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A stint in Silicon Valley to learn the art of success The National University of Singapore set out to incubate entrepreneurs this year by placing students in the thick of the action in California's Silicon Valley. Our Education Correspondent gives a progress report
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NATIONAL University of Singapore computing student Sohrab Singh, 20, has spent his past seven months soaking up the Californian sun - and the white-hot competitive environment in the high-tech capital of the world at Silicon Valley.

He is working as an intern for a year at Buildfolio, a three-year-old construction and real-estate software provider which has a small team of about 12 at its office in Palo Alto.

'The past few months have been intense. I have taken on a range of roles in the company - from developing the products to selling them to customers and even attending strategy meetings with the CEO,' says the bespectacled Sikh.

Started by three young Singapore graduates, Buildfolio is one of about 25 start-ups in the Silicon Valley which agreed to take in students from the NUS as paid interns for a year to enable them to learn, first-hand, the ups and downs of the IT world.

Mr Singh is one of 14 students, mostly in their third or fourth year at the NUS, who headed to the sunshine state on America's west coast this January as guinea pigs in an experimental programme to show that entrepreneurs can be bred as well as born. Another 23 joined them later in the year.

While working as interns at the start-ups, they also put in four hours a week attending courses in technopreneurship at Stanford University. Their year overseas will be paid for through scholarships from NUS, the Economic Development Board and private companies.

Possibly the first non-American university to have a formal internship programme in Silicon Valley, the NUS is banking on the project to breed and groom entrepreneurs who can be like Mr Sim Wong Hoo, the poster boy of Singapore entrepreneurship.

The project is labelled NUS Enterprise, and is the brainchild of President Shih Choon Fong, who since assuming the university's top post in June 2000, has been laying stress on the NUS as a global knowledge enterprise and an organisation without borders. He has called the programme 'our Free Enterprise Zone'.

In a bold vision statement, he had also declared: 'I'm optimistic that in 10 years, NUS will have planted the seeds for 10 Creative Technologys. It is our hope that one of them will grow to the size and reach of Singapore Airlines.'

The project is, however, not without controversy: Mr Sim Wong Hoo himself is, for instance, sceptical that hothousing can produce entrepreneurs.

The founder and CEO of Creative Technology, Singapore's first high-tech company, whose shares are listed on Wall Street, said in a speech earlier this year: 'Entrepreneurs cannot be made. When we try to mass-produce them in the universities, we only make cookie-cutter copies of whatever role model we have in mind. They may be able to write business plans, make shrewd business presentations, set up offices, hire people, keep an expense budget and act like an entrepreneur, but they won't be the real thing.'

In the same speech, he also said: 'All true entrepreneurs are rebels. They go against the tide. They don't follow rules; they make rules for others to follow. They don't learn from their masters; they leapfrog their masters. They don't wait for opportunity; they make the opportunity and then they strike hard.'

Professor Jacob Phang, the NUS don heading NUS Enterprise, is, however, unfazed. While acknowledging that entrepreneurs cannot be created, he believes they can be nurtured.

He looks for students with that X-factor: Passion.

'Entrepreneurship is all about passion. Without passion, you wouldn't have the interest, determination or derring-do. Above all else, passion is essential to the making of an entrepreneur,' he tells Insight.

He agrees that it is not easy to spot this quality in a student's year-end grades, so the selection panel looks at a student's achievements outside of his studies.

'We look for something that a student did on his own, that he did with passion. For example, we picked a student union leader, Tay Kae Fong, who set up an online newspaper for the university students.

'He spent hours of his own time doing it, but he did it as a service to his fellow students and also because he was interested in journalism. This is the kind of person we want,' he says.

A chemical engineering student, Mr Tay joined the pioneer batch of students in Silicon Valley four months later. Prof Phang thinks he has a winner in the 24-year-old, as he is a natural leader with passion and derring-do.

