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A CHILDHOOD love for nature 
and biology became a natural 
nudge for Dr Karen Crasta to pur-
sue a career in science. Today, she 
is a cancer biologist whose work 
brings hope to those affiliated 
with the dreaded disease.

Her current work involves  
understanding how tumours  
happen, and also ways to over-
come chemotherapy drug resist-
ance. 

Imparting knowledge
Dr Crasta is primarily based at the 
Nanyang Technological Universi-
ty’s (NTU) Lee Kong Chian School 
of Medicine as a principal inves-
tigator. There, she leads a team of 
scientists — PhD students, under-
graduate students on attachment, 
research assistants, and postdoc-
toral fellows — on research work.

She says: “We are like a fami-
ly. I am a mentor to them and do 
my best to develop their skills and 
knowledge in science, and equip 
them to do science independently. 

“We have a fun atmosphere in 
the lab where everyone enjoys 
doing the work as they believe in 
the value of it, and there is always 
some intellectual discussion and 
debate going on.”

On top of research work, Dr 
Crasta teaches medical under-
graduates and postgraduate  
students. She also sits on several  
committees, where she gets to 
“meet new people and come up 
with new ideas and strategies to 
shape research and education”.

As part of her work, she  
regularly collaborates with hos-
pital clinicians, where she has 
the opportunity to translate her 
lab work to real-life applications. 

Research that helps people

For instance, she works closely 
with medical doctors on projects  
involving ageing studies, liver 
cancer and osteoarthritis.

Thirst for knowledge
Dr Crasta also holds a joint  
appointment at the A*Star Insti-
tute of Molecular and Cell Biology 
(IMCB).

She says: “My joint appoint-
ment with IMCB has helped me 
greatly in my current research. 
The work environment at A*Star 
is collegial and provides avenues 
for interaction not only with 
world-class scientists at IMCB, 
but other institutes such as the 
Genome Institute of Singapore 
and Institute for Medical Biology 
at Biopolis.

While on her AIF at the Dana-
Farber Cancer Institute at 
Harvard Medical School,  
Dr Crasta made a discovery that 
linked chromosome segregation 
errors to DNA damage that can 
potentially lead to mutations and 
cancer. PHOTO: CHONG JUN LIANG

An all-rounder, Ms Chong is also a national gymnast who garnered 
gold at the 2015 SEA Games. She likes that her teachers offer creative 
ways to immerse students in the cultures of the languages they are 
learning. PHOTOS: MEGAN CHONG, CHONG JUN LIANG

Scientist Karen 
Crasta’s work is a 
boon for cancer 
sufferers

My lab research 
findings are further 
strengthened by 
the state-of-the-
art facilities and 
my lab has trained 
bright undergraduate 
students and returning 
A*Star scholars.

As someone who 
has been given the 
opportunity to have a 
good education, I really 
hope that I can help 
these (disadvantaged) 
communities more in 
the future.
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“My lab research findings are 
further strengthened by the state-
of-the-art facilities and my lab 
has trained bright undergraduate  
students and returning A*Star 
scholars.”

The A*Star International  
Fellowship (AIF) in 2009 made 
her current work possible, allow-
ing her to pursue her research at 
the world-renowned Dana-Far-
ber Cancer Institute at Harvard  
Medical School over two years.

There, she made a discovery 
that linked chromosome segre-
gation errors to DNA damage that 
can potentially lead to mutations 
and cancer, a finding that  — ac-
cording to the Essential Science 
Indicators (Thomson Reuters) — 
ranks as one of the top 50 papers 

in the cancer biology field inter-
nationally.

The AIF also made it possible to 
start her own lab upon returning 
to Singapore.

Prior to the fellowship, she  
already held a PhD in cell cycle 
regulation.

Helping to fight cancer
Dr Crasta advises those keen to 
become scientists that research 
is never straightforward and that 
one must keep trying even after 
failures. 

She adds: “Hypotheses may 
turn out to be wrong but that 
shouldn’t stop one from pursuing 
the problem. From another per-
spective, it could lead to some-
thing novel and interesting.”

Setting future goals

ESSEC Business School under-
graduate Megan Chong is proof 
that students do not have to leave 
home to enjoy an enriching inter-
national education experience.

The 20-year-old, a Raffles Insti-
tution alumna, is studying for a 
Global BBA (Bachelor of Business 
Administration) at the French 
business school’s Asia Pacific 
campus in Singapore. 

Just into her second year, Ms 
Chong has already picked up an 
array of academic and interper-
sonal skills, learnt two new lan-
guages, and worked and volun-
teered in two countries. 

She was awarded ESSEC’s Sin-
gaporean Scholarship (Singapore 
Track), which covers 50 to 75 per 
cent of the school’s total tuition 
fees. 

The bond-free scholarship is 
open to Singaporean students 
who have applied for the Global 
BBA programme, and have been 
offered a place on the school’s 
Singapore Track system. 

Global perspective
ESSEC is AACSB- and EQUIS- 
accredited, and has been offering 
the Global BBA at its campus in 
France for more than 40 years. 

