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Thermochemical Energy Researcher Is New ME Chair

I
t is with great enthusiasm that I join an 
esteemed faculty that takes tremendous 
pride in advancing the mechanical 
engineering profession,” said James 

F. Klausner, MSU Foundation Professor 
and new chair of MSU’s Department of 
Mechanical Engineering. “Accompanied 
by a reputation as one of the premier 
mechanical engineering departments in 
the nation, the department has a long 
tradition of academic excellence and a 
rich history of transformative advances in 
science and engineering.”

Prior to coming to MSU in January, 
Klausner was the Newton C. Ebaugh 
Professor of Mechanical and Aerospace 
Engineering at the University of Florida 
in Gainesville and a program director at 

the U.S. Department of Energy Advanced 
Research Projects Agency–Energy. He 
is a fellow of the American Society of 
Mechanical Engineers and the Japan 
Society for the Promotion of Sciences. He 
has authored more than 100 technical 
publications in the thermal fluid sciences, 
and has nine patents and copyrights that 
resulted from his research work.

Klausner’s research interests focus on 
thermal, chemical, and fluid transport 
in a variety of applications including 
energy, processing, thermal management, 
desalination, powder flow, cryogenics, and 
bioengineering. He has done extensive 
fundamental work on the dynamics of 
phase change phenomena, including 
nucleation and bubble dynamics. He is 
interested in sustainable engineering 
processes and is currently working on 
using sunlight, water, recycled CO2, 
and biomass as possible inputs to 
thermochemical reactors for synthetic 
fuel production, such as hydrogen and 
higher-order hydrocarbons as the output. 
Highly concentrated solar radiation is 
used to drive high-temperature thermo-
chemical conversion processes. He is also 
working on using low-grade waste heat 
and un-concentrated solar energy for 
low-temperature desalination. He has 

developed a number of phase-change 
thermal management processes that 
operate at unprecedented heat fluxes. 
He has a strong interest in light metals 
processing and energy-efficient advanced 
manufacturing. 

Leo Kempel, dean of the College of 
Engineering, said Klausner’s work with 
thermochemical energy storage, energy-
efficient manufacturing, and thermal 
management for energy-efficient 
processes represents cutting-edge 
research. “Dr. Klausner’s focus on waste 
heat and solar-driven, low-temperature 
desalination, solar thermal energy-driven 
synthetic fuel synthesis, heat exchangers 
for spacecraft , and high-heat flux cooling 
has had—and will continue to have—a 
significant impact on the field.”

“It is a very exciting time in history to 
be a part of the engineering profession 
as technological advances are rapidly 
changing how we interact with each other 
and the environment,” Klausner said. “I am 
strongly committed to maintaining a vi-
brant culture of scholarship and innovation 
within the department, where students 
experience rapid intellectual growth and 
faculty energetically exchange creative 
ideas to expand the knowledge base in 
science, engineering, and technology.” e
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The MSU Winter University and Brunch in Naples, Florida, in February gave a warm Spartan welcome to James Klausner, MSU Foundation 
Professor and new chair of the mechanical engineering department. Among those at the event were, from left , Neil Kane, MSU’s first director 
of undergraduate entrepreneurship; Engineering Dean Leo Kempel; Klausner; and Stephen Bates, senior director of development and alumni 
relations in the college.

MSU Foundation Professor
James F. Klausner, who joined the MSU faculty as the new 
chair of the Department of Mechanical Engineering on Jan. 1, 
has been named an MSU Foundation Professor. MSU Founda-
tion Professorships demonstrate the university’s commitment 
to recognizing and rewarding world-class scholars. The title 
is bestowed by MSU, with support from the MSU Foundation, 
to provide five years of supplemental research support to 
awardees. They hold the MSU Foundation Professor designa-
tion permanently.

“
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I have recently completed my first 
semester as the Department of 
Mechanical Engineering chair. 

Michigan State University is 
a great institution, and my first 
experiences working with students 

and faculty have been excellent. Within the student body I see 
a level of excitement for the engineering profession, which is 
inspiring. ME students are creative, hardworking, and seek out 
opportunities to serve the greater good. 

Faculty members work tirelessly to innovate around cutting-
edge research while delivering an outstanding education to both 
graduate and undergraduate students.

