
rise in participation of nearly 64
per cent over two years.
Since 2021, around 45 per cent of

CCP placements are aged 40 and
above, MsWoo adds. Among them,
the top three sectors represented
are food services, electronics and
infocomm technology.
Ms Rozita Yazid, a senior career

coach at WSG, says: “Career
changes later in life are becoming
increasingly common in Singa-
pore’s dynamic economy.
“We have observed that success-

ful transitions often involve com-
bining existing competencies with
new skills rather than starting
completely fresh. It’s important to
take time to explore what genuine-
ly interests you before switching
careers.”
Over at Collective Change Insti-

tute, which specialises in coaching
services and certification, co-foun-
der Lin Tan says the Covid-19 pan-
demic drovemore individuals – in-
cluding senior corporate leaders,
vice-presidents, managing direc-
tors and heads of departments – to
explore or embark on a career
switch.
She says: “Covid and its re-

trenchment rates shocked people
into realising that they may not al-
ways have their jobs. People are
trying to find somethingmore con-
gruent with their values when it
comes to their careers and life
work.”

LOOK AT YOUR FINANCES

What is it like to change careers in
middle age and beyond?
In interviews with people in

their 40s to 60s who have success-
fully made the leap, The Sunday
Times found that having a solid fi-
nancial buffer was an important
factor, although not all have that
luxury.
Turning one’s life around as an

older person poses significant
challenges, such as having to build
a new identity and facing age-
related bias, say experts.
For many, the dream of pursuing

their passion, via a second career
in their 50s, was planted years ear-
lier.
Ms Cheong Choy Kiew, 64, start-

ed her coaching sole-proprietor-
ship, Batang Tiga Consulting, in
2019 at the age of 58, after spend-
ing some 28 years in AstraZeneca,
a multinational biopharmaceutical
firm. She hadheld a variety of posi-
tions there, starting off as a statisti-
cian, then moving on to managing
and auditing clinical trials across

Mr Alan Chen
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programmes and
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When Mr Alan Chen, 57, changed
careers in April 2025, it was not by
choice.
After his 27-year career in IBM

ended in December 2024, he re-
ceived a severance package as part
of a retrenchment exercise. His last
position was regional human re-
sources partner at the global tech-
nology company, where he also
worked in areas like project man-
agement and business develop-
ment.
He was optimistic about the fu-

ture, even though the change was
involuntary.
“Maybe it was a sign for me,” he

says. “It gave me the push to
choose something I liked, which
involved helping others. I looked
forward to doing something differ-
ent.” He ismarried to a 56-year-old
marketingmanager and the couple
have three adult children in their
20s.
Certified as a personal trainer,

Mr Chen has been volunteering
over the past two years, conduct-
ing exercise sessionswith different
groups like seniors and children
with autism.
Through a jobs portal at the Cen-

tre For Seniors, a non-profit that
promotes the well-being and em-
ployability of older persons, he
found full-time work as an execu-
tive at an Active Ageing Centre in
Tampines, run by Lions Befrien-
ders, a voluntary welfare organisa-
tion.
For the last three months, he has

adapted well to his new sector, or-
ganising programmes and out-
reach services for seniors in the
neighbourhood.
In switching to another line of

work, he took a huge pay cut. His
current salary is “not even 20 per
cent” of his previous pay, but he
had already adjusted his expecta-
tions. He has investment policies
with payouts thatwill be disbursed
until he is 70.
“Financially, I’m doing okay.

This, tome, is ameaningful job,” he
says.

GROWING INTEREST IN CAREER

DEVELOPMENT FOR OLDER

PEOPLE

Several organisations report that a
growing number of older persons,
who have not reached the official
retirement age of 63, are showing
interest in reskilling and other pro-
grammes geared towards career
changes.
The Centre For Seniors (CFS), lo-

cated in Bishan, runs courses that
help mature workers explore new
career options, plug knowledge
gaps and boost their digital literacy
and other soft skills.
The number of persons aged 50

and abovewho enrolled in the cen-
tre’s career-related training rose
from 800 participants in 2013 to
more than 1,500 participants in
2023, an increase of nearly 88 per
cent over 10 years, says its execu-
tive director Sanchita Singh.
Common reasons for seeking a

career change later in life include a
desire to give back to society
through roles in social services,
education or eldercare; early re-
tirement or retrenchment; health
or caregiving needs that prompt a
shift to more flexible work; as well
as a “lifelong learning mindset”,
where some pursue new interests
and fields of work, says Ms Singh.
Meanwhile, thewide range of ca-

