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CUNY’s Transition Facilitators: From Lab to Industry  

The City University of New York (CUNY), the nation’s largest urban public university, 
is graced with a plethora of established faculty members who are some of the best in 
their fields. While much of the staff is involved in teaching, the CUNY faculty’s work 
goes well beyond the classroom, and into the laboratory. A unique resource made 
available to faculty is the CUNY Center for Advanced Technology, also known as 
CAT. The center allows the faculty at CUNY to translate discoveries made in their 
individual research into commercial products. Dr. John Blaho, Director for Industrial-
Academic Research, Office of the CUNY Vice Chancellor for Research, shares his 
experience working at the CUNY Center for Advanced Technology as the Center’s 
Academic Director.  

With a B.E. in Chemical Engineering, PhD in Biochemistry, Dr. Blaho spent many 
years doing research both as an undergraduate and a PhD student. He served at a 
Biotech company in Princeton, New Jersey, during which time he was also a 
“professor at the Cancer Institute of New Jersey” (“Blaho”). Then, in 1995, he 
“became part of the Doctoral Faculty of CUNY” (“Blaho”). Since then, Dr. Blaho has 
continued research, specifically on human viruses. His years of experience as a 
science researcher have given him the expertise and insider’s knowledge to be able 
to take on his position as Academic Director of CUNY-CAT.  

CUNY-CAT, of which Dr. Blaho is the Director, serves to connect discoveries found 
by CUNY faculty through research to the development of new technologies that can 
become commercialized. Many steps must be made in order to achieve this goal: 
after a discovery is made and a paper is published, an idea for a new product must 
be formed based on that discovery, a patenting process must occur, contacts with 
industry partners must be made, and finally commercializing must be done, a 
process which requires “production, manufacturing, marketing, sales, and 
distribution” (Blaho).  
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While CUNY faculty is responsible for the discovery of a new technology, faculty 
members do not have the time and resources to make connections with local 
businesses and market new products on their own. It is in these areas where the 
Center for Advanced Technology steps in. The center is responsible for the initiating 
of the patent, the marketing of the product to companies to be potential partners, and 
the commercializing of products through the partnering companies. These daunting 
roles can play crucial roles in the economic and legal consequences of the product. 
In order to dodge economic failures or even lawsuits, the Center for Advanced 
Technology must be able to predict the profit of the product, having to weigh factors 
including the demand for such a product, the cost effectiveness of production, and 
more. Moreover, CUNY-CAT must make sure that the desired product is not under 
the intellectual property rights of another institution or individual, an important 
possibility that, if not examined carefully, could cause a legal battle, potentially 
costing CUNY millions of dollars. Clearly, the role of CUNY-CAT is not to be taken 
lightly. The purpose of the center is to avoid unwanted situations that may have 
easily occurred if the staff at CUNY were to go through these processes on its own 
to commercialize products. 

While CUNY-CAT connects CUNY researchers to industrial partners, it also acts to 
connect the university to New York State government. One specific state division, 
NYSTAR, provides valuable information and other intellectual resources to the 
CUNY research faculty. This resource given by the state government allows CUNY 
to save a lot of time, and enables CUNY researchers to “underwrite some of the 
research that is happening in the laboratories, [with the] hope that the … research 
faculty in CUNY will actually enter into a research collaboration with industrial 
partners” (Blaho). This makes the research process much easier and less time 
consuming for the university research staff. 

Among other focuses into which the CUNY research faculty is looking, many current 
projects focus on photonics, a field that “discusses the properties of light … and how 
we can utilize these [properties]” (Blaho). One specific application of photonics, into 
which much attention has been put and from where many successes have occurred, 
is solar panels. By using materials that can reflect and refract light in certain ways, 
CUNY has been able to successfully develop solar panels that convert light energy 
into electrical energy, which can be used for a variety of purposes. 

One way in which CUNY is advancing in the continuing innovation of the solar panel 
is in increasing its efficiency. While the maximum energy conversion efficiency of a 
conventional solar panel is 33% (that is, only one-third of the solar energy absorbed 
by the panels is converted to electrical energy), CUNY has discovered potential 
ways to increase efficiency to 50%. To achieve this goal efficiency, researchers at 
CUNY have developed a new approach by “using specially designed … structures 
with a sequential resonant tunneling geometry … [which] can significantly … 
increase output current and photovoltaic efficiency” (“Technology Opportunities”). 
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These panels, though still in the process of being designed and examined carefully, 
would use “solar cells that accommodate a greater portion of the solar spectrum” 
(“Technology Opportunities”). 

In the midst of the exciting hope that a potential product may be commercialized, 
CUNY-CAT is looking to find potential industrial companies who are interested in 
manufacturing solar panels. Particularly, Dr. Blaho and his staff are “interested in 
companies that are based in New York State” (Blaho). Dr. Blaho speculates that the 
commercialization of a product that is developed from CUNY research will help the 
economy; production of these improved solar panels can lead to jobs for “people 
involved in manufacturing, … sales people, marketing people, [and] distribution 
people” (Blaho).  These seemingly small impacts could lead to “a tenfold increase in 
the economic impact [of a product]” (Blaho). 

The Center for Advanced Technology at the City University of New York is an 
essential addition to the CUNY system, allowing the faculty to involve itself in the 
production industry as well as in entrepreneurship. It provides and seeks to find the 
resources that are necessary for discoveries at the university to be translated into 
commercial developments, an essential tool for the sustaining and building of the 
economy, on the state level and on the national level. 
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