Piranha Pit Competition 
Application Guidelines

What is TARDISS?

TARDISS (Transdisciplinary Advancements in Natural Rubber through Digital Innovation, Smart Production & Sustainability) is an NSF Engineering Research Center (ERC) dedicated to building a sustainable, domestic U.S. natural rubber supply.
TARDISS brings together experts in plant biology, crop genetics, rubber engineering, smart agricultural systems, and workforce development from seven core and affiliate universities:

· The Ohio State University
· North Carolina State University
· California Institute of Technology
· Texas Tech University
· University of California Merced
· Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute
· Case Western Reserve University

The Center conducts research across crop development, agricultural production, and rubber processing while training the next-generation workforce and partnering with federal agencies and industry leaders such as DoD, USDA, Goodyear, and Bridgestone.

What is the Piranha Pit?

The Piranha Pit is a Shark Tank™–style pitch competition hosted by the NSF ERC TARDISS. It supports early-stage innovations, research discoveries, and technology concepts that contribute to the development of a sustainable U.S. natural rubber supply chain. The top finalists will pitch in May 2026 to a panel of industry and research leaders. The first prize winner will be invited to participate in the NSF Perfect Pitch Competition (PPC) on September 28th-30th in Washington, D.C.

Who can apply?

The competition is open to:

· Beginning research scientists
· Postdoctoral researchers
· Graduate students
· Undergraduate students
· Early-career faculty
· Both TARDISS and non-TARDISS members

Awardees who are not yet TARDISS members will automatically become members upon selection.

Do applicants need to be part of a TARDISS partner university?

Applicants from any institution may apply. However, priority will be given to submissions from TARDISS partner universities, since finalists pitch at a TARDISS-led event.

What types of projects or research are eligible?

Applicants must explain how their research or technology contributes to TARDISS’s overall ERC research outcomes, found at tardiss.org/cr.html.

Eligible topics include TARDISS’s three core research thrusts:
· Crop genetics
· Agricultural production practices (e.g., hydroponics, controlled environment agriculture)
· Latex extraction from crops

To encourage broad participation, TARDISS also welcomes concepts with broader applications, such as:

· Data management & informatics
· Precision agriculture
· Drones & remote sensing tools
· Byproduct utilization
· Smart production technologies
· Other innovations supporting the natural rubber ecosystem

These broader concepts must clearly explain how they benefit the ERC mission.

Benefits to Applying for the Piranha Pit 

Participants gain meaningful development opportunities, including:

· Competing for $5,000–$15,000 in seed funding
· Improving pitching and business planning skills
· Receiving feedback from industry leaders and serial entrepreneurs
· Joining the TARDISS network of researchers, innovators, and commercialization experts


What are the prizes?

Seed Funding:
· Awards ranging from $5,000–$15,000
· Funding supports 6–12 months of research or technology development

Additional Opportunities:

· Access to the TARDISS network, mentors, and commercialization resources
· Opportunity to advance to the NSF ERC-wide pitch competition
· Connections to the Greater Akron Polymer Cluster’s Synthesis Accelerator

How are finalists selected?

Applicants submit a written proposal. A review team evaluates submissions and selects the top finalists from across institutions. Finalists receive mentoring to prepare for the pitch event.

Judges Rubric
 Section 1 — Problem & Need 
What judges evaluate:

· Clarity of the real-world problem
· Relevance to the natural rubber ecosystem
· Importance/urgency of the need
· Demonstrated understanding of who experiences the problem

Score Guide:

· 3: Problem is compelling, well-defined, strongly tied to natural rubber needs
· 2: Problem is clear but connection to natural rubber could be stronger
· 1: Problem is loosely defined or lacks real-world framing
· 0: Problem unclear or unrelated to competition goals

Section 2 — Alignment With TARDISS Mission & Thrusts 

What judges evaluate:

· Explicit alignment with one or more TARDISS thrusts:
· Crop genetics
· Agricultural production practices
· Latex extraction
· OR strong justification for cross-cutting innovation that advances TARDISS’s mission
· Contribution to U.S. natural rubber sustainability
· Fit within the ERC’s scientific and translational objectives

Score Guide:

· 3: Strong alignment with thrust(s) AND mission; high strategic relevance
· 2: Good alignment with mission; moderate relevance to thrusts
· 1: Indirect connection; needs stronger justification
· 0: Weak or no alignment with TARDISS mission

Section 3 — Innovation Quality & Novelty 

What judges evaluate:

· Scientific or technological novelty
· Differentiation from existing solutions
· Potential for breakthrough impact
· Quality of explanation (nontechnical clarity matters)

Score Guide:

· 3: Highly innovative, clearly differentiated, strong potential
· 2: Innovative but incremental OR unclear value
· 1: Limited innovation or vague explanation
· 0: Not innovative or not explained

Section 4 — Feasibility & Stage of Development 

What judges evaluate:

· Realistic assessment of TRL (concept, lab validation, prototype, etc.)
· Evidence of early testing, validation, or data (if applicable)
· Technical plausibility
· Whether 6–12 months of seed funding can materially advance the work

Score Guide:

· 3: Strong feasibility; milestones achievable; clear pathway
· 2: Feasible with moderate risk; reasonable maturity
· 1: Early concept with limited feasibility evidence
· 0: Significant feasibility concerns

Section 5 — Users, Customers & Market Fit 

What judges evaluate:

· Understanding of end users and purchasers
· Awareness of existing solutions and gaps
· Early thinking about market needs and adoption drivers

Score Guide:

· 3: Clear users/customers and strong understanding of market context
· 2: Good effort but incomplete understanding
· 1: Limited grasp of users or market need
· 0: No meaningful identification of users or customers

Section 6 — Commercialization Pathway & Challenges 

What judges evaluate:

· Clarity of next steps (testing, partnerships, materials, scale-up)
· Reasonable pathway (licensing, startup, sponsored research, etc.)
· Awareness of adoption barriers (technical, cost, regulatory, etc.)

Score Guide:

· 3: Strong, realistic pathway; clear next steps
· 2: Decent pathway but lacks detail
· 1: Unclear or unrealistic pathway
· 0: No commercialization thinking demonstrated

Section 7 — Impact 

What judges evaluate:

· Contribution to natural rubber sustainability
· Potential for economic, environmental, or societal benefit
· Potential to strengthen the U.S. natural rubber supply chain
· Workforce development or broader impacts

Score Guide:

· 3: Strong, measurable impact aligned with ERC goals
· 2: Moderate impact; connection is reasonable
· 1: Weak or generic impact
· 0: No credible impact

Section 8 — Use of Funds & Milestones 

What judges evaluate:

· Clear 6–12 month milestones
· Realistic, appropriate use of $5–$15K
· Strong correlation between funding request and expected progress

Score Guide:

· 3: Excellent milestones & budget clarity
· 2: Adequate plan
· 1: Vague or unrealistic plan
· 0: No meaningful plan

What happens if I'm selected as a finalist?

Finalists are invited to pitch in May 2026 to a panel of industry and scientific leaders. Judges ask questions, offer feedback, and determine which finalists receive seed funding awards. Date of competition will be announced in early 2026. 

Who can I contact with questions?

For questions about eligibility, application requirements, or pitch preparation support, contact:
Mallory Thomason- Mallory.thomason@ttu.edu 

