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NextCorps’ Embark Accelerator positions 
Rochester as no-code software development hub

IN ITS FIRST YEAR, Nextcorps’ Em-
bark — a business accelerator pro-
gram that fosters the startup of viable 
software companies — accomplished 
what it set out to do: bring 10 new 
software companies to life in the Fin-
ger Lakes Region.

These companies, many of them 
founded by entrepreneurs who have 
little to no coding skills, provide soft-
ware and apps that address real-world 
problems, such as offering mental 
health assistance and business devel-
opment tools.

“The launch of 
these startups il-
lustrates the power 
that a supportive 
ecosystem can of-
fer inspired people 
who are interested 
in creating a new 
business in our re-
gion,” says Matt 

Foley, Managing Director, Startup 
Incubation & Embark at NextCorps. 
“By providing instruction, support, 
and mentorship, Embark has empow-
ered them to develop an idea, validate 
its market potential, and build a soft-
ware solution to sell without having 
to leave their day jobs to do it.”

Embark was created, in part, as a re-
sponse to regional analysis conducted 
by the Boston Consulting Group that 
pointed to the growing potential for 

software development as an effective 
way to build resiliency and create new 
jobs in the region.

NextCorps designed Embark to 
leverage two important assets. First, 
no-code software development tools 
that enable non-technical users to 
build scalable web and mobile ap-
plications. Second, emerging talent 
from the University of Rochester and 
Rochester Institute of Technology. 
During the accelerator program, 40 
students supported the startups by 
helping founders complete over 130 
projects, from market research and 
customer discovery to business plan-
ning. This approach minimized the 
need for the entrepreneurs to find 
outside funding in order to create and 
successfully launch their businesses.

The pilot for the Embark program 
was funded by the U.S. Economic De-
velopment Administration, and with 
support from the University of Roch-
ester, Rochester Institute of Technolo-
gy, and Excell Partners. Local software, 

professional services, and investment 
companies also played a critical role 
by mentoring founders on a pro-bono 
basis, providing a rich support ecosys-
tem. These companies included Datto, 
Live Tiles, ITX Corp, Innovative Solu-
tions, Armory Square Ventures, Bona-
dio Group, Nixon Peabody, T4 Verge, 
Rivet CX, OneSpark, VisibleMR, Ad-
vise.us, and FocusGroupIt.

Participant interest in the first Em-
bark cohort exceeded NextCorps’ 
expectations, drawing more than 60 
qualified applicants from a diverse 
mix of backgrounds. Forty-eight in-
dividuals, half of them women, were 
selected for the program in the fall 
of 2021. Ten finalists were down-se-
lected mid-way through to receive 
an additional six months of support, 
culminating in their graduation in 
September 2022.

EMBARK FINALISTS 
BRING NEW BUSINESS TO 
ROCHESTER

Three of the 10 finalists from Em-
bark’s first cohort include Kannect, 
focused on mental health preven-
tion strategies for college students; 
DataCicada, that provides machine 
learning and consulting for scien-
tists and engineers; and First Class 
Coach, with an app that provides 
leadership coaching to executives 
and companies.
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For the pilot, Embark encouraged 
applicants to apply to the program 
with or without a business idea, of-
fering a supportive environment and 
resources needed to create and grow a 
software startup.

Kannect founders Keli DiRisio, 
Graphic Design Professor at RIT, 
and Nicole Trabold, an academic re-
searcher and social worker, had been 
planning for years to create an app 
that addresses problems on college 
campuses. Their lack of software de-
velopment skills hampered their abil-
ity to create a sellable product.

“Like many entrepreneurs who 
lack technical skills and can’t afford 
to hire developers, programming was 
our stumbling block,” says DiRisio. 
“Embark’s no-code training was the 
solution we needed to create a viable 
business. Also invaluable were the 
mentorship and coaching Embark 
provided to help us more accurately 
define our offering, and the collabora-
tion and encouragement we received 
from others in the cohort.”

A supportive community that fos-
ters accountability was commonly 
cited by Embark participants as a top 
benefit of the program.

Allison Yacci, co-founder of Data-
Cicada, says the promise of working 
among a group of like-minded entre-
preneurs in a cohort-based program is 
largely what compelled her to join the 
Embark program.

DataCicada is unique from other 
startups in Embark, however, because 
it was started during the pandemic and 
partially funded by a grant from the 
U.S. Department of Energy. Its found-
ers have technical backgrounds and are 
working on their business full time.

“As bootstrapping entrepreneurs, we 
took advantage of everything Embark 
had to offer, including a communi-
ty of entrepreneurs, and advisors and 
mentorship that guide our ideas and 
serve as a sounding board,” says Yacci. 
“We’ve also received valuable advice 
from Excell Partners to help us pitch 
to investors. While we have technical 
training, the Embark no-code boot-
camp has helped us create a more pro-
fessional interface for our product.”

James Lopata, a long-time coach-
ing consultant and founder of First 
Class Coach, concurs with the 
game-changing benefits of the pro-
gram, including no-code training and 
a supportive ecosystem.

“Embark has created an awesome 
ecosystem that not only helps me 
build my business, but allows me to 
contribute to something that I’m pas-
sionate about — the Greater Rochester 
community,” says Lopata.

The 10 Embark finalists are now 
building prototypes for their products 
and preparing to beta test them with 
potential customers. Many are work-
ing to grow and scale their business 
through NextCorps’ incubation pro-
gram that now supports more than 
70 area startups. Their goal is to hit 
at least $10,000/month in recurring 
revenue so they can commit to their 
business full time.

WHAT’S NEXT FOR EMBARK 
— BUILDING ROCHESTER’S 
EXPERTISE IN NO-CODE 
SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT

As a nonprofit, NextCorps is now 
working to find funding to continue 
the program and identify more part-
ners who want to mentor a second co-

hort. It’s also fine tuning the program 
in response to growing demand for 
no-code developers, adding an addi-
tional goal of focusing on developing 
no-code skill sets.

“Rochester is well positioned to be-
come the hub of the no-code indus-
try,” says Foley. “Through the Embark 
program, local, non-technical profes-
sionals can learn the skills and get the 
support they need to become no-code 
developers and to create viable soft-
ware companies, contributing to the 
Finger Lakes Region’s wealth of ex-
pertise and innovation.”

NextCorps (formerly High Tech 
Rochester) has been helping entre-
preneurs and businesses connect 
with experts, customers, investors, 
and other vital resources within the 
state entrepreneurial ecosystem 
since 1987. During the last four years 
alone, it has assisted more than 500 
technology startups in the Roches-
ter and Finger Lakes Region. These 
companies often work alongside each 
other in neighboring office and lab 
space at NextCorps, which is located 
on the sixth floor of Sibley Square in 
the heart of the Innovation Zone in 
downtown Rochester.

Other support provided at Next-
Corps includes incubation services 
for tech-oriented startups; and accel-
erator programs for early-stage com-
panies developing optics, photonics, 
and imaging enabled applications 
(Luminate NY), and for those devel-
oping climate tech solutions (Ven-
ture For ClimateTech and Scale For 
ClimateTech). NextCorps also helps 
manufacturers in the region grow and 
remain competitive through proj-
ect-related support and funding.


