
APPH E4901 and APPH E4903 

Applied Physics Seminar
Fast Pitch Competition: 

Thursday, November 21⋅5:30 – 9:30pm
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https://entrepreneurship.engineering.columbia.edu/discover/for-undergraduate-students/fast-pitch/



Dates

• Applied Physics undergrads work together and select one or more “fast pitch(es)”  

• November 7: Submit a 60 second draft video of your pitch  

• November 21: The “fast-pitch” competition. 60 seconds to pitch your ideas, followed 
by up to two minutes to answer judges’ questions.



Past Years Undergrad Winners
• 2018 (31 teams) 

• (Mohamed Abedelmalik ’19, Aunoy Poddar ’19CC) Machine learning startup EzraMD: intelligent transcription to extract data 
from doctor-patient conversations. EzraMD transcripts are useful references and, also, train natural language processing 
algorithms to summarize diagnoses, medical advice, and prescriptions.  

• (Stephanie Rager ’19, Rachel Mintz ’19, Kelly Ryu ’19, and Mia Saade ’19) Hera, a wearable device for early detection of 
mastitis, an often-painful inflammation of breast tissue that can arise during breastfeeding. Their pitch focused on a crucial 
and underserved market. 

• 2017 (34 teams) 

• (Azraf Anwar ’18, Amol Kapoor ’18, Meghana Noonavath ’18, Jason Patterson ’18, McKenzie Sup ’18, and Darnel Theagene 
’18) MoLabs is developing drCAM, an at-home screening device for diabetics to monitor retinal health. 

• 2016 (30 teams) 

• (Kevin Zeng ’19 and Maneet Khaira ‘19) Sine: sunglasses that play audio via Bluetooth



Perfect Your Elevator Pitch
• An “elevator” pitch is intended to be a concise, compelling introduction to your business. You should be 

able to slightly modify your elevator pitch depending on whether you are pitching to prospective investors, 
customers, employees, or partners.  

• Here are a few tips for developing and delivering a great elevator pitch: 
• Start out strong. 
• Be positive and enthusiastic in your delivery. 
• Remember that practice makes perfect. 
• Keep it to 60 seconds in length. 
• Avoid using industry jargon. 
• Convey why your business is unique. 
• Pitch the problem you are solving. 
• Invite participation or interruption by the listener—this shows they are interested and engaged.
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APPH E4903: Assignment (“fast”)
• Seniors: submit by email to mauel@columbia.edu … 

A concise, compelling introduction to your business idea 

Should include some “applied physics” 

Convey why your business is unique. 

Pitch the problem you are solving. 

No longer than one paragraph 

• Due by midnight Tuesday, September 17

mailto:mauel@columbia.edu
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Commercializing physics: Market  research

A colleague of mine directs an MBA curriculum 
that is the basis of an entrepreneurship programme 
for students to start up new companies. He’s been 
around the block in both industry and academia and 
I respect his opinion a lot. When students begin to 
work on their new company ideas, he has a mantra 
for them: “Find a need,” he says, “and everything 
else will follow.” He ribs me (kindly) when he gets 
the chance, because he knows I don’t always follow 
that formula myself. I happen to love shiny new tech-
nologies and am generally looking to find compelling 
uses for them without necessarily using market size 
as the initial step in the innovation process.

It is an approach that, I would be the first to admit, 
can have its limitations. Of course, I get what my 
buddy is saying. A large market is like a rising tide – 
it raises all ships. Even if you have a small ship, you 
can have a shot at making something out of it. If the 
market is not there, on the other hand, you’re stuck, 
like a ship in harbour when the tide is out. It seems 
like a pretty simple equation that most of us can get: 

if the market’s big you might succeed, but if there is 
no market, don’t bother.

So, is there a right way to start up your company? 
Is there a rule book and does it start with “market 
need” on page one? Or is it okay to build that new 
shiny object and only then try to figure out who wants 
it? For me, the story’s much more complicated (and 
interesting) than just the simple question of “market 
pull” versus “technology push”.

When market research fails
The common approach to starting a new business is 
taught as follows:
1. Have an idea
2. Do market research
3. Form a start-up
4. Succeed.

Once the idea is there, market research can take 
all sorts of forms. But the bottom line is that it’s sup-
posed to dictate whether your concept or product 
merits further investment. This approach is consistent 

More push than pull

Meeting the demands of the market is usually vital to any new business. But as Jesko von Windheim 
explains, tech-based firms have it much harder as there might not yet be a market pull for the technology 
they are trying to push

Jesko von Windheim 
is professor of the 
practice of 
environmental 
innovation and 
entrepreneurship at 
Duke University, US, 
e-mail jesko@duke.
edu
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 Jesko von Windheim 2014 Phys. World 27 (11) 35

Meeting the demands of the market is usually 
vital to any new business.  

But tech-based firms have it much harder as 
there might not yet be a market pull for the 
technology they are trying to push.
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Meeting the demands of the market is usually 
vital to any new business.  

But tech-based firms have it much harder as 
there might not yet be a market pull for the 
technology they are trying to push.

Examples: 
• (1975) Digital watch by Texas Instruments 
• (1970’s) Digital camera by Kodak 
• (1940’s) Transistor at Bell Labs 
• (1987) Apple’s Newton 
• (2001) Apple’s iPod

“Coming up with an idea, prototype or product is the relatively easy part – much harder 
is spotting a market opportunity for it and also having appropriate infrastructure to 
make the product with the right volume, cost and performance.” 

“The challenge of translating science into practice needs to be guided our best innovators 
towards the market need as it emerges.”



Next Week

• Classroom discussion 

• One or more “business plans” to pitch 
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Ivy Schultz, Director of Entrepreneurship 
Programs at Columbia's SEAS

https://ieor.columbia.edu/staff/ivy-schultz

