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W
hen Purdue University chemical engineering professor

Joe Pekny was preparing to enter the business world

a decade ago, colleagues had their doubts.

“Older faculty would tell me I was taking a huge

risk starting a company as an assistant professor,”

Pekny recalls. 

Mike Atallah, one of the Purdue professors who

developed the software being commercialized by Arxan

Technologies, says that at some universities “going the business way is viewed as selling out. A long time

ago, even if the institution supported you, colleagues looked at you like you were going for the money.”

Both Pekny and Atallah say there is a change in attitude on the West Lafayette campus. And

each is adamant that the business experience they have gained returns numerous dividends for

their students in the classroom.

In Indiana and beyond, the significance of the research university role in state economic development

is becoming more important. While that realization appears evident, execution often does not

match the intentions. The university/research/commercialization function is constantly evolving.

Business beginnings
Pekny joined the Purdue faculty in 1990. Research that he began as a graduate student at

Carnegie Mellon University focused on combinatorial optimization – making discreet choices

and analyzing all possible combinations in areas such as scheduling and planning.

“The uncertainty principal says you can’t come up with the magic bullet to solve all problems,”

Pekny explains. “This is an engineering area in which you have to develop tailored approaches.

That’s why I started the company. I wanted to do relevant research to have market-based information.”

Advanced Process Combinatorics was established in 1993. Among its research partners are

Coca-Cola, Eli Lilly & Company, Procter & Gamble and the U.S. Army. Pekny devotes approximately

one day a week to company business. The exception was in 1996, when he took a university

leave to devote full-time efforts to fulfilling several federal research grants.

The work of the company has helped keep talented people within the state and attract others from

around the country, including a Harvard professor and a doctoral graduate from Princeton University.

“In 1996, I wrote software and did a lot of core product work,”

says Pekny, noting that the company has evolved from about

$400,000 in annual business then to between $1.5 million and $2

million today. “I’m still involved in technical oversight today, but it’s

changed to more of a technical adviser.”

Advanced Process Combinatorics has been the missing link

in a recent 21st Century Research & Technology Fund project.

Indiana and Purdue universities were partners in work on what

Pekny describes as the new generation of radiation therapy. 

“None of the groups could have done this by itself,” he adds.

“We offer the commercial side and the ability to write large scale

codes. The work of the company fuses everything together.”

University benefits
No matter his role or the work involved, it’s what Pekny has

learned through his foray into the business world that comes

back to the university. It’s knowledge that pays off for students in

the classroom and beyond.

“I use examples in every class I teach. I learn things in business
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that you wouldn’t think apply to chemical engineering,”

he contends. “Students come to you with nontraditional

questions. They ask, ‘As a chemical engineer, can I

do this or can I do that?’

“I’m able to play matchmaker in helping place

students in internships. I know projects that companies

are interested in. We’re able to place students, who

often stay with those companies after graduation.”

Pekny’s teacher ratings were “relatively good”

before entering the business world. Since then, he’s

won a teaching honor for chemical engineering faculty

and the Kimberly Clark Student Mentoring Award.

“I’m a far more effective professor. When I first

started, I lectured more like a textbook. Now, those

lectures are so much more alive,” Pekny self-evaluates.

“I bring a combination of real world experience and theoretical.

That becomes infectious with the students. Both perspectives

help me enjoy teaching. I love being in the classroom.”

Pekny doesn’t stop with the dual roles. In the fall of 2001

he became director of the e-Enterprise Center at Purdue’s Discovery

Park. The position allows him to combine professorial and

entrepreneurial abilities to help grow “super projects” by bringing

together faculty from various schools within the university.

The e-Enterprise Center seeks ideas that otherwise might

go without funding. Pekny’s experience allows him to help

merge the research and business sides of the equation.

Research role
Atallah, a professor in the computer science department

at Purdue, asserts that universities must step up to fill the

research gap that has developed. The large corporate research

centers have, for the most part, become a thing of the past.

“Economics drives a lot of these things and has helped put

universities at the forefront of entrepreneurship,” he declares.

“Corporate research is now very much product oriented. Some

companies have cut and slashed so much that the expertise is

now in the universities.”

