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WELCOME!

On behalf of the University of Illinois, our ecosystem leaders, and the many partners who 
make up Entrepreneurship at Illinois, welcome to Founders Week. Just by being here, 
you’re part of the successes we’ve seen and what we’re building next. 

We created Founders Week in 2024 to bring our entrepreneurial community together, 
deepen connections, and unleash its collective power. It quickly became an annual 
tradition, a time to celebrate the founders, researchers, students, alumni, investors, 
mentors, corporate partners, and community leaders turning ideas into impact. 

Bringing everyone together here to continue building our community is critical because 
discoveries don’t translate themselves, and founders don’t succeed in isolation.  

Great entrepreneurial ecosystems help people see possibilities, take the first step, find 
collaborators, access resources, learn through uncertainty, and keep going long enough to 
turn ideas into something that matters. That is part of what it means to be a modern land-
grant university, and Founders Week is our opportunity to invite everyone into that mission. 

We want students and researchers to see themselves as potential founders. We want 
experienced entrepreneurs to share what they’ve learned. We want alumni, investors, 
industry partners, and communities across Illinois to engage, connect, and build. 

Illinois has always produced remarkable founders. Now, our opportunity is to build the 
culture, infrastructure, and connections that help even more people discover what they’re 
capable of creating. 

So thank you for showing up, sharing your experience, and investing in this community. 

Welcome to Founders Week. Let’s build together. ILL! INI!

Gerald Wilson 
Director of Entrepreneurship 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign



entrepreneurship.illinois.edu/

Learn more about the companies 
represented at Founders Week.

Check out the Portfolio Book!

We're excited about the vibrant 
community we're building on LinkedIn.

Follow Entrepreneurship 
at Illinois to join us there!

Learn more about our ecosystem 
and how you can get plugged in:

Visit our website!

Wear your connection to 
Entrepreneurship at Illinois with pride:

Shop our merch store!

go.illinois.edu/
FW26CompanyLookbook

go.illinois.edu/FW26MerchStore

go.illinois.edu/
EntrepreneurshipatIllinoisLinkedIn

https://entrepreneurship.illinois.edu/
https://go.illinois.edu/FW26CompanyLookbook
https://go.illinois.edu/FW26CompanyLookbook
https://go.illinois.edu/FW26MerchStore
https://go.illinois.edu/EntrepreneurshipatIllinoisLinkedIn
https://go.illinois.edu/EntrepreneurshipatIllinoisLinkedIn
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Agenda

WEDNESDAY, SEPT. 30

MONDAY, SEPT. 28

TUESDAY, SEPT. 29

THURSDAY, OCT. 1

EnterpriseWorks

Kickoff and Networking Reception
Network with investors, ecosystem leaders, alumni, student, and 
faculty founders.

3:30 - 5:00 p.m.

Beckman Institute

Fireside Chat with Dan Caruso
Hear from Founder and Former CEO of Zayo Group (86, B.S., Grainger College 
of Engineering) Dan Caruso, who led the company to an $8.5 billion exit.

4:00 - 5:00 p.m.

MSEB 100

How to Make $10K/Month In College
This event features a panel including recent University of Illinois graduates in 
a practical discussion about how to launch revenue generating ventures of 
various types.

6:00 - 8:00 p.m.

EnterpriseWorks

Innovation Tours
Visit a selection of locations on campus that support our 
innovation ecosystem. See more details on page 30.

9:30 - 11:00 a.m.

Illinois Conference 
Center

Structured Networking

Beckman Institute

Entrepreneurial Impact
Join us as we sit down with two Grainger College of Engineering 
alumni founders as they share about their startup journeys on 
campus and beyond.

3:00 - 5:00 p.m.

EnterpriseWorks

TechRise Startup Pitch Competition
Support traditionally overlooked founders in overlooked industries 
and locations as they pitch for a $25K prize in our third live TechRise 
pitch competition. 

5:00 - 7:00 p.m.

Business 
Instructional 
Facility

The Science and Practice of Pitching
Discover what research and experience reveal about successful 
entrepreneurial pitches as Gies College of Business faculty, founders, 
and investors discuss the science and practice of communicating ideas 
that inspire action. 

