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Expanding horizons to augment 
the on-campus experience
Students play critical part in new strategic plan

Arjun Sanga
President

This past fiscal year, University of Wisconsin regional 
comprehensive campuses partnered with us to increase 
their innovation activities among faculty, staff and students. 
Four campuses held a WiSys Quick Pitch, a competition for 
undergraduate researchers to explain the relevance and impact of 
their research in less than three minutes to non-scientists. The WiSys 
Quick Pitch State Final at the annual WSTS conference was the most 
popular session among attendees resulting in five more campuses 
expressing interest in holding their own competition this coming 
year. The annual conference itself was a great success as 15 UW 
institutions sent a record 257 attendees, including 117 students, to 
UW-Platteville.

Other notable activities included the second annual Prototype 
Hackathon at UW-Platteville, an inaugural Innovation in Aging 
competition at UW-Green Bay and the Wisconsin Big Idea 
Tournament. Each of these competitions provided students with 
opportunities to extend their classroom learning to develop novel 
prototypes, think of innovative solutions and build new companies.  

I am excited to report that the UW institutions we serve are on 
the move with more faculty and students engaged in innovation 
activities and more students and campuses participating in the 
WiSys Ambassador program, resulting in a record year for invention 
disclosures and student engagement. This aligns nicely with our new 
strategic plan. Based on input from our institutions, the trustees and 
our staff, we have redefined the scope of WiSys to expand on our 
core functions of patenting and licensing by broadening our mission 
to supporting the creation and transfer of innovations from the 
University of Wisconsin System to the marketplace. With this mission 
we hope to build a culture of innovation for a better future.
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WISYS
STRATEGIC PLAN

STRATEGIC GOALS MISSION

VALUES

VISION
2017-2022

collaboration engagement

productivityenthusiasm for 
innovation & research

work-life 
balance

client focus

1 Support faculty, staff, 
student and alumni 
innovation

2 Identify, develop and 
transfer new innovations

3 Strengthen stakeholder 
relationships

6
Support regional 
comprehensive 
collaboration with 
Wisconsin companies

4 Build the WiSys brand

5 Ensure long term financial 
stability for operations and 
grant programs

building a culture of 
innovation for a better 
future

supporting the creation 
and transfer of innovations 
from the University of 
Wisconsin System to the 
marketplace
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WHO WE ARE
The WiSys staff is comprised of business professionals with diverse areas of expertise 
across a range of disciplines.

WiSys would not be where it is today without the leadership and support of its Board 
of Trustees and Advisory Committee. 

Kristen Ruka
Regional Associate

Tony Hanson
Regional Associate

Mads Gjefsen
Regional Associate

Mike Cenci
IP & Contracts 

Associate

Jennifer Cook
Associate Director

Jeremy Miner
Regional Research 

Administrator

Arjun Sanga
President

Alicia Schiff
Executive Assistant & 
Program Coordinator

Bri Maas
Marketing & 

Communications 
Associate

Caroline Maahs
Social Media & 

Communications Intern

WiSys Board of Trustees & Officers:
• David J. Ward, Chair
• Leon J. Ostrowski, Vice Chair
• Carl Gulbrandsen, Treasurer
• Lorrie (Keating) Heinemann, 

Secretary
• Arjun Sanga, President
• Dean Van Galen
• David Brukardt
• Erik Iverson
• Tomas Stafford
• Leigh Cagan (2014-2017)

WiSys Advisory Committee:
• Dean Van Galen, Chair
• Arjun Sanga
• David Brukardt
• Deborah Ford
• Molly Gribb
• Jim Henderson
• Mark Hogan
• Anne Kaplan 
• Tracey Klein
• Andrew Leavitt
• Bernie L. Patterson
• Cathy Sandeen
• Tom Still

WiSys Finance, Audit & 
Administration Committee:
• Lorrie (Keating) Heinemann, 

Chair
• Carl Gulbrandsen
• David Brukardt
• Leon Ostrowski
• Arjun Sanga, ex officio
• Tomas Stafford

OUR LEADERSHIP

Maicen Stuart
Office Intern
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OUR PARTNERS
WiSys helps researchers and innovators from the 
11 four-year comprehensive campuses or the 13 
colleges in the UW System and UW-Extension.

Affiliated
Institutions:

UW-Eau Claire
UW-Green Bay
UW-La Crosse
UW Oshkosh
UW-Parkside
UW-Platteville
UW-River Falls
UW-Stevens Point
UW-Stout
UW-Superior
UW-Whitewater
UW Colleges
UW-Extension
Madison College
Southwest Tech
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WISYS AMBASSADOR PROGRAM
2016-17 Class

Eric Miller
Materials Science

Anna Scheunemann
Microbiology

UW-Eau Claire

Kayla Billett
Environmental Science

Evan Miller
Environmental Science

UW-Green Bay

Rachel Butler
Chemistry

Anna Dineen
Marketing

Rachel Zastrow
Biochemistry

UW-La Crosse

Alex Horkman
Microbiology

Jeshanah Zolkowski
Chemistry

UW Oshkosh

Thalia Aleman
Marketing

Jacky Meremable
Accounting

Haley Willis
Marketing

UW-Parkside

Josh Dust
Engineering

Paige Hagen
Engineering

Katie Schulteis
Biology

Michael Viola
Eng. Physics

UW-Platteville

Siri Doyle
Ag. Engineering

Aiyappa Bachettira
Business

Anna Miller
Psychology

UW-River Falls

Steven Macherey
Communication

UW-Stevens Point

Shelby Kaufer
Applied Science

UW-Stout

Cameron McDougall
Accounting

Aimee Toland
Chemistry

UW-Superior

Amanda Danno
Biology

Marion Titze
Physics

UW-Whitewater
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WiSys Ambassador program grows: 
25 students across 11 campuses

The 2016-17 class of WiSys 
Ambassadors, a record-setting 
25 students, worked throughout 
the year to enhance WiSys’ 
connections with the research 
community on 11 regional 
comprehensive UW System 
campuses.

