techno-
logical University.

“I did not do well in poly be-
cause I was not interested in my
diploma course in Internet com-
puting. But I found my passion in
teaching and managed to do
well,” said Mr Ng, who is now a
physical education teacher at Da
Qiao Primary School.

“I hope to inspire other stu-
dents who may not be doing so
well in school to persevere. If you
are determined, you can do it.”

Education Minister Heng Swee

Keat, who attended the ceremony
yesterday, paid tribute to his
teachers in his speech.

“Without their dedication and
hard work, many in my genera-
tion would remain as kampung
boys and girls,” he added.

Mr Heng also presented the
Outstanding Youth in Education
Award – given to teachers aged
30 and below – to three recipi-
ents.

They are Ms Edwina Cheng,
27, from Compassvale Secondary;
Mr Syed Faisal Syed Ismail, 29,
from Greendale Secondary; and
Ms Jerine Teh, 29, from Teck
Ghee Primary School.

All three are passionate in
reaching out to at-risk and under-
privileged children.
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Dot.com crash in 2000
taught him not to
fear the unknown

DBS chief urges
grads to take risks

Fresh NIE graduates (in gowns) Jonathan Leo Ng and Anna Asha Mohan, with
Outstanding Youth in Education Award winners (from left) Edwina Cheng, Syed
Faisal Syed Ismail and Ms Jerine Teh. Mr Ng was valedictorian among the 428
students who graduated yesterday. ST PHOTO: DESMOND FOO

WHILE most of his peers spent their
holidays last year racking up work
experience before their final year at
university, Mr Tobias Chen (right)
was busy preparing for his wedding.

The change of pace certainly did
not do him any harm: Mr Chen, 27,
graduated top of his cohort and was
valedictorian of this year’s Bachelor
of Business Administration class at
the National University of
Singapore.

“My wife and I decided that if we
wanted to have a memorable
wedding, and honeymoon, we would
have to hold it at a time before both
of us started work,” he told The
Straits Times after the
commencement ceremony at the
university yesterday.

He married Ms Grace Goh, who
works at the Attorney-General’s

Chambers, last April in a ceremony
in Okinawa.

In another unconventional choice,
Mr Chen did not follow the usual
business school graduate into the
banking industry but opted to place
a premium on his family by going to
work as a business analyst at Shell.

“Now, I get to leave work at 6.
Bankers don’t get to go home until
what, 2am?” he said.

Mr Chen was born in Nanjing,
China, to an engineer father and a
teacher mother. The family lived in
Florida, in the United States, for two
years before moving to Singapore.

He failed the Primary 6 entrance
exams to Chongfu Primary School
when aged 12 and was enrolled in
Primary 5 instead, so he is two years
older than most of his peers.

Mr Chen said: “I spoke with an

accent, I still do, but at that time,
my grammar was bad and my vocab
was horrible.”

Sheer hard work turned things
around for him. He read extensively
– from books by popular children’s
author Roald Dahl to Reader’s Digest
and newspapers.

“There’s no special trick, just
hard work. Thankfully, I did well in
my PSLE,” added Mr Chen, who
went on study at Raffles Institution
and Raffles Junior College.

He hopes to start a company with
his friends later on but is now
focused on building analytical and
management skills.

“I want to make my career
progression slow and steady. I think
it will give me a good foundation for
the future,” he said.

“I was thinking of setting up an
education company or a consulting
company, but there are no specific
plans yet. Right now, the
possibilities are infinite.”
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ANXIOUS parents who want to enrol their chil-
dren in Primary 1 next year need not make a bee-
line for only the popular schools, as there are
many good ones that may not be as well-known.

Senior Parliamentary Secretary (Education and
Law) Sim Ann added that she understood the anxi-
ety that many parents felt, but encouraged them
to widen their options.

She was speaking to the media after visiting
Bukit Timah Primary School in Lorong Kismis yes-
terday. It was her first visit to a mainstream prima-
ry school since her appointment in May.

Registration for Primary 1 started last week and
will last until the end of next month.

Ms Sim said: “I think there are many schools
which may not be so well-known to parents, but
have given their pupils very positive learning expe-
riences, and I hope to encourage parents to consid-
er a wider range of schools.

“When I was visiting, some parents shared that
they were very glad their children came to the
school.”

Members of the school’s parents’ support
group told her they particularly liked the fun and
not overly stressful environment at the school.

Some of the most popular primary schools in
Singapore include Raffles Girls’ Primary, Henry
Park Primary and Nanyang Primary.

Ms Sim said she hopes to play a part in promot-
ing some of the lesser-known schools to the pub-
lic through her school visits.

“I’m fairly active on Facebook, so social media
is also one of the channels with which I will bring
the message to more friends about the various
schools we have in our education system.”

During her visit, Ms Sim observed and interact-
ed with pupils going through role-play exercises
in a drama class and practising counting toy cur-
rency notes in a mathematics class, and watched a
hands-on experiment in a science class.

Mrs Shiah Hui Chyn, whose son is now in Pri-
mary 2, said she chose Bukit Timah Primary be-
cause she and her husband felt a good school did
not need to be only academically focused.

“We prefer a holistic approach to education,
and from my research through the school website,
I saw that the school has quite a lot of learning ac-
tivities for pupils,” said the 36-year-old, who has
a younger son.

She has already enrolled her younger son in
next year’s Primary 1 cohort in the school.

Separately, Ms Sim, who is in charge of a new
government committee to promote Chinese lan-
guage and culture, called on interested parties –
including those outside the education sector – to
get involved in the task force’s consultation pro-
cess.

The group aims to come up with concrete pro-
posals by the first quarter of next year, she said.

From
poly to
NIE star
graduate
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Top grad’s unconventional choices
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PASSION IN TEACHING

“I did not do well in
poly because I was
not interested in my
diploma course in
Internet computing.
But I found my
passion in teaching
and managed to do
well.”
Mr Jonathan Leo Ng, a physical
education teacher at Da Qiao
Primary
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LESSONS FROM FAILURE

“It did an important thing
for me. It freed me from my
inhibitions, it took me off
the treadmill, it created a
sort of freedom in my
thinking process and my
decision-making that I did
not have before.”
DBS chief Piyush Gupta

Less well-known
primary schools
‘also good options’
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