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By Robyn Norwood

Isabel Gutierrez turned in her 
last final exam for her bachelor’s 
degree and walked out of the College 
of Engineering’s Building 9 on a warm 
December afternoon.  An hour or so 
later, she was already at work in the 
Arcadia office of Vistendo, the digital 
medical technology startup she founded 
and heads.

Surrounded by bags of first-aid 
gear, a 3D printer and sophisticated 
optical equipment, Gutierrez pulled 
out a laptop dotted with stickers of a 
VW bus, a California avocado and, most 
appropriately, one that says, “Girl Boss.” 
She had new hires to make for a part-
time software engineer and a computer-
aided design intern as she and her team 
prepare to launch a portable device as 
early as spring 2021. 

The device will help quickly 
assess an array of injuries including 
concussions and heat strokes on site, 
whether they happen on a youth soccer 
field or in a military conflict.

Vistendo — Latin for ‘to see 
within’ — already has patents pending, 
seasoned entrepreneurs and inventors 
as partners, and outside investors. 
Gutierrez (’19, mechanical engineering) 
has been awarded a $250,000 Small 
Business Innovation Research grant 
from the U.S. Defense Health Agency 
to fund the development of her portable 
system to be used to detect traumatic 
brain injury symptoms in U.S. troops 
and veterans. If her project advances to 
Phase II of the grant program — designed 
to support development of technology 
that serves the needs of the federal 
government and also has potential for 
private-sector commercialization — over 
$1 million more awaits. 

Traumatic brain injuries are 
sometimes called the invisible wounds of 
war, with the Department of Defense’s 
count at more than 400,000 of these 
injuries worldwide since 2000. But 
brain injuries aren’t limited to military 
conflicts. The NFL, NCAA and youth 
sports organizations also are heavily 
invested in the concussion issue, with 

more than a quarter-million emergency room visits for brain injuries related to sports 
and recreation each year.

A great idea like Gutierrez’s is one thing. Moving it forward is a much more 
complex endeavor. Her mentor Mariappan “Dr. Jawa” Jawaharlal, former Cal Poly 
Pomona mechanical engineering professor and an experienced entrepreneur, is 
suitably impressed.

 “My other friends who applied and who got this money had Ph.D.s and three 
or four years of experience, and they got this after two or three rejections,” says 
Jawaharlal, who is now an associate dean in the College of Engineering & Computer 
Science at Sacramento State. “Whereas this young woman who hadn’t finished four 
years of undergraduate gets a quarter-million dollars. In a way, I’m not surprised 
though. I’m very proud of her.”

A Diagnosis Hits Home
The idea came to Gutierrez like so many ideas do: A problem had been 

percolating in her mind for years.
Like many Southern California youngsters, she grew up playing soccer, and in 

perhaps an even more dedicated “fútbol” family than most. Her father, Roman, is 
from Spain, and her mother, Karina, is from Ecuador. Gutierrez played competitively 
for more than 10 years before a potential college career was derailed her junior year 
in high school when a hamstring injury went undiagnosed before developing into a 
more serious tear. One of her younger sisters, Sara, suffered an even more unsettling 
injury — an undiagnosed concussion after she was struck in the head by a ball.

“We didn’t really think anything of it,” Gutierrez says. “She was complaining of 
headaches. You get hit by the ball, that’s going to happen. And it wasn’t actually until 
she took a PSAT where she scored such a low score that had she not even studied, 
she would have gotten much higher that we were like, ‘Ok, there has to be something 
wrong here.’ That’s when we took her to a doctor.”

It was then, several weeks after the injury, that the family learned Sara had 
suffered a concussion.

“It’s super scary to think that she spent that much time without a diagnosis, 
because there’s something called Second Impact Syndrome,” Gutierrez says. “When 
you get a concussion and it goes undiagnosed and then you get hit again, you can 
actually die. That’s all it takes, because your brain doesn’t have time to heal between 
each hit. Had she been hit again, it could have been life-ending.”

Those experiences combined with Gutierrez’s student job as an operation 
attendant and later building manager at the BRIC (Bronco Recreation and Intramural 
Complex) planted the seeds for innovation.

“We responded to numerous incidents with college students at intramurals 
and inside the gym as well. What I found from that is there are no tools to help you 
to detect symptoms that are happening with injuries such as concussions or heat 
strokes or even broken bones or torn muscles. There’s really nothing there to see 
inside. If you’re bleeding out, it’s very obvious. Call 9-1-1. But most of the injuries — 
especially sports-related injuries — have been all on the inside and then once they get 
severe enough, then they’ll start to exhibit on the outside. 

“That’s really where I saw a tool was needed to help detect symptoms in youth 
athletes and help them get the help they need as quickly as possible.”

