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Public/private 

partnerships have paved 

the way for some major 

recreational projects.
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WHERE THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY MEETS

Startups make comeback, build community with Pitch Night
By Justin Tate

S
tartup accelerator Exponential 
Impact’s Pitch Night returned 
in-person May 20 after a year-
plus hiatus due to the COVID-19 

pandemic.

XI hosted a virtual audience as well, to 

encourage as much feedback as possible 

for the three presenting startups. At other 

XI events such as Demo Days, there is an 

emphasis on targeting investors, win-

ning over new customers and outshining 

competing startup presenters. This Pitch 

Night was more about feedback.

“I think that in the earliest stages, what 

is most valuable is feedback rather than 

a $500 check and a winner,” said Rachel 

Beisel, a marketing technologist and one 

of Pitch Night’s organizers. “I would love 

to see all of those companies succeed. The 

community itself can give feedback and 
help them hone their ideas and you get 
three to five companies that go on and 
build our ecosystem — as opposed to just 
one winner and potentially discourage 
the rest from even trying.”

The three startups presented vastly 
different ideas. Beaconox uses a light-
ing technology to push track workout 
performance; PatentBooks aims to rev-
olutionize the world of patent licensing; 
and Drone Sports LLC is betting on drone 
soccer as a “gateway drug” to STEM ca-
reers for high school students.

Natasha Main, XI’s executive director, 
said Pitch Night is a great entry into the 
startup community for new entrepreneurs.

“It’s low pressure. I mean, public speak-
ing is always intimidating for some but 
this is not about a competition,” Main 
said. “There’s no kind of prize at the end 

and it is absolutely about just getting 
your name out there in a comfortable 
environment.”

TAILORING THE PITCH
Kyle Sanders, co-founder of Drone Sports 

LLC and VP of education and development 
at U.S. Drone Soccer, is teaching high 
school kids to build and repair drones for 
team soccer — and still honing his pitch.

In the rapidly-expanding robotics do-
main, Sanders is looking to demonstrate 
to investors the market need for Drone 
Sports’ services amidst the “convoluted” 
educational system. 

The question, he says, is “Can I trans-
late why this is such an opportunity … 
to somebody who knows nothing about 
drones or aerospace or anything?” The 
usual response is, “‘I don’t get it — you’re 
doing stuff for kids. Are you a nonprof-

it?’” he said. “No. Robotics competitions 
are huge and somebody has to make the 
drones. Someone has to write the curric-
ulum. We partner with nonprofits but 
somebody has to do the work. There’s so 
much investment in technical education 
and career recruitment — the airlines are 
reaching all the way down to high school 
now to begin developing students down 
the pilot path, aircraft mechanic path.”

Drone Sports stands apart from most 
ventures in the field because it’s focusing 
on service and a product as opposed to an 
app, Sanders said, but “we feel confident 
in what we’re doing. [We’ve] just got to 
figure out how to simplify it.” 

While Pitch Night is usually for ear-
ly-stage startups, it can also be a boost for 
those moving to the next level and scaling 

See Pitch page 10

United Soccer League/Sandy Evans

Weidner Field 
part of downtown 
soccer trend

The United Soccer League is popping up in new downtown stadiums around the country. 
New development, boosts to business and parking woes are part of the discussion.  4


