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INTRODUCTION 

It is well documented that Millennials are a new breed of 

learners. 
1 and 2

   They are said to enjoy hands on learning, 

technology, and working with social causes.   

Purposeful makerspace programming can provide those 

innovation and entrepreneurial action opportunities.   

Out of our Makerspace at the University of New England we 

have created an I&E Accelerator made up of programming 

using several popular methods to spark and develop 

innovative ideas.   By adding this programming we’ve 

created exponential results in terms of more ideas into our 

Innovation Challenge, more of those finalist ideas having 

working “smart” prototypes, and a broader appeal to more 

diverse majors representing popular domain areas at our 

university.  Here are several methods we use and how we tie 

them together to create an I&E Accelerator leading up to our 

Innovation Challenge to promote and support Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship.    

METHODS 

We piloted several different programming methods and 

varying venues and approaches as part of developing an 

“I&E Accelerator” to gain more ideas and more sustentative 

ideas into our Innovation Challenge at our campus.  

Sparking Sessions 

"Sparking Sessions" are programs that consist of activities 

for students held in and out of the classroom.  The activities 

focus around a real world problem using the design thinking 

and creative techniques to come up with novel solutions 

mashing together new disruptive technologies.   

At the heart of these exercises are two major techniques in 

creative design thinking.  One is the “How Might We” 

method popularized in Tim Brown’s Change by Design.
3
  

Using the How Might We technique students begin to frame 

out the situation around a particular real world problem and 

are asked to consider different uses of certain disruptive 

technologies.  Some of the disruptive technologies included 

apps, social media platforms and tools, Internet of Things 

coding, open source hardware/software like 

Arduinos/sensors, microcomputers, analytics, big data, and 

AI.   

The second primary method used in sparking sessions is 

Michalko Thinker Toys “Brute Think”
4
 where creativity 

stems from forcing thought around seemingly unrelated 

ideas to create divergent thinking.  As an example, students 

are first tasked to come up with two Apps.  Then students 

are given a real world problem and challenged to come up 

with additional ideas by mashing together those random 

Apps to come up with new novel ideas as solutions or 

treatments to those problems.   

An example problem we looked at for a track of several 

sparking sessions was looking at the problem of the 

Neurotoxic algae which hit Maine’s aquaculture industry in 

the fall of 2017.  Students were introduced to the problem and 

led through the different methods and challenged to think of 

ideas on “How Might We Use the Internet of Things and other 

Technologies” to help fight neurotoxic algae hitting 

aquaculture farms.   

These specific sparking sessions and other sparking session 

activities were piloted this past year in and out of the 

classroom.  Different venues were piloted such as typical 

general flyer and pizza promotions to get students into the 

Makerspace to do Sparking Session.  That was only 

moderately successful.  We also tried hosting these activities 

in the Makerspace for different specific sports teams and 

residence hall wings, which was moderately successful in 

terms of getting students to attend and in terms of coming up 

with diverse ideas assumingly due to the interdisciplinary 

make up of sports team and residence halls.  We also piloted 

visiting classrooms with embedded small sparking sessions.  

We visited both creative interdisciplinary elective courses, as 

well as in deep domain area classes such as in several marine 

science classes.  The classroom visits were more directly 

successful, but all of theses preliminary sparking sessions 

combined made for rich second rounds of more series sessions 

The winner for the neurotoxic algae track of sparking sessions 

end up coming in second place overall in our Innovation 

Challenge.  Her winning was especially remarkable that she 

was a sophomore.   

The outputs of these Sparking Sessions, are not only an idea 

but a start of a “Minimal Viable Products,” as described by 

the Lean Launch method.
5
 

One of the key beliefs coming out of all these trial activities 

and venues tested was to have these activities for students 

early in the year as an on-ramp to the I&E Accelerator. 

Think Tanks  

Think Tanks are another type of activity we piloted.  This 

activity can be described by Tim Brown’s Design Thinking 

method as “taking deep dives.”  The goal of Think Tanks is to 

enrich and develop ideas as well as to plan alpha tests. These 

pilot sessions included the students who originated ideas, 

other students who could help in different ways, Subject 

Matter Experts from industry, consulting firms, and successful 

alumni, including younger and more advanced alumni were 

also part of these efforts. Think Tanks can be a series of 

activities to enrich ideas or to refine them down.  The output 

is a better defined Minimal Viable Products and an Alpha 

Tests to test Minimal Viable Products.   