The WiSys Ambassador program 
began in 2014 with just four 
students on two campuses to 
strengthen the foundation’s 
outreach efforts. By its third year, 
the program had already made 
an immense impact on WiSys’ 
presence and visibility in the UW 
System, and the 2016-17 class was 
excited to take this goal a step 
further.

“I am very committed to 
connecting people with 
opportunities to grow,” says 
UW Oshkosh Ambassador Alex 
Horkman, who transferred from 
UW-Fox Valley. “To be successful 
it is all about the connections 
you make. You can have a great 

idea, but if you do not get in touch 
with the right people it will never 
go anywhere. By helping others 
make those connections I hope 
to network as well to improve my 
chances of being successful in the 
future.”

Over the academic year, each 
ambassador commited five to 10 
hours each month to enhancing 
the understanding and 
awareness of WiSys’ role 
across the campuses. 
They worked together 
with the WiSys Regional 
Associates on their 
campuses to plan 
events, host educational 
workshops, hold 
meetings with students 
and staff, and present to 
academic departments.

Beyond being the 
largest ambassador 
class to date, the 
2016-17 network of 
ambassadors was also 

the most diverse. Their areas of 
study ranged from biochemistry 
to environmental planning and 
policy, to business management 
and marketing and everywhere in 
between. That spread of interests 
helped them find innovation 
all across their campuses and 
contributed to WiSys’ highest 
activity yet.

“The biggest takeaway I have 
had as a WiSys Ambassador 

is that inspiration for a great 
idea can come from anywhere: 

a class, a hobby, a job, etc.”

“There is not just one type of 
major or person who should 

be looked to for fantastic 
innovations, every area is 
always making leaps and 

bounds toward the future.”

Paige Hagen
WiSys 2016-17 Ambassador

UW-Platteville

2016-17 class pictured during WiSys’ annual Ambassador Reception hosted by UW System President Ray Cross at Brittingham House
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FY 2016-17 AT A GLANCE

64
$610,921

12

12
3

750+

48

INNOVATIONS 
DISCLOSED TO WISYS

PATENTS ISSUED

ACROSS THE UW SYSTEM

$57,196

UW System 
students 
engaged

WiSys 
Innovation 
Awards

ARG/
AR-WiTAG 

grants
funded

grant
funds 
awarded

WISYS 
STUDENT 

INNOVATORS

LICENSES/OPTIONS 
EXECUTED
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DISCLOSURES FY13-FY17

DISCLOSURES FROM
STUDENTS

FIRST-TIME DISCLOSERS

2016-17 Invention
Disclosures
WiSys innovators across UW Campuses submitted a 
record 64 invention disclosures* this past fiscal year. 

*An invention disclosure is a formal written submission of a new innovation to WiSys.
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2016-17 GRANTS AWARDED
As a supporting organization of the UW System, WiSys is 
dedicated to helping faculty, staff, students and alumni across 
the state. WiSys administers several grant programs to assist 
the development of new ideas, inventions and innovations at 
any stage.

Applied 
Research 
Grant 
recipients

David Lewis UW-Eau Claire

Robert McGaff UW-La Crosse

Aric Opdahl UW-La Crosse

Shangping Xu UW-Milwaukee

Jonathan Gutow UW Oshkosh

Sabrina Mueller-
Spitz

UW Oshkosh

Brian Barry UW-Platteville

Jim Hamilton UW-Platteville

Wei Li UW-Platteville

Mohammad 
Rabbani

UW-Platteville

Matthew Vonk UW-River Falls

Min DeGruson UW-Stout

12

TOTAL GRANT MONEY AWARDED

$528,725 $57,196 $25,000
= = =

ARG/PDF 
(PROTOTYPE 

DEVELOPMENT 
FUND)

WISYS
INNOVATION 

AWARDS

WISYS 
SCHOLAR

$610,921
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FY 2016-17 SPECIAL AWARDS
Innovator of the Year

WiSys Scholars

Dr. Brant Kedrowski was chosen this year as the recipient of the 
Carl E. Gulbrandsen Innovator of the Year Award for his active 
engagement with WiSys programs and long-standing partnership with 
the organization.

Kedrowski is a professor in the Chemistry department at UW 
Oshkosh. He was selected by WiSys for embodying the ideals of 
a WiSys Innovator: being a named inventor on two WiSys patents, 
awardee of several WiSys grants, supporter of student research 
and successful collaborator with industry resulting in a commercial 
agreement.

“I am proud to say that Brant is one of countless UW Oshkosh 
and UW System professor-researcher-innovators who make our 
comprehensive institutions distinctive national leaders,” UW Oshkosh 
Chancellor Andrew Leavitt said. “Every day, dedicated faculty 

members achieve breakthroughs and help derive new products while teaching, leading campus laboratories 
and serving as mentors to tens of thousands of students. Those students learn from and collaborate with the 
best and brightest. The educational experience is priceless, inspiring life-long learning and success.”