Ms Chong says the most inter-
esting module she has studied so 
far in the programme is financial 
management, as her professor 
made complex concepts easy to 
understand. Having worked in 
the industry as an analyst previ-
ously, the professor also shared 
interesting insights from her work 
experiences. 

Global BBA students are ex-
pected to learn three languages; 
French and English are compul-
sory for non-native speakers.

Ms Chong enjoys her Japanese 
and French language classes as 
her teachers offer creative ways to 
immerse students in the cultures 
of the languages they are learning.

For example, her Japanese 
teacher encourages the class to 
attend interesting events at the 
Japanese Association. Ms Chong 
has since taken part in two Ni-
hongo De Asobou competitions 
(Japanese language games), a tra-
ditional Japanese tea ceremony 
and a kimono show.

ESSEC also requires its Global 
BBA students to go on internships 
and social work projects around 
the world. 

In 2015, Ms Chong worked as 
an accounting and marketing in-
tern at a real estate company in 
Seattle, Washington. 

Last June, she went on a one-
month humanitarian project to 
Hanoi, Vietnam, to teach English 
to disadvantaged children and 
adults living on the outskirts of 
the city. 

“As someone who has been giv-
en the opportunity to have a good 
education, I really hope that I can 
help these communities more in 
the future,” she says.

Making an impact
ESSEC’s interactive pedagogi-

cal approach and environment 
were relatively different from Ms 
Chong’s previous education expe-
riences.

Her keenness to learn extends 
to the vibrant cultural exchange 
she shares with her fellow school-
mates from around the world.

In particular, studying at ESSEC 
has given her the opportunity to 
experience French culture and 
gain a better understanding of 
their way of life. 

Ms Chong, a national gymnast 
who won the gold medal at the 
2015 SEA Games for Rhythmic 
Gymnastics, was inspired to start 
a recreational hip-hop dance club 
in her school. 

After months of preparation, 
she was heartened that many 
students came to support her 
initiative during the club’s first 
session. 

She says: “I realised that my 
efforts had a bigger impact than 
I had imagined. The club served 
as a platform for the new stu-
dents to bond over a shared pas-
sion, and a comfortable place to 
let loose and destress. Now, it is 
growing and bringing joy to more 
people.”

Ms Chong hopes to equip her-
self with the necessary skills and 
knowledge to start a social busi-
ness one day.

“I want to make a difference in 
others’ lives,” she says.

Other challenges that she faces  
include being able to meet the 
quality and quantity of work 
needed for journal publication, as 
well as competition for research 
funding.

However, the knowledge that 
her work will be one day be trans-
lated to therapies in clinics for 
patients to improve their quality 
of life pushes her on. By under-
standing how cells form tumours 
and escape killing by chemother-
apy, her research can potentially 
lead to solutions for circumvent-
ing the cancer cells’ routes of  
escape from cell death after 
chemotherapy treatment.

Dr Crasta’s passion for solving 
scientific problems and sharing 
her knowledge also motivates 

her. After all, it was these traits 
that propelled her to seeking 
the scholarship and becoming a  
scientist.

She says: “I love that it gives me 
the freedom to pursue questions 
in science that I’m specifically  
interested and excited about, and 
the means to assemble a team 
whose members have the same 
vision.

“I also love that it gives me  
opportunities to contribute to  
education, which I feel is my small 
way of having an impact and 
hopefully making a difference in 
the lives of the young students 
I encounter. And the fact that I 
get to interact with people from 
all sectors, clinicians, engineers,  
students and other scientists.”

Dedicated to the study of socio-political, security and economic trends 
and developments in Southeast Asia and its wider geostrategic and 
economic environment.

TUN DATO SIR CHENG-LOCK TAN
M.A. SCHOLARSHIPS 2017

Applications for scholarships are invited for MA studies in the following areas of study:

Southeast Asian Studies, Political Science and International 
Relations, Economics, Sociology, Anthropology, History, 
Geography, Archaeology/Archaeological Science and other 
relevant subjects

Terms of Awards:
• The scholarship is tenable at reputable universities overseas or in Singapore
• Tuition and other compulsory fees
• Monthly maintenance allowance
• Thesis allowance
• Fieldwork allowance
• Medical Insurance
• Return air passage (if applicable)
• Successful candidates will be attached to ISEAS for one year following completion of

their studies

Eligibility:
Candidates should:
(a) Be Singapore citizens or permanent residents
(b) Be in possession of a good honours degree (or professional qualifications of

equivalent standing) in a relevant subject
(c) Have a consistently good academic record and
(d) Be prepared to take up courses and/or carry out research on Southeast Asia

Candidates who have obtained university admission in 2017 and who meet the above 
requirements are also eligible to apply.  Applicants should submit a cover letter, full CV, 
two letters of reference, educational certificates and transcripts, a research proposal or a 
statement of purpose in pursuing the MA degree, and a passport-sized photograph. 
Please send applications to:

Head, Administration
ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute

30 Heng Mui Keng Terrace
Singapore 119614

Tel No: 67780955, Fax No: 67756264

Closing Date: 15 February 2017     

Only shortlisted candidates will be noti�ed

This scholarship is funded by the Tun Dato Sir Cheng-Lock Tan Trust Fund, Singapore
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