In February, I had the opportunity to attend an MSU alumni 
gathering in Naples, Florida, with the theme, Winter University. 
While attending Winter U, I had the chance to meet some 

very accomplished MSU mechanical engineering alumni. The 
experience solidified my belief that there are no limits to what a 
Spartan Engineer can accomplish with vision, creativity, determi-
nation, persistence, and hard work.

I am very proud of the role Spartan Engineering plays in 
delivering a superior education to the general population. Indeed, 
engineering education is a great equalizer in society, and Spartan 
Engineering is a crown jewel for the state of Michigan.

As the 2016 spring semester comes to a close, we welcome the 
ME graduating class to the ranks of the alumni. It is my sincere 
hope that ME alumni will remember MSU fondly and remain 
engaged for the long haul. 

Likewise, the ME department will seek out new ways to 
engage the alumni to participate in and contribute to our 
educational mission. Our students are the future, and there is a 
role for all of us to help shape the future! e

FROM THE CHAIR

James F. Klausner

Roger C. Haut, University Distinguished Professor of 
mechanical engineering and radiology, will receive 
the 2016 H.R. Lissner Medal from the Bioengineering 
Division of ASME. The award is named for Profes-
sor H. R. Lissner of Wayne State University and his 
pioneering work in biomechanics that began in 1939. 
It recognizes outstanding achievements in the field of 
bioengineering. 

Haut has made it a priority during his academic 
career to train students in the basic principles of 
engineering science during their bioengineering 
research projects. He has mentored 80 dissertations 
and theses over his career. 

He will receive the national medal during the 
Summer Biomechanics, Bioengineering and Biotrans-
port Conference, June 29–July 2 in Maryland. e

UPDATE

Brown Fellowship Keeps on Giving
The Brown Fellowship continues to answer real-life aspirations 
of today’s talented engineering students at MSU. Richard Brown, 
and his wife, Nancy, who are from West Michigan, created the 
Brown Fellowship for graduate students in mechanical engineer-
ing. 

Current fellows are Patrick Vaughan and Sanders Aspelund.
Vaughan loves biomechanics. He graduated from MSU in 

December 2015 with a mechanical engineering degree and now is 
a first-year graduate student at MSU in engineering mechanics. 
He is from Rochester, N.Y.

He works with Roger Haut, a University Distinguished 
Professor of mechanical engineering, and Todd Fenton, associate 
professor of anthropology, studying fracture patterns in skulls and 
femurs. 

His bone studies are focused on age, rotational rate eff ects, 
and matching fracture patterns to specific implements under 
blunt-force trauma. He hopes his research will provide new 
insights for forensic pathologists in abuse or accidental fracture 
cases. 

“It is a great honor to be considered a valued student here at 
MSU and to have the chance to focus on my research without 
having to worry about finances,” Vaughan said.

Sanders Aspelund of Shelby Township is dually enrolled as a 
senior in mechanical engineering and first-year graduate student. 
His passion is assistive robotics.

Aspelund works with ME professor Ranjan Mukherjee in 
creating an interface for a robotic arm for a 10-year-old child 
with severe motor impairments. As an alternative to neural 
implants for the child to control the robotic arm with, they are 
developing a vest with motion sensors to control the robotic 
arm that will eventually be mounted on the child’s wheelchair. 
This will allow the child to open doors and feed himself, and 

thereby enable him to gain some level of independence.
Aspelund said the work is “amazing and challenging” and 

potentially could create a robotic arm control method that is 
significantly cheaper, safer, adaptable, and a more viable option 
for children as it does not require surgery on their still-developing 
bodies.

“This scholarship has enabled me to focus much more intently 
on research and my school work. I am very grateful.” 

The generosity of the Browns also created the DREAM Scholar-
ship, which assists in recruiting first-year undergraduate and 
transfer students and funded the Brown Lab in Engineering’s 
Research Complex. DREAM is Dedicated to Recruiting Engineers 
for America and Michigan. e

AIR

The Brown Fellowship helps graduate students in mechanical 
engineering dream about reaching their career aspirations. For 
Patrick Vaughn of Rochester, N.Y., (left ) that means biomechanics, 
while Sanders Aspelund of Shelby Township is passionate about 
assistive robotics.

