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L.C. Smith CoLLege of engineering 
and Computer Science graduate student 
Luis romo ’10, g’12 came to the United 
States from Colombia as a child. As a 
high school student on Long island, he 
dreamed of forming his own engineering 
firm. Last year, while working on a mas-
ter’s degree in biomedical engineering, 
he took What’s the Big idea?, an elective 
course in entrepreneurship. today, romo 
is chief executive officer of helios inno-
vative technologies, a high-profile start-
up in ultraviolet sterilization technology. 
“the progression from concept to corpo-
ration took only 18 months, and now we’re 
on the brink of a product launch,” he says. 
“none of this could’ve happened without 
the stimulus of that one elective course 
and critical support each step of the way.”

the success of helios and other student start-ups reflects the 
University’s effort to give every student access to entrepreneur-
ial training. SU was well prepared to take on this challenge when 
it accepted the ewing marion Kauffman foundation’s $3 million, 
five-year grant in 2006. the Whitman School of management 
is a national leader in entrepreneurship education, and other SU 
schools and colleges can also claim an entrepreneurial presence. 
to oversee vast curricular change and other objectives of the 
Kauffman grant, the University formed enitiative, an SU-led part-
nership of Central new York colleges headed by Bruce Kingma, 

associate provost for entrepreneurship 
and innovation (see “insights on entre-
preneurial Partnerships,” page 41).

Under Kingma’s leadership through 
enitiative, there was a coordinated ef-
fort by faculty members to integrate 
entrepreneurial components into vir-
tually every discipline. Altogether, 
39 new courses were created, and 
more than 100 others were modified 
to incorporate entrepreneurial per-
spectives. Workshops were offered 
to faculty who wanted to implement 
entrepreneurial principles and tech-
niques in their courses. “in 2007, some 
2,000 students were taking courses in 
entrepreneurship,” Kingma says. “to-
day the figure is closer to 7,000, and 
there has been a striking change in at-

titude. Students see entrepreneurship in an entirely new light—as 
a minor for almost any major, and a source of career flexibility. the 
entrepreneurial spirit feeds on itself.”

Developments at SU have reflected a broad trend on Ameri-
can campuses that Kauffman meticulously tracks. there has been 
a surge among students in launching their own businesses, and 
many schools are ramping up support for budding entrepreneurs. 
on the hill, entrepreneurship gained critical mass when enitiative 
created the raymond von Dran innovation and Disruptive entre-
preneurship Accelerator (iDeA), named in honor of the late dean 
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Five years aFter 
the University 
launched a major 
initiative to expand 
entrepreneurship on 
campus, innovative 
student ventures are 
surging forward 

By tom raynor
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InsIghts on EntrEprEnEurIal 
partnErshIps
In the beginning, Enitiative was driven by two 
goals: the revitalization of the entrepreneurship 
curriculum and the creation of entrepreneurial 
campus-community partnerships to advance 
Syracuse University’s strategy of Scholarship in 
Action. These ventures led to what has been called 
the “Syracuse Miracle”— an economic, cultural, and 
environmental transformation in the Central New 
York community. They have also provided scholars 
with innovative teaching platforms, and grist for a 
growing number of research monographs. Bruce 
Kingma, associate provost for entrepreneurship 

and innovation, collected 
nine of these papers in a 
volume that offers varied 
perspectives on community 
engagement: Academic 
Entrepreneurship and 
Community Engagement: 
Scholarship in Action and the 
Syracuse Miracle (Edward 
Elgar Publishing, 2011).
The collection’s first 
section features studies 
of corporate-university 
partnerships, student 

technology-company programs, and new models for 
supporting technology transfer. The second section 
includes writings on transforming a law clinic to aid 
community entrepreneurs, supporting successful 
entrepreneurs in distressed communities, and 
publishing a community newspaper in partnership 
with residents. The final section focuses on services 
for entrepreneurs with disabilities, programs for 
veterans, sources of innovation 
and entrepreneurship among 
adults, and an entrepreneurial 
program that provides teacher 
education.