University involvement, through $100,000 from the pre-seed

TRASK fund at Purdue, helped Atallah and Arxan get off the

ground. It allowed the building of a prototype that eventually

led to the March 2003 release of the first commercial version of

its EnforcIT software security product.

Atallah: “There is a big difference

between having a nice idea, thinking it will

work, and having a proof of concept. It

removed the risk before having a large,

expensive investment. It allowed us to

approach management with not just an

idea, but evidence that this can be made

to work.”

Like Pekny, Atallah cites a number of

indirect benefits from his business experience.

He applauds Purdue’s strict ethics policies

that prevent the direct mixture of bringing

company business into the classroom.

“Professors sometimes tend to look

ruthlessly at the technical aspects,” Atallah notes. “I’m better now

at giving students the broad view, telling about Technology X

vs. Technology Y and including the business coordinate. That’s

something that is badly needed by students.”

A number of products can be technologically advanced, but

not practical from a business standpoint. On the other hand,

Atallah offers the example of the spreadsheet as a business tool

not complex, but extremely effective.

Reaching the next level
Pekny says there has been a significant cultural change at

Purdue. He credits current president Martin Jischke with “showing

we can have a small company environment in a big university

atmosphere.” He believes institutions should reward people who

take risks and “hold up high” the entrepreneurial accomplishments.

What more can the colleges and universities do, though,

to assist in commercializing the technology that develops

through its research?

One role is to be more active in the business start-up process.

“There is a lot of early stage technology in our main research

universities that has the ability to be taken to the next level,” claims

Eric Davis, Arxan vice president who worked with Atallah and

his colleagues in turning their research into a business opportunity.

“But that’s not been a priority at any of these universities.”

Atallah knows of a number of colleagues who have totally

forsaken the entrepreneurial path due to the difficulties in starting

a business.

Davis knows from experience that

university approval, obtaining the services

of accountants and lawyers, creating

business plans and seeking funding are

only a few of the necessary start-up steps.

“There’s still room for improvement

in that area,” he notes. “If the university

said all you had to do was write a proposal

and you dedicated X number of hours

and they would help with the rest, that

would be huge. Right now, it looks like

such a big hill to climb.”

Another conflict exists between

starting a business and publishing

Pekny, making a point to his Purdue students,

took a leave of absence in 1996 to help

his company move forward, but now serves

in more of an advisory role.
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research material that gains recognition and leads to earning

tenure as a professor. Although some individual departments,

such as Atallah’s in computer science at Purdue, consider

patent applications as a substitute for publishing in regard to

tenure, there are still a number of differences to be worked out.

Time is a major concern for Pekny. First, he says universities

in the state don’t move quickly enough to take advantage of

commercialization opportunities. Second, on the other end of

the time spectrum, is the need for a realization that the climate

and culture are not going to change overnight.

Citing the example of a federal government research project,

he asserts that universities and the state as a whole cannot put

all the pieces together in a timely fashion to be prepared for

commercialization of that project.

A
Purdue professor who has been involved in Boston-

based businesses for nearly 20 years – “I started a

long time before this became popular” – says the

double duty has left him with plenty of wounds. 

Experience has taught him that the traditional American

model of reaching for your entrepreneurial dreams may need

some revision for those in a university setting.

Fred Regnier teaches analytical chemistry. The second of

his three entrepreneurial ventures was a 1988 biotechnology

start-up (PerSeptive Biosystems) that grew to 600 people

and $100 million in annual sales before being sold a decade

later. His current company, Beyond Genomics, focuses on

the value of the knowledge generated from the research

process as opposed to the tools and instruments developed

and sold by PerSeptive Biosystems.

Business number one, which started in 1984, involved

conducting enrichment training courses for pharmaceutical

companies. His eventual partner was a Ph.D. graduate from MIT.

A number of business and venture capital friendships developed

in the Boston area, a longtime home for biotechnology companies.

Licensed Purdue technology used by PerSeptive is still

netting royalties for the university. But few in West Lafayette

were happy, at the time, about his business efforts.

“Colleagues had contempt for you,” Regnier explains.