11:45 a.m. - 2:15 p.m.
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FRIDAY, OCT. 2

SATURDAY, OCT. 3

Illinois Conference 
Center

Founders Showcase - Day Session
Learn about the latest innovations emerging from our university’s 
research labs in biotech and health innovation, computing and AI, 
robotics, climate tech, and more!

9:00 a.m. - 3:30 p.m.

Illinois Conference 
Center

Breakfast and Networking7:30 a.m. - 8:45 a.m.

Illinois Conference 
Center

Founders Showcase - Evening Session
Join us for a Fast Pitch Showcase featuring 10 ecosystem startups, 
followed by awards, networking, and live music. *Includes a Reception.

6:00 - 8:30 p.m.

Illinois Conference 
Center

Structured Networking
Network with featured entrepreneurs, investors and ecosystem 
leaders.

4:00 - 5:30 p.m.

12:30 - 2:30 p.m.

3:15 p.m. kickoff

Illinois Conference 
Center

4:00 - 5:30 p.m.

University of 
Illinois Foundation

EnterpriseWorks Homecoming Dinner
This event welcomes back former EnterpriseWorks tenants and affiliates 
to share their progress and network with current tenants and affiliates.

INVITE ONLY

Illinois Conference 
Center

lllinois Ventures Angels Meeting INVITE ONLY

Research Park, 
Atkins Building Patio

Tailgate Party
Food and fun before the football game. At 2:30, we’ll begin our 
Founders Walk to Gies Memorial Stadium.

Memorial Stadium

Fighting Illini vs. Purdue BoilermakersINVITE ONLY

Innovation Tours
Visit a selection of locations on campus that support our 
innovation ecosystem. See details on page 31.

EnterpriseWorks

Illinois Ventures Angels Welcome Social7:30 - 9:00 p.m.
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WEDNESDAY, SEPT. 30

Founders Week Kick-off 
Reception

3:30 p.m. - 
5:00 p.m.

Susan Martinis 
Senior Vice Chancellor of Research & Innovation 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
Susan Martinis is the Senior Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation at the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign and the Stephen G. Sligar Professor of 
Molecular and Cellular Biology. She oversees a research and innovation portfolio 
that includes ten interdisciplinary institutes, corporate engagement, and the 
Research Park. A biochemist and former Cubist Pharmaceuticals scientist, she 
studies protein synthesis and RNA–protein interactions, bringing experience 
spanning academic research, biotechnology, and university leadership.

Gerald Wilson 
Director of Entrepreneurship 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
Gerald Wilson leads the strategic vision for fostering entrepreneurship across 
campus, supporting researchers and entrepreneurs in company creation, 
funding, and growth. He oversees the EnterpriseWorks incubator, driving 
technology commercialization and startup development at the University of 
Illinois Research Park.

Laura Appenzeller 
Executive Director 
University of Illinois Research Park
Laura Appenzeller is the Executive Director of the University of Illinois Research 
Park. She is also the Assistant Vice Chancellor for Innovation at the University of 
Illinois Urbana-Champaign to support research commercialization and industry 
partnerships. The Research Park is located on the campus of the University of 
Illinois Urbana-Champaign with mixed-use development of more than 800K 
square feet of constructed buildings, 100+ companies, and 2,000 employees.

W
ed

n
esd

ay, Sep
t. 30

Opening Remarks

EnterpriseWorks - 60 Hazelwood Dr, Champaign, IL
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Steven Farag 
Co-Founder & CEO 
Campus Ink & The NIL Store
Joining a small print shop at the University of Illinois post-graduation nearly 
a decade ago, Steven has built a business model that extends to college 
campuses around the country. Rooted in education, Campus Ink enables 
college students and athletes to sell apparel and earn profit along the way 
through B2B and DTC channels. Campus Ink’s recent traction and success 
navigating the new legislation regarding athletes, name, image, & likeness 
led to an investment by billionaire, Mark Cuban. The NIL Store is the largest 
provider of NIL apparel in the country and supports nearly 40,000 athletes.

James Langer 
Co-Founder & CEO 
Colorfil Air Filters
James Langer is Co-Founder & CEO of Serionix, Inc., the Champaign-based 
maker of Colorfil color-changing HVAC air filters. He earned his PhD in 
Materials Science and Engineering from the University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign and has spent his career working at the intersection of materials 
science, product development, manufacturing, and consumer brand building. 
Since graduating from EnterpriseWorks in 2018, Serionix has grown to more 
than $35 million in cumulative revenue while building a 99% U.S.-based supply 
chain, including all final assembly in Champaign County.