of the School of information Studies (iSchool). iDeA in-
cludes three components:  courses, seed funding, and the 
iDeA Student Sandbox. the sandbox is an incubator for 
student start-ups in the tech garden, a downtown Syra-
cuse space that hosts technology-driven ventures by up-
state new York entrepreneurs. in the student sandbox, 
each team is assigned up to five mentors—a mix that 
may include entrepreneurs, academics, technologists, 
subject matter experts, attorneys, and accountants. 
“our method is to surround students with a powerful 
network,” says John Liddy, a full-time entrepreneur-in-
residence. “our goal is to produce revenue-generating 
entities, investment-ready firms, or viable nonprofit or-
ganizations.”

forty-two student companies, involving 102 students, 
have gone through the iDeA Student Sandbox since 
2009. eighteen of the ventures are still in business—a 
43 percent success rate. in 2011, students represent-
ing nine upstate new York 
schools and colleges were 
at work in the sandbox, and 
BrandYourself, an online repu-
tation management start-up, 
became the first company to 
“graduate” and begin paying 
rent for its space in the tech 
garden.

While the Kauffman grant 
will formally conclude on 
June 30, new arrangements 
and options are emerging for 
enitiative. the U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce recently 
designated SU as an econom-
ic Development Administration University Center, with 
a $500,000 grant aimed at launching student ventures 
throughout upstate new York. “this is an acknowledg-
ment of the success of what we’ve been doing,” says 
Kingma, who estimates that the designation and funding 
will translate into more than 50 new student businesses 
a year.

Looking back on its five-year span, one could argue 
that few grants in SU history have had a more striking 
impact than the Kauffman foundation grant. “We’re 
striving to create a seamless entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem,” says Stacey Keefe ’99, g’06, executive director of 
enitiative. “Students are aware of it, and we want them 
all to feel welcome to tap into it. At the same time, the 
system is capable of launching and supporting the most 
ambitious types of projects—ventures that will make a 
difference in our lives while advancing our economy.”

Our method is to surround 

students with a powerful 

network. Our goal is to produce 

revenue-generating entities...”

 —John Liddy, entrepreneur-in-residence

Following is a look at 
four student start-ups >>
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it StArteD SimPLY enoUgh. in fALL 
2008, newhouse School student Patrick 
Ambron ’09 was commiserating with his 
friend Pete Kistler ’10, an iSchool student 
who had been turned down for an internship. 
it was not the first such experience for Kis-
tler. Prospective employers and others who 
googled him invariably received results on a 
convicted felon with the same name. he was 
an innocent victim of digital circumstance. 

Ambron, who has a background in search 
engine optimization, helped his friend re-
solve the issue once and for all. “it’s easy 
enough if you have the skills,” he says. “But 
then we started thinking about all those peo-
ple out there with a similar problem and no 
recourse. And we decided to create the first 
do-it-yourself platform for those who want 
some degree of control over searches done 
on their name.” the result was BrandYour-
self, the first online reputation-management 
company (brandyourself.com). other stu-
dents involved in its founding and develop-
ment include iSchool graduate r.J. Sherman 
’09, and trace Cohen ’11 and evan mcgowan-
Watson ’12 of the Whitman School.  

in spring 2009, they got down to serious 
business. their business plan captured sec-
ond place and a cash prize of $10,000 in the 
Panasci Business Plan Competition, spon-

sored by the Whitman School. they began 
building the first version of their software 
product, and they were among the first five 
start-ups selected to participate in the iDeA 
Student Sandbox. “our 12 weeks in the 
sandbox that summer were decisive,” Am-
bron says. “they gave us invaluable guid-
ance at a critical time in our development.” 

With the release of the first version of 
its software in early 2010, BrandYour-
self gained traction, attracting more than 
20,000 customers and reaching a posi-
tive cash flow. “We had proved there was 
a need,” Ambron says, “and we proved we 
could get the product out.” in April 2011, 
BrandYourself received widespread atten-
tion by winning the $200,000 grand prize 
in new York’s Creative Core emerging 
Business Competition, sponsored by m&t 
Bank and new York State Business Devel-
opment Corporation. in the ensuing weeks, 
the company raised $1.5 million more in 
venture capital. “At last, we could step 
back, make the team stronger by hiring 
top-notch engineers, and focus on building 
the next version of our product,” Ambron 
says. they launched the latest version of 
the product this spring. “We’re confident it 
will blow our previous success out of the 
water,” Ambron says.