“The university, in that era, thought you were unclean. How

could anybody go off and do that type of work (was the

common reaction). There was a huge amount of discrimination.

Did it damage my academic career at the university? There’s

no doubt about it. The irony is today I’m asked to talk about it.”

Difficult decisions
The common choice for would-be entrepreneurs in the

past was to go one way or the other – stay with the university

or leave to pursue the business dream. Regnier did both by

forfeiting his salary to allow him the freedom to be away

from the university when necessary. He still taught classes, but

also traveled to Boston each week to help grow the company.

“It was a terrible price to pay, and a terrible price for the

university to have to pay,” he claims, adding that he never saw

teaching and being in business as separate entities. Education

and society in general have been very generous to him. His

dual careers, he says, were one way of giving back for everything

he had received.

Noting a change in the Purdue culture regarding

entrepreneurism the last two years, Regnier says there is

almost a push for people to start companies. Despite being

someone who went into business to “change the world,” he’s

not sure that’s the best approach either.

“Some people want to do that (go into business) and

some don’t. It’s 80, 90 hours a week. You miss a lot of

things. Starting a business is not a trivial thing,” he makes

clear. Conversely, he adds, “You cannot give any less in your

academic job if you’re starting a company. If you’re taking a

salary from the university, you have to deliver.”

Claiming his general lack of business expertise, not

uncommon for professors/researchers, Regnier says it may

be best for many to not become fully involved in the

commercialization process. The focus for the professor

could be on “seeing that the technology and his knowledge

is accurately transferred. That type of system is doable in

Indiana for helping to build Indiana companies.”

Bringing business home
Another irony for Regnier is that Purdue and Indiana

universities boast two of the strongest analytical chemistry

programs in the world. Yet, past practices have prevented

the state from taking full advantage of these assets.

Regnier continued to work in Boston because he and

his partner became a known quantity after their first business

venture. Previous investors or mere observers came on board

to help make PerSeptive the type of success story that

Indiana desperately needs.

“One real advantage with the Boston venture capital

community is that if you have a good story to tell, people

absolutely understand what you’re saying. It’s not unusual to

have Ph.D. level people in your field. The depth of people

and knowledge is very helpful.”

Another often-cited missing ingredient for many in

Indiana is the willingness to be bold and take risks.

“I think there is less entrepreneurial spirit in Indiana

than Boston, San Diego, San Francisco, the Washington

area,” Regnier explains. “It’s not necessarily the people to

(start) the companies, but people to staff them who have the

zeal to go out and be entrepreneurial. People have to have

fire in their gut, have the idea that their little company can

change the world.”

Resource: Fred Regnier at (765) 494-3878 or 

e-mail: fregnier@purdue.edu

Entrepreneur Learns Lessons Over Long Career



“We don’t have the mechanism in place to pull that off. There’s

still a huge amount of inefficiencies in the system. That’s the reason

we routinely lose to Massachusetts and California, who turn these

ideas around faster than we do. It’s just like in business,” Pekny

claims. “A good idea doesn’t’ do it by itself. You have to turn it

around faster than everybody else.”

Utilizing classroom tactics in the interview setting, Pekny

incorporates another analogy to explain the long-term perspective

required to produce major changes. Explaining that the drug

research and development process takes anywhere from an average

of seven to 12 years, he says you can’t expect that developing a new

culture in Indiana is going to take any less time.

As universities and the state move forward, Pekny declares, “My

biggest concern is that people have realistic expectations of the time

it is going to take. It will take the concerted effort of a lot of smart people. They have to have

the staying power to work in a persistent fashion over that time.”
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Resources: Joe Pekny at (765) 494-7901 or 

e-mail: pekny@purdue.edu

Mike Atallah at (765) 494-6017 or 

e-mail: mikhail.j.atallah@purdue.edu

Eric Davis at (765) 775-1004 or 

e-mail: edavis@arxan.com

Mike Atallah, left, has seen the

entrepreneurial culture change

in his 21 years at Purdue. Eric

Davis, Arxan vice president,

hopes universities can do more

to help professors seeking to

commercialize their research.


