
About 150 MIT-related companies are

founded each year, according to the cen-

ter. The institute, along with its neighbor

and competitor, Harvard University, takes

credit for creating Route 128, a cluster of

science- and technology-based companies

around Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Hussain, now a graduate student at

Harvard University, said he and his com-

pany thrive in the entrepreneurial culture

nourished by the two schools. He views

access to business incubators and net-

working opportunities as particularly

valuable advantages.

“I can just pick up a phone and call

someone I met last week for money, con-

nections or advice,” he says.

Stanford University, the main force

behind the world’s best-known high-tech-

nology hub, in the so-called Silicon Valley

in California, was another school that

changed its approach to entrepreneurship

in the mid-1990s. It developed the Stanford

Technology Ventures Program when it

realized the need for a cross-campus,

structured approach to entrepreneurial

training and laying solid foundations to

entrepreneurial activities.

The program takes great advantage of

the intellectual, entrepreneurial and finan-

cial resources of its high-tech business

environment.

“Our students get plugged directly into

the entrepreneurial community and Silicon

Valley [business] ecosystem,” Seelig says.

The program includes a less formal

entrepreneurship week, with opportunities

for networking, and an international inno-

vation tournament at its center. In the 2007

tournament, participants were asked to find

creative uses for ordinary rubber bands.

In contrast to MIT, Stanford does not

measure business-venture creation related

to its entrepreneurship program. Seelig

says counting the number of companies

started by the university’s graduates is a

superficial measure.

“Our program’s graduates are in great

demand because it is about the entrepre-

neurial mindset, not necessarily about

starting a company,” she says.

But there are more similarities between

MIT and Stanford entrepreneurship efforts

than differences.

“Visitors to MIT, Stanford…are often

struck by the intense relationships between

university researchers and the high-tech

companies of their hinterlands,” observed

a reporter of the British Guardian news -

paper in 2002. “Prominent academics 

are founders or directors of companies.

…Their graduate students work in compa-

ny labs. …As far as research goes, it is

often difficult to determine where the uni-

versity ends and industry begins.”

Both schools spread the entrepreneur-

ship gospel across the world. Stanford,

which helped India develop entrepreneur-

ship education, hosts international round

tables on the topic in North and South

America, Europe and Asia. MIT, which

assisted similar efforts by British and

Danish governments, runs an entrepre-

neurship development program for educa-

tors from around the world. It also hosts a

workshop each year in a different country

to encourage creation of contests similar to

its $100K competition.

Andrzej Zwaniecki is a staff writer with
America.gov
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S
yed Hussain started his business

in 2007, prompted by a desire to

fight extortion. That is what he

calls $60- to $70-per-hour fees he

had been asked to pay for tutor-

ing when he was an undergraduate student.

The torment of not being able to afford

tutoring led Hussain to develop uProdigy.

Through this firm, 120 English-speaking

tutors in South Asia and the United States

offer affordable online help to America’s

college students. Not only is uProdigy

prospering, but the business plan Hussain

crafted for it was a winner in a major busi-

ness competition.

That contest—the $100K Business Plan

Competition (http://www.mit100k.org/) at

the Massachusetts Insti tute of Technology

(MIT)—is one of many ways an increasing

number of U.S. colleges and universities

promote entrepreneurship among students

and faculty members. The competition

awards prizes in cash and business services

to student entrepreneurs, who devise best

business plans for new ventures.

Purely technical training does not suf-

fice any more, says Tina Seelig, executive

director for the Stanford Technology

Ventures Program (http://stvp.stanford.

edu/). With advances in biotechnology

and information technology, “we need

engineers and scientists who can get ideas

out of lab into the marketplace,” she says.

In the past, entrepreneurship programs

were available only to business school

students. This started to change in the

1990s when educators realized that stu-

dents in science, engineering and other

disciplines had to have entrepreneurship

and leadership skills to succeed in a rapid-

ly changing world.

In 1970, no more than a handful of such

programs existed. By the early 2000s, about

1,600 universities and colleges offered

2,200 entrepreneurship courses, according

to a 2003 study. And those courses have

grown in popularity among students.

Edward Roberts, chairman of the MIT

Entrepreneurship Center, says that because

of growing demand for graduates who can

lead, negotiate and push new ideas and

products, even MIT, which had a long tra-

dition of entrepreneurship, had to change.
Roberts started the center in 1991 to

couple technical expertise with manage-

ment skills across different departments

and schools within MIT.

Other initiatives, such as a center for

technological innovation and a venture

mentoring service, followed, creating

what Roberts calls a “positive feedback

loop.” MIT’s strong entrepreneurial repu-

tation attracts students with entrepreneur-

ial ambitions, who in turn reinforce MIT’s

reputation.

“In the last 10 years, we have seen a

rapid growth in MIT-related startup ven-

tures,” Roberts says.

U.S. university programs aim to nourish 
entrepreneurial spirit, boost student startups.

