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Viswanathan and Varun Sivamani now run Semantics3, a thriving data

analytics company in San Francisco.
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oyston Tay and Wu Wen-

xiang are both 32 and

multimillionaires. The Na-

tional University of Singa-

pore (NUS) graduates say
that never in their wildest dreams
did they imagine they would create
a high-tech start-up and go on to
sell it for millions of dollars.

Mr Tay was an electrical engi-
neering student when he signed up
for the NUS Overseas Colleges
(NOC) programme that sends stu-
dents to international business
hubs for a year.

He thought it was a cheap way
to go on a student exchange to Stan-
ford University, as his expenses
would be covered by the salary
from a start-up there.

Mr Wu was doing computer en-
gineering. He thought a year of tak-
ing courses at Stanford University
and working in Silicon Valley
would look good on his curriculum
vitae and improve his chances of
landing a job in a bank after gradua-
tion.

But that year in the red-hot com-
petitive environment of Silicon Val-
ley led to their business idea to cre-
ate software which lets businesses
chat online with customers via
their websites in real time.

“We thought it just didn’t make
sense that businesses were still pick-
ing up phones to complete transac-
tions,” said Mr Tay.

They were on to a winning idea,
but it took several more years of
hard work to create the software, re-
fine it and grow their firm Zopim,
which they started in 2007, shortly
after their stint in Silicon Valley.

It paid off handsomely last April
for them and their three co-found-
ers when American company
Zendesk acquired Zopim for nearly
US$30 million (S$40.1 million).

Both said their year overseas and
the support of their professors were
instrumental to their success.

Mr Tay said unreservedly: “With-
out my one year overseas, there
would be no Zopim.”

Mr Wu added: “If not for the
NOC programme, | would have a
boring job in a bank.”

Their experience contrasts with
early criticism of the university’s
plan to ignite the entrepreneurial
spark in its students.

When NUS launched its plan in
2001, it held up Mr Sim Wong Hoo
as the role model.

But Singapore’s first informa-
tion technology multimillionaire
whose company, Creative Technol-
ogy, listed on the United States
stock exchange Nasdaq in 1992,
sniffed at the idea. Entrepreneurs
are born, not made, he said.

But NUS dons held on to the be-

Mechanical engineering student Daniel Tang, in a San Jose hardware store
with a robot that greets and directs shoppers to products, has impressed
Fellow Robots co-founder James Fahn enough to be a key member of his team.

A self-confessed fan of the NOC programme, Silicon Valley serial entrepreneur
Vijay Tella has hired several NOC students, including NUS Business School

undergraduate Allan Teng.

Start-up success for
students with gumption

An NUS programme that puts undergrads in entrepreneurial hubs is winning fans in Silicon Valley

lief that if they picked students
with guts and gumption and im-
mersed them in the best entrepre-
neurial hubs of the world, it would
work.

Six colleges were set up over the
next 10 years — in the United States,
China, Sweden and Israel. Each had
a different focus with the aim of
nurturing a diverse group of entre-
preneurs. The first one, set up in Sil-
icon Valley in 2001, was targeted at
those keen on high-tech start-ups.

This year, NUS is setting up two
colleges in Europe. With more col-
leges, 300 students will head over-
seas yearly on the programme, up
from the current 200.

But although the context may
change, the content of the pro-
gramme will remain, said Associate
Professor Teo Chee Leong who over-
sees the NOC programme.

Students will take up entrepre-
neurship courses in the partner uni-
versities and work full-time as in-
terns in start-ups.

Although it aims to send more
students overseas, the rigorous se-
lection process will remain.

The 800 to 1,000 students who
apply for the overseas colleges eve-
ry year have to clear several rounds
of interviews.

NUS must be doing something
right, say several US-based entrepre-
neurs, who claim they are fans of
the NOC programme.

Dr Himawan Gunadhi, an Indo-
nesian-born entrepreneur based in
San Francisco who acts as a consult-
ing professor to the NOC pro-
gramme, said it is impressive that
more than 200 companies have
been set up by NOC alumni.

Several have gone on to be suc-
cesses, the two most notable ones
being Zopim and tenCube, a data
protection service reportedly
bought for more than US$10 mil-
lion in 2010 by US security technol-
ogy giant McAfee.

Other NOC alumni start-ups to
watch include Carousell, which
raised US$6 million from investors
led by Sequoia Capital two months
ago.

A more recent NOC fan is
Mr James Fahn, co-founder of Fel-
low Robots based in Plug and Play
Tech Centre, a business accelerator
in Silicon Valley, just a few doors
ifiway from the NUS Enterprise of-

1ce.

Out of curiosity, he walked into
the office one day to find out about
the NUS set-up. He left wanting to
hire the students.

He said mechanical engineering
student Daniel Tang, 23, now a key
member of his team, has been im-
pressive.

Fellow Robots captured media at-
tention recently after it put a robot
in a hardware store in San Jose to
greet shoppers, ask them if they
need help and guide them through
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Zopim founders (from left) Wu Wenxiang, Lim Qing Ru, Royston Tay, Julian Low and Kwok Yang Bin became
millionaires when their live chat software firm was acquired by US company Zendesk for US$30 million last April. All of
them, except Ms Lim, are alumni of the NUS Overseas Colleges (NOC) programme.

