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Pugal: Morning, Qing!

Qing:  Hi! You are here to interview me? All right, Shoot!

Pugal: That's right. Without much ado, shall we start with you?  Tell us about yourself, our background, why you joined NUS 

Qing:  I am from Shanghai, China. When I say "from Shanghai", I spent nearly 30 years there – born there, did my schooling, University and also my Post-Graduate study. Then I worked there till 1994. In 1994, I came to NUS for the masters program.  I finished by mid-'96, and I joined a local consulting firm. I came back to the university in 1998 as a research associate, and finally enrolled in the doctoral program in early 2001. 

Pugal: Whom are you working with now and in which department?

Qing:  I am in the Business Policy department, and I work with Prof. Clement Wang. 

Pugal: Are you continuing with what you did in your masters?

Qing:  No! For my M.Sc., I was with the decision sciences department. I guess my interests evolved over time now. So, now I am with the Business policy department.

Pugal: What were your under graduate major and post-graduate in?

Qing:  My under graduate major was in mathematics from Fudan University in China. My M. Sc. was in operations research, again at Fudan- it is similar to the decision sciences department here. 

Pugal: Now, that is a change! How relevant is your under graduate study to what you are doing as a PhD student?

Qing:  I think the direct relevance is not so high but for me I think it’s more like gradually moving from one end to another end. My training in mathematics helped me to cultivate logical thinking; and also, mathematics as a tool enables you to do so many other things, for example, in operations research. These days, it is very difficult for anyone to survive in research without any mathematics. 

Actually, during my masters at Fudan, I had already decided to leave the pure mathematics field and then go to operations research. Later, I also worked in Shanghai as a lecturer in the school of management. So by the time I came here, I had already spent sometime in the school of management. Of course, now I am dealing more with macro strategies, policy and such issues. 

Pugal: Why did you choose NUS for your M.Sc. and PhD?


Qing:  I was already at Fudan, one of the best Universities in China.  So, at that time, it was a choice to go overseas for further studies.  When I was working as a lecturer in Shanghai, my department head recommended NUS to me. 

Pugal: How did you find the adjustment process? You were used to certain processes and standards in China, and it might have been different here.  Or, was it easy to adapt?

Qing:  Certainly you need to spend some effort. But for most of the Chinese students, if their English is good, they understand the material better. In writing also you need to spend time and then gradually the skills will develop. It’s just a matter of working at it.   

Pugal: Compared to your earlier studies, how tough is it here? 

Qing:  Certainly it is tougher here. In China, post-graduate study is normally easy. But here, standards are more stringent.  You care about what’s your new contribution, care about the literature, and also you must be very careful to define the concepts. All these are important here. 

Pugal: Generally how long does it take to finish the PhD?

Qing:  Previously, PhD was for 3 yrs. But there have been some changes.  Now the program takes at least four years. They have more coursework. They have to spend nearly 2 yrs to do the coursework. 

Pugal: Which stage of PhD are you in?

 Qing:  I finished my coursework. I am in the phase of doing the research proposal for defense.

Pugal: How much time do you spend in a day on your work apart from any courses?

Qing:  My background is slightly different from many others. So, I need to spend only 5 to 6 hrs per day on reading and preparation. On a typical day, I come to the campus around 9 am, do some research work in library and maybe access some software for data; or sometimes I work on my papers. After lunch, I spend a few more hours reading some papers and doing some research work. I have a computer at home, and it gives me flexibility. I do not have to be on campus all the time to do my work.  Of course, I am not including the time spent on classes, analysis and other things.

Pugal: What is your research about?

Qing:  My current research is mainly on venture capital.

Pugal: During your research, do you have much interaction with the industry? 

Qing:  For my work, I draw my resources from the academic literature. Of course, it has to deal with the industry eventually but the research has to be solidly grounded in theory.  I try to read the literature (journals, books) and think about what I can do. Certainly in the venture capital field, you see that the market is hungry for knowledge but you have to understand that academic research is not exactly the same as applied research. They are related but not the same. 

Pugal: How are the facilities and resources at NUS? 

Qing:  Facilities here, for research materials, I think they are very good. You also have easy access to the Internet, papers, and many databases. More recently, PhD students have been given offices. I think that having a notebook computer of your own is good. 

Pugal: Are you satisfied with the doctoral program here? Do you feel that the NUS PhD program is valuable to you?

Qing:  Let me put it this way. I went through two NUS programs – one was the masters and now the PhD program. The two programs are totally different because NUS also experienced a lot of changes. At the time of my master’s, there was no coursework, I had a lot free time and I had time to do a lot of things I am interested in.  I was in decision sciences, but I also wanted to learn about Finance. I could do that.  But from another perspective, that is not so good. My academic training on research was not well grounded, so I had to really struggle with my thesis. 

There have been a lot of changes in the last couple of years. Now, in the PhD program, there is quite a bit of coursework, especially the seminar courses. I think these seminar courses are quite good because you have the access many fundamental papers in the field; you have a lot of discussions and interaction with instructors and students. It’s especially good for me because it provides me a good picture of the overall framework and sets a proper foundation. But, new students without much exposure to research will have to really work at it.

Pugal: There is a general feeling that the standard of English is very high in the doctoral program. How should the students coming to the doctoral program equip themselves with in terms of language?

Qing:  For students, the only way to develop your language skills would be to just practice more and more. The main problem many students eventually face is the writing style. I had written in English in the past but I somehow carried the style adopted in Chinese academic papers and that was not suitable for the more technical style here. Second, you do need a certain proficiency in English to be able to write your thesis. 

Pugal: How do you find the life in Singapore compared to Shanghai? 

Qing:  Life in Singapore is all right. But if you are asking about campus life, it is not easy. Especially if you don’t have any idea about research!  Some of the students  come here without adequate exposure will find it quite difficult. First, you have to adjust to the language and second, you don’t have any initial idea of research; but then you have to read a lot of research papers and try to critique all these papers. For such students… they certainly need a lot of adjustment.

Pugal: What is career goal now? Do you want to be an academic or go back to consulting?

Qing:  I think I will stay in the academic field because I see my capabilities are more in the academic field.

Pugal: What would be your advice to prospective students – what should they prepare themselves for and what should they expect out of this course?

Qing:  I think it’s important for the student to have a clear goal before joining a research-based program.  The student should have a clear idea of what (s)he wants to accomplish and what skills to be acquired. Maybe you don’t know much when you are not yet in NUS, but after coming here, they must cool down and think about all these things. It is their future. Anyway you can stay in school for only a few years, so you need to think about these things before hand. 

For some students, the problem is that they don’t have a clear goal. Normally they just take studying overseas as their goal. They eventually reach here, just like a small boat in an ocean being drifted away by the currents. For such students, there is no learning or other benefits.  

A second point has to do with language. For example, it is useful to spend time speaking, reading and writing English. It is very important to have somebody good in English to check your writing and give some advice, tell you how to develop and modify. 

The third point is more on research. Certainly it is better to have some training but I am not sure whether the environment is there in all countries. You should also have a good understanding of academic research and applied work. They are not the same. For most of the people coming here from china they have a very vague idea of their future and is very easy for them to be pushed along.

Pugal: Do you think the time and resources invested by you is worth it at the end of the day? 

Qing:  I am quite happy. I am already in Singapore, and I can learn a lot here. 
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