Lissner Medal Honors Roger Haut
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Small Science, Big Impact
Rebecca Anthony
wants to make 
very small things 
have very big 
consequences. The 
assistant professor 
of mechanical 
engineering at 

MSU has coupled her fascination with 
nanotechnology with her passion for 
making energy use more efficient. 

“When I looked at graduate work, I 
knew I wanted to do engineering and 
applied science rather than basic science, 
but I wanted to couple my interest in 
nanoscience with a long-reaching goal 
and overarching objective of working in 
energy technology. I want to work on new, 
alternative forms of energy and devices.”

In her Ph.D. program at the University 
of Minnesota, she worked with an advisor 
on making silicon nanocrystals.

“What’s interesting about them is that 
they glow when you apply an electric 
current or expose them to ultraviolet 
light,” Anthony said. “You can use them 
as illuminating devices, as well as in solar 
technology.”

Now, she’s working on a novel 
gas-based technology to make those 
nanocrystals. “It’s less time-consuming, 
less costly, and uses less solvent,” she said. 
“It’s fast and scalable. We’re doing it on 
a bench scale now, but it is quite easy to 
parallel my reactors so you could do this at 
a larger scale.”

In fact, a California company called 
Innovalight Inc. licensed the technology 
to make a “silicon ink” to make solar 
panels more efficient. DuPont acquired the 
company in 2011.

Anthony is also researching making 
“anisotropic” nanocrystals—crystals that 
aren’t quite even in shape and have dif-

ferent properties at diff erent orientations. 
She said the crystals could have applica-
tions in making stretchable and flexible 
video displays that are more efficient 
than today’s LED screens. They also have 
possible applications in thin film flexible 
solar technologies and could be used to 
improve the performance of lithium-ion 
batteries. Other possible applications could 
include improvements in medical imaging 
technology and cancer detection. 

Overall, Anthony said, “nanotech and 
nanoscience and nanoengineering are 
found in so many parts of engineering. 
Ten or 20 years ago, it was this new 
thing, but as we expand our knowledge, 
we’ve found that all kinds of matter can 
be broken down to that scale. And we’re 
discovering that changes at the tiny level 
can cause huge changes in how things 
operate at the macro level. e

—Matt Roush, Technology Century*

Nanotech: Breaking Up Pollution, Giving Robots a Nose
Micro-electro-
mechanical 
systems, or MEMS, 
was the frontier of 
science 20 years 
ago. Now, it’s at 
work everywhere 
you look. 

Junghoon Yeom, assistant professor of 
mechanical engineering at MSU, says he’s 
setting his sights these days on technolo-
gies that are even smaller in scale.

Today, Yeom is working on platforms 
that assemble nanomaterials and let them 
react to things at the millimeter scale of ev-
eryday products. He’s researching materials 
like silicon nanowires and high-band-gap 
metal oxide nanostructures that can use 
their properties to decompose toxins and 
other undesired materials in water, simply 

by exposing them to sunlight.
“Wastewater treatment has been 

done the same way for generations,” 
Yeom said. “Mostly you are using 
sedimentation—heavy stuff  falls—and 
then you use a membrane to filter out 
the rest of what you don’t want. It works, 
but the costs can be high. Also, some 
materials developed more recently, like 
small molecule pharmaceuticals, can’t be 
filtered by membranes.” Yeom is harness-
ing the properties of nanomaterials to 
break those toxins apart and render them 
harmless.

He is also working on giving drones 
and robots a “sense of smell” through 
a micro gas chromatography system. 
That could add an extra layer of utility to 
agricultural drones, since they could sniff  
out where pesticides and fertilizers have 

been applied too heavily or not heavily 
enough in farm fields. They could also 
be used to check for disease outbreaks 
or help the military scout for chemical or 
biological weapon use in an area.