Patrick Ambron ’09 
(left) and evan mcgowan-
Watson ’12 look on as Pete 
Kistler ’10 discusses a feature on 
the BrandYourself.com web site.

take Charge of Your reputation
Patrick Ambron ’09, President and CEO, BrandYourself Inc. 

“They gave us invalu-

able guidance at a 

critical time in our 

development.”
 —Patrick Ambron ’09

Photo by John Dowling
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in SPring 2011, LUiS romo ’10, g’12 WAS 
working on a master’s degree in bioengin-
eering when he met nick garritano ’12, an 
industrial design major, in the introductory 
entrepreneurship course, What’s the Big 
idea? the pair decided to collaborate on an 
idea of mutual interest. romo’s friend, tags 
niepa g’13, a doctoral student in chemical 
engineering, joined them to form a team. 
“We discovered we all share the same pas-
sion for improving the quality of life through 
technology,” romo says. “it’s what drives us; 
it resonates through everything we do.”

their “idea” became their project. they 
developed a unique ultraviolet engineer-
ing technology to be used for the steriliza-
tion of medical tools and equipment. in may 
2011, their prototype won the grand prize in 
the new York State Business Plan Competi-
tion, securing $50,000 in seed funding. Last 
summer, helios entered the iDeA Student 
Sandbox, gaining access to its network of 
advisors in professional and technical fields. 
During this time, discussions among part-
ners and advisors resulted in what is called a 
“pivot” in start-up parlance—a basic change 
in a plan or product. “in order to minimize 
our development costs, we had to set aside 
our device for medical tools and focus on a 

new product,” romo says. 
the new product is an automated system 

that sterilizes door handles with ultraviolet 
light. the prototype was built by the team in 
its 10-by-10-foot cubicle. “We’re continuing 
to partner with manufacturers and hospitals, 
including Syracuse VA and Upstate, to pre-
pare a market-ready product,” romo says. 
“All of our efforts are geared to this goal.”

in the meantime, helios has garnered 
attention and praise in many quarters. Last 
november, the company was included in 
global entrepreneurship Week’s roster of 
50 most promising start-ups, chosen from 
ventures representing more than 60 coun-
tries. in January, romo was invited to the 
White house to participate in the north-
east Business Leaders forum on Jobs and 
the economy. todd Park, the chief technol-
ogy officer of the U.S. Department of health 
and human Services, has high expectations 
for the venture. referring to the door-handle 
sanitizer at a press conference, Park said, “it 
captures in a nutshell why i’m so optimistic 
about health care right now. entrepreneurs 
like Luis romo, companies like helios, apply 
ingenuity and solve problems that will im-
prove health care and create jobs at the 
same time.”

share your talents
Calling all alumni innovators, 
entrepreneurs, and new venture 
owners! Are you willing to mentor 
a student company? 
Will you share your story in 
any of 160 entrepreneurship 
courses across campus? 

Would you like to have 
your story told on the 
entrepreneurship web site 
(www.cnyentrepreneurship.com)? 
Contact Bruce Kingma at 
brkingma@syr.edu.

germ Free
Luis Romo ’10, G’12, Founder and CEO, Helios Innovative Technologies Inc.

tags niepa g’13 (left), 
nick garritano ’12, and 
Luis romo ’10, g’12 pose 
next to their automated 
door-handle sterilizing 
system. through the 
use of ultraviolet light 
technology, they aim 
to help prevent the 
spread of deadly 
hospital-acquired 
infections.

Photo by John Dowling
4

Syracuse University Magazine, Vol. 29, Iss. 1 [2012], Art. 10

https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol29/iss1/10



44 Syracuse University magazine

tWo SAD fAmiLY oCCASionS LeD John herB ’15—A 
high school student in rochester, new York, at the time—
to devise a service, invent a product, and form Pictonet 
LLC, a company that scans photographs and provides 
users with a wide array of capabilities. in 2009, herb’s 
great uncle Pete died, leaving a collection of more than 
6,000 photos documenting six decades of family his-
tory. herb took on the task of scanning and organizing 
the collection, using facial recognition software. When 
his grandfather died later that year, herb was able to 
quickly identify him in hundreds of photos, which he used 
to create a memorial for the wake. “When family mem-
bers began asking me to scan their pictures, i realized this 
could be the genesis of a great business,” he says.

