
FOCUS
MEMBER PROFILE

hen Ng Gim Choo 
was in her first job as 
an auditor, the CEO 
of the multinational 
firm she was 
auditing told her, 
“You accountants 
can never make good 
businesspeople – 

you are too conservative. Because 
you worry too much, you miss 
business opportunities.”

The naysayer was to be proven 
wrong, for Mrs Ng went on to run 
two successful businesses, first as 
co-owner of a public accounting firm 
and then as founder of EtonHouse 
International. From one campus in 
1995, EtonHouse today has grown to 
100 pre-schools and schools across 
11 countries spanning Singapore, 
Cambodia, China, Hong Kong, India, 
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run a business, financial discipline is 
very important. And accountants are 
trained to have that skill – how to read 
financial statements, and the ability to 
forecast the future.” 

The longstanding ISCA member 
continues to keep herself updated 
on developments in the profession. 
“Although my current involvement  
in the business is not so technical,  
I’m able to ask my accountant how  
a new accounting standard affects  
my business.” 

AccountAncy wAs A  
Good FoundAtion   
Mrs Ng’s entry into accountancy was 
a matter of course. “My family was 
in business, so accountancy was the 
de facto subject for me. And since I 
attended a Chinese-language school, I 
thought accountancy would be easier 
for me since it would involve a lot  
of mathematics and not English.  
Little did I know I also had to study 
law, organisational behaviour  
and management theory; it was a 
tough course.”

“I was a public accountant for  
over 10 years. My first job was with 
Ernst & Young as an auditor. My 
studies and work offered me a good 
foundation for business when  
I became an entrepreneur.” 

 Mrs Ng subsequently went into a 
joint venture with a partner to set up 
an audit firm. “When I first entered 
into partnership, our clients were 
not paying up on time, and we had 
many debtors. I believe having a lot 
of business is not profitable, until 
it is turned into cash, so I changed 
things. Before I started a new audit, 
I made sure our clients paid on time. 
I told the staff, “Your job is also to 
make sure that our clients pay on 
time.” Within one year, our cash flow 
improved significantly. My partner 
was pleasantly surprised.” 

Although business at the firm 
was doing well, Mrs Ng was faced 
with the difficult decision of giving 
it up when her husband had a job 
assignment in the UK in the 1980s. 

“If I didn’t go with my husband, the 
children would have to be separated 
from their father. They were still 
very young. I thought what was most 
important then was for our family to 
be together; I also thought it would be 
good exposure for us to experience 
life in the UK.” 

A diFFerent ApproAch  
to educAtion
As fate would have it, the stint in the 
UK led her to discover a different 
approach to pre-school education, 
which inspired her to set up EtonHouse. 

Mrs Ng’s daughter was then 
enrolled in a pre-school. She loved 
it so much that she would put on her 
school uniform on the weekends, only 
to be disappointed. “I thought that 
was so different from my experience 
of school. I decided to volunteer at  
the school to understand what made 
it so different.”

The school encouraged 
exploration and discovery in 
a supportive and enriching 
environment based on the interests 
of the children through a self-guided 
curriculum. In this approach, children 
are seen as competent and are 
encouraged to share their thoughts 
and ideas about everything they 
could meet or do during the day.

Rather than being seen as the 
targets of instruction, children 
are seen as playing an active role. 
This role also extends to that of a 
researcher. Much of the instruction 
takes place in the form of projects 
where children have opportunities 
to explore, observe, hypothesise, 
question, and discuss to clarify their 
understanding. Children are also 
viewed as social beings, and their 
development is understood to be 
related to other children, the family, 
the teachers, and the community.  

This child-centric approach to 

1 In 2014, Metropolitan YMCA’s MY World Preschool, 
Kinderland Consortiums-Skool4Kidz, and EtonHouse’s 
E-Bridge Pre-school joined PAP Community Foundation 
and NTUC First Campus’ My First Skool as Anchor 
Operators for the early childhood sector;  
http://app.msf.gov.sg/Press-Room/Government- 
Selects-Three-New-Pre-School

Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, 
Myanmar and Vietnam; more  
campuses are slated to open soon 
in the Middle East and Kazakhstan. 
EtonHouse is recognised in Singapore 
and other parts of the world for 
offering quality bilingual education 
underpinned by a unique philosophy. 
More than 10,000 children across  
61 different nationalities are students 
of EtonHouse.

EtonHouse has developed such 
a strong reputation for quality pre-
school education that it was appointed 
in 2014 by the Singapore government 
as an Anchor Operator for the early 
childhood sector.1 Its E-Bridge Pre-
schools extend the EtonHouse brand 
of quality education to families in the 
heartlands, at affordable prices. They 
are very popular with parents, with 
demand far outstripping the number of 
places each year. 

Mrs Ng counts having an 
accountancy background as a crucial 
advantage in her subsequent career as 
an entrepreneur. “I believe accountants 
make the best businesspeople. To 
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many of them take on leadership  
roles like Monitor and Prefect. That 
is when parents start to see the 
intangible benefits of an education  
at EtonHouse.”   

She recalls, “When I first 
started EtonHouse, it was set up as 
a kindergarten. There were a lot of 
regulations controlling the pre-school 
education sector, for example, the 
fees had to be kept at a certain level. 
But we do not operate like other pre-
schools – we employ highly-qualified 
teachers with relevant degrees. In my 
first year of operation, I had a deficit 
of $1 million. There was even a big 
newspaper article reporting on the 
loss, and we had parents asking us, 
“Is EtonHouse going to close down?” 
At the end of our first year, I applied 
for a fee increase but the authorities 
said the school had to be in operation 
for three years before I could increase 
the fees. Hence, I decided to change 

education was what inspired Mrs 
Ng to set up the first EtonHouse 
campus at Broadrick Road in 1995. 
She further adapted the educational 
philosophy. For instance, a core tenet 
of EtonHouse’s pedagogy is bilingual 
education. True to EtonHouse’s “Learn 
through Play” philosophy, students 
are immersed in Chinese language 
and culture via fun experiences like 
putting up a play and storytelling. 
This approach is a big departure 
from mainstream practices, which 
emphasise rote-learning. 