Scott Rose 
Managing Partner & Investment Manager 
Rose Investors LLC
Scott Rose is Managing Partner and Investment Manager at Rose Investors LLC and 
chair of the University of Illinois Research Park Board of Managers. With over more 
than 30 years, he has built technology-enabled businesses in the financial markets, 
including work with Citadel Investment Group and Bank of America. An active 
angel investor, he has backed more than 40 early-stage companies and remains 
engaged with the University of Illinois through Research Park and engineering 
advisory leadership.

W
ed

n
es
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ay
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Arpit Dwivedi 
Founder 
Cache Energy

Arpit Dwivedi founded Cache Energy in 2022 after completing a doctorate in Energy 
Storage and scaling his first company. Cache Energy develops solid fuel long-duration 
energy storage, with DOE awards and backing from Halliburton and leading VCs.

Founder Highlights
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Melissa E. Graebner 
Associate Dean of Entrepreneurship 
Gies College of Business
Melissa E. Graebner is the Robert C. Evans Endowed Professor and Associate Dean 
of Entrepreneurship at the Gies College of Business.  She also serves as Director 
of the Initiative for Qualitative Research in Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
(INQUIRE).  Her research focuses on strategy and resource acquisition in 
entrepreneurial firms.  She earned her MBA and PhD in Management Science & 
Engineering from Stanford University.

Structured Networking

Shuttle Service to Gies 
Meet at EnterpriseWorks

Welcome Remarks1:00 p.m.

Susan Martinis 
Senior Vice Chancellor of Research & Innovation 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

THURSDAY, OCT. 1

9:30 a.m.

9:15 a.m.

11:00 a.m.

Innovation Tours 
Meet at EnterpriseWorks - 60 Hazelwood Dr, Champaign, IL 
(See page 30 for more information.)  

Lunch11:45 a.m.

Bio: page 4

Gies Business Instructional Facility - 515 Gregory Dr, Champaign, IL

Illinois Conference Center - 111 St Marys Rd, Champaign, IL
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Gies Business Instructional Facility - 515 Gregory Dr, Champaign, IL

The Science and  
Practice of Pitching

Panel Discussion and Closing Remarks1:15 p.m.

Douglas Hannah 
Associate Professor of Strategy & Entrepreneurship 
Gies College of Business
Douglas Hannah is an Associate Professor of Business Administration at the Gies 
College of Business, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. He studies what 
people do when the world changes faster than the rules. An award-winning 
researcher and teacher, he is currently working on developing innovative new 
pedagogies in online entrepreneurship education, with a focus on expanding 
student access and the efficacy of high-touch experiential learning at scale.

Ryan Coon 
Managing Partner 
Green Street Growth
Ryan Coon is a co-founder and Managing Partner of Green Street Growth. Ryan 
began his career at BMO Capital Markets and later founded Avail in 2015, which 
was acquired by Realtor.com. He is also active in Chicago’s technology and 
entrepreneurial community, having made more than 50 angel investments, 
and serves on the Board of Directors of La Casa Norte. Ryan graduated from the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign with degrees in Accounting and Finance.

Shay Brokemond 
Clinical Assistant Professor of Finance and 
Co-Director of Orange & Blue Ventures 
Gies College of Business
Shay Brokemond is a Clinical Assistant Professor of Finance at the Gies College 
of Business at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign and Co-Director 
of Orange & Blue Ventures. She brings more than 25 years of experience in 
investment banking, corporate development, and strategic advisory. Her career 
includes roles at William Blair, CL Enterprises, and 11.2 Ventures, where she 
executed M&A transactions, shaped growth and investment strategies, and 
evaluated new opportunities. At Gies, she brings this experience to the classroom 
and experiential venture investing.
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Networking

Shuttle Service to Beckman

Welcome Remarks

3:00 p.m.

2:45 p.m.

3:15 p.m.