herb’s brother, Larry, then majoring in interactive new 
media development at rochester institute of technol-
ogy, suggested they build a private family social media 
site that would provide a place to process and store im-
ages and perform related services for family members, 
near and far. “this insight was the catalyst for Pictonet,” 
herb says. “my idea morphed into the family social 
media business model, with the photo-scanning busi-

ness becoming the hook for acquiring a user-base.”
When he entered the iSchool last fall, herb was as-

signed to the Creativity, innovation, and entrepreneur-
ship Learning Community. “Living with others who 
share my drive to build a business has been inspiring,” 
says herb, an information management and technology 
major. “it’s given me added motivation to forge ahead 
and confront obstacles.” for his fall semester project 
in What’s the Big idea?, he refined his business model. 
this spring, he enrolled in the demanding idea2StartUp 
course in the iDeA Student Sandbox, where the goal 
was a ready-to-start venture by semester’s end. 

At the same time, herb has been setting up and re-
fining the operations side of his business with help from 
his sister, Kristina ’13, who is majoring in finance, entre-
preneurship, and information technology. they have 
begun taking orders from friends, family, and members 
of the learning community. this spring, they will launch 
their family social media site. “i’ve come a long way in a 
short time,” herb says. “thanks to SU, i feel more con-
fident than ever that Pictonet can become a meaning-
ful business.” 

John herb ’15 
and his sister, 
Kristina ’13, are 
developing a 
family social 
media business 
designed to 
assist users 
with scanning 
and organizing 
photographs.

social Media as a Family affair
John Herb ’15, Co-Founder and President, PictoNet LLC

Photo by Steve Sartori
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“
DeBorAh LittLe ’15 mAY not hAVe reALizeD 
it, but she’s been assembling the pieces of an en-
trepreneurial career for years. “now it seems to 
have been my destiny all along,” she says. After 
graduating from henninger high School in Syra-
cuse in 1981, Little followed her desire to discover 

the world. She entered the airline in-
dustry and came to know it from the 
perspectives of customer service rep-
resentative, flight attendant, and hu-
man resources specialist. “everything 
in the industry is done by the book—as 
it has to be,” Little says. “But as much 
as i loved my work, i needed more 
room for creativity.” 

After more than a decade with the 
airlines, she became a partner in a 

fledgling real estate and appraisal firm in Syracuse. 
“instead of following standard operating procedure, 
we invented the rules as we grew the company,” she 
says. “And it was a liberating experience.” in a field 
where success depends on communication and 
networking, Little thrived. She served on corpo-
rate and community boards, including the board of 
directors of the Syracuse Chamber of Commerce. 
in 1997, she won a seat on the Syracuse Common 

Council. But she lost her bid for re-election two 
years later. “i was bitterly disappointed,” she says, 
“and i did some serious soul-searching.”

reviewing her varied work experience, Little saw 
herself as a self-starter and skilled manager with a 
gift for inspiring confidence in others—traits that 
are valued in every organization. She came up with 
the idea for a company that would provide profes-
sional training and development services to corpo-
rate and nonprofit groups. her friends were strongly 
supportive of the notion. they included floyd Little 
’67, the SU football legend and member of the Pro 
football hall of fame, whom she married in 2003. 
two years later, in Seattle, she formed touchdown 
Presentations. She won long-term contracts for pro-
grams ranging from team-building to career-aware-
ness with clients that included the City of Seattle 
and the federal Way (Washington) School District.

When the Littles returned to Syracuse last fall, she 
enrolled in the undergraduate information manage-
ment and technology program at the iSchool. “With 
the degree, i’ll gain the structure, the hard skills, and 
the solid foundation i need to advance touchdown 
Presentations in this community and around the 
country,” she says. “We’re encouraged to think big 
here, and i’m doing just that.”

shaping Futures
DeBorah Little ’15, Founder and President, Touchdown Presentations LLC

We’re encouraged to 

think big here, and 

I’m doing just that.”
  —DeBorah Little ’15

Photo by Steve Sartori
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