This year, WiSys committed to bolstering its support of the App Factory at 
UW-Parkside through a WiSys Scholar grant. The $25,000 per year salary 

stipend may be used for projects undertaken by the App Factory that 
are led by the Primary Investigator, Tim Knautz, and Co-PI and Project 
Manager, Zaid Altahat. It is estimated from the App Factory that this 

annual stipend equates to approximately 700 hours of development 
and project management time.

Students in the App Factory gain real-world job experience in 
design, development, and maintenance of software that goes well 

beyond what we can be taught in computer-science courses.

For example, the Physics Office Hours App is an idea created by 
Dr. Heidi Fencl, a physics professor at UW-Green Bay, and funded by 

WiSys, to create a simple to use mobile application that can quickly answer 
students’ questions that Fencl repeatedly sees them struggling with. Students 

at the App Factory, led by Knautz and Altahat, designed a prototype and worked 
directly with Fencl to refine the app, making it as user-friendly as possible. 

Read more at wisys.org
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FY 2016-17 INNOVATION EVENTS

This past fiscal year, WiSys partnered 
with campuses across the UW 
System to host events geared toward 
innovation, research and enhancing the 
student experience.

Through these events, WiSys was able 
to engage with faculty, staff and more 
than 750 student innovators to foster 
a culture of innovation across the 
University of Wisconsin System. 

Read more at wisys.org

WSTS 2017
More than 250 University of 

Wisconsin innovators came 
together in Platteville for the 10th 
annual WSTS, a two-day symposium 
aimed at sparking collaboration 
between faculty, staff, students and 
industry partners across the state.

The conference featured scientific 
presentations, panel discussions 
and networking activities to 
highlight the 

potential for partnerships across 
disciplines and across campuses.

“We were thrilled to host such 
a key event for our state,” UW-
Platteville Chancellor Dennis 
Shields said. “The research 
and innovative work through 
WiSys demonstrates the value of 
connecting University of Wisconsin 

resources with the business 
economy and it’s great to 
be showcasing this in our 
own region.” 

WSTS 2017 also featured 
a student research poster 
symposium and the 
inaugural Innovation 
Showcase, where 
more than 65 student 
teams presented their 
research or creative, 
technological and 

engineering projects to compete 
for cash prizes. For Sophie Moll, a 
UW-Stevens Point senior studying 
biochemistry and first-time attendee 
at WSTS, the symposium was not 
only an opportunity for networking 
and collaboration, but also to get 
valuable feedback and direction for 
her research.

“Going into the program, I was 
unsure what to expect,” Moll said. 
“Upon leaving I had been inspired 
to attempt to one day pursue 
my Ph.D. thanks to a professor 
I was able to meet through the 
symposium. I’m confident that 
looking back years from now the 
WSTS will be remembered as 
something of a personal turning 
point.”

Poster Symposium, Innovation Showcase and Quick Pitch State Final Award Winners
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WBIT 2017

WiSys Quick Pitch

Two UW student teams finish in 
top 45 of international competition

What do dirty dishes, expensive 
textbooks and misbehaving cats 
all have in common? They were 
all inspiration for student business 
ideas that competed in the biggest, 
most diverse Wisconsin Big Idea 
Tournament yet.

This year’s statewide competition 
welcomed 12 student teams from 
nine University of Wisconsin System 
campuses.

Partnership with the regional 
comprehensive campuses was 
instrumental in bolstering student 
involvement this year. Eight 
campuses hosted qualifying 
competitions, many of them for the 
very first time. These competitions 
helped to recruit the largest pool of 
competing teams in WBIT history 
from a larger geography across 

the state and an array of business 
interests, from veterinary sciences 
to food and beverages.

Teams were challenged to 
identify and test their business 
assumptions early to quickly 
identify customers and market 
potential, then present the 
findings—focusing on what they 
learned—in a brief 10-minute 
presentation.

The winning team, Upright Kids, is 
comprised of UW Oshkosh students 
Dylan Parks and Brad Ploch. Their 
pitch detailed the dangers of 
sitting for long periods of time and 
their solution, a customizable and 
affordable standing desk for kids in 
grades K-8. 

On top of a $2,000 cash prize 
courtesy of the Wisconsin Economic 
Development Corporation, Upright 
Kids also won paid travel to Silicon 

Valley 
for the International 
Business Model Competition 
(IBMC). There they competed 
among the top 45 out of more than 
6,000 student teams from around 
the world.

UW-River Falls freshman Nathaniel 
Wenner entered the IBMC through 
the At-Large Round and placed in 
the Semifinals among the top 24 
teams in the world.

Student researchers explain 
relevance, impact of complex 
projects in three minutes or less

In its third year, the WiSys 
Quick Pitch grew to four local 
competitions across the UW System 
comprehensive campuses.

The events took place this year at 
UW-Eau Claire, UW-Green Bay, UW 

Oshkosh and UW-Platteville and 
served as an opportunity for students 
to practice relaying the importance 
and impact of their research in an 
effective, accessible way.

Teams received training from 
WiSys staff to prepare for the 
competition. Teams were taught 
to pay close attention to the “so 
what” factor—how to quickly get 
a listener to understand and care 
about their research without visual 
aids. Students then delivered 
their refined pitches before a 
panel of judges at the Quick Pitch 

competition.

