
 

This issue of contains notes from vibrant campuses around the world: 

- peek in the student founder database (Georgetown U); 

- hear from a true innovator on campus (MIT); 

- early stage engineering faculty startups (University of Texas);  

- some thoughts from a higher ed VC (NY City); 

- Campus greenspace in Singapore (Nanyang Technological U) and... 

 

Also, student startups in Chicago, global internationalization policies, 

India’s plan to build 20 world class universities, and Forbes  The World’s 

Billionaires list. Enjoy. 

 
STUDENT FOUNDER DATABASE:  SWEETGREEN (Georgetown U) 

Our database of high growth ventures created by students includes well 

known firms such as Google (GOOG | NYSE), Facebook (FB | NASDAQ) 

and FedEx (FDX | NYSE). All killer enterprises, however, countless 

lesser known, but innovative and successful firms, often still growing, 

populate our expanding database.  

 

Many will change industries and surprise incumbents (Dell Inc). Some 

will fail but serve as canaries in the coal mine heralding changes to come 

(Napster) while others will be acquired or go public. Often the founders 

and their business models are just plain fascinating (Andrew Mason and 

GRPN  |NASDAQ) .  

 

Meet SWEETGREEN  - an 

innovative  fast casual salad 

restaurant sourcing produce 

locally. The venture was created 

by 3 undergraduate students 

(Nicolas Jammet, Nathaniel Ru, 

and Jonathan Neman) at 
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Georgetown University in Washington DC.  

 

Sweetgreen targets a clear niche: urban,  healthy, environmentally 

conscious consumers with a clear value proposition and brand that is 

visible in all they do for their customers and their stakeholders (local 

farms, communities, etc). From recycled packaging and seating to 

signage and the product itself -- there is clarity in what they do. 

 

The startup has raised more 

than $75 million in funding in 

less than 3 years. See all  of their 

locations in generally high 

income, growth oriented regions in the US (VA, MD, DC, MA, CA, PA, 

NY).  

 

Would McDonalds (MCD | NYSE), Yum! Brands (YUM | NYSE) or 

Chipotle (CMG | NYSE) go for some growth and greening of their brands 

and supply chains with an acquisition? Looks like a no brainer -- think 

(KO | NYSE) The Coca-Cola Co buying Honest Tea). 

 

Here is an ‘old’ article from 2013 on Sweetgreen, its genesis, and what 

makes it unique.  

 

Our database and research finds that food and beverage ventures are a 

popular area for student entrepreneurs at US campuses. From Nantucket 

Nectars to Sweetgreen, it is clear that campus is open to innovations in 

food and beverage.  

 

BTW, Campbell Soup (CPB | 

NYSE), the consumer food giant, 

recently announced a $125 million 

(US) fund to invest in food startups. 

Wonder how many of the old guys 

lurking by campus foodtrucks, 

watching what students are eating, 

making and selling, are corporate 

VCs? 

 

Extra one in the food space -- the most recent winner of the University of 

Chicago’s annual business contest (more on the New Venture Challenge 

later) was in the food space. Tovala, known as Maestro at the competition, 
is presenting itself as the ‘keurig of food.’ The venture delivers healthy 

and delicious meals, ready to cook, in their Tovala hardware (a special 
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‘smart’ convection oven). Their meals are designed specifically for their 

machine. Tovala is currently on kickstarter, having raised over $250,000 

so far (well beyond their $100,000 goal). Crowdfunding is another clear 

trend on campus, for raising funds, but also for validation and marketing 

and more.  

 

VIEW FROM AN INNOVATOR ON CAMPUS (MIT) 

 

Joi Ito, director of the famous MIT Media Lab, gives an interesting 

interview on the future of Design, Learning and Science to the Xconomy 

team out of Boston. The interview is worth checking out with snippets 

like this: 

ITO: “Right now, the three areas I’d say we are primarily working on are 

the Future of Science, the Future of Design, and the Future of Learning. 