•  •  •
Yeom is one of 10 MSU faculty members 
to be named a fellow of the Academy for 
Global Engagement (AGE). Now entering 
its third year, AGE is designed to create a 
new generation of international research 
experts at MSU by off ering early- to mid-
career faculty the opportunity to expand 
their scholarship on a global level. Created 
to strengthen MSU’s global networks and 
introduce faculty to new global resources, 
the AGE is nationally recognized as an 
innovative faculty development program 
model. e

—Matt Roush, Technology Century*

*Both articles have been 
reprinted in part and first 
appeared in the spring 
2016 issue of TechCentury 
magazine, a publication 
of the Engineering Society 
of Detroit.

Elisa Toulson, assistant professor, received a Ralph 
R. Teetor Educational Award and Rodney Tabac-
zynski, professor, received the SAE Emeritus 
Award from SAE International during the SAE 

2016 World Congress in Detroit, April 12–14.
Tabaczynski is an expert in thermody-

namics and internal combustion engines. 
He was elected to the National 

Academy of Engineering in 2002 for 
major contributions to the under-
standing of processes in internal 
combustion engines, resulting in 

improved performance and pollution control.
The SAE Teetor Program stimulates contacts 

between younger engineering educators and 
practicing engineers in industry and government. 
The award was established in 1963.

The SAE Emeritus recognition, established in 
2014, honors distinguished, retired SAE mem-
bers who have helped make the organiza-
tion the place for engineers to learn, grow, 
and collaborate across industries through 
their continued support and volunteer 
engagement. e
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Two ME Faculty Members Honored by SAE International
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 faculty & staff @ me

New Faculty Members Extend ME’s Expertise and Reach
The MSU Department of Mechanical Engineering continues to expand its academic 
expertise with the addition of three new faculty members.

n Tong (Tony) Gao joined the department 
as an assistant professor in August 2015.

His research covers an array of 
problems in fluid mechanics and biophys-
ics, with particular focus on active/soft  
matter, fluid-structure interactions, and 
multiphase flows. He is also interested 
in developing and integrating numerical 
methods to resolve multi-scale physics in 
complex fluids.

He received a bachelor’s degree (2004) 
and master’s degree (2007) in mechanical 
engineering from the University of Science 
and Technology of China, Hefei, and a PhD 
(2012) in mechanical engineering from the 
University of Pennsylvania.

n Junlin Yuan joined MSU in October 2015 
as an assistant professor of mechanical 
engineering. She is a researcher and 
engineer in turbulence and computational 

fluid dynamics (CFD), focusing on analyz-
ing and modeling fluid flows, turbulent 
boundary layers, and surface roughness. 
Her studies focus on both the physics 
of fluid flows and their engineering 
applications. She also has experience in 
collaborating with industrial partners. 

Additionally, she has a background 
in mathematics and flight vehicle design 
(conceptual design, aerodynamics, 
structural and dynamic analysis, optimiza-
tion, and control theory). Her skills include 
fluid-solver programming (direct, large-
eddy, and Reynolds-averaged simulations) 
and commercial/open-source CFD codes. 

She received a bachelor’s degree 
in aerospace engineering (2009) from 
Northwestern Polytechnical University in 
China, and a master’s degree (2011) and 
PhD (2015) in mechanical engineering 
from Queen’s University, Canada.

n Mohsen Zayernouri joined MSU in 
August 2015 as an assistant professor 
of mechanical engineering and com-
putational mathematics, science, and 
engineering.

He works to advance the computa-
tional tools of applied mathematics and 
data sciences by developing multi-fidelity 
and predictive simulation tools. He is the 
director of the Fractional Mathematics for 
Anomalous Transport and Hydromechan-
ics (FMATH) group. He is also the editor 
of the International Journal of Computer 
Mathematics (IJCM), which serves 
researchers in numerical analysis and 
scientific computing from academia to 
industry.

His research interests are in computa-
tional fluid dynamics, numerical analysis 
(FEM, spectral, and spectral element 
methods), stochastic modeling and uncer-
tainty quantification, nonlocal continuum 
mechanics for anomalous transport, and 
high-performance computing.

He received a master’s degree in 
mechanical engineering (2006) from 
Tehran Polytechnic in Iran and a master’s 
degree in applied mathematics (2012) 
from Brown University. He also received 
PhD degrees in mechanical engineering 
(2010) from the University of Utah and 
in applied mathematics (2014) at Brown 
University. e

Honors & Awards
Fulbright Global Flex Award

Abraham Engeda, 
a professor of me