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Andrew Rose, dean of NUS Business School, talks about the business of running a business
school, and why students should be more intellectually adventurous. BY SHARON SEE

ROFESSOR Andrew Rose doesn't believe in having academic
visions. The dean of NUS Business School, who assumed the
role in mid-2019, says he “came here explicitly without a
strategy”, believing it's “completely inappropriate” for an
“outsider” like himself to bring one.

“My view is, either it's really obvious what your strategy
is, in which case, there’s no reason to because it's obvious, or it's some-
thing we're not doing already, in which case, why would you imagine we
have a comparative advantage in it?" says Prof Rose.

As he developed his strategy for the school in the initial weeks that
followed, one of his first challenges was how to chart a sustainable way
forward for the school, which he said had been struggling with finances.

“We were not in a situation of fiscal sustainability, the school was los-
ing money, and under no circumstances should a business school ever
lose money,” he says, adding that this was one of the first challenges
he'd faced since assuming his role.

There was a need to look for a new revenue stream, given that under-
graduate enrolment is likely to shrink alongside the falling birth rate in
Singapore, he tells The Business Times.

The school is also constrained to an extent by government-set
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quotas, since autonomous universities admit only 40 per cent of the
graduating high school class, mainly from the junior colleges and poly-
technics.

In addition, the majority of its 3,000-strong undergraduate student
body needs to be Singaporean, he says.

And so that’s led to the expansion of the school’s Master of Science
(MSc) programmes, which are typically attended by self-funded gradu-
ate students from overseas.

There are 10 programmes to choose from, covering areas such as
business analytics, finance, and supply chain management, according
to the school’s website.

These programmes are targeted at fresh graduates with no work ex-
perience — a markedly different group from experienced professionals
who are keen to pursue a Master of Business Administration (MBA).

It'san “under-served market”, says Prof Rose of the MSc programmes.

“We have tremendous flexibility because MOE (Ministry of Education)
only really cares about undergraduates. We have lots of flexibility, we
can charge whatever tuition is appropriate and treat the students really
well.

“It's attractive to the faculty because the (MSc) students feel less en-

titled than our MBA students, but you can also
teach more technical and interesting material
than our undergraduate students, and they're
more mature than our undergraduate stu-
dents,” he says.

Prof Rose says many of the students - who
hail from North America and Europe - have not
spent much time in Asia at all, making this a
valuable opportunity for them.

“If you want to have an easy year in Asia,
which is perfectly safe, perfectly clean, they
speak English and you don’t have to worry atall,
Singapore is great,” says Prof Rose, adding that
Singapore also boasts of ethnic and religious di-
versity.

“Singapore is a very attractive destination for
the kid who graduates in geography from Ox-
ford and has no idea what to do... So our major
thrust is to push forward and make our MSc pro-
grammes very attractive to students from all
over the world,” he says.

Value of higher education

But with a pandemic raging, and the economic
outlook still uncertain, is this really a good time
to be pursuing higher education?

After all, some human resource specialists
would dissuade new graduates from going to
school and potentially chalking up more debt,
given the bleak job prospects, while others
would conversely encourage it precisely be-
cause of the weak labour market, as the down-
time can be used to learn new skills.

“I think it's always wise to get more qualifica-
tions,” Prof Rose says.

This is because education levels have been
rising “in the entire world” in the last 50 years.

“So anyone who's entering the labour force is
going to be competing with peers who are more
educated than they would have been a decade
before or 20 years before, and steadily, very
clearly over time, the entire labour force is be-
coming more educated,” he says.

As the labour force becomes increasingly
educated and people pay a premium for more
qualifications, Prof Rose says young people
should pursue their dreams and get the max-
imum amount of qualifications that they can, as
this is an investment that pays off very well.

Granular grading
However, there’s also something to be said
about students who're all work and no play.

Prof Rose believes university is a great time
for students to also pursue interests outside of
school, whether it’s violin, water polo, German
opera or Chinese calligraphy.

“University is a great place to meet people
who are doing these sorts of activities that can
make you very happy outside, and employers
don’'t want students who can just handle well-
defined tasks,” he says.

“They also like students who can figure out
solutions to problems that the employers didn’t
even know they had, and to spot opportunities.”

Singaporean students, he believes, tend to
love well-defined tasks and can become ob-
sessed with their grades, and this can cut down
on teamwork.

“Students are less likely to engage with their

friends and colleagues if they're in competition
with them. They're less likely to take experien-
tial learning seriously, they’re less likely to be in-
tellectually adventurous and in the business
school, we have very few students who take
physics or geography because they're worried
about getting a bad grade and they'd be scarred
by life,” he says.

Instead, being adventurous is a tremendous
partof having a good broad-based university ex-
perience, as well as being successful in business
later on, he adds.