And they’re all related. I think the way that scientific research works is at 

risk...  

Funding has been somewhat siloed 

and vertical and scattered. But the 

problems are becoming so 

complex that these larger labs, like 

George Church’s lab and Bob 

Langer’s lab, and Ed Boyden’s lab, 

where you have the engineer and 

the computer scientist and the 

robotics guy and the synthetic 

biologist and the material science 

guy all working together is very 

difficult to do when you have very 

small, very narrow labs.  

[Xconomy Editor’s note: Church is at Harvard, Langer and Boyden at 

MIT. Boyden is the only one at the Media Lab itself, heading its Synthetic 

Neurobiology research group, which among other things studies the brain 

and cognition.] 

It [the traditional, peer-review model] works for some things, and that’s 

great, but there are certain real low-hanging fruit opportunities. I think a 

lot of it is in the biomedical area, like the Center for Extreme Bionics, 

which, for us, is medicine and robotics and AI and tissue science, and all 
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of these different sciences coming together to eliminate human 

disabilities.” 

Extreme Bionics -- these folks are BIG thinkers -- and highlights Ito’s 

call and efforts to break down silos. On a more mundane level, it’s a solid 

sign that Ito, an outsider to higher ed, is now shaping programming, 

offering pointed insights on the deficiencies of our system and taking 

action to help bring more, real societal and economic value from the 

campus.  

Ito also discusses how people learn and the type of learning 

environments we need in a world full of disruptive opportunities and 

challenges. From the interview: 

ITO: “The learning piece is also really important. In a funny way, since 

MIT does not have a department of education, we don’t have that bias 

towards institutional education as much as schools that might. Mitch 

Resnick [head of the Media Lab’s Lifelong Kindergarten group] always 

talks about the four Ps—which is Projects, Peers, Passion, and Play—being 

the four elements of creative learning. 

Since the Industrial Revolution we’ve been training human beings to 

behave like robots and computers: reliable, punctual, not creative, 

answer-producing. I think that human beings actually are unreliable and 

messy and creative and funny and sloppy. I think that creative learning is 

key to us regaining what we are as human beings. And so what we’re 

doing in the Lifelong Kindergarten group is to say that kindergarten 

should go through adulthood. That creative learning drives the kind of 

design thinking we are talking about.”  

We are long out of the industrial age. For the full interview if you are 

inclined to read this type thinking or want a deeper look into one of the 

most creative and impactful higher education units in the world - the 

MIT Media Lab.  

Small tangent, while visiting startups on Charlottesville, VA  (home of 

the University of Virginia -- the school Thomas Jefferson created) we 

stopped by a new venture called the Center for Open Science. They are 

attempting new models in academic research. It was an impressive team 

tackling a big problem in global higher education-- massive 

inefficiencies in academic research. This problem is getting bigger given 
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the building spree that nations have been on in recent years (via the 

Economist). 

 

ENGINEERING PROFS W/ EARLY STAGE VENTURES (U of Texas) 

Professors have traditionally been incented to go after large, multiyear 

grants (most often from federal agencies) and publish  and then earn 

larger, longer term grants. The grants pay for labs, PhD programs (labor 

for teaching and labs), some travel, and other expenses an academic 

might incur. A rather clear system that has 

worked for schools and faculty and PhD 

students, but it is a slow...horribly slow 

process and often inflexible.  Years and 

years to write and get a grant, do work, 

publish/start work on next grant and on... 

There is also little investigation of 

commercial questions through this 

process. As referenced above, there are 

many inefficiencies in academic research. 

 

The Innovation Center at the Cockrell School of Engineering at the 

University of Texas, is offering professors a chance try a new innovation 

paradigm, with speedier timelines, goals, and alternative perspectives.  

 

These early stage grants offer faculty with emerging technologies an 

opportunity to begin testing the commercial viability of their work. 

Grantees are supported with funds, mentors, and other resources to 

support commercialization. 