Until the device and smartphone app launch in 2021, Gutierrez isn’t free to 
disclose many details of how they work, but she did reveal that it is smaller than 
a loaf of bread — more like a water bottle or a sort of medical cell phone — and it 
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can take 24 objective medical measurements in 15 seconds. The 
information can then be used by an athletic trainer on the field to 
help manage athlete health. A big part of the innovation is that 
the portable device can quickly put a medical professional’s eyes 
somewhere they are not: on a field of play or a field of battle. 

In a clever venture that provides both field-testing for the device 
prototypes and another income stream, Vistendo introduced a V-Aid 
Service, which provides certified, insured and professionally equipped 
first-responders or athletic trainers for youth athletic teams. Team 
parents pitch in to cover the cost, which Vistendo targets at $4 to $6 
per player. 

“It costs less than paying the referees to keep your child safe,” 
says Gutierrez.

The Good Kind of Stubborn
Painfully shy before she arrived at Cal Poly Pomona in 2014, 

Gutierrez is now a study in understated poise and self-assurance, 
with subtle but unmistakable charisma. Whether it was in her role 
as president of the campus chapter of the American Society of 
Mechanical Engineers — working with mentor Professor Amir Rezaei 
to organize both on-campus events and the regional engineering 
competition E-Fest — or going into local schools to promote the 
annual Robot Rally, Gutierrez has a magnetism about her. For the 
culminating Robot Rally event, she recruited volunteers and served 
as the emcee, Jawaharlal says.

Gutierrez is front-and-center in Vistendo’s pitches to investors 
too, but she also has impressive and accomplished partners. 

Vistendo’s chief technical officer has a degree in applied 
physics from Caltech, a master’s in electrical engineering from 
UC Santa Barbara, and more than 100 patents to his name. 
“Roman,” as Gutierrez refers to him in conversation, is also her 
father. The company’s chief operations officer is Tony Tang, who 
has undergraduate degrees in physics and applied math from UC 
Berkeley and a Ph.D. in electrical engineering from the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Roman Gutierrez and Tang first met 
at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena in the early 1990s and 
became successful entrepreneurs together working in the early days 
of cell phone cameras — long enough ago that some people thought 
adding a camera to a phone was a pointless gimmick.

Their experience balances Gutierrez’s youth, but her vision for 
the company — “ending human suffering” — leads the way. 

“She’s the chief fundraiser,” Roman Gutierrez says. 

Tang calls her “an evangelist.”
“She’s a very enthusiastic person, very smart and 

very — not stubborn — but very persistent,” Tang says.
Roman laughs. “The good kind of stubborn,” 

he adds. With their track record as inventors and 
entrepreneurs, the two men come up with lots of their 
own ideas. People also bring ideas to them.

“We always try and shoot them down as quickly as 
we can,” Roman Gutierrez says. “Tony will shoot down 
what I come up with and I will try to shoot down what 
he comes up with. And then sometimes, you know, 
‘OK, I can’t shoot it down. But we need to look at this.’ 
You ask all the tough questions and then you try and 
go find the answers. And if the answers come back 
positive, you say, ‘This one makes sense.’”

That’s what happened when they heard Isabel 
Gutierrez’s idea. Soon, she was cold-calling — or cold 
emailing — researchers at institutions such as USC, 
Emory and Johns Hopkins.

“When I first started this, I delved straight into 
articles and journals all about different types of 
injuries — concussions, pain, heat strokes and all that. 
Then I would take the people that wrote these articles 
and I made a huge list and just every day sent a 
couple emails, seeing if someone would reply. Slowly I 
got emails back and then I talked to them about it and 
then, after hearing what I had to say, they were pretty 
interested in it. So, they jumped on board and they 
advised me. I also have doctors from England, USC 
and other top hospitals around the world. That was all 
cold calling. I’m not in the medical field, I don’t know 
anyone, so let’s just go for it.” 

As the technology began to come together, there 
were other challenges. The device had to be portable, 
for one thing. Lugging a suitcase-sized device onto a 
sports field or field of battle wouldn’t do. And it had 
to be weatherproof. 

Tinkering with prototypes and small changes was 
where Gutierrez’s experience with 3D printing came 
in handy. Besides using it in her coursework, she had 
taught 3D printing to youth up to age 18 in iD Tech 
summer camps on Caltech’s campus. 