reer support programmes offered
by Workforce Singapore (WSG), a
statutory board under theMinistry
ofManpower, includes the increas-
ingly popular Career Conversion
Programme (CCP), which spans
about 30 sectors. This scheme
helps employers broaden their tal-
ent pool by reskilling existing em-
ployees or mid-career new hires to
take on job opportunities with
long-term prospects for progres-
sion.
Close to 7,700 people participa-

ted in CCPs in 2024, compared
with about 4,700 participants in
2022, saysMsGillianWoo, director
of the Enterprise Programmes Di-
vision at WSG. This represents a

the Asia-Pacific region, directing
clinical operations, then leading
teams in Japan and China.
At the age of 43, she was as-

signed an executive coach by As-
traZeneca as part of a leadership
development programme, who in-
spired her to take up coaching and
eventually build a second career.
“Through coaching, I realised

that I was letting life come to me,
going with the flow, rather than
taking charge of my own life. I was
happy being givenwork to do, but I
realised I could do a lot more,” she
says. “I wanted to develop people
to be the best version of them-
selves.”
“Be clear about what it is you are

good at – your vision of yourself –
and be clear about your finances,”
she advises those contemplating a
similar sea change.
Married with an adult son, she

now offers leadership, team and
executive coaching. She and her
husband have a second property
they rent out, savings and profits
from AstraZeneca shares she sold

when she left the company.
And she is reconciled to her

coaching business bringing in
“pocket money” rather than the
corporate pay cheque she once re-
ceived.

PREPARE DECADES AHEAD

Former deputy superintendent of
police Kamaruzaman Gaffar, 60,
enjoyed his 37 years in the police
force. But to live out his dream, he
knew he had to wait for his pen-
sion, which he received at age 55
upon opting for early retirement.
For several years prior, he took

courses to upgrade his skills in
digital marketing, business man-
agement and product pricing.
“All along, I’d been a salaried

worker. I hoped to be an indepen-
dent entrepreneur. I have my pen-
sion as a backup,” says the market-
ing director of XL Design Build,
which he launched five years ago,
together with a mentor in the con-
struction industry. The firm pro-
vides construction, design, main-

tenance and repair services for out-
door and indoor spaces, and he
hires a team of freelance workers.
Mr Kamaruzaman, who is mar-

ried to a housewife and has 18-
year-old twin daughters, now has
two other businesses providing
Islamic-based services. He does
not earn as much as his previous
salary, but there are other divi-
dends to going it alone.
“Being your own boss, you de-

cide your own direction, whether
to generatemore income or to have
more work-life balance. So far, I
have a balance of both,” he says.

A LIFE OF MANY PIVOTS?

Associate Professor Trevor Yu,
from Nanyang Business School at
Nanyang Technological University,
says it is becoming more common
for both white- and blue-collar
professionals to change careers
mid-stream.
He says: “Career changes in

white-collar jobs are driven by ar-
tificial intelligence (AI) and rapid

technological advancement that
are replacing routine aspects of
professional jobs that do not re-
quire high levels of creativity, inno-
vation or human interaction.
“Similarly, those in blue-collar

jobs are also facing the need to
consider change due to the re-
placement of manual labour with
automation and AI-powered job
replacement.”
However, he cautions: “From a

learning and uncertainty stand-
point, it is still hard to pivot to an
entirely new career unless one is
hugely dissatisfied with the cur-
rent situation.”
Also, the concept of pivoting, as

viewed by white-collar workers, is
markedly different from that of
blue-collar workers, whomay have
different conceptions of what con-
stitutes a career. Lower-income
workers often have to pivot around
different trades, skill sets and in-
dustries.
Ms Kaylee Kua, executive direc-

tor of Daughters Of Tomorrow
(DOT), a non-profit that empowers

lower-income women to gain sus-
tainable employment, says the
“initial motivation” for the women
whom DOT supports is often
“about survival and providing for
their loved ones, though over time,
manybegin to see the possibility of
building a fulfilling career that re-
flects their own aspirations as
well”.
Many of these women, who may

not be highly educated, “have to
quickly learn and adapt to the de-
mands of different industries”, she
adds.
Ms Suriyati Karsan, 42, is a bene-

ficiary of a confidence-building,
job readiness programme at DOT.
She has had more than 17 jobs

ranging in sectors like ware-
housing; food and beverage; hotel
services like housekeeping and
banquet service; and retail, since
she left school at Secondary 2.
These are mostly contract jobs for
a specific time period. She is now
working as a baker at Auntie
Anne’s, a pretzel chain.
She has four children aged 26, 25,

20 and 10, and is married to a taxi
driver, who is 52.
Unlike others who pivot in a big

way from one career to another,
her working life consists of “a lot of
pivoting”, she says, whether it is
learning to operate warehousing
machinery; mastering how to
make and serve baked goods; or
working as a store assistant.
“I think mine is not a career, it’s

working for my family,” she says.
Having an office job is a “dream”,

she adds, but she has another goal
to save money for. “For more than
20 years, I’ve been living in a rental
flat. I want to achieve something
first. I want to buy a place of my
own,” she says.

