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Few institutions in Pakistan have seen such a meteoric rise as NUST Institute of Information
Technology (NIIT) under the umbrella of National University of Sciences and Technology. Only
a very modest and inchoate IT Wing of NUST in 1999, NIIT today prides on its national and
international stature. The institute currently offers undergraduate courses in IT, electronics
and telecommunication engineering. It has also initiated master’s and PhD programs in IT. NIIT
is known across the globe for its enviable credentials as a centre of excellence, both in engineering
education and research. It has few peers in the country in attracting and
sustaining international collaboration and joint research projects with
top-ranking universities and centres of excellence the world over.
Dr Syed Muhammad Hassan Zaidi has had the distinction of leading a team
of few pioneers in building NIIT from mere scratch. It was a case of meeting
untold difficulties and tackling all kinds of teething problems, compounded
by scarcity of resources and inadequate funding. How he and his comrades
rose equal to the task is a saga of courage and commitment par excellence.
In this exclusive interview, editor NIITonics has been able to cajole Dr Zaidi
into sharing with the readers the inspiring tale of this epic voyage.
Ed: Sir, before I ask you some specific questions
related to the amazing growth of NIIT, as well
as your personal contributions in this regard,
would you please like to tell the readers about
your parents, childhood, education, family,
and also about your hobbies and pastimes.
Right from my childhood my father laid a great
emphasis on my becoming physically strong. He
would wake me up for offering Fajr prayers and
accompanying him on a 3-4 mile walk. After
that, I would do a 100-meter sprint which I
considered necessary as a football player in
forward position. Swimming, tennis, squash and
all kinds of sports have been in my elements. I
feel incomplete if I don’t play a game. Spiritual
strength comes from pursuit of one’s ultimate
goal. I have been greatly inspired by my elders
and teachers to work hard, and follow my dreams.
I enjoy reading books, listening to music, and
am quite fond of Urdu poetry and mushaira.
My parents have scarified a lot to make me what

I am today. Whatever goodness you see in me
is due to the upbringing of my parents. My late
father was a self made man and has always
inculcated in me a deep sprit for hard work and
strength of character. My parents’ first priority
was to equip me with quality education,
tempered with good moral values, sound
character and noble personality traits. After
Juma prayers, my father would help me in
mathematics. My mother was really amazing.
She had received her education from an Urdu

medium school. She spent extra hours reading
and understanding my school books herself to
be able to teach me those subjects for 3-4 hours
daily. I really owe them a lot. My childhood
offered ample opportunities for my intellectual
growth. The presence of some very learned
members in the family enable me to indulge in
highly intellectual discussions and I relished
hearing about some great figures in history and
philosophers like Plato, Aristotle and other
famous people.
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I started my education from an English medium
school, a missionary school at Lahore. Here, I
played a lot of football. I enjoyed music right
form my childhood. In 1977, I was the first one
in the family to do my O level. I loved visiting
on my bicycle British Council library in Lahore
because I wanted to excel in my studies by
learning things from the core rather than from
the surface. My parents had inculcated in me
values such as organizing time so I always lived
in a disciplined manner, always mindful of the
value of time. Therefore, right in my early
education, I was able to read the poetry of
Ghalib, Mir and Iqbal. You can say there was a
very right mix of literature, art and science in
my early school life. I had enough time for
everything that I loved and cared for. I have
loved nature in all its hues and shades. I still
crave listening to chirping birds early in the
morn, walking along sugarcane and wheat fields.
I have done all these, and God has been very
kind to bless me with His bounties.
Ed: You are one of the proud founding fathers
of NIIT. Would you, Sir, tell us who envisioned
the idea of setting up an IT wing of NUST, and
how did it come to your lot to undertake this
project. Initially, what were your fears and
expectations?
IT was in boom in late 90’s. In those days, I
was working as assistant director R & D at HQ
NUST, under I Director R & D, Commodore M
Mushtaq. I was also an adjunct faculty member
at MCS teaching courses of digital communication
and signal processing. Cdre Mushtaq greatly
admired my passion for research and high quality

education. It was he who provided me the
opportunity of preparing a PG1 (documents
prepared for starting any government-based
project). I prepared PG-1 but due to some
budget constraints at that time PG-2 was not
approved initially. It was then decided that NUST
should start its own IT wing from its own
resources. Because of my interest in this area,
I happily volunteered to undertake this new
assignment. During my Ph D studies in USA I
noted that research environment was missing
in the academic institutes of higher learning in
Pakistan. Now, God provided me an opportunity
to lead an institute and creating on its campus
rich academic environment. Director R & D fully
supported my ideas, and so did late Sheikh
Mehmood Ahmed Shahab, Advisor to Rector
NUST. The latter extended whole- hearted
support for establishment of this institute, along
with Rector NUST and Director R & D. They
reposed full trust in me to lead the new institute
almost singlehandedly. I really worked very hard
18 hours an day. I wish I could stay up more
and work harder. It was such a great passion
surging in me to make this institute the best of
its kind in the country, and eventually in the
region and the world. It was a dream come true.
Alhamd-o-lillah, we are happy and proud of
what have been able to achieve. Still greater
heights can be scaled if our vision stays like this.
But we must remember that institutions take
100 of years to come up to level of MIT or
Harvard. I really believe you have to set the ball
rolling with great momentum to be able to
achieve something concrete. This is what lends
me great satisfaction in my being able to
contribute my humble efforts in building an
institution of the stature of NIIT from mere
scratch.
Ed: I think all this started with a repayable
loan from HQ, NUST. How much was the initial
capital investment, and what were your
strategies to make the project profitable
enough to pay back the loan over the stipulated
time frame?