 

The first two recipients are mechanical engineering professors and are 

researching robotics (Prof Luis Sentis) and CAD software (Prof Richard 

Crawford).  

 

Apptronik, the robotics startup, is working on actuators, motors for 

moving and controlling robots while Crawford’s CAD software firm is 

developing software allowing seamless creating and editing, removing 

lines and gaps that exist in current software offerings. 

 

This program sounds a bit like the venture accelerator model that we’ve 

seen grow globally in recent years -- see Y Combinator, Techstars, 500 

Startups  and countless others. 
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VIEW FROM  HIGHER ED VC INVESTOR: FIX THE MENU (NY): 

 

Can Higher Ed quickly fix its menu and offerings? That is what 

University Ventures (NY VC fund focused on the higher education sector) 

wants to know. In a recent 

newsletter, the firm compares 

higher education in the US to the 

recent history of American 

restaurant chain Olive Garden 

(DRI | NYSE), which serves 

“Italian cuisine” to the masses. Arguing from job performance and 

graduate earnings data, University Ventures questions the viability of 

non-stem fields: 

 

 “It only took a few years for the market to correct Olive Garden’s bland, 

overcooked pasta. So why is the market taking more than 10x longer to 

correct the bland, overcooked non-STEM degrees offered by America’s 

colleges and universities? Let’s look at the differences between Olive 

Garden and higher education institutions. 

 

First, while Olive Garden has shareholders who took action after a few 

years of declining performance, most colleges and universities struggle 

with absentee trustees who fail to act like real owners.  

 

Second, Olive Garden customers average multiple visits each year (God 

help them) and gain information that informs each subsequent 

purchasing decision; the cycle time between purchases is a matter of 

months.  

 

For bachelor’s degree programs – a one-time purchase – there is no cycle 

time; students don’t have the opportunity to let colleges and universities 
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how they feel about a poor return on their investment by refraining from 

enrolling again.  

 

It’s not that students are clueless about the fact that there are higher 

returns to some degrees than others. However, the signal has been 

misinterpreted as students have left some non-STEM fields (liberal arts, 

humanities and social sciences) for pre-professional non-STEM fields 

like business, accounting, education and healthcare – perceived to be 

more employer-connected and higher-return. Unfortunately, they’re 

not.” 

 

University Ventures is not the only voice arguing strongly against 

non-STEM programs. There is heavy pressure on schools to provide a 

‘better’ return for students in terms of starting jobs and starting salaries. 

(Whether this is the true measure of an undergraduate degree is a 

question that has been leapfrogged by the simple metrics of immediate 

earning potential).  

 

Policy makers around the world are taking action to promote STEM and 

cut funding for liberal arts and humanities.  

 

In Japan, government directives call for a reordering of ‘National 

Universities’ that puts humanities under attack and in the US the NY 

Times reports rising calls to cut liberal arts and grow STEM.  

 

The era of highered disruption is just under way and will have long term 

impacts. Of all the energy and funding being deployed today globally, one 

wonders what the implications of attacking and lowering funding to 

non-STEM fields will be? Perhaps it will increase innovation, creativity 

and entrepreneurship. And maybe it will reduce poverty and crime, help 

protect the environment, and lead to more impactful and meaningful art. 

We will find out on instagram, twitter and facebook feeds. BTW, sign up 

for the University Ventures newsletter. 

 

SINGAPORE CAMPUS OPENS GARDENS TO PUBLIC (NTU) 

 

While the headline about Nanyang Technological University (via the 

Singapore Times) reads like a puff piece and could easily be overlooked, 

higher ed history in the US makes it clear that strong, diverse connections 

with local communities create opportunities for the university, its 

students, faculty and staff and surrounding cities and regions.  
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In researching and writing a case on the University of Chicago’s 

innovation ecosystem we uncovered countless connections created 

between the University and the local community dating to before the 

university broke ground in 1892.  