TIPS ON HOW TO SWITCH CAREERS IN

MIDDLE AGE AND BEYOND

MsRozita Yazid, a senior career coach atWork-
force Singapore, suggests five key tactics for
mature professionals contemplating a career
switch:
1. Start with a well-planned transition strategy,
not an impulsive change. Take time to research
your target industry, understand its require-
ments and map out a realistic timeline for the
transition. Your wealth of work experience is
valuable – use it to create a thoughtful road-
map.
2. Build your financial foundation first. Career
transitions often involve an initial reduction in
compensation, so ensure you have adequate
savings to sustain yourself. Your years of
experience might have given you some finan-
cial stability – leverage this advantage to make
a more comfortable transition.
3. Focus on identifying and pursuing work that
genuinely energises you. At this stage in your
career, job satisfaction becomes increasingly
important. Your extensive work experience
helps you better understand what truly
motivates you – use this self-awareness to
guide your choice.
4. Leverage your transferable skills and pro-
fessionalmaturity. Focus on competencies that
are not industry-specific, such as leadership,
problem-solving and communication. Consi-
der starting the transitionwhile still employed,
perhaps through part-time courses or volun-
teering in the new field.
5. Tap your professional network. Your years in
the workforce mean you likely have a robust
network; activate these connections through
LinkedIn and industry events. Consider
progressive transitions into adjacent industries
or roles that build on your existing experience,
rather than attempting complete career over-
hauls. You can also explore WSG schemes like
the Career Conversion Programme or Mid-
Career Pathways Programme to reskill yourself
and gain industry-relevant skills and experi-
ence.

Former policeman Kamaruzaman Gaffar waited decades to get his pension

before fulfilling his dream of becoming a businessman. ST PHOTO: VENESSA LEE

Mid-life Career Switches
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Changing your job in
your later years can be
challenging, but not
impossible. Here are
some who have done it
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Rather than just go with the

flow at her previous job, Ms

Cheong Choy Kiew decided to

take charge of her life and do

something meaningful to

help develop people.
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WhenMr Ivan Lim applied towork
at tuition centre Keynote Learning
Hub two years ago, he had an
unusual job interview.
“I was asked, ‘Would you mind

taking the O-level exam as a
private candidate?’” recalls the 38-
year-old English tutor, a former
international school teacher. “It
was a very strange interview
question.”
He is one of three tuition teach-

ers at Keynote Learning who sit
the Singapore-Cambridge General
Certificate of Education Ordinary
Level (GCE O-level) examination
every year, usually in the subjects
they teach.
The practice is “strongly encour-

aged” at the tuition centre at Ang
Mo Kio for its full-time tutors, says
Mr Linus Lin, 44, co-founder and
head of department for science.
Mr Lin himself has sat the

O-level examinations 10 times
since 2015, usually taking two to
four subjects each time, while Ms
Ho Meng Yeng, 45, another co-
founder at Keynote Learning and
its head ofEnglish, has been sitting
the English languageO-level paper
since 2013, sometimes taking
literature as well.
The trio are taking their O-level

exams again in 2025. The centre’s
other four tutors are part-time
staff and do not take these exams.
Keynote Learning offers group

tuition, online and in-person, for
primary and secondary school
levels in English, science, mathe-
matics and Chinese. Fees start at
$240 for four weekly lessons for
primary school pupils.

CHOOSING THE

RIGHT KIND OF PEN

The idea to take the exams
originated fromMsHo even before
Keynote Learning was launched in
2016. She and Mr Lin, whom she
influenced in this regard, have
been friends since the early 2000s.
Ms Ho, a former Ministry of

Education secondary school teach-
er, took the English and literature
O-level exams in 2013 because she
wanted to be “really in touch” with
the syllabus changes that year.
She was working as a private

tutor by then, and was not briefed
by education authorities on the
changes, unlike school teachers.
After 12 years of taking O-level

papers and having had the jitters
while waiting for the oral exam,
she knows how to advise her own
students, some of whom have told
her they “blank out” during the
exam, or get palpitations when
they feel anxious.
She guides them on how to stay

calm during the oral exam, by

teaching them square breathing,
also known as box breathing. This
deep-breathing relaxation tech-
nique involves inhaling, holding
one’s breath and exhaling for equal
counts, typically for four seconds
each time.
She has views on the type of pen

to use because “handwriting
matters”. She recommends using a
pen with a fine 0.38mm nib for
English Paper 2 – all the better to
cram more words in the space
provided in the exam booklet –
and a 0.5mm ballpoint pen that
flowswell for themasses ofwriting
required in Paper 1.