“3D printing is huge,” she says. “Without it, it’s just 
a nightmare to go through the prototype because 
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WITH THE END OF THE YEAR APPROACHING, HERE 
IS A CHECKLIST OF SOME TAX-WISE YEAR-END 
CHARITABLE GIFTS THAT CAN PROVIDE YOU WITH 
TAX SAVINGS AND POSSIBLE INCOME BENEFITS:

■  MAKE A GIFT OF APPRECIATED ASSETS

■  FUND A CHARITABLE GIFT ANNUITY

■  TRANSFER FUNDS FROM AN IRA ACCOUNT

■  ESTABLISH A CHARITABLE REMAINDER TRUST

■  MAKE A GIFT OF LIFE INSURANCE

■  CREATE A CHARITABLE LIFE ESTATE

LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW YOU CAN BENEFIT FROM THESE GIFTS
CONTACT:

Vince Fraumeni
Director of Planned Giving
909-869-4825
vjfraumeni@cpp.edu

Find out how you can benefit from these year-end giving 
strategies. Visit www.cpp.edu/plannedgiving

TAX-WISE 
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Retired Professor and His 
Wife Establish Scholarship 
Endowment for Aerospace 
Engineering Students 

Paul and Jean Lord know what 
it is like to be a pair of young college 
students with little money raising 
three small children.

“It was a rough time,” says Paul 
Lord, emeritus professor of aerospace 
engineering.

“We were introduced to beans and 
frank,” adds Jean Lord with a laugh.

What provided some relief, the 
retired professor says, were three 
scholarships. 

“We thought we should do 
something similar at Cal Poly Pomona,” 
he says.

With that in mind, Paul and Jean 
Lord have established the Lord Family 
Scholarship Endowment Fund. 

The Lords’ gift is being invested, 
and the interest generated will go 
toward four scholarships for aerospace 
engineering students, says Ali Ahmadi, 
professor and chair of the Department 
of Aerospace Engineering.

The couple made an initial gift 
of $109,000, making it possible to 
establish the scholarship endowment 
in spring 2020, says Carrie Geurts, 
senior director of development in the 
College of Engineering. The Lords 
added funding so four scholarships 
could be awarded in the 2019-20 
academic year, rather than waiting 
for the endowment fund to bear fruit. 
The Lords also plan to add to the 
endowment next year, boosting their 
gift to more than $200,000.

The perpetual nature of the gift is 
significant. 

“This will provide scholarships for 
generations to come,” Geurts says.

you have to go to these big 
manufacturers and say, ‘I just 
want one,’ and they say, ‘Well, 
our minimum order is 500,’ and I 
say, ‘No, I just want one because 
it may not even work!’

“So, 3D printing allows us to 
say, ‘OK, let’s change this,’ and 
then a few hours later, try it. It’s 
pretty cheap, and it’s so much 
easier than how it was before, 
and it really allows you to go 
through so many iterations that 
would have taken years and so 
much money.”

Before the device goes 
to market, Vistendo will need 
clearance from the federal 
Food and Drug Administration, 
which regulates medical devices. 
Gutierrez recently entered into a services agreement with the BIOS Division 
of the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine to advise Vistendo on 
the strategy to achieve FDA clearance.

Learning and Doing
Gutierrez learned a lot at Cal Poly Pomona. And she is definitely doing. 
“I came here and I absolutely fell in love with ‘Learn by Doing,’” she 

says. “That’s what completely sold me. I’m a hands-on learner. That’s 
how I’ve always learned. When they said, ‘Every class has a lab,’ and 
we would apply it directly to a project, that for me was just like, ‘Oh my 
gosh, this is my school.’”

It’s no surprise that Gutierrez also found talent among Cal Poly 
Pomona students and alumni, recruiting engineers and kinesiology 
majors to help. 

“I love that they have that hands-on experience, and they’ve done a ton 
of projects that are very similar to a start-up environment,” she says.

The university’s learn-through-discovery environment allowed Gutierrez 
to marry her love of technology, sports and business, says Yao Olive Li, 
associate professor and director of the campus’ I-Corps, a federally funded 
program that guides students through the commercialization process. In 
2019, Gutierrez joined the second cohort, and in October 2020, she was the 
guest speaker at a Zoom meeting with the fifth cohort.

“She is an exemplary Cal Poly Pomona graduate from our learn-by-doing 
model and she also represents minority groups such as female engineering 
students of Hispanic origin,” Li says. “We cheer for her achievements since 
she graduated from CPP’s NSF I-Corps Site program.”

Jawaharlal also is rooting for his mentee to succeed.
He says a newly minted mechanical engineer with Gutierrez’s technical 

and personal skills probably could command a job in the low six figures 
fresh out of college, or even on the low end, in the $70,000 to $80,000 range. 

Instead, at 24, the little girl who loved Legos so much her father 
suggested a career in engineering is already the “Girl Boss” at Vistendo, a 
company she incorporated at 21.  

“I’m a big believer in ‘Just do it,’” Gutierrez says. “A lot of people are 
stopped by fear or stress. I always say, ‘Go ahead and do it.’ If it goes well, 
you’ve done it. If not, you’ve learned. Why not just go try it?”

Isabel Gutierrez