The early outreach extended to the entire midwest of the US (eg bringing 

school grade school teachers for summer terms at the University of 

Chicago).  

Although the U of C was a serious research institution from the start 

under founding President Charles Rainey Harper, he went out of his way 

to recruit a young, innovative football coach, Amos Alonzo Stagg, to the 

new school. Stagg stayed for 40 years and created a national football 

powerhouse (‘The Monsters of the Midway’) and a deep connection 

throughout and beyond Chicago (college football was one of the most 

popular spectator sports in the US in the early 20th century). BTW, 

football refers to American football. 

Engaging the public  via football, summer programs and other such 

efforts created strong bonds between the entire region and the young, but 

muscular University of Chicago.  

I would suggest these early connections created an institutional DNA of 

engagement with the world that has helped make the University of 

Chicago’s contemporary 

entrepreneurship and 

innovation ecosystem so 

productive. BTW, the 

University of Chicago 

does not have an 

engineering school; 
conventional wisdom 

tells us that the most 

innovative universities have a strong engineering school at the core of 

their innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystem.  Chicago offers an 

alternative view of the campus. 

NTU’s commercial research activities with the likes of Rolls Royce are 

important (and NTU Pres Bertil Andersson should be proud of that), but 
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broader, deeper local connections via physically opening the greenspace, 

will lower the barriers for knowledge, talented people, and innovative 

ideas and technologies to move from campus to society and economy.  

The apparently simple, even mundane, connections to the ‘masses’ lower 

the barriers between the campus and its neighbors supporting innovation 

and growth. How open are the borders at your favorite universities and 

colleges?  

BOOTH ANNOUNCES 2016 STARTUP SEMIFINALISTS (U of 

CHICAGO) 

 

The Polsky Center at the University of Chicago’s Booth School of 

Business has announced the 30 teams that will move to phase II of the 

Edward L. Kaplan New Venture Challenge.  Meet three of the ventures: 

Nicora,  HygraTek, and Ben and Frank. More to come in future emails.  

 

Database ventures such as GrubHub 

(GRUB | NYSE) and Braintree 

Financial (purchased by PYPL | 

NASDAQ) for $800 million in cash) 

have been through this Booth School 

program, which sits at the center of 

the University of Chicago’s 

entrepreneurship ecosystem. 

 

BTW, the New Venture Challenge is a regular in the top 5 rankings of the 

world’s accelerators - See Seed Accelerator Rankings Project. Worth 

watching what comes out of Booth’s New Venture Challenge each year. 

The finals this year are June 2, 2016.  

 

Also, important to note, there is a separate Social 

New Venture Challenge that also announced its 

semifinalists. The creation of ventures that 

make social impact is taken just as seriously at 

Booth and across the higher education 

landscape.  

 

Our research has uncovered this consistently; 

there  a generation of founders, customers and 

employees that expect their firms to do more 

than just provide great products and services. 
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Many students are choosing to use entrepreneurship and innovation to 

big solve social problems. 

 

Impact on society matters to many customers (though defining and 

measuring it is another question). Student founders (such as Terracycle’s 

Tom Szaky) get this already and smart universities are supporting these 

students as they build these ventures.  

 

Terms that you might encounter when exploring this movement on 

campus and the marketplace include:  

 

social entrepreneurship | social impact | social investing | triple bottom 

line | bottom of the pyramid | sustainable enterprise | sustainability | 

social enterprise | conscious capitalism | social venture capital | 

microfinance 

 

We are compiling a note on this important trend spreading on campus 

and through innovation and entrepreneurship.  

 

INTERNATIONALIZATION OF HIGHER ED : REPORT (US/GLOBAL) 

 

The American Council on Education and Boston College just released a 

report on the various national policies and programs for 

internationalizing higher education.  I don’t know what exactly 

internationalizing means as the term must imply many things to many 

people. 