Nancy Sullivan 
CEO & Managing Director 
Illinois Ventures
Nancy Sullivan is CEO and Managing Director of Illinois Ventures, the University of 
Illinois’ venture capital firm. She leads a team overseeing venture capital funds, an 
angel network, and a pre-seed fund, guiding fundraising, investment strategy, and 
limited partner relationships. Nancy also helps portfolio companies secure venture 
capital funding, recruit management teams, and navigate business development 
and commercialization. 

Jed L. Taylor 
Executive Director 
Landuyt Center for Entrepreneurship
Jed Taylor is the Assistant Dean for Innovation and Entrepreneurship at The 
Grainger College of Engineering and the Executive Director of the Landuyt 
Center for Entrepreneurship, which he has led since 2011. He oversees the 
Cozad New Venture Challenge and NSF I-Corps programs. He co-directs the 
NSF I-Corps Hub: Great Lakes Region. Taylor was the first employee at Pattern 
Insight, a university startup acquired by VMware, and is an entrepreneur-in-
residence at EnterpriseWorks.

Beckman Institute - 405 N Mathews Ave, Urbana, IL

Entrepreneurial Impact

Panel Discussion3:25 p.m.

Vidhi Chavda 
Owner 
Elite
Vidhi Chavda is a mechanical engineering student at the University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign and founder and owner of Elite, a healthy food cafe in 
Champaign. Within the first 6 months, Elite has generated $90,000 in revenue 
while managing a $15,000 inventory.

MODERATOR
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Bio: page 4

Bio: page 5

Networking4:15 p.m.

4:30 p.m.

Arnav Mishra 
Co-Founder & CTO 
Doss
Arnav Mishra is the Co-Founder & CTO of Doss, the next gen AI-native ERP, 
where he leads engineering across the data, infrastructure, and application layers 
behind complex supply chain and account systems. Previously, he built core 
ERP accounting automations as a founding engineer at Siteline and worked on 
cloud infrastructure and data systems at Rubrik. He’s spent most of his career 
building software for messy, operationally complex problems and is now focused 
on rethinking how those systems should work in an AI-native world. Arnav holds a 
Master’s degree in Distributed Systems from the University of Illinois.

Arpit Dwivedi 
Founder 
Cache Energy

Shuttle Service to EnterpriseWorks

EnterpriseWorks - 60 Hazelwood Dr, Champaign, IL

TechRise Pitch 
Competition and 
Panel Discussion

Reception

Welcome Remarks

5:00 p.m.

5:30 p.m.

Gerald Wilson 
Director of Entrepreneurship 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
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Bio: page 4

Desiree Vargas Wrigley 
Founding GP 
Velocity Catalyst Funds
Desiree Vargas Wrigley is the Founding GP of Velocity Catalysts Funds, designed 
to back the next generation of homegrown multibillion dollar companies in Illinois 
in industries where the Midwest has regional structural advantages, including 
quantum. She is a serial entrepreneur, innovation strategist, and investor with 
nearly two decades of experience building in and for Chicago.

TechRise Pitch Competition5:45 p.m.

Phillip Rowell 
Co-Founder 
Ion Grove LLC
Phillip Rowell is the co-Founder and Lead Partner of Willow Grove International 
LLC, a Champaign-area consulting and advisory firm serving clients across 
healthcare, education, and international development. He is also co-founder of 
Ironhide Bison LLC, a working bison ranch, education, and events center, and 
Ion Grove LLC, a forward-thinking venture reimagining the traveler experience 
through futurist airport concessions and state-of-the-art EV charging oases.

Alonso Cisneros 
Manager, Venture & Innovation Strategy 
P33
Alonso Cisneros is Manager of Venture & Innovation Strategy at P33, a civic 
organization working to make Chicago a top-tier global tech hub through 
inclusive growth. He leads TechRise, which awards non-dilutive capital to 
early-stage founders and has brought more than 475 founders to the stage 
and awarded over $3.5 million since 2021. His work spans pitch competition 
programming, founder coaching, and capital access across Chicagoland. Alonso 
previously served as an investment analyst at Angel Ventures, an early-stage VC 
firm in Mexico City, through a Fulbright fellowship. He holds a B.S. in Social Policy 
from Northwestern University.