Agile Sprints and Beachhead Methods 

Another method we tested as part of the I&E Accelerator is 

agile sprints.  We used the Agile sprint as a method to better 
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manage alpha tests and Minimal Viable Product 

development.  Specifically, this method was used as a 

requirement for the 6 finalists that were chosen for the 

Innovation Challenge.  As part of their presentation, they 

were to share their “Product Backlog” which is a list of 

features for their Minimal Viable Product, and share their 

“Agile Sprints” which were their alpha test of some 

component of a working prototype.  We also required 

finalists to address their Beachhead, or starting market, as 

described in Bill Aulet’s Disciplined Entrepreneurship.
6
   

"Portfolio Managers" Positions 

Another concept we piloted was the creation of volunteer 

positions we called student "Portfolio Managers."  These 

Portfolio Managers helped create and implement the specific 

sparking sessions and think tanks.  They were charged with 

outcomes of increasing the ideas and substantive ideas going 

into the Student Innovation Challenge.  We specifically 

chose two domain areas in which the university is most rich 

in resources. Specifically, one portfolio is in 

health/neuroscience and the other is in marine/environmental 

science.  These Portfolio Managers assisted the Makerspace 

staff in several ways.  They worked with faculty and 

Makerspace staff in coming up with specific goals of ideas, 

problems from which to spark ideas around, the 

programming being piloted, recruiting students to those 

programs and helping students submit those ideas in the 

Innovation Challenge at the end of the year.   

RESULTS 

We use several simple metrics to define success of our 

makerspace and our innovation and entrepreneurship efforts 

housed out of our makerspace as part of our I&E 

Accelerator.   

One of those is we tracked the number of entries into the 

Innovation Challenge.  Those ideas entered nearly doubled 

from the previous year.  We also looked at substantive ideas 

which are capable of making impacts.  Impacts in terms of 

helping towards a healthier planet, as well as in terms of for 

the student.  Those substantive ideas also nearly doubled 

with the addition of this programming out of the 

makerspace.  Also, our most advanced category, those 

making it to the finals, included going from 1 out of 6 of the 

finalist having a working prototype to 6 out of 6 having a 

working prototype.   

We are still figuring out better and more advanced metrics, 

however initial anecdotal results seem very promising in 

other areas as well.  Specifically, many schools have 

problems with students moving their ideas forward.  We are 

looking at metrics and begun tracking data as to how many 

of this year’s students move their ideas forward and what 

percentage of their award money they put towards further 

advancing their ideas vs just pocketing the money.  Early 

results are looking good.  Currently all the ideas are being 

moved forward next year.  Also the second place team is 

looking to use all of their winnings to prototype their 

Internet of Things device to help guard against neurotoxic 

algae and the top winning team is planning on using at least 

half of their winnings for an exploratory medical mission 

trip to Morocco to advance the development of their 

medical device.  On this exploratory trip to our Moroccan 

campus they will look to find sourcing opportunities and 

waiver champions at hospitals that can use their “smart” 

medical device.  “Smart” in terms of using sensors, Rasbery 

Pi’s and connection to IBM Watson’s Health Cloud to not 

only read in more timely manner, but to also begin to 

aggregate and compare and better manage infections using 

analytics and artificial intelligence.  Observations so far 

indicate all the students are also going to continue to help in 

next year’s efforts, another metric we are beginning to track.   

Another metric we are looking at is the fact that judges and 

internal stakeholders qualitatively considered the caliber of 

the portfolio very advanced and helped to double the 

Makerspace operational project budget for this upcoming 

year. Part of this residual success also has the potential 

donation to double the size of our Makerspace and continuing 

to start one of the world’s first Neuroscience Makerspaces to 

find new stroke patient therapies.  Other data is being tracked 

and is beginning to be collected around impacts for students 

in terms of more academic, industry, and consulting company 

recruiter interests to our university as well as longitudinally 

looking at increased career jobs and success. 
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