NUS BUILDING AN ‘ENTERPRISE ECOSYSTEM'’

A National University of
Singapore (NUS) programme to
mould young entrepreneurs by
setting up colleges in different
business hubs around the world
is set to expand.

The NUS Overseas Colleges
(NOC) programme has sent
1,800 young people to work
and learn in Silicon Valley,
New York, Stockholm, Tel Aviv,
Beijing and Shanghai over the
last 13 years.

Two more will be set up this
year and the university is
considering London, Munich
and Zurich as the locations.
With more colleges, more
students will head overseas.

Currently only 200 of the
800 to 1,000 applicants each
year are chosen for the overseas
stint. Over the next few years,
the number will go up to 300.

Alumni of the overseas
programme are dubbed
“NOCs” and, so far, they have
created about 200 companies.

Professor Lily Chan, who
heads the NUS unit tasked with
developing an entrepreneurial
culture, said the one-year
immersion in start-ups is aimed
at getting students to discover
business possibilities they
might not otherwise have
considered.

NUS has found that NOCs
are more likely than other
graduates to start a business,

and about a third have done so.

The rest have been snapped up
by employers, including the
Economic Development Board
and consulting companies
which note their go-getter
qualities.

Besides providing overseas
immersions, NUS has over the
years built a support system for
student start-ups — from
providing incubation spaces to
helping them source seed
funding and gain access to
overseas markets.

It provides incubation space
on campus and nearby at Block
71, Ayer Rajah Crescent, the
centre of Singapore’s start-up
scene. Currently there are
about 1,000 students involved
in entrepreneurial activities on
campus. NUS plans to provide
more incubator space to grow
this community to 2,500.

Among the new incubator
spaces is the recently
announced Block 71 in San
Francisco. NUS set up the
facility in partnership with the
investment arms of the
Infocomm Development
Authority and SingTel, and it
will be used to support student
start-ups which want to launch

products in the US market or
seek investors there.

The 5,000 sq ft facility,
located in San Francisco's
South of Market district, will
provide co-working space and
meeting rooms for start-ups.
There will also be networking
events for Singapore and US
companies.

NUS president Tan Chorh
Chuan said all these initiatives
are aimed at building in NUS
the “most vibrant university
enterprise ecosystem in Asia”.

He said that while Singapore
continues to attract
multinationals from overseas,
going forward, it has to develop
its own products and have
home-grown companies that
will be successful beyond
Singapore. “For this to happen,
you need more people with the
entrepreneurial bent and the
NUS programmes have been
shown to nurture that can-do
attitude in young people,” he
said.

He added: “We aim to be a
major contributor to
Singapore’s plan to create a
vibrant and productive
enterprise ecosystem — one
which spawns innovation and
creates new economic
opportunities and jobs.”
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the store to the product.

Serial entrepreneur Vijay Tella,
who is on to his fourth start-up, has
employed several NOC students.

His last company Qik, which
provided video streaming on smart-
phones, was acquired by Skype for
more than US$100 million in 2011.

Singapore students have worked
at Qik as well as at his current
start-up Workato.

He said: “When I started Worka-
to, I picked some of the best ele-
ments from my earlier start-ups, in-
cluding a team of Russian engi-
neers and NOC students.”

He said of the students: “The
most important thing in start-ups
is that the team members are hun-
gry and want to learn and grow.
NUS students come with a built-in
drive and hunger.”

Professor Tom Kosnik, who
teaches a course on new venture
creation to NUS students at Stan-
ford University, said by the end of
their year there, the students come
up with several unique business
ideas and are raring to go.

NOC alumnus Varun Sivamani,
one of the three co-founders of Se-
mantics3, a thriving data analytics
company in San Francisco, said
NUS’ support was vital to growing
his idea of providing data to help
businesses figure out their pricing
strategies.

He and his co-founders, all NOC
alumni, spent a year incubating
their idea in Singapore.

By the end of 2012, their idea
was good enough for them to be ac-
cepted into an accelerator pro-
gramme run by Y Combinator, a
prestigious Silicon Valley incuba-
tor.

Soon after, it received
U58500,000 funding from angel in-
vestors in Silicon Valley.

Now his company has 150
clients and is “very profitable”, said
Mr Varun. He called the NOC pro-
gramme “transformational”.

“l would have ended up as a
researcher if not for the NOC,"” said
the former Pioneer Junior College
student.

NUS entrepreneurship professor
Wong Poh Kam said one measure
of the effectiveness of the pro-
gramme is that 7 to 9 per cent of
NOC alumni go on to try setting up
a business, whereas only 1 to 2 per
cent of other NUS students do so.

He said one must also consider
those who go out to work in other
start-ups or in the wider job mar-
ket. Over the years, several manage-
ment consultancies and govern-
ment agencies, such as the Econom-
ic Development Board, have hired
several NOC alumni.

“Not everyone will go on to be
an entrepreneur. But the pro-
gramme would have met its objec-
tive if everyone thinks and acts like
an entrepreneur,” said Prof Wong.

Dr Lily Chan, chief executive
officer of NUS Enterprise, the unit
which oversees all programmes to
nurture entrepreneurship, said the
university is convinced the NOC
programme can help driven and
passionate young people.

“Students may go on the NOC
wanting to beef up their CV to
work in a bank, but they come back
changed - bubbling with ideas and
wanting to do their own thing. Nev-
er mind the job in a bank or MNC
(multinational corporation).”
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