MODERATOR

Susan Martinis 
Senior Vice Chancellor of Research & Innovation 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
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Meet the Judges

Jackie DiMonte 
General Partner 
Grid Capital
Jackie DiMonte is the co-founder and General Partner at Grid Capital, a venture 
fund for the new industrial era. Before co-founding Grid Capital, Jackie was a 
Partner at Chicago Ventures and a Principal at Hyde Park Venture Partners. She 
currently serves on the board of directors for Chicago:Blend and as a coach at the 
University of Chicago’s Polsky Center. Jackie holds a B.S. with honors in General 
Engineering from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and an MBA with 
honors from the University of Chicago Booth School.

Mitul Patel 
CEO 
MP Consulting LLC
Mitul Patel is a entrepreneur, engineer, and philanthropist building businesses in 
the Chicago suburbs for two decades. As founder and CEO of MP Consulting LLC 
and A Making Company, he has become one of the Midwest’s most impactful 
forces in hardware engineering and manufacturing. A board member at 
Northwestern University’s Master of Product Development and Design program, 
U. of I., and Carle Illinois College of Medicine, Mitul invests deeply in the next 
generation of innovators. As CEO of the Aarush M Patel Foundation, he champions 
women’s obstetrics health innovations. As General Partner at DiPalo Ventures, he 
backs early-stage companies.

Arzoo Mittal 
Product Leader, AI Strategist & Venture Advisor 
Founders Institute - VC cohort
Arzoo Mittal is a product leader and AI strategist with 11+ years of experience 
across AI, enterprise SaaS, fintech, and technology product leadership. She has 
led AI and data products at Capital One, JPMorgan Chase, and TransUnion and 
brings an operator, product, and venture perspective to evaluating early-stage 
companies. As a Gies alum and Chicago-based startup ecosystem builder, Arzoo 
is passionate about supporting emerging founders and helping turn innovative 
technology into scalable businesses.

Fermín Méndez 
Founding Director, Innovation and Entrepreneurship Clinic 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign College of Law
Professor Fermín Miguel Méndez is the founding director of the College of 
Law’s first transactional law clinic, the Innovation & Entrepreneurship Clinic. He 
is a corporate law and securities law expert whose practice experience spans 
startups, venture capital, technology, and mergers & acquisitions. His research 
focuses on various aspects of securities law, including democratizing startup 
investments, creating equitable access to capital, and increasing economic 
participation of excluded persons.
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Cohort 1 & 26:30 p.m.

Mehmet Günal 
Co-Founder & CEO 
Brill Neurotech
Mehmet Günal, PhD, is co-founder & CEO of Brill Neurotech, developing next-
generation noninvasive brain-computer interface technology based on Fast 
Optical Signal (FOS). Trained in neuroscience and electrical engineering, his work 
focuses on optical neuroimaging, neural signal processing, and BCI.

Bailey Conrady 
Associate Director of Community and Industry 
Partnerships 
University of Illinois Research Park
Bailey Conrady is Associate Director of Community and Industry Partnerships 
at the University of Illinois Research Park, where she connects companies, 
entrepreneurs, researchers and community partners to advance innovation 
and economic growth. A two-time University of Illinois graduate, Bailey brings 
experience in organizational leadership, strategic partnerships and community 
engagement and is passionate about connecting people, ideas and resources to 
create opportunities for growth.

MODERATOR

Meet the Companies

VOYSSES INC 
Jen Whiting

SpecVision 
Mark Sullivan

GenPlay AI Inc 
Luke Sun

Cleanslate Robotics 
Max Uvarov

Rapid Analytix 
Division 
Bayezid Baten
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Illinois Ventures Angels 
Welcome Social

Elliott Notrica 
CEO 
Symbio Bioculinary
Elliott Notrica is the founder and CEO of Symbio Bioculinary, a startup building on-
site upcycling systems for food manufacturers. Elliott is a chef and biologist, with 
research focusing on proteomics of filamentous fungi. He is a Future Founders 
fellow and Amgen scholar, and has delivered a TEDx talk and been recognized by 
World Business Chicago and Food Navigator.

Oscar Azofeifa 
CEO 
PowerBox Technology
Oscar Azofeifa is a founder and technical leader with a deep background in energy 
systems engineering, power electronics, and software-driven energy management. 
As CEO of PowerBox Technology, Oscar leads company strategy, investor 
engagement, and go-to-market execution, including pilot structuring, pricing, and 
partnership development with system integrators, utilities, and facility operators. He 
has secured funding and accelerator support, and driven early customer discovery 
and pilots in Illinois and Alabama.