 

On the other hand, all countries and leaders want a globally ranked and 

respected system of higher education that foreign students and scholars 

desire to come to. In this endeavor, rankings matter as do research 

dollars, PhDs, and facilities.  

 

In some ways, internationalization is code for: how well have you 

mimicked the US model of research universities with vibrant 

undergraduate populations and culture? (we cannot forget the 

undergrads and their cultural leadership on many US campuses!) 

 

While the report is put out by traditional higher education insiders, it 

provides some useful frameworks, good background information, and 

some perspective on how various countries approach this concept.  

 

Five areas of internationalization are explored in the research: student 

mobility, scholar/research mobility, cross border education, 

10 

http://bit.ly/1nWqIt3
http://bit.ly/1nWqIt3
http://bit.ly/1V23Aqk
http://bit.ly/1ReRQLl
http://bit.ly/1ReRQLl
http://bit.ly/1ReRQLl


internationalization at home, and comprehensive internationalization 

strategies. Countless  countries are explored and discussed across these 

areas of activity. 

 

If you believe national systems of higher education matter to the 

economic and social development of nations and people, it might be 

worth checking out this report to grab some basic background and a few 

things to think about when exploring different global ecosystems and 

potential futures.  

 

This report lists countless policies and initiatives that are underway 

around the world, but further research is warranted to know the depth 

and impact of any of these specific efforts.  

 

INTERNATIONALIZATION?  INDIA DRIVES FOR 20 WORLD CLASS 

 

In late February, amid doubts from critics and higher education analysts, 

Indian Finance Minister, Arun Jaitley, announced plans to build 20 world 

class universities in India (Times Higher Education). 

 

For a bit deeper look at Indian higher education read Philip Altbach’s 

recent short essay, “India’s passage might not be simple, but it can climb 

to elite tier” Altbach is a leading scholar on higher education (based at 

Boston College’s Center for International Higher Education - part of the 

aforementioned report on internationalization). His work, American 

Higher Education in the 21st Century, was crucial to my early 

understanding of US higher education. 

 

Selection criteria are being sorted, and politics will ensue in India, but it 

harkens to the global higher education arms race taking place and the 

central role that rankings, research and ‘internationalization’ have in this 

race.  

 

China, Singapore and others 

trumpet the success of their 

universities, building national 

pride and marketing their 

people, firms and nations as 

great places to do business and 

invest.  

 

Whether they are building the 

right institutions for the future 
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is unclear given how much rapid change is underway.  

 

Your correspondent and colleagues often wonder what the great research 

university builders in the US -- eg Harper (U of Chicago), Daniel Coit 

Gilman (Johns Hopkins U - early hospital pictured above), Henry Tappan 

(U of Michigan) and Charles W. Eliot (transitioned Harvard into a 

research university ) -- would be building today?  

 

Research universities were the right fit for the industrial economy across 

western Europe and the US in the mid and late 1800s through most of the 

twentieth century.  They have evolved no doubt. Are they the correct 

model today? What will be the right kind of institution, activity and 

pedagogy for 2025? 2050? To get your thinking going: the Times Higher 

Education Ranking for universities less than 50 years old.  

 

NEW FORBES BILLIONAIRE LIST: LOTS OF CAMPUS FOUNDERS 

 

We will complete a deeper search of this list, but as always, student 

founders are very present in the annual Forbes The World’s Billionaire 

list.  

Bill Gates (1), Mark Zuckerberg (6), Sergey Page & Larry Brin (12 & 13), 

Phil Knight (24), Michael Dell (35), Dustin Moskovitz (124), Sam Zell (298) 

and many more can trace their wealth back to the campus.  

 

Overall the list has fewer billionaires than last year; there is churn so new 

names are on the list, including the founders of Pinterest, a venture that 

can be traced through an on campus business plan competition at New 

York University with a product called Tote (they met their first investor at 

the event).  

 

Thanks for exploring the campus frontier;  future notes - social impact 

investing, more database, coding academies and other new players in ed.  
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