Beyond the opportunity to increase 
exposure for their research, local 
Quick Pitch winners earned cash 
prizes and an invitation to present at 
the WiSys Quick Pitch State Finals 
during WSTS 2017 at UW-Platteville. Read more at wisys.org

Read more at wisys.org

First place winners Dylan Parks and Brad Ploch with WEDC’s Joey Frayne

Biology student Nick Boehme presents his pitch at UW-Platteville

FIRST PLACE WINNERS:
UW-Green Bay
Marla Cherney, Public Affairs
 

UW-Platteville
Leah Statz, Agriculture
 

UW Oshkosh
Social Sciences & Humanities: 
Gerald Bufford III, Urban Planning
Science & Technology:
Kasey Stewart, Biology
 

UW-Eau Claire 
Social Sciences & Humanities:
Katie Paulich & Caitlin Richmond, 
Psychology
Science & Technology:
Zachary Wawrzyniakowski, Physics
 

WiSys Quick Pitch State Champion:
Leah Statz, UW-Platteville
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TECHNOLOGY SPOTLIGHT:

Novel chiral organocatalysts for 
synthetic organic reactions

Catalysis is the process of using a separate 
substance to force chemical reactions more quickly 
and with less energy required than in its absence. 
This process has broad commercial applications 
pertaining to various industries, such as in the 
production of biofuels. Organocatalysts have been 
in rapid development in recent years due to the 
increasingly high costs and potential uncertainty of the 
platinum group metals that historically have been most 
commonly used as catalysts.

Catalysts are also valuable for encouraging formation 
of desired chiral forms of molecules. Chirality, or 
handedness, is a chemical property of some three-
dimensional molecules. When these molecules are 
represented next to their mirror images, they have 
the same chemical structure, but they cannot be 
superimposed with each other, much like a person’s 

left and right hands mirror each other but cannot be 
interchanged. Chirality is important because two mirror 
versions, or enantiomers, of a molecule can cause 
different outcomes.

Dr. David Lewis, professor of chemistry at the 
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, is aiming to create 
new chiral organocatalysts based on camphor to serve 
as the more sustainable and superior replacement for 
platinum group metal-based catalysts. The UW System 
awarded Professor Lewis an Applied Research-WiSys 
Technology Advancement Grant (AR-WiTAG) in 2016 to 
support the expansion of his research.  

Lewis prepared his novel suite of organocatalysts 
to have optimized conformational flexibility. Lewis is 
currently testing the chiral organocatalysts in three 
major carbon-to-carbon, bond-forming reactions.

In the last 15 years, more than 150 patent applications 
for organocatalysis and new organocatalysts have 
been filed, demonstrating the widespread desire for 
innovation in this area. The successful completion 
of Lewis’ project will lead to a readily accessible and 
commercializable product suitable for manufacture by 
small businesses or small toll manufacturers, as well as 
its licensing to chemical companies.

UW-Eau Claire professor David 
Lewis’ research focuses on 
finding non-metallic, more 
productive catalysts for 
pharmaceutical applications.

POTENTIAL ECONOMIC IMPACT:
Many chiral drugs already exist, from pain and fever 
reducers to asthma medication. These drugs have 
market shares of up to $700 million, and if Lewis’ 
research is successful, many of them could be 
generated using his novel chiral organocatalysts. 
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

Eric Miller
Materials Science

Anna Scheunemann
Microbiology

presentations  
on campus:

12

$47,500

Kristen Ruka
Regional Associate

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-Eau Claire faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $47,500 (AR-WiTAG) David Lewis
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EVENT SPOTLIGHT:

UW-Green Bay students explore 
solutions for an aging population

According to the Administration on Aging, people 
65+ represented 14.5% of the population in the year 
2014 but are expected to grow to be 21.7% of the 
population by 2040. Many of these older adults face 
difficulties related to aging and chronic conditions 
that impact activities of daily living and quality of life.

Nine student teams went head-to-head at UW-
Green Bay March 3 to confront these difficulties 
and create innovative solutions to a myriad of 
problems associated with aging. After a two-week 
brainstorming session, teams were given just eight 
minutes to explain their background research into 
an issue and convince a panel of judges that their 
innovation could improve the quality of life for an 
aging population.

UW-Green Bay Environmental Design students 
Kennedy Wendt and Pauline Balza created the 

winning project, titled, “storAGE.” They designed a 
kitchen cabinet rail system that reduces the reach, 
strength and balance required to load or unload 
items like dishes and food. The storAGE team won a 
$500 cash prize from WiSys for their winning project 
and presentation. 

Throughout the day, audience members were also 
asked to vote for their favorite team presentation to 
choose the winners of a second prize, the People’s 
Choice Award. UW-Green Bay Human Biology 
student Bryanna Blochowiak and Psychology 
students McKenna Garvey and Nate Jensen 
took the People’s Choice Award for their project, 
“MediCode,” which designed a technology that 
would enable first responders to quickly access 
patients’ medical records in an emergency.

After being met with such enthusiasm from the 
UW-Green Bay community in its first year, planning 
is already underway for the second annual 
Innovation in Aging event.

“We were excited to partner with 
Dean Gallagher-Lepak and UW-
Green Bay to create this unique 
multidisciplinary event, giving 
students a practical application of 
their classwork.”