Prize Award and Closing Remarks6:50 p.m.

Phillip Rowell 
Co-Founder 
Ion Grove LLC

MODERATOR

Gerald Wilson 
Director of Entrepreneurship 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

Susan Martinis 
Senior Vice Chancellor of Research & Innovation 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

Laura Appenzeller 
Executive Director 
University of Illinois Research Park

EnterpriseWorks Homecoming Dinner 
(Invite Only)

7:30 p.m. - 
9:00 p.m.
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Bio: page 4

FRIDAY, OCT. 2

Illinois Conference Center - 111 St Marys Rd, Champaign, IL

Founders Showcase 
Day Sessions

Gerald Wilson 
Director of Entrepreneurship 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

Mark O’Connor 
Senior Associate 
Illinois Ventures
Mark O’Connor is a Senior Associate at Illinois Ventures, supporting the firm’s seed 
and venture investing and its Angel Network. He focuses on company sourcing, 
pipeline management, investment diligence, and founder engagement. Previously, 
he supported startup acceleration at mHUB and co-founded Orali Health, a medical-
device startup developing oral-cancer imaging technology. He earned a bachelor’s 
degree in bioengineering from the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign.

Michelle Chitambar 
Assistant Director, Licensing & Senior Technology Manager 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
Michelle Chitambar is assistant director of licensing and a senior technology 
manager at the University of Illinois’ Office of Technology Management, where 
she develops licensing strategies, supports U. of I. entrepreneurs, and protects and 
licenses engineering and physical sciences technologies. Her previous experience 
includes three years in tech transfer and administration at Southern Illinois University, 
four years spanning the technical and business teams at an energy storage controls 
start-up, and a PhD in applied physics and MS in electrical engineering from the 
University of Michigan. Dr. Chitambar is a registered patent agent.

MODERATOR

MODERATOR

MODERATOR

MODERATOR

Paul Magelli 
Director 
Illinois Ventures Angels
Paul Magelli is the inaugural Director of Illinois Ventures Angels, the University of 
Illinois alumni investing network. He’s a serial entrepreneur and alumnus, having 
co-founded telecom analytics firm Apertio and health analytics startup Apervita. He 
currently serves on the boards of WISEcode LLC and the nonprofit Nutrient Institute.
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Bio: page 4

Breakfast and Networking7:30 a.m.

Illini Angels Meeting 
(Invite only )

Nancy Sullivan 
CEO & Managing Director 

Illinois Ventures

Founders Showcase Kickoff & 
Welcome Remarks

Founders Award Presentation

Networking Activity and Charge 
for the Day

9:00 a.m.

9:10 a.m.

Gerald Wilson 
Director of Entrepreneurship 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

BREAK10:00 a.m.

MODERATOR

Stephanie Faraci 
Senior Associate Director 
Landuyt Center for Entrepreneurship
Stephanie Faraci is Senior Associate Director of the Landuyt Center for 
Entrepreneurship at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, where she 
leads programs and partnerships that connect students with resources, mentors, 
investors, and opportunities to turn ideas into impact. She has helped drive 
significant growth of the Cozad New Venture Challenge, which attracted more 
than 350 student teams in 2026. Her work focuses on building an inclusive, 
multidisciplinary entrepreneurship ecosystem and creating meaningful 
connections across campus, industry, and the startup community.

MODERATOR
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Kelsey Ortiz 
Co-Founder & CTO 
Photon Queue
Kelsey Ortiz is Co-Founder & CTO of Photon Queue, where she leads the 
technology roadmap. Photon Queue has raised a $4M seed round and is scaling 
its team to meet growing customer demand. Kelsey is a Sloan Scholar and is 
completing her PhD in Physics at U. of I. (expected Dec. 2026), where she worked 
on the SEAQUE project which tested a compact entangled photon source in 
space and studied radiation damage in single-photon detectors.

Alireza Talebpour 
Co-Founder & CEO 
Quantaeon Inc.
Alireza Talebpour is the Co-founder & CEO of Quantaeon AI and an Associate 
Professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering at the University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign. His work spans quantum information science, artificial 
intelligence, and autonomous systems. He has led federally funded research on 
AI and mobility and developed innovative quantum-AI architectures for secure, 
sovereign computing.

