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NUS’ budding entrepreneurs
resume overseas internships

They are among first
NUS students to do
stints abroad since
pandemic began

SandraDavie
Senior Education
Correspondent

National University of Singapore
(NUS) students Augustine Chia
and Alvin Tay were part of a seven-
member team that came up with
an idea for a 3D-printed cus-
tomised mask for children suffer-
ing from sleep apnea.

The continuous positive airway
pressure mask went on to win two
awards, including the James Dyson
national award lastyear.

The two biomedical engineering
students, whoare passionate about
medical technology solutions to
help people, and their teammates
are keen to improve the product
and takeit to market.

Realising they needed to learn
more about product development,
marketing and securing investors,
they signed up for the NUS Over-
seas Colleges (NOC) programme in
January this year despite being told
itwould be conducted online.

Under the programme, which
aims to nurture entrepreneurs,
they went on to work with start-
ups in Stockholm, a city known for
itsmedical technology start-ups.

Before Covid-19, about 300 stu-
dents would head out yearly to dif-
ferent business nodes in the world,
including Silicon Valley, New York
City, Stockholm and Israel, to work
in start-ups and take up courses in
partner universities.

Last week, Mr Chia and Mr Tay,
both 24, flew to Stockholm with
three other students to work with

the firms they had been interning
with remotely. They are among the
first NUS students to resume stu-
dent exchanges and internships
since March lastyear, when several
hundred NUS students overseas
were asked to return home amid
the Covid-19 pandemic.

NOC officials said about 80 stu-
dents will leave over the next four
months for Silicon Valley, New
York, Stockholm, Munich and
Toronto as part of the programme.

Professor Chee Yeow Meng, asso-
ciate vice-president of innovation
and enterprise at NUS and director
of NOC, said the programme has
been an influential force behind
start-ups here, including two uni-
corns — PatSnap and Carousell -
which refer to start-ups valued at

over US$1 billion.

That iswhy NUS felt it was impor-
tant to keep the programme going
despite the travel disruptions
brought on by Covid-19. The NOC
team replicated as much of the
overseas experience as possible.

Said Prof Chee: “But we also
asked ourselves whether we can
still keep to the purpose and rigour
of the programme, operating in
pandemicmode.

“Byhaving students do remote in-
ternships for start-ups in NOCloca-
tions, and for them to have access
to the same slate of mentors and
coaches in those locations as be-
fore, we found we can achieve the
same purpose and rigour.”

But Prof Chee added that NUS
switched back to overseas attach-

ments as soon as it became possi-
ble for students to travel again.

“Werecognise there are some ele-
ments of overseas experience that
cannot be replicated. Being in a
new place drives a spirit of adven-
ture and curiosity. If we can pro-
vide this experience, even for a few
months, we should do so.”

Mr Chia, who will continue his
internship as a business develop-
ment associate in a medical tech
company in Stockholm, said: “De-
spite working online and in a dif-
ferent time zone, they kept me
busyand]Ilearntalot. Butit’snoth-
ing like being in the same office as
your colleagues — it will be amuch
more intense working environ-
ment and [ am sure [ will learn so
much more.”
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some elements of
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aspiritof adventure and
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provide this experience,
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National University of Singapore
students Augustine Chia (far left) and
Alvin Tay, who are interning in
Stockholm, with a mask for children
with sleep apnea they helped come
up with. PHOTO: AUGUSTINE CHIA

NUS officials said various mea-
sures have been put in place to en-
sure the safety of the students. Be-
sides allowing only vaccinated stu-
dents to travel, NUS said it will mon-
itor their health and wellness, and
will not hesitate to bring them
home ifthe situation warrants it.

Despite the pandemic causing
major disruptions, Prof Chee said it
has also spurred entrepreneurs to
come upwith bold, new ideas.

He added: “Something happens
to our students when they head
overseas — they come back bub-
bling with ideas and, more impor-
tantly, the derring-do, know-how
and confidence to turn these ideas
into products.”
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