Arjun Sanga
WiSys President
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$9,407

Mads Gjefsen
Regional Associate

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-Green Bay faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $9,407 (WiSys Innovation Award) Michael Zorn

Kayla Billett
Environmental Science

Evan Miller
Environmental Science

presentations  
on campus:

9



20

EVENT SPOTLIGHT:

Innovation Generation program turns
student business dreams into reality

The Small Business Development Center at 
the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse kicked off 
its Innovation Generation Program this spring, 
which fosters innovation and entrepreneurship in 
middle school through college students through 
workshops, mentoring, competitions and more.

The program is a partnership between the 
SBDC, the UWL Center for Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation, Collegiate Entrepreneurs Organization 
and WiSys.

Beginning in January, participating high school and 
college students developed and tested business 
ideas over the course of nine weeks, operating 
individually or in small teams. Weekly Innovation 
Lab meetings challenged students to think critically 
about their business ideas, talk to potential 
customers and continuously improve their business 
concepts. The program culminated in the Eagle Eye 
Business Competition in April, which served as a 
qualifying competition for the statewide Wisconsin 
Big Idea Tournament.

UW-La Crosse student Tony Volk created the 
mobile app Sipp, which helps local bars connect to 

patrons to provide information on wait times, special 
offers and friends there. Volk’s business plan won 
the people’s choice award, first place and more 
than $2,000 in financial support and services from 
local businesses during the Eagle Eye competition. 
Volk also earned a spot in the Wisconsin Big Idea 
Tournament, where his business idea gained a 
statewide audience.

Volk and his team contribute much of their success 
to the Innovation Generation Program, which 
provided them the resources and direction needed 
to turn their concept into a reality.

UW-La Crosse Management 
student Tony Volk participated 
in the inaugural UWL Innovation 
Lab to develop his idea for a 
new mobile app.

“There are a lot of good ideas out 
there. My advice to people still in 

school is to use your opportunities 
while you have them. You are only 
this young once and have nothing 

to lose.”

Tony Volk
UW-La Crosse Management student

Creator, Sipp mobile application

photo courtesy of UW-La Crosse
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$158,040

Tony Hanson
Regional Associate

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-La Crosse faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $39,329 (AR-WiTAG) Robert McGaff
• $30,400 (AR-WiTAG) Aric Opdahl
• $17,921 (WiSys Innovation Award) Robert McGaff

17-18 Awards
• $38,806 (ARG) Samantha Foley 
• $31,584 (AR-WiTAG) Seth King

Rachel Butler
Chemistry

Anna Dineen
Marketing

Rachel Zastrow
Biochemistry

presentations  
on campus:

2
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RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT:

Short-circuiting bacterial 
communication to halt plant disease

Bacterial cells communicate with one another 
by sending and receiving chemical signals via a 
process called quorum sensing. Quorum sensing 
increases pathogenicity as it helps bacteria to more 
efficiently infect and colonize. Any technology 
that could disrupt quorum sensing would have 
significant and broad applications in the effort to 
combat plant diseases.

Certain bacteria produce enzymes that degrade 
signaling molecules and thereby prevent quorum 
sensing in a process called quorum quenching. 
Associate professor Sabrina Mueller-Spitz of 
the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh is leading 
a research team seeking to identify bacterial 
quorum quenching enzymes. The researchers have 
identified 26 likely target enzymes that they are 
researching further with the assistance of a UW 
System Applied Research Grant (ARG).

The long-term goal of the research is to develop a 
quorum quenching technology that can be used on 
crops post-harvest to prevent rot and subsequent 
capital loss. The ongoing research relates directly to 
Wisconsin via potatoes, a crop in which Wisconsin 

ranks third in the nation in total production. The 
successful development of this technology would 
allow Wisconsin’s farmers to avoid the major 
reduction in income that comes with any loss of 
their crop to soft rot. But the implications of such 
a technology also reach far beyond the borders of 
the state, in a time when the agricultural industry 
must continuously innovate to be able to bear 
the increasingly challenging burden of feeding a 
sweltering global population. 

UW Oshkosh professor Sabrina 
Mueller-Spitz leads a research 
team that aims to develop 
an alternative way to control 
bacterial pathogens in plants.

POTENTIAL ECONOMIC IMPACT:
Wisconsin ranks third in the United States for 
potato production, which contributes more 
than $270 million to the state’s economy. 
While the losses due to soft rot in potatoes 
are unknown, it is estimated that anywhere 
between 15-30% of crops are lost due to soft 
rot pathogens.
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$123,499

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW Oshkosh faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $47,500 (AR-WiTAG) Sabrina Mueller-Spitz
• $33,250 (ARG) Jonathan Gutow
• $3,000 (WiSys Innovation Award) Pawel Olszewski

17-18 Awards
• $39,749 (ARG) Paul Van Auken

Mads Gjefsen
Regional Associate

Alex Horkman
Microbiology

Jeshanah Zolkowski
Chemistry

presentations  
on campus:

7
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STUDENT STARTUP SPOTLIGHT:

UW-Parkside student develops 
safer alternative to addressing 
feline behavioral issues

Through her pre-veterinary medicine work, 
University of Wisconsin-Parkside undergraduate 
Cassie Van Hoof commonly noticed aggression and 
anxiety in cats. There are products available to try 
and address these issues, the most commonly known 
of which is Feliway, but they are expensive and often 
comprised mainly of alcohol, which is unsafe for 
animals. Van Hoof founded a startup, Efoxen LLC, to 
provide an improved alternative to these products. 