By ANDRZEJ ZWANIECKI

Cardiologist Uday Kumar was completing a
fellowship in biomedical technology prod-
ucts design when he decided it was a good

time in his life to start a company.
Kumar had an idea for a medical device. It was

a raw concept, not even a prototype at that stage.
But he started iRhythm Technologies to develop
and market a cardiac-rhythm monitoring device.

California-based iRhythm Tech nologies is
one of several medical-device firms started by
graduates of the Stanford University Biodesign
Innovation Program, which teaches how to
invent, use and market new medical technolo-
gies. Innovative products hatched under the pro-
gram include a visualization catheter used in
coronary procedures, a minimally invasive
device for extracting bone marrow and a special
heart coating that prevents dilation during heart
operations.

But the seven-year-old program aims at 
producing inventors—developing people like
Kumar—rather than inventions, says one of the
managers, Christine Kurihara. The focus is on
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Tina Seelig, executive director of the
Stanford Technology Ventures Program, 
at a workshop during Stanford University’s
Entrepreneurship Week in February 2008.

Student
Entrepreneurs

Medical technology
innovations from
Stanford students

Producing 
Tomorrow’s 
Inventors
By ANDRZEJ ZWANIECKI
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Syed Hussain, chief executive officer of
uProdigy and a graduate student at Harvard
University. 
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training students, fellows and faculty in a 
systematic approach to solving medical prob-
lems and developing technologies that apply
the solutions in medical practice.

Kurihara says she looks for people who have
demonstrated “an innovative streak” but do not
have specific ideas for medical devices.

“We want them to have a clean slate,” she
says, because the program’s main concept is to
teach the entire process—from identifying the
need for a new device to designing, patenting
and marketing it—rather than how to bring pre-
conceived ideas to fruition.

“When they move through their careers, they
will be able to repeat this process over and over
again.”

Eight of roughly 90 applicants are selected
each year for the rigorous 10-month program, and
60 graduate students for a month-long version.
People from different backgrounds are sought
after to set up multidisciplinary, four-member
teams. Most have doctoral or master’s degrees
from medical, engineering or business schools.

For Kumar, working with diverse teammates
was eye-opening.

“I was able to take what I knew and build upon
it in a different mode than what I might have used
if I had been on my own,” said Kumar, who
moved to the United States from Bangalore when
he was 3.

Students spend the first few months in clinics
trying to identify medical needs and then winnow
about 300 ideas down to a few. They use ideas
discarded by the more experienced fellows and
push them through the development process.

Participants are expected to try to patent the
ideas they develop, according to Kurihara. But
because they can graduate without a patent, in
some years three or four designs are patented, in
others, only one or two.

Those who want to tap the commercial potential
of their patents have access to the venture capital
industry concentrated around the university in
California’s Silicon Valley. They have numerous
opportunities to meet with representatives of more
than 30 such funds, all of which are associated
with the program.

Kumar says he learned how to talk to venture
capitalists and found out what expertise he would
need to develop an idea into a business.

When Kumar’s teammates decided to pursue
different careers after graduating, he says he start-
ed a company alone, but recruited a seasoned chief
executive and soon thereafter got venture capital
funding.

Launches of several companies by graduates
have drawn the attention of other U.S. universities.
The University of Minnesota and Duke University in

North Carolina established their
own programs based on the
Stanford model.

Stanford University has also
launched a small-scale program
for students from a technical
university in Monterrey, Mexico,
and formed a partnership with
India’s government to stimulate
innovative and cost-effective
technological solutions to med-
ical problems.

Stanford-India Biodesign’s
goal is to train the next gener-
ation of medical technology
innovators in India. Funded by
the Depart ment of Biotech -
nology, Ministry of Science and 
Tech nology, Gov ern ment of

India, Stanford University, and other supporters,
the program is based in New Delhi. Approxi -
mately half of the fellows’ time is spent in India,
and the other half at Stanford. Fellows work as
part of a team for a year and those with well-
developed projects have a chance of continuing
their fellowships for another year. 

“The purpose is to eventually help meet the
medical needs of the people at the bottom of the
economic pyramid in India,” says Balram
Bhargava, the executive director of Stanford-India
Biodesign and a professor of cardiology at the All
India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS).

Launched in 2007, it is administered as a col-
laboration between Stanford University, the Indian
Institute of Technology, Delhi, and AIIMS in part-
nership with the Indo-U.S. Science & Technology
Forum. There are plans to take the fellowship and
associated teaching to other centers in India. 

“By sharing our teaching methods with our
Indian partners, we expect similar biodesign train-
ing programs to spring up around India...,” says
Paul Yock, director of Stanford’s biodesign pro-
gram. “We hope this will parallel the extraordinary
growth of the medial technology industry in the
Silicon Valley over the past 25 years.”
http://biodesign.stanford.edu/bdn/india/

Andrzej Zwaniecki is a staff writer with
America.gov
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Sandeep Singh, Peter
Frykmann and Jayant Karve
at Stanford University’s
Product Realization
Laboratory.