NUST advanced us a sum of only 2 million rupees
as loan plus 22 computers in kind to set up the
IT wing. Of course, it was a very limited funding.
Fortunately, we had an excellent team and
both the passion and luck were on our side.
God was very kind. It was a booming time for
IT and there were long queues of candidates
for registration. For marketing, we conducted
open house seminars at NUST and NIIT. We
offered special discount to those registering as
groups. It seemed as if everyone wanted to do
a course in IT. We ran courses from morning to
evening from 9:00---9:00 thus squeezing every
facility to the last drop as a strategy to get
more output from less input. We worked with
great passion for very long hours, with immense
zeal and dedication .Thus, we were able to
return the loan in a about a year's time. Our
determined efforts finally bore fruit, and
Alhamd-o-lillah today we stand tall with genuine
pride.
Ed: Sir, you and your tiny team at
that time must have worked
incredibly hard to achieve the goal.
What in your view was the crowning
quality of this small band of
dedicated people?
Was it entirely the outcome
of your personal leadership,
or you were simply lucky
enough to
assemble a team
of exceptionally
capable and
devoted people?
Alhamdulillah, I
had very good
team members.
The pioneering
team consisted of
Mr Ajmal, Mr
Rabnawaz, M.
Nawaz, Mr Ali
Hammad, Mr Umer,
Mr. Usman, and Mr
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the uniform of a flying officer, she kissed my
forehead and said”you are blessed to have been
born in this wonderful country Pakistan. My
dear son you must respect this honorable wardi,
and serve the nation with full devotion and
sincerity.”

Asif. Every one of them contributed admirably
contributed in setting up NIIT. Soon to join our
ranks were Mr Nadeem and our accounts officer,
as well as d Mr Asfar and Mr Ateeq. And then
something great happened and we got a person
with a great drive, vision and passion to lead
us in the person of Dr Arshad. He joined as
Director and there was resonance of ideas and
when resonance increase amplitude increases
extra ordinarily.
Firm faith in the system, strong determination,
and the progressive vision of NUST leadership,
together with the ability to work hard, to
produce quality output I think were the cardinal
factors in our success. The people we selected
were really capable of producing quality output
and investing long hours of diligence in achieving
the ultimate goal.
Ed: How do you look at the progress made by
NIIT over the past nine years or so? What is
needed most not only to keep the current
tempo of its achievements but also to
accomplish greater heights in the days to
come?
The progress made by NIIT has been phenomenal
by the grace of God, considering the constraints
of being located in a third world country.
Alhamdulilah It has emerged as a leading centre
of excellence engaged in producing high quality
research work and equipping the youth with
the best in engineering education. I strongly
believe in continued progression. We cannot
afford to rest on our laurels; there is yet a long
distance to cover in our quest to surpass our
own records. Institutions take to grow and

evolve. It through unabated zeal and
determination that we can scale heights after
heights, and make our institution a model of
excellence for others. Our final dream may take
time, and it might not happen in our lifetime
but I think it is a goal worthy of our best abilities
and energies. We are determined to accomplish
that, Inshallah.
It goes without saying that no institution can
prosper without an excellent team. When you
talk about academic institution the academic
staff is of paramount importance; you have to
have high quality faculty with great leadership.
A leader in my opinion has to be really motivated.
Dr Arshad Ali is fully alive to the importance of
this critical need, and has been able to assemble
an excellent team of faculty and allied staff.
And I must so say NIIT is an institution putting
the highest premium on the quality of a faculty
member. Each member of our teaching corps
needs to possess and demonstrate right potential
for our mission.
Ed: You are basically a serving officer of
Pakistan Air Force, long isolated from the
professional life in the PAF. In what way, do
you think, you are contributing to the cause
of PAF through your active academic
involvement at NIIT?
When I joined the air force in 1980 I
was really overjoyed that I was able
to join one of the elite services of
the nation. Here I would like to
quote the exact words of my
mother. Some 25 years ago when
I graduated and saluted her in