Photon Queue

Quantaeon

10:25 a.m.

10:35 a.m.

Supporting Entrepreneurship 
in Quantum

10:15 a.m.

INNOVATING IN QUANTUM

Brian DeMarco 
Chief Technology Officer 
Illinois Quantum and Microelectronics Park
Dr. Brian DeMarco is a professor of physics at the University of Illinois. His 
research group uses atoms and light to advance the frontier of quantum science 
and technology, including quantum computing and networking. He has won 
several awards, including the NASA Group Achievement Award for leading the 
committee that visioned the next decade of the US quantum science space 
program.  Most recently, Brian helped to launch the Illinois Quantum and 
Microelectronics Park and now serves as the Chief Technology Officer.
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Bio: page 5

Sanjukta Kundu 
Postdoctoral Research Associate 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
Sanjukta Kundu is a postdoctoral research associate at the Kwiat Quantum 
Information Group at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. Sanjukta’s research 
focuses on quantum and nonlinear-optical sensing, including infrared spectroscopy 
and hyperspectral imaging using visible-light detection. Sanjukta earned her 
Ph.D. in Physics from the University of Warsaw, where her work included spatial 
characterization of single photons and entangled photon pairs.

Quintessense10:40 a.m.

BREAK10:45 a.m.

OUR RESPONSIBILITY TO LEAD

Innovation, Entrepreneurship, and 
Illinois’ Ambition for Impact 
Fireside chat with Chancellor Charles Isbell

11:00 a.m.

Charles Isbell 
Chancellor 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
Charles Lee Isbell, Jr. is Chancellor of the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. 
He is a computationalist, researcher, award-winning teacher and an accomplished 
advocate for high-quality, accessible education. He holds a Ph.D. from MIT, and his 
research has focused on artificial intelligence and machine learning.

Scott Rose 
Managing Partner & Investment Manager 

Rose Investors LLC

CO-MODERATOR

CO-MODERATOR

Susan Martinis 
Senior Vice Chancellor of Research & Innovation 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
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Kestrel Robotics

Archean Sciences

11:40 a.m.

11:50 a.m.

Justin Yim 
Assistant Professor 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
Justin Yim is an Assistant Professor in the Mechanical Science and Engineering 
Department at the U. of I. where he runs the Novel Mobile Robots Lab. His research 
focuses on new mechanisms and control for robot locomotion, often involving 
legs, small platforms, or unconventional designs; he is perhaps best known for his 
work on small yet agile jumping robots. Justin is a recipient of the National Science 
Foundation CAREER award and is a NASA Innovative Advanced Concepts Fellow.

Naira Hovakimyam 
Founding CEO and Chief Scientist 
Kestrel Robotics, Inc.
Naira Hovakimyan is the W. Grafton and Lillian B. Wilkins Professor of Mechanical 
Science and Engineering and the Director of AVIATE Center of U. of I.. She is 
Founding CEO of Kestrel Robotics and co-founder and chief scientist of Intelinair. 
She is the 2011 recipient of AIAA Mechanics and Control of Flight Award, the 2015 
recipient of SWE Achievement Award, the 2017 recipient of IEEE CSS Award for 
Technical Excellence in Aerospace Controls, and the 2019 recipient of AIAA Pendray 
Aerospace Literature Award. 

Austin Ellis-Mohr 
CEO 
Archean Sciences
Austin Ellis-Mohr, Ph.D., is Co-Founder & CEO of Archean Sciences, a 
neurotechnology company building an autonomous neurocomputer lab for drug 
development and next-generation computing. He earned his B.S. and Ph.D. in 
Electrical and Computer Engineering from Cornell University and the University 
of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, respectively. His prior experience includes roles at 
the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, the Air Force Research 
Laboratory, and the Flatiron Institute.

INTELLIGENT SYSTEMS, ROBOTICS, AND PHYSICAL AI

Monopedal Jumping, Balancing, 
and Rolling Robot

11:30 a.m.





















28 FOUNDERS WEEK 2026

Satu
rd

ay, O
ct. 3

Tailgate Party

SATURDAY, OCT. 3

12:30 p.m. Atkins Patio & Lawn - 1800 S Oak St, Champaign, IL

Memorial Stadium - 1402 S 1st St, Champaign, IL

Illini Football Game

Awards and Closing Remarks7:30 p.m.

Live Music and Networking7:55 p.m. - 
8:30 p.m.

3:15 p.m. 
kickoff



29



FOUNDERS WEEK 202630

Siebel Center for Design
Explore how design thinking and human-centered design fuel innovation at the Siebel 
Center for Design. With hands-on prototyping labs, collaborative spaces, and a focus 
on real-world problem solving, SCD is a powerful campus resource for founders and 
entrepreneurs looking to develop, test, and refine their ideas.

INNOVATION TOURS		

Integrated Bioprocessing Research 
Laboratory (IBRL)
IBRL is a pilot-scale facility designed to help companies in bioprocessing, fermentation, 
and food manufacturing de-risk their technologies on the path to commercialization. The 
breadth of expertise and equipment makes IBRL suitable for many companies looking for 
shared-use resources.

EnterpriseWorks
EnterpriseWorks is the award-winning tech startup incubator on the campus of the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Having inclubated ober 350 companies, it is 
among the nation’s most productive university-based startup incubators.

Beckman Institute
The Beckman Institute for Advanced Science and Technology fuels collaborations by 
bringing together researchers across disciplines and providing cutting-edge scientific 
tools. The result: scientific advances that couldn’t occur any other way. Inside the Beckman 
Institute, the Molecule Maker Lab uses automation and AI to allow anyone to design and 
synthesize small molecules.

Carl R. Woese Institute for Genomic 
Biology (IGB) 
The Carl R. Woese Institute for Genomic Biology at the University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign conducts innovative research in life sciences to address societal challenges. 
Guided by ‘Where Science Meets Society,’ it engages the public through events and 
projects, impacting health, technology, society, agriculture, and the environment, with a 
focus on IP creation and startups.

TOUR 1

TOUR 2

TOUR 3

Thursday, OCT. 1 | 9:30 - 11:00 a.m.

Tour participants assemble at EnterpriseWorks at 9:15 a.m.
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Siebel Center for Design
Explore how design thinking and human-centered design fuel innovation at the Siebel 
Center for Design. With hands-on prototyping labs, collaborative spaces, and a focus 
on real-world problem solving, SCD is a powerful campus resource for founders and 
entrepreneurs looking to develop, test, and refine their ideas.

Integrated Bioprocessing Research 
Laboratory (IBRL)
IBRL is a pilot-scale facility designed to help companies in bioprocessing, fermentation, 
and food manufacturing de-risk their technologies on the path to commercialization. The 
breadth of expertise and equipment makes IBRL suitable for many companies looking for 
shared-use resources.

EnterpriseWorks
EnterpriseWorks is the award-winning tech startup incubator on the campus of the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Having inclubated ober 350 companies, it is 
among the nation’s most productive university-based startup incubators.

Cache Energy
Cache Energy is an EnterpriseWorks graduate pioneering long-duration energy storage 
and electrified heat solutions. See how its limestone-based thermochemical technology 
captures renewable electricity, stores it for extended periods, and delivers clean heat on 
demand. Visitors will explore the materials and manufacturing systems and learn how 
Cache Energy is scaling from Illinois innovation to commercial deployments with Fortune 
500 companies, universities, and customers in Europe.

Beckman Institute
The Beckman Institute for Advanced Science and Technology fuels collaborations by 
bringing together researchers across disciplines and providing cutting-edge scientific 
tools. The result: scientific advances that couldn’t occur any other way. Inside the Beckman 
Institute, the Molecule Maker Lab uses automation and AI to allow anyone to design and 
synthesize small molecules.

Carl R. Woese Institute for Genomic 
Biology (IGB) 
The Carl R. Woese Institute for Genomic Biology at the University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign conducts innovative research in life sciences to address societal challenges. 
Guided by ‘Where Science Meets Society,’ it engages the public through events and 
projects, impacting health, technology, society, agriculture, and the environment, with a 
focus on IP creation and startups.

TOUR 1

TOUR 2

TOUR 4

TOUR 3

Friday, OCT. 2 | 4:00 - 5:30 p.m.

Tour participants assemble at Illinois Conference Center at 3:45 p.m.
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