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When Ingenuity speaks ….
Nikhil Subramanian
A tete-a-tete with Nikhil Subramanian, an alumnus of 2003 batch. Nikhil  possesses a Masters degree in Electrical 
Engineering from the University of Washington, along with a patent for Human Presence Detection. A pioneer in 
delivering next generation technology solutions, a champion of technology diversity, at present Nikhil holds a prestigious 
position in Microsoft, USA.  

1.  Nikhil, how would you describe yourself in one 
line?

An all-rounder, a dreamer, a learner, a doer.

2.  Can you recollect one of your most cherished 
and prized memories from school?

Chettinad Vidyasharam was home for 13 years and there 
are too many incredible memories to choose from. My 
earliest recollections of school are from kindergarten - 
taking pony rides as our afternoon activity and feeding 
carrots to the bunnies! I distinctly remember being 
inconsolably excited in middle school, when we got 
our own 1000-person theatre in the school which was 
completely unprecedented. We made so many incredible memories there and it changed the scale and scope of theatre 
and cultural activities in the school. More than anything else, I prize and cherish the people and relationships most 
fondly – Meena aunty, our teachers, and our broader staff in the school who created the incredible CV environment 
every day. And of course, all my friends  whom I went to school with every day. We made so many memories over the 
years all over campus - from the classroom to the computer lab, from the playground to the library, the canteen, the 
swimming pool, the island, the assembly grounds…. I remember it all fondly.

3. What were the skills that you garnered in CV that gave you an edge over your peers during your undergrad 
programme in college?
The skill to balance academics with activities outside the classroom and the confidence to always be ready to try 
something new. Learning happens in many ways and college is no different. There is as much to learn outside the 
curriculum as there is in it. My experience has been that becoming engaged in a variety of activities lets you understand 
yourself better, helps build complementary skills and stretches you to be your best. It also opens doors you might 
have not expected that can have a profound impact on your life. CV sparked the curiosity in me to always be open 
and interested in trying something new and looking for opportunities to take on more. This led me to spend time in 
various inter-collegiate activities and competitions, be part of student clubs and become part of a research lab outside 
my university. Joining the research lab opened the door to me pursuing my graduate research which further led to me 
become a part of the tech industry.

4. What is that one thing in CV that you absolutely loved being a part of?
Chettinad Players. I grew up with our theatre. I felt that the time I spent in the theatre, in rehearsals and in recording 
sessions for our big annual productions were some of the most joyful memories of school. It also afforded the opportunity 
to interact and make friends with students outside my immediate classroom and across various grade levels. I feel 
privileged and lucky that I was there at the inception when Amudha Ma’am and SriDevi Ma’am started Chettinad Players 
with the vision to take our epics and create incredible stage productions. We started with Peter Brook’s Mahabharata (I 
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still remember my lines from this play!) and over time we were creating 
our own scripts and driving the end-to-end creative process alongside 
some of the best creative minds in the city. I am so thrilled to see this is 
still a strong part of our school’s tradition.

5. What is your current position at Microsoft and in what ways 
did the school prepare you for the portfolio that you handle 
today?
At Microsoft, I lead the teams responsible for Product Planning, 
Strategy and Operations for Mixed Reality (AR/VR) products. My role 
spans product creation, business, and technology. Magical products 

that can change the world sit at the intersection of art and science. Design thinking, empathy for your customers, 
technical acumen and engineering competency all come into play. Further, everything is built by teams and boundary-
less collaboration is a key skill needed to deliver innovation together.

CV exposed me to art and science in equal measure and sparked genuine love for both. I picked up important 
leadership skills in CV by participating in the student body and more importantly learnt collaboration through the 
many sports and team activities I had the opportunity to participate in.

6. From Madras to Microsoft, how has the journey been?
The journey has been exhilarating. Every stage of the journey has been unique, and each stage has required building 
new skills and flexing new muscles. Life brings ups and downs but with the right mindset I have found that the ups are 
great, and the downs are moments of learning and growth.

7. If you had it to do all over again, what would you do differently?
I genuinely would not trade any of my past experiences. Every one of them – the good and the not so good, have been 
critical in shaping me. The only thing I would tell myself is to soak it all in more. Be present and love every step of the 
journey.

8. What is your mantra for success?
When you change the way you see the world, you change the world you see.

9. What advice would you offer to our students as they stand at the crossroads of life, planning their next 
course of action?
Embrace a growth mindset and if you haven’t already – read growth mindset by Carol Dweck. You can be excellent at 
anything you are willing to work hard on. You will miss 100% of the shots you don’t take. So, take the shot; jump on 
the opportunity. Shun the tyranny of “OR”; embrace “AND”. Don’t be afraid to take on that other  project and don’t let 
anyone convince you that you cannot be excellent at everything you choose to apply yourself to. You can do it all.

10. As an alumnus of Chettinad Vidyashram, what message would you like to give to your fellow CV’ians?
Ah my fellow CV’ians - as luck would have it, you find yourself in a place where you can experience so much! Soak it all 
in. As someone from CV who tried my hand at basically everything - tennis, cricket, basketball, field sports, swimming, 
yoga, theatre, dance, tanjore painting, tabla, piano, prefectorial body, bookclubs, storytelling, poetry recitation, cultural 
events, quiz contests and yes ponyriding  - I can tell you in no uncertain terms you are in one of the best  educational 
institutions in the world. Go do it all. Figure out what you love and go deeper there. Take a risk – or two – or three. Don’t 
be afraid to fail – there is no such thing – there is only learning and growth.
As I write this, I feel proud to be in this select group with all of you as a fellow CV’ian, reminiscing all the happy 
memories and sheer excitement to see what you all are going to do and the impact you will have on the world. 

All the best!!