GrowinG pAins 
“In the early days, it was very 
difficult. At EtonHouse, we don’t 
believe in pressurising the children 
to learn. The children learn through 
play. There are no worksheets. This 
is a different approach from what 
parents in Asia expect. But when our 
graduates enter primary school,  

the operating model of EtonHouse 
from kindergarten to childcare. At 
that time, childcare was associated 
with sick children. Not many people 
sent their children to a childcare 
centre, so we had to educate the 
parents. I had to go through many 
hurdles to get the approval from the 
various government agencies. It was 
quite a breakthrough.”

“To change my operating status 
from kindergarten to childcare 
centre, I had to get the approval of 
the Urban Redevelopment Authority. 
I remember my husband always 
says, “Turn crisis into opportunity.” 
I took the newspaper article and 
showed it to the officials. I said, 
“If you don’t approve my request, I 
may have to shut the school down.” 
They were very understanding and 
helped facilitate the process. After 
getting the approvals from a few 
other agencies, eventually, I got my 
operating licence.”

the Five ps oF 
MAnAGeMent wisdoM
How did Mrs Ng grow EtonHouse to 
be the international powerhouse in 
education that it is today?

She boils it down to the 5 Ps.  
People play a big part in any 
organisation’s success. “In any 
business, you need two types of 
people – what I like to call the Paper 
Clips and the Teddy Bears. The Paper 
Clips are task-oriented and don’t take 
time to socialise. The Teddy Bears 
are service-oriented. You need both 
types of people to make the school 

Career Highlights  

•	 Started	career	with	EY
•	 Became	partner	of	public	accounting	firm	Robert	Tan	&	Co

1995
•	 Started	EtonHouse
•	 Continues	to	spearhead	the	group’s	development

2003
•	 Entered	China	with	EtonHouse	International	School	in	Suzhou.	The	school	is	an	

International	Baccalaureate	(IB)	World	School	and	a	member	of	the	Council	of	
International	Schools;	it	was	also	voted	one	of	China’s	best	elementary	schools

2003 to  
2009

•	 EtonHouse	Suzhou,	Wuxi,	Jinan	and	Nanjing	were	set	up	upon	invitation	by	the	local	
governments	in	China;	numerous	government	awards	have	been	conferred	on	the	schools

2004
•	 Mrs	Ng	was	awarded	the	Woman	of	Benevolence	title	by	Suzhou	City	in	China,	for	her	

significant	contributions	in	helping	the	community	and	promoting	cultural	practices

2009

•	 Mrs	Ng	was	the	first	Singaporean	woman	to	receive	the	Freedom	of	the	City	of	London,	one	
of	the	oldest	awards	in	the	UK,	for	her	contribution	to	international	education

•	 EtonHouse	became	the	first	private	pre-school	operator	to	start	a	campus	in	
collaboration	with	PAP	Community	Foundation;	a	second	Hampton	Pre-School	was	
opened	in	2013

2010
•	 EtonHouse	campuses	in	Singapore	became	the	first	standalone	pre-schools	to	

receive	the	IB	World	School	status

2011
•	 Ms	Ng	was	conferred	the	Jiangsu	Friendship	Award,	the	highest	honour	that	the	

Jiangsu	Provincial	People’s	Government	has	established	for	foreign	experts

2013 •	 Mrs	Ng	received	the	Foreign	Friend	award	from	the	Mayor	in	Yiwu	in	China

2014

•	 EtonHouse’s	E-Bridge	Pre-school	was	appointed	by	the	Singapore	government	as	an	
Anchor	Operator	for	the	early	childhood	sector

•	 Collaborated	with	Singapore	Chinese	High	School	to	start	Hwa	Chong	EtonHouse	
Primary	Schools	and	Kindergartens
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“Do something you 
really enjoy. There 

will be difficulties and 
challenges no matter 
which path you take, 
but you need to have 

passion to be able 
to overcome these 
challenges. With 

passion, you will have 
the perseverance 
to keep going and 

overcome challenges.” 
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Betsy Tan is Communications Manager, ISCA. 

run smoothly. For example, if both the 
principal and vice-principal are Paper 
Clips, then you can imagine that the 
teachers are not going to feel happy 
as they don’t have the emotional 
engagement and relationship building 
that Teddy Bears are good at.”

“The next P is Professional 
development. You need to learn to 
sharpen your tools. At EtonHouse, 
we invest a lot of resources on our 
teachers’ professional development. 
It’s something I learnt during my time 
as an auditor, where the firm spent a 
lot of resources on staff training.”

Another precept that she picked up 
at the Big Four firm is Professionalism.  
“We were always taught to do things 
professionally. Every document we 
presented had to be professional. 
Similarly at EtonHouse, our principals 
and teachers know that professional 
conduct is expected of them at all times.”

Mrs Ng is also a firm believer in 
the value of Perseverance, having 
overcome many challenges in starting 
and growing EtonHouse. Lastly, 
“always pursue your Passion. Do 
something you really enjoy. There 
will be difficulties and challenges 
no matter which path you take, 
but you need to have passion to be 
able to overcome these challenges. 
With passion, you will have the 
perseverance to keep going and 
overcome challenges.”  ISCA

5 Ps of Management 
Wisdom
People
Professional development
Professionalism
Perseverance 
Passion