GOING INTO BATTLE TOGETHER

Mainly, the tutors say they take the
O-level exams repeatedly to
empathise more fully with their
charges.
Working through 10-year series,

compilations of national examina-
tion papers like the O- and
A-levels, pales in comparison to
the “live action” of the exam hall.
Mr Lin, who has been a tuition

teacher since his 20s, says: “I expe-
rience the change in the way the
questions are designed and
phrasedover the years. The10-year
series is helpful but the difference
is doing it at your own pace and
taking the exam under time pres-
sure. I can understand what my
students are going through.”
“After the exam is over, it’s easier

to discuss the paper and how we
have done. I can tell lots of stories
afterwards and remind themnot to
make mistakes. It’s also useful to
teach them about handling anxiety
and time management,” he says,
describing himself and his
students as “war mates”.
Mr Lim, who took the English

paper in 2023 and 2024, adds:
“The first time I took the O-level
paper was an eye-opener. I
thought, ‘Most educators are war
theorists.’”
His right hand ached badly after

the writing-heavy Paper 1 in the
first English language exam he
took, which features Situational
Writing and Continuous Writing.
After decades out of school, he

was asked to respond to a state-
ment like “All you need to succeed
in life is a positive attitude”.
Mr Lim realised then that the

O levels are “quite demanding in
terms of students’ maturity”.
“I doubt I was so introspective at

16,” he reflects.

THE GRADES A TUITION

TEACHER GETS

The three tutors’ result certifi-
cates, seen by The Sunday Times,
are a sea of A grades,mostly A1s (75
per cent and higher), followed by
A2s (70 to 74 per cent).
Their grades dip, sometimes

drastically, when they embark on
what they call “experiments” and
“challenges”.
For instance, in 2020, Ms Ho de-

cided to “leave all the difficult
questions blank”, resulting in a C6
grade, which ranges from 50 to 54
per cent.
“It was like a wake-up call for the

very weak students at the begin-
ning of the following year,” she
says.
Mr Lin has tackled different self-

imposed “challenges” in the 10
years he has taken the exams,
often in response to students’
questions.
In 2016, he took the English

paper in addition to the two
subjects he teaches, physics and
chemistry.
“In science, we need to have a

good command of English to
express our answers well. English
was my worst subject in school. I
hope it can be a message to my
students that as long as you’re
willing to continue to improve, you
can still achieve,” says Mr Lin, who
got an A2 that year for English.
His worst English grade as a

student was C6.
In 2020, besides English, physics

and chemistry, he took the biology
O-level exam, a subject he had
never studied in school, because
his students often ask him if
physics or biology is “easier”. (He
found the latter easier to score well
in.)
While he usually does not study

for the exams since he teaches the
subjects, he spent several days
mugging for the biology paper, for
which he got a B3.
He once took a combined social

studies and history paper to see
what it was like, since social
studies did not exist as an O-level
subject when he was young.
The O-level examination fees for

private candidates differ according
to subject and citizenship. For
example, Singapore citizens pay
$105 each for subjects such as
English and chemistry, and $100
for a humanities subject like com-
bined social studies and history.
While Keynote Learning foots

the bill for the subjects the tutors
teach and take exams in, Mr Lin
paid his own fees for subjects he
does not teach, like English and
humanities.
Mr Lin, who has been mistaken

for an invigilator during one of his
papers, says: “Every time I take the
exams, I feel happybecause it’s like
I am 16 again.”

These tutors take the
O levels every year

Venessa Lee

Senior Correspondent
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I can tell lots of
stories afterwards
and remind them not
to make mistakes. It’s
also useful to teach
them about handling
anxiety and time
management.

”MR LINUS LIN, head of department
for science, has sat the O-level
examinations 10 times since 2015

The first time I took
the O-level paper
was an eye-opener.
I thought, ‘Most
educators are war

theorists.’

”ENGLISH TUTOR IVAN LIM, who
took the English paper in 2023

and 2024

Handwriting
matters.

”HEAD OF ENGLISH HO MENG
YENG recommends using a pen
with a fine 0.38mm nib for

English Paper 2 to cram more
words in the exam booklet, and a
0.5mm ballpoint pen that flows
well for the writing required in
Paper 1. She has been sitting the
English O-level exams since 2013
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SUPERINTENDENT
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Tutors at Keynote Learning (from left) Linus Lin, Ho Meng Yeng and Ivan Lim with their O-level certificates from

years of taking the exams repeatedly. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG


