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Ten of the best

Venture capitalists fund HKUST start-ups

Several technology-led HKUST start-ups
seem to be getting the ingredients right
when it comes to attracting funding and

closing deals. This is cheering news for the
would-be “technopreneurs” among us,
particularly now that Hong Kong’s dotcom
frenzy has calmed down.

iSilk is one company incubated at HKUST
to make recent venture capital (VC) headlines.
The 18-month old start-up, which specializes
in groundbreaking software solutions using
natural language processing and artificial
intelligence systems, closed a deal for
US$10 million (HK$78 million) in second-
round funding at the beginning of February.

“The bulk of the funding comes from
imGO, a leading VC investor in wireless
technologies whose shareholders include
Investor AB, Ericsson and Hutchison
Whampoa. Securing this level of support is
great news for iSilk’s future,” says the
company’s founding CEO, Associate
Professor Dekai Wu (Computer Science).

Also in the news is Perception Digital, a
start-up founded in late 1998 by Associate
Professor Jack Lau with colleagues and former
students of HKUST’s Electrical and Electronic
Engineering Department. Perception Digital
secured US$3 million (HK$23.5 million) in
VC funding from private investors in mid-
2000. Sales of its digital jukebox achieved
HK$3 million in the first month after its
launch in December 2000, and the company
has contracts for another 10,000 units.

Four other companies being incubated on
campus—Biodetection, PharmacoGenetics,
Radica Systems and SinoCDN—have won
pre-VC stage “seed” funding under the
Government’s Small Entrepreneur Research
Assistance Program (SERAP). This is a dollar-
for-dollar matching scheme that provides zero
interest loans of up to HK$2 million to small,
technology-based and entrepreneur-driven
ventures deemed by experts to have
“reasonable commercial potential”.

Another HKUST start-up with good

news to share is Googol. Specializing in
motion control systems for industrial
machinery, Googol is operating on first-
round funding from private and institutional
VCs based in Hong Kong and Singapore, and
is now set to expand its marketing and
manufacturing operations in Hong Kong and
Shenzhen.

Prof Tony Eastham (Associate Vice-
President for Research and Development)
believes one of the reasons these start-ups are
“moving ahead so nicely” is that they began
with original and highly marketable core
technologies spun off from frontier University
research.

“The University is now incubating 21
start-ups. One only has to look at the daunting
statistics against new companies making it to
IPO to understand that to have even a handful
doing this well at this stage is really beating the
odds,” says Prof Eastham. “Starting out with
substantive technologies definitely gives our
start-ups an initial competitive advantage.”

Associate Vice-President for Academic
Affairs, Prof Peter Dobson (center), with
(from left to right): Profs John Hulpke
(Management of Organizations); Jimmy
Fung (Mathematics) (4); Mike So (Informa-
tion and Systems Management) (4); Vincent
Poon (Electrical and Electronic Engineering)
(3); Jae Hyon Nahm (Economics); Andrew
Horner (Computer Science) (2); Wei-Min Dai
( C h e m i s t r y ) ;  K i n g - C h u e n  C h o w
( B i o c h e m i s t r y ) ;  K P  R a m a s w a m y
(Accounting) (4); and Jong Hag Choi
(Accounting).  (Numbers in parenthesis indi-
cate times elected.)

Another insight they emphasized is that
teaching is very much a two-way process, with
the students playing a pivotal role in the
classroom dynamic:

“The secret of  my success is good
students! I previously taught in America
where almost anyone can get into university.
Here the standard is higher and HKUST
students are really fun to teach,” says Prof John
Hulpke.

“Firing the students’ imagination is one of
the joys of teaching,” says Prof Andrew Horner.

“I keep a careful eye out for students who
are struggling. And I am always willing to go
over concepts in greater detail and at a slower
pace in my ‘surgery’ hours if there is not
enough time to do so during the lecture,” says
Prof Jimmy Fung.

“My students have taught me how to bring

Ten HKUST faculty members were
honored by their students at the prize-
giving ceremony of the Best 10

Lecturers Election 2000 on 23 February.
Now in its sixth year, this independent

student initiative has become a popular fixture
in the University calendar. It is organized by
VERTEX, House II Students’ Association to
give HKUST undergraduates a chance to
show their appreciation of good teaching.

Nearly 30% of  the undergraduate
population voted this time, casting a total of
4,107 votes (they could cast up to three votes
each) for 424 out of the 503 eligible lecturers.
The voting was conducted online over the
Student Intranet from 27 November to
1 December 2000.

The final line-up was divided evenly
between newcomers to the award and repeat
favorites, three of whom were elected for the
fourth time. When interviewed, the 10 shared
a general consensus as to the five key qualities
that contribute to their success as teachers:
good communication; enthusiasm for one’s
subject; interesting notes and assignments;
case studies relating the academic concepts to
real life; and being accessible to students
(through labs, tutorials, e-mail and/or
individual appointments as well as in core
lecture hours).

joy, imagination and optimism into the
classroom along with hard work and good
preparation. Mutual communication, care
and encouragement are all part of the recipe,”
says Prof Vincent Poon.


