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Don’t let age hold you back from 
pursuing your passion. Success is 
not guaranteed, but the satisfaction 
you get is worth all the effort.
— Mr Yam Hai Law

Report by CHOO MEI FANG
choomf@sph.com.sg

Why do people do the things they 
do?
That was the question constantly on Mr 
Yam Hai Law’s mind since his second-
ary school days.

He was interested in psychology, but 
his poor O-level results prevented him 
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SHINING EXAMPLE: Mr Yam Hai Law (right) finally achieves his dream 
as he receives his degree from Professor Brian Cantor, vice-chancellor 
of the University of Bradford. PHOTO: MDIS

from furthering his studies.
He never gave up. And now, more 

than 35 years later, he has not only 
achieved his dream of getting a degree 
in psychology, but has also ended up as 
one of the top students in his cohort.

Mr Yam, 51, did not do well in second-
ary school as he was playful and did not 
concentrate on his studies. 

After completing his O levels, he be-

came a regular with the Republic of Sin-
gapore Air Force (RSAF).

He studied for two other diplomas — 
in resource management and organisa-
tional psychology — while in his 30s.

He said: “The more I learnt about psy-
chology, the more I wanted to go even 
deeper to gain new knowledge.”

This interest resulted in him volun-
teering to be a para-counsellor with 
RSAF in 2005.

After undergoing assessment and 
training, he counsels men who have 
problems adjusting to military life or 
are going through family issues.

In 2010, with the support and encour-
agement of his family, he decided to 
pursue a Bachelor of Science (Honours) 
Psychology with Counselling course at 
the Management Development Institute 
of Singapore (MDIS), awarded by the 
University of Bradford in the UK.

He said: “It was not easy to start stud-
ying again. It took time for my ‘engine’ 
to start.”

After four years of juggling work and 
studies, Mr Yam finally received his 
degree at the 19th MDIS-University of 
Bradford  graduation ceremony last Sat-
urday.

He graduated with first class honours, 
and was ranked third in his cohort of 21 
students.

Mr Yam, who is still a regular with 
RSAF, said: “It was a personal challenge 
and I had a strong sense of achievement 
after finally getting my degree.”

POSTPONED STUDIES
He had always wanted to further his 
studies, but kept putting it off as he felt 
the time wasn’t right.

The father of two children, aged 23 
and 20, said: “I wanted to wait for my 
kids to grow up, and for my career to be 
stabilised.” 

As his course required him to do a 
lot of research, he sacrificed most of 
his free time after work and during 
the weekends studying in the MDIS li-
brary or pouring over online articles. 
He would spend about three hours each 
time in the library.

Although the other students were 
younger, he did not find it awkward to 
ask for help.

He said: “We would share notes and 
explain concepts to each other.”

For mature students who are think-
ing of furthering their studies while jug-
gling their work commitments, Mr Yam 
says determination is key.

He said: “Don’t let age hold you back 
from pursuing your passion. Success is 
not guaranteed, but the satisfaction you 
get is worth all the effort.”

Mr Yam will continue to stay on with 
the RSAF, but believes that his degree 
will allow him to have more options af-
ter retirement.

He said: “Who knows what will hap-
pen in the future?”

Poor O-level results prevented him from 
furthering his studies, but he never gave up

Report by LINETTE HENG
linheng@sph.com.sg

Halfway through their part-time 
degree at Kaplan Singapore, two 
classmates found out they were 
pregnant. 
This meant that the women had to jug-
gle work, family, studies and pregnan-
cy, all at the same time.

But Madam Susan Pua, 44, and Mad-
am Jenny Yeo, 34, who also have older 
children, were determined to get their 
degrees and continue their studies. 

They graduated from the 18-month 
part-time course in Human Resource 
(HR) Management under the University 
of Dublin last year.

Their children, Zelene and Jeremy re-
spectively, who were born in the same 
month, are one and a half years old now. 

Studying 
through 
pregnancy

STUDENTS AND 
MOTHERS: Madam 
Jenny Yeo (back) and 
her sons, Jeremy and 
Jeremiah, and Madam 
Susan Pua with her 
daughter Zelene.
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The working mothers are part of a 
growing trend of mature students who 
work and study at the same time.

Mr Rhys Johnson, vice-president, 
Teaching, Learning & Student Support, 
Corporate & Student Services at Kaplan, 
said: “With half of our students work-
ing full-time, we are especially mindful 
of adapting the learning experience to 
their career and life needs. 

“For pregnant mothers, our pro-
gramme managers help to restructure 
the programme so that they have a light-
er load of modules. In some cases, we 
also accommodate new mothers’ re-
quests to defer their exams.”

With the support of their husbands 
and family, both Madam Pua and Mad-
am Yeo went ahead with their studies 
with no special privileges.

Madam Pua, a mother of two older 

boys aged 10 and 11, felt stagnant at her 
previous job as an executive secretary. 

The last time she hit the books was 16 
years ago, when she pursued a private 
secretary diploma at the age of 28. 

She said: “I’ve always wanted to up-
grade myself, but I got married and had 
my first child, so my plans got stalled. 
I found out about the pregnancy dur-
ing my third semester at Kaplan. I was 
thinking this is not a good time, but my 
husband said (having a child) is always 
a good time.

“It was a surprise (pregnancy) and 
she’s our greatest joy because we have 
always wanted a girl.”

Madam Yeo, who also has an older 
boy, Jeremiah, three, was also encour-
aged by her husband to pursue a de-
gree.

She had a diploma in mechanical en-
gineering, but developed an interest in 
human resource management after she 
worked in admin at a travel agency.  She 
pursued a human resource diploma in 
2008 and took a pay cut to become an 
admin assistant at another company 
just to work in HR. 

INVESTMENT
Her husband, civil servant Nick Lee, 33, 
said: “Upgrading to a degree is an in-
vestment for our family’s future so that 
she can have better job prospects. 

“I’m the main breadwinner of the 
family and if anything happens to me, I 
can be assured that my wife can support 
the family with a good job.” 

The two women admit that complet-
ing the course while pregnant was a 
struggle. Classes are usually at night, 
five times a week. 

Madam Pua’s pregnancy was high-risk 
because of her age, while Madam Yeo 
suffered from severe morning sickness 
at the start and had to be hospitalised.

This was the only time she missed les-
sons, recalled Madam Yeo.

While Madam Pua had a relatively 
smooth pregnancy, she had to deal with 
constant fatigue.

She said: “I had to burn the midnight 
oil very often because I was so tired and 
had to take a nap before studying. It was 
really a challenge for me because it’s 
been a long time since I touched books.” 

But both women feel their hard work 
has paid off because their degrees have 
given them more opportunities in their 
careers.

Madam Yeo, who re-joined the HR de-
partment of a previous company last 
month with a pay rise and promotion 
from a HR assistant to HR executive, 
said: “The company recognises my ex-
perience and my qualifications and I 
have a better understanding of the job 
requirements now.” 

Madam Pua, who is now a person-
al assistant at a bank, said: “My boss-
es have found that I can now multi-task 
better and write better.” 

They had to juggle work, family, studies 
and pregnancy, all at the same time
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