Interview with Tu Ning (Tony)

Tu Ning is currently in the M.Sc. program. She is with the Management & Organization department, and she is investigating service organization strategies and structures in Asia. Tu Ning graduated from Zhejiang University in 2001, with a degree in Hospitality and Tourism Management. During her studies, she worked Shangri-La Hotel and Meiyuan Hotel in Hangzhou, and a travel agency, investigating the best package routes in Zhejiang Province. She has also been a volunteer tour guide, and worked for sometime with a paper business. During these stints, she developed an interest in service organizations. Her curiosity naturally led her to apply for a research-based program. Senior MBA student Pugal interviewed her on campus. 

Pugal: Hi Tu Ning! Thank you for agreeing to this interview. Let us start with you. Tell us a little bit about yourself.

Tony: Hi Pugal! You may call me Tony. Okay, to answer your question, let me start from the beginning.  I am from China. I graduated in Tourism Management. I came here immediately after graduating from Zhejiang University. I don’t think I have significant work experience. At the moment, I am in the M.Sc. program.

Pugal: As you know, I am a new MBA student here. We expect to finish in about 2 years.  How long is the M.Sc. program?

Tony:  It is about 2 -3 years. It actually depends upon how soon you finish your thesis.

Pugal: Tony, Why did you choose to do M.Sc. and not a MBA?

Tony: I like to do research. Moreover, I do not have any work experience. Research is one way to understand what is going on outside.

Pugal: Why did you choose NUS to do your M.Sc.? Why didn’t you do it China, UK or USA? What was it that attracted you to NUS?

Tony: NUS is one of the best universities in Asia, and it is very highly ranked. So, I decided to do my masters here. Also it is very well known in China. Another reason why I did not try for US colleges is that US very far from China. Singapore is much closer to home.

Pugal: You came here right after your undergraduate degree. Was it a shock for you when you entered from you undergraduate into a program where you got to do research?

Tony: Yes, I should say so! My exposure to research was limited, and I really did not have an idea of how a research program works. It was really tough in the beginning. But I have learnt to cope with it since. 

Pugal:  Which aspects of the M.Sc. program are new to you? How does it compare with the system you are used to in China?  

Tony:  I never expected that I have to do coursework for a graduate degree.  Also, I did not expect the high level of statistics and software that we use for our data analysis. The workload is also heavy, and I have to work very hard to keep up with professors' pace. 

Pugal: How difficult is this program when compared to your undergraduate?

Tony: During my undergraduate studies, I needed to put more effort only towards the end of the semester. But here I need to do homework, prepare everyday for classes, and a lot of effort needs to be put in for every class. 

Pugal: Tell us about your typical day in the University.

Tony: Much of the time is spent in the classroom or preparing for the next class.  For example, I attend one class early afternoon, and then I need to prepare for the next class in the evening. There is a lot of reading and assignments. Then, I also have to finish research assignments given by my supervisor. But I must tell you that I do find time for my leisure and extra-curricular activities. On the average, I spend around 6-7 hours a day on assignments and preparation. This is in addition to the classes. 

Pugal: So, correct me if I am wrong! It seems to me that your expectations were quite different before you came in.  What were your expectations and were they met?

Tony:  I would not say they were different. I think I got more or less what I expected. Also I get the experience of living alone in a foreign country. The course was bit difficult for me as it is conducted in English. You need a very good command of English. 

Also you got to do lot of presentations and group work. It is very different from China. In China, we have more of lectures, and you don’t have the opportunity to give your opinions. Here, we are expected to think and reason on our own, write and speak our opinions on the subject matter. We need to analyze what we read. 

Pugal: How long did it take for you to adjust?

Tony: At least half a semester.

Pugal: Did your friends and seniors help you adjust?

Tony: Yes! Very much so.  Making friends is extremely important. Although there are many people of Chinese origin in Singapore, it is still a foreign country to me. I was lucky to make some friends quickly and that helped me a lot. During my first semester here, I bothered my seniors a lot, asking them all kinds of questions . They wee all very kind to help me out. I do think it's necessary to ask experienced seniors for help if you are in doubt.  

Pugal: Why did you choose Management &Organization for your M.Sc.?

Tony:  First, I am more interested in understanding organizational behavior in the service sector. This is because partly because of my background. Also, finance and marketing require very good statistical and mathematical background and aptitude. I do not think I am inclined towards such research. 

Pugal:  How do you find the faculty members here? Are they approachable?

Tony:  I find them very friendly and helpful. They give useful advice when sought for.

Pugal:  Turning to other issues, how do you find the life in Singapore?

Tony:  Much the same as in China…Not much of cultural shock. I don’t feel different. Singapore is like any other major city in China like Shanghai or Dalian. If Chinese students come here they will not feel out of place here. In general, people are friendly out here. 

Pugal: Is your scholarship amount sufficient for you to live here?

Tony: Sure. More than enough!

Pugal: Where do you live? What do you do for fun and leisure?

Tony:  I live in condo with five other students. It is only 10 minutes walk from the campus. All in all, the living conditions are very good. I use the campus facilities for swimming, jogging and tennis. 

Pugal: What career path do you foresee for yourself?

Tony:  I am planning to work in the hospitality industry…Hmm. let us say…the service sector.  

Pugal: Tony, you have already given us a lot of time. We will wrap up with a couple of questions.  What do you want to say for young students who want to enter this program?

Tony:  Things may be difficult in the beginning. But if we work really hard, we can learn to cope with it as time passes…just make lots of friends and listen to your seniors' advice.

I also feel the English, maths and statistics need to be brushed up, as the thesis work will require lot of statistics and econometrics. The thesis is written in English. Though I did some maths in my undergraduate degree, I took them again here just to learn more

Pugal: What do you feel is the best part of this program? In one sentence!!

Tony: It builds confidence.

Pugal: Thank you very much. 

Tony: My pleasure. 