Let me clarify that I am not isolated from the
PAF at all. I still read a lot about aircraft and
aviation electronics. I did my bachelor’s degree
in avionics and it is still my favourite subject.
Pakistan is a very strong country today because
of high -tech war machines that our armed
forces possess and operate. From the technology
point of view PAF is atop with its inventories
of sophisticated weapon systems. From the
global prospective, it is very essential that we
should be excelling in technical knowledge.
There are some PAF projects in which I am
involved through collaboration of with its
Directorate of Engineering and Development.
I will InshAllah develop a new technology by
virtue of my domain knowledge of the affiliation
industry, as well as by virtue of the domain
knowledge gained in the PAF. It would certainly
be a great service to PAF and the nation at
large.
For an engineering problem, the first thing is
the requirement analysis which involves the
services of a domain expert. By virtue of having
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spent 28 years in uniform and the experience
thus garnered, I possess sufficient domain
knowledge. This domain knowledge comes in
very handy in fulfilling the need of requirement
analysis which could lead to an excellent design.
I have a passionate desire to contribute to the
strength of the PAF. I am very proud of being
a part of the nation s’ air arm, and I am
profoundly thankful to Allah for making it
possible for me to serve this magnificent
institution.
Ed: You are noted for seeing things in their
minutest detail, even to the extent of irritating
your colleagues and subordinates. One tends
to think that you are an obsessive stickler.
How do you justify your passion for
perfectionism?
This very interesting question affords me an
opportunity to clarify a basic misconception.
Far from believing in absolute perfection, I
believe only in progression and continued
progression. The problem here I think is
unfortunately with the prevalent culture in our
county of ‘guzara karo'. I am instinctively
against this guzara karo attitude. My point is
that one should do a thing in the best possible
manner. We must know our potential and apply
it constructively. I actually persuade a person
to tap his/ her own potential. Allah Almighty
has made humans the crown of his creations,
and we should be able to produce the best.
When people don’t use their potential fully
and produce their best, I feel unhappy. I am
really a hard taskmaster so I make them realize
their full potential . Yes, I am a hard task
master. I think if a nation aspires to progress,
then all its people must work very hard. This
is what I try to inculcate in my subordinates
and my students. I feel really very happy and
satisfied when my students go abroad, compete
with other students and excel. And only then
do they realize and acknowledge that what I
had taught them greatly helped them surpass
their counterparts

Ed: Would you like to share with us who
inspired you most or whom do you consider
a role model in your life?
I have been greatly inspired by my parents, both
my mother and father. They showed very
exemplary behaviour in my childhood. But as
you grow, your role models too begin to change.
When I went to school I idolized one of my
uncles. A very self-made person, he is a child
specialist in UK. He always excelled in academics
and I emulated his example of hard work so as
to make my mark in studies and other activities
of life. My mother would often quote the
examples of Quaid-e- Azam and Allama Iqbal
Iqbal so I took them as my role models. I was
very much fascinated by all great scientists.
The work of these great people deeply inspired
me. My professor in USA who was a great
researcher also inspired me a great deal. I have
been inspired by every personality gifted with
intellectual excellence. However , as I pounder
more deeply I very strongly feel that the
personality which inspires me most is that of
Holy Prophet Mohammad (Pbuh), being a
complete role model human beings living on this
earth.
Ed: Sir, you are the recipient of several
coveted awards and distinctions like…. How
do you feel being so richly rewarded and what
is your ultimate goal in life?
My Goal in life is intellectual excellence and
pursuit of knowledge. I believe in learning first
and disseminating what I learn to the fellow
colleagues and students in the best possible
manner. I have a passion to transform the
acquired knowledge for the betterment of human
kind in general and my countrymen in particular
(to every living soul in the remotest part of
Pakistan). I am doing all that I can to gratify my
passion for inquiry and research. Rewards, of
course, are a great gift of God. They make you
feel good. They motivate us to continue our
quest for continued good. I bow my head in
humility and gratitude before the Almighty for

honouring me with
prestigious awards, and
I think they strengthen
my
resolve
to
accomplish much more
in the time to come.
Ed: Your look very
youthful and highly
energetic, brimming
with a passion to
accomplish heights
after heights? One
wonders what fuels
your passion and energy. Would you like to
share with the readers the secret of your
enviable success?
I attribute my physical strength to activities
like 100m sprint, playing squash and swimming.
I feel bad at this time of age that I can’t do
all that now. As Dean I remain involved in too
many activities to find enough time for sports
and games. Yet, I have made it a point that I
must play 2-3 times a week. The passion for
physical activities provides me a great fillip for
academic and intellectual pursuits. I draw a lot
of inspiration from the achievement of my goals
and this, in turn, strengthens my resolve to
achieve my ultimate objectives.
Ed: Finally, Sir, what message would you like
to convey to your colleagues, faculty and
students?
We should always try to discover the potential
that Almighty Allah has bestowed on us. One
must always strive to explore more and more,
and try to contribute one’s best efforts in one’s
respective sphere. I demand all this not only of
my colleagues, juniors, subordinates, and
students but also of myself. I don’t forgive
myself if I am unable able to deliver. We all
need to balance our priorities of life. Let’s not
waste this precious life of ours in trivia. Let’s
stay focused on a high aim and acquit ourselves
with honour in the noble task assigned to us.