With this in mind, the school is planning to
do away with more granular grading such as
“A+"and "A-" for its Masters students.

Rather, the vast majority of students will get
one grade - honours, distinction and pass.

Honours is reserved for students who have
excelled with very high grades, while three-quar-
ters of the cohort will get distinction.

“So they won't be competing with each other
for grades. Hopefully, they will then take the op-
portunity to engage in teamwork and experien-
tial learning more seriously,” he says.

Noting that this is modelled after Harvard
Business School, he says: “If they can do it
without worrying, I feel confident (and) we're
happy to follow.”

Hybrid teaching
With the pandemic still ongoing, one other chal-
lenge for the school is having to conduct classes
in a hybrid fashion.

This means a lecturer goes into a classroom
with mask-wearing students who are socially
distanced, and this lesson is simultaneously be-
ing streamed to students who are dialling in
from home.

“The instructor has to deal with the students
in the classroom and also those online who
might be chatting, using the chat, where they
might want to intervene and speak and have
their i ions come over the “
he explains. “Managing that is not easy, every-
one hates hybrid teaching, and I understand
that.”

But this is the “best of terrible alternatives”,
Prof Rose concedes.

Asked how he managed to get buy-in from
the faculty to continue with hybrid teaching,
Prof Rose says he only ever tries to win argu-
ments through logic, theory of data and evid-
ence.

He recounts how students began asking for
discounts a year ago when teaching moved on-
line because they felt the quality of teaching
was lower.

“My argument to the faculty was, basically,
how many times have you heard of students
complaining because of hybrid teaching and
asking for a discount? None," says Prof Rose.

Unlike online lectures, students recognise
that the faculty is “working hard to make it as
best as possible” with hybrid teaching, even
though they recognise that it isn't perfect.

Living in Singapore

Prof Rose lives with his family on campus and
he especially enjoys bumping into familiar
faces as he goes about his daily activities.
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“These days, we can have a maximum of two
people, once a day, over, but even having two
colleagues over for a cocktail to socialise but
also to discuss business and to talk about what
the school should be doing, that's great,” he
says, referring to restrictions on house vi rs
amid tighter Covid-19 rules during Singapore’s
Phase 2 (Heightened Alert).

Although students don't live where he lives,
he makes it a point to be close to them by walk-
ing around the campus - usually in his signa-
ture polo shirt and shorts.

“Before the pandemic, | always encourage
students to tap on my shoulder and shake my
hand and tell me what's happening,” he recalls.

“Now they can't do that as I don't shake
hands, but I still like to interact with the stu-
dents by walking around,” he says.

Some students talk to him about interesting
or challenging problem sets, their difficulties in
getting into a module, as well as feedback on a
class or instructor.

But what strikes him is the large number of
complaints sent in by students’ mothers, who
believe their children deserve a better grade for
an assignment or module.

“It's almost always mothers of sons, not
mothers of daughters, which is sort of wild be-
cause if you're a Singaporean undergraduate
here, that means you've been through the milit-
ary for two years,” he notes, a little wryly.

Asked whether Singaporean parents tend to
be more involved in their children’s education,
compared with their counterparts from other
countries, he agrees immediately, but offers
this explanation: “One of the ways that Singa-
pore is a little bit different than most other
places I've been is that most of the undergradu-
ates live at home with their parents - voluntar-
ily. So yes, itis different.”

Prof Rose has taught in a number of coun-
tries, including Belgium, the Netherlands,
France, the United Kingdom, Canada, Israel and
the United States, and he has never experienced
this - the close involvement of parents in their
undergraduate children’s studies - other than in
Singapore.

Prior to joining the National University of
Singapore as a Wee Cho Yaw Visiting Professor
in 2016, Prof Rose was associate dean for aca-
demic affairs and chair of the faculty at Berke-
ley’s Haas School of Business.

But Prof Rose was no stranger to Singapore,
having been here as a visiting professor at both
the NUS and Singapore Management University
for a number of years since 2004.

In 2015, the Monetary Authority of Singa-
pore (MAS) and NUS jointly appointed him MAS
Term Professor in economics and finance.

“Singapore was also a very easy place for my
family to spend time, but when all is said and
done, probably the most important thing was,
my wife and [ decided... that if we had a kid, we
wanted the kid to speak and to be really convers-
ant in another important language,” he said.

This turned out to be the Spanish language,
since the couple was living in California, but the
other language that they chose was Chinese.

He adds: “From a very early age, we wanted
to spend a lot of time in a Chinese-speaking com-
munity so that our son wouldn't (just) be able to
speak, but also read and write Chinese, which
he does. And Singapore is just the easiest place
to both live and work and converse in Chinese.”
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