Efoxen’s pioneer product is Purrfect Pal, a novel 
method of redirecting feline aggression and anxiety 
that is strictly natural and low cost. Available as a 
sprayable solution, Purrfect Pal is extracted from a 
proprietary mixture of natural remedies known to 
induce relaxation. Trials conducted showed positive 
reactions from cats and increased levels of relaxation 
that were sustained over periods of many hours.

The solution was formulated with the assistance 
of UW-Parkside chemistry professor Daryl Sauer. In 
addition to being safer than alternative products, 

the solution yields a large amount of extract from its 
ingredients. This will make addressing anxiety and 
aggression in cats significantly more affordable for 
consumers, in the home and in the veterinary clinic.

Van Hoof presented her innovation at the 
2017 Wisconsin Big Idea Tournament, a student 
entrepreneurial competition hosted by WiSys and the 
UW-Extension, in April. She also won UW-Parkside’s 
Big Idea Innovation Challenge.

Van Hoof and Sauer partnered with WiSys to pursue 
patent protection and commercialization of Purrfect 
Pal. In the meantime, Van Hoof is also working to 
develop additional methods of application. She 
hopes to be able to spread its benefits to other 
animals as well.

Student innovator and 2017 
Wisconsin Big Idea Tournament 
participant Cassie Van Hoof is 
seeking a cat-friendly solution 
to unfriendly behaviors.
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$72,600

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-Parkside faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

17-18 Awards
• $47,600 (AR-WiTAG) Daryl Sauer
• $25,000 (WiSys Scholar) App Factory

Tony Hanson
Regional Associate

Thalia Aleman
Marketing

Jacky Meremable
Accounting

Haley Willis
Marketing

presentations  
on campus:

3
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EVENT SPOTLIGHT:

Year of research and innovation 
celebrated at UW-Platteville

The University of Wisconsin-Platteville’s 2017 
Pioneer Creative Activities and Research Day (PCARD) 
showcased and celebrated the innovative, creative, and 
scholarly activities of UW-Platteville students, faculty, 
and staff. The April event showcased a large poster 
symposium and included two WiSys competitions this 
year.

The WiSys Quick Pitch at UW-Platteville, a third-year 
expansion of the original competition that took place at 
UW-Eau Claire, invited undergraduate researchers to 
present their research and its relevance in presentations 
limited to three minutes per team. The competition 
served as an opportunity for students to practice 
relaying the importance and impact of their research 
in effective ways that are understandable to a broad 
audience.

First place in the UW-Platteville Quick Pitch competition 
went to Agriculture student Leah Statz, who also went 
on to win the WiSys Quick Pitch State Final at WSTS 
2017. Second place went to Elista Fisher from Biology. 

Both winners were invited to present their pitches 
during the WiSys Quick Pitch State Final during the 10th 
annual WSTS, which was also hosted at UW-Platteville in 
late July.

Occurring later in the evening at PCARD was the 
second annual WiSys Prototype Hackathon, where eight 
student teams presented their ideas for prototypes 
that could solve an existing problem. The participants 
engaged in creative and collaborative thinking to design 
innovative product prototypes. Teams had two days in 
the beginning of April to research, design, and build 
their prototypes using UW-Platteville lab spaces, before 
giving their five-minute presentations demonstrating 
their commercial relevance to a panel of judges.

This year’s first place winners were Cullen Olsen and 
Nathan Creamer, who designed a tool to reduce injuries 
to a mechanic’s hands by allowing them to safely access 
hard-to-reach places under the hood. The team won a 
$1,000 cash prize from the Platteville Regional Chamber.

Pioneer Creative 
Activites and Research 
Day aligns with WiSys 
competitions on 
campus.

photo courtesy of UW-Platteville
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$313,319

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-Platteville faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $47,500 (ARG) Brian Barry
• $43,806 (AR-WiTAG) Jim Hamilton 
• $43,700 (AR-WiTAG) Wei Li
• $40,257 (ARG) Mohammad Rabbani
• $10,200 (WiSys Innovation Award) Brian Barry & 

Mohammad Rabbani

17-18 Awards
• $49,952 (ARG) Muthu Venkateshwaran
• $39,000 (AR-WiTAG) Wei Li
• $38,904 (AR-WiTAG) Harold Evensen

Tony Hanson
Regional Associate

Josh Dust
Engineering

Paige Hagen
Engineering

Katie Schulteis
Biology

Michael Viola
Eng. Physics

presentations  
on campus:

10
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TECHNOLOGY SPOTLIGHT:

Saddle hoist helps paraplegic 
horseback riders gain independence

University of Wisconsin-River Falls student Shanna 
Burris is helping to put paraplegic horseback riders 
in the saddle. Burris, a senior equine management 
major with a background in healthcare, had the 
desire to help those with paraplegia access 
the physically and mentally therapeutic effects 
associated with horseback riding. Wheelchair ramps 
and lifts exist to help riders mount their horses, but 
lifting and maneuvering a saddle into place without 
assistance was an impossible task before Burris 
conceptualized a helpful solution.

Burris surveyed paraplegic riders to identify 
what they needed most before designing and 

creating a hoist for lifting a saddle onto the back 
of a horse. Her device consists of a simple pulley 
system that can easily be mounted to ceiling tracks 
in any barn. The lift is adjustable to fit all saddle 
types and will not damage the saddle, in addition 
to being easy to use. Most importantly, her device 
enables a paraplegic rider to independently place a 
saddle on their horse, allowing them to get up in the 
saddle without any assistance during the process.

After being accepted into the McNair Scholars 
program, Burris worked with Dean Olson, associate 
dean of the College of Agriculture, Food and 
Environmental Studies and professor of agricultural 
engineering at UW-River Falls, to build a prototype. 
Together they created the hoisting device for 
less than $150 and mostly of spare parts from the 
Agricultural Engineering Department.

Burris began working with WiSys in 2016 to 
protect, develop and commercialize her idea, which 
is currently Patent Pending. She presented her 
research and design at WiSys’ annual WSTS at UW-
Platteville in summer 2017.

KEY FEATURES & BENEFITS:
• Simple pulley system can be easily 

mounted to any barn using pre-
existing structures

• Easy to use and adjust to all saddle 
types

• Does not damage the saddle
• Cost effective: prototype created for 

less than $150

WiSys Innovator and non-
traditional UWRF student 
Shanna Burris creates the first 
tool for paraplegic horseback 
riders to saddle their own 
horses independently.

photo courtesy of UW-River Falls
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$56,149

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-River Falls faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $47,481 (ARG) Matthew Vonk
• $8,668 (WiSys Innovation Award) Cheng-Chen 

Huang

Kristen Ruka
Regional Associate

Siri Doyle
Ag. Engineering

Aiyappa Bachettira
Business

Anna Miller
Psychology

presentations  
on campus:

14
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TECHNOLOGY SPOTLIGHT:

Catalyst and processes could 
unlock a near-unlimited amount 
of clean energy

Lignocellulosic biomass is the most abundantly 
available material on Earth for the production of 
biofuels. To turn this biofuel into energy, it must 
ferment into ethanol, but the necessary sugars remain 
trapped inside the lignocellulose unless complex and 
expensive processes are used to convert biomass 
into a form that is accessible for enzymatic action. An 
inexpensive conversion method is necessary to be 
able to fully exploit the near-limitless source of clean 
energy that currently remains mostly inaccessible.

WiSys has filed a patent application on behalf of 
Dr. Malek Alkasrawi, assistant professor of paper 
science and chemical engineering at the University 
of Wisconsin-Stevens Point, for his catalyst being 
developed as an alternative method of converting 
cellulose into sugars. Solid acid catalysts have been 
utilized in this process before and solve many of 
the issues associated with enzymatic hydrolysis, but 
are associated with several challenges of their own. 
The catalyst being developed by Alkasrawi and his 
team will address the problems inherent of currently 

utilized catalysts, such as high turnover times and 
sugars produced being limited to monomers. It will 
still be significantly cheaper and simpler compared to 
other methods of obtaining fermentable sugars.

Widespread use of the catalyst in development 
could grant access to an unlimited amount of clean 
energy.

UWSP researcher Malek 
Alkasrawi is working to unlock 
clean energy trapped in plant 
matter.
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$37,800

WiSys Ambassador appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-Stevens Point 
faculty, students, staff and alumni

17-18 Awards
• $37,800 (AR-WiTAG) Daehee Kim

Mads Gjefsen
Regional Associate

Steven Macherey
Communication

presentations  
on campus:

7
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TECHNOLOGY SPOTLIGHT:

Novel rotary position encoder 
improves on industry standard

The ability to measure the movement of rotating 
components is essential in a variety of industrial, 
medical, and recreational sectors. But the devices 
used to make these measurements, rotary position 
encoders, are exceedingly expensive in addition to 
being difficult to use due to their large size.

University of Wisconsin-Stout emeritus professor 
of computer science Dr. Dennis Mikkelson has 
researched and developed a rotary position 
encoder that addresses problems inherent 
to existing systems. Mikkelson’s device is a 
microprocessor-controlled, high-accuracy optical 
encoder that consists of precisely formed and 
placed rotating optical disks. It is more compact and 
convenient than traditional rotary position encoders, 
and is easily constructed from readily available, 
industrial-grade components. The result is the ability 
to make high-accuracy rotational measurements 
comparable to those made by encoders that cost 
ten times the price.

With high accuracy, low cost, easy use and 
portability, Mikkelson’s rotary position encoder has 
the potential to become the industry standard to 
address the numerous and various needs for the 

measurement of rotating components.

WiSys has filed a patent on behalf of Mikkelson 
and is seeking partners in the motion control and 
precision measurement industry for commercial 
licensing.

Rotary position encoders, like 
those found in telescopes 
and MRI machines, can be 
expensive, but Dr. Mikkelson’s 
version is more compact, highly 
accurate and one-tenth the cost.

photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons

APPLICATIONS:
• Astronomical telescope mounts
• Land surveying
• Industrial inspection and calibration
• Machine tools
• Medical imaging devices like magnetic 

resonance imaging (MRI) and computerized 
tomography (CT) machines

• Robotics

KEY BENEFITS:
• High reading accuracy and sensitivity
• Low production cost
• Compact and portable
• Easily constructed from readily available 

standard industrial level components
• No need for calibration in most applications
• Low power consumption
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$96,143

WiSys Ambassador appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-Stout faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $47,500 (ARG) Min DeGruson

17-18 Awards
• $48,643 (AR-WiTAG) Dmitry Kadnikov

Kristen Ruka
Regional Associate

Shelby Kaufer
Applied Science

presentations  
on campus:

17
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EVENT SPOTLIGHT:

UW-Superior encourages research 
and innovation on campus

The 2016-17 school year saw the University of 
Wisconsin-Superior continue to embrace innovation 
and further promote research efforts on campus. 
Indicative of this were several annual events that 
celebrated undergraduate research on campus, all 
of which continued to grow this year. 

In September, the latest edition of the McNair 
Scholars Symposium on campus showcased the 
latest research from UW-Superior’s members of the 
illustrious scholar program.

The 2016 Summer Undergraduate Research 
Fellowship Symposium was held in October, and 
provided the students who participated in summer 
research projects to present their work by giving 
talks and showing posters. 

Finally, the 6th annual Undergraduate Research, 
Scholarship, and Creative Activity Day of 
Celebration was held in April, bringing together 
students from all academic disciplines to showcase 
their contributions to the campus and to the 
community.

Representatives from WiSys supported each 
occasion and relayed excitement about the 
continued growth and prospects of each event that 
demonstrate the increasing amount of research 
and innovation coming out of UW-Superior. WiSys 
Regional Associate Kristen Ruka’s campus outreach 
of 24 visits this past fiscal year resulted in three 
invention disclosures, equaling the total from the six 
previous fiscal years combined.

Research programs at
UW-Superior are 
growing in numbers and 
enthusiasm.
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

Kristen Ruka
Regional Associate

Cameron McDougall
Accounting

Aimee Toland
Chemistry

presentations  
on campus:

4
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EVENT SPOTLIGHT:

New WiSys award encourages 
commercially relevant innovation

More than 200 University of Wisconsin-Whitewater 
students presented their work as part of the Spring 
2017 Undergraduate Research Day on campus. 
Research project topics ranged from social work 
and criminology to the performing arts.

Over the years, the longstanding campus event 
has grown in numbers and in quality of the research 
being presented. This year, WiSys partnered 
with professor Catherine Chan, the director of 
the Undergraduate Research Program at UW-
Whitewater, to develop a special award to promote 
and recognize innovation on campus.

WiSys’ Innovation and Commercial Relevance 
award took into consideration each student project’s 
potential to create a novel product or service. Senior 
biochemistry major Craig Cross won the $100 award 
for his project, titled “Molten Salt Synthesis of Fe/Cr/
Co Silicide Nanoparticles.”

Cross’ research focuses on producing lower cost, 
high purity nanostructured silicides, which are used 

in many technological and research applications.

WiSys will continue to sponsor an Innovation and 
Commercial Relevance award at UW-Whitewater 
in the coming years and would also like to present 
similar awards across the UW System.

Craig Cross wins new 
WiSys Innovation and 
Commercial Relevance 
award at the 2017 Spring 
Undergraduate Research 
Day at UW-Whitewater.

WHAT MAKES AN INNOVATION 
“COMMERCIALLY RELEVANT?”
• Novel and unique
• Addresses an unmet need
• Follows current technology trends
• Has a competitive advantage
• Large potential market size
• Large potential return on investment

photo courtesy of UW-Whitewater
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IP Activity

FY 2016-17 YEAR END SUMMARY

5-Year Overview

Outreach

Grants

$15,000

WiSys Ambassadors appointed:

in grant funding awarded to UW-Whitewater faculty, 
students, staff and alumni

16-17 Awards
• $15,000 (WiSys Innovation Award/PDF) Sobitha 

Samaranayake

Tony Hanson
Regional Associate

Amanda Danno
Biology

Marion Titze
Physics

presentations  
on campus:

5
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The significant challenges facing agricultural 
researchers in the near-future will be to increase the 
productivity of agricultural systems while reducing 
their input costs, externalities to water quality, and 
contributions to climate change. Perennial oilseed 
and grain crops are considered the key components 
of these systems as they increase soil carbon and 
efficiently recycle nutrients without requiring annual 
tillage.

Currently, no perennial oilseed or grain crops 
are available to growers in the Upper Midwest. 
University of Wisconsin-Extension agricultural agent 
Jason Fishbach, in partnership with UW-Stevens 
Point and the University of Minnesota, is hoping to 
change that with his research on improved hazelnut 
genotypes. Hazelnuts produce kernels with 60% oil 
by weight and are an excellent candidate for the first 
perennial oilseed crop in the region.

Since 2003, Fishbach’s research team has 
been screening farm-tested hybrid plants of the 
American Hazelnut and the European Hazelnut, and 
propagating the top-producing plants for replicated 
performance testing. The team is currently 
establishing field-scale plantings of the top four 
propagated genotypes using the funds of a UW 
System Applied Research Grant.

Market demand for hazelnuts is strong and is 
continuously filled as production volumes allow. 
This research will increase planting yields and allow 
growers in Wisconsin and the rest of the Upper 
Midwest to capture a portion of the billion-dollar 
hazelnut industry.

UW-Extension agricultural 
agent Jason Fishbach 
works to bring hazelnut 
crops to Wisconsin and the 
surrounding area.

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT:

Scaling up hazelnut production in 
the Midwest

TECHNOLOGY UPDATE:
WALLEYE RESEARCH CONTINUES 

TO MAKE WAVES
Last year’s WiSys Annual Report featured UW-

Washington County professor Wayne Schaefer’s 
discovery of a complex biomarker present in 
walleye.

Since then, Schaefer has continued to work 
extensively with his collaborators at the Institute 
for Stem Cell Biology and Regenerative Medicine 
(inStem) in India. Their research was recently 
published in Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (PNAS), one of the world’s 
most-cited and comprehensive multidisciplinary 
scientific journals.

WiSys has filed one U.S. patent and one 
international patent on the technology, and is 
currently seeking commercial partners.
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