The Cambridge-educated, 48-year-old professor should know. He joined the university as an electrical engineering lecturer 22 years ago and, in the early 1990s, broke out of his personal comfort zone as an academic to co-found NUS' first ever spin-off company, Semicaps Corporation, which sells sophisticated scanning microscopes that spot defects in computer components.

Today, his company, which is based in Silicon Valley, employs about 100 staff and has an annual revenue of $20 million.

Based on his own experience, Prof Phang is convinced that the process of nurturing budding entrepreneurs can be accelerated with the right exposure.

His plan seems to be working so far.

The students who have been in Silicon Valley for the past seven months say it has been no holiday. Many describe their experience as 'being thrown into the deep end'.

But still, most of them seem to be keeping afloat, and even swimming well.

Mr Singh and fellow NUS student Shreyan Singh, who also works in Buildfolio, say the academic and entrepreneurial enthusiasm that characterises Silicon Valley entrepreneurs has infected them as well.

Electrical engineering student Tan Ek Tsoon, 24, is working as a software engineer for a medical imaging company, SciImage. He says that besides the business know-how, he is also gaining an understanding of what it takes to succeed in the high-tech capital of the world.

'You learn things like how to build an unfair advantage and how to wage marketing warfare. These are things which you can never pick up from a book.'

Such comments no doubt augur well for the programme, but will these students deliver when they return to Singapore? Will they come back all fired up to start their own companies?

The 14 students say it is likely. Their eyes have been opened to the possibility of venturing out on their own. Mr Tan, for one, hopes to start his own high-tech business as soon as he gets his master's degree in engineering.

Mr Sohrab Singh, Mr Probir Chatterjee, and Mr Jason Teo, 24, are working on a product and business plan to start a company which they say will revolutionise how neighbourhood general practitioners manage their patients. It will improve the level of health-care service dramatically for the man in the street, they say.

Prof Phang says he doesn't mean to throw cold water, but these ideas are likely to fail.

And for wannabe entrepreneurs, that's a good thing.

'That's how you learn. Most venture capitalists I know will not want to put their money on entrepreneurs who have never tried and failed,' he explains.

'Every time you fail, you go back to the drawing board and come up with a better idea or product.'

He says he is already looking at how NUS can incubate some of the business ideas that these students bring back with them.

They may be teamed up with experts from industry who will evaluate the product or idea, and help them package and refine it.

The university will set up 'gap funds' to bring a product from the its research prototype stage to the commercial prototype stage.

Companies taking in the Singapore interns were unwilling to tell Insight more about the projects they were working on, for fear of these ideas being stolen by rival companies.

Some of these sponsoring companies, such as Buildfolio, software company E-Book Systems and medical bioinformatics company Genetic Exchange, have Singapore connections.

The companies are, however, all small start-ups, many of them spin-offs from the universities. 'They are models for the kind of entrepreneurship that NUS wants to encourage in its staff and students,' says Prof Phang.

He also explains why he prefers sending the students to small, rather than big, companies: 'I want them to understand the dynamics of a start-up phase. In a small company, you can bump into the chief executive officer or chief technology officer at least once a week, and maybe even work directly under them.

'These young start-ups also work on a compressed time scale - within a period of 12 to 24 months, they either survive or die. If they don't meet the target, the funding stops. So, it is an intense learning environment for our students.'

Firms which agree to take on the students as interns have to pay them at least US$1,000 (S$1,740) a month. 'If they don't have to pay them, they will give the students unimportant tasks.'

Without batting an eyelid, he declares that getting the programme to seed 10 companies like Creative Technology is 'not an impossible task'.

He notes that within a few years, the programme should be sending about 250 students annually to various entrepreneurship hubs in the world.

'Even if 50 out of the 250 students set up business within five to 10 years, that's a good number,' he says.

He disagrees with Mr Sim Wong Hoo that entrepreneurship cannot be nurtured. But he agrees with Mr Sim that, at some point, an external event triggers the entrepreneur-to-be.

'We are trying to create a condition where there will be many catalysts for many people. If we don't do anything, the next Sim Wong Hoo won't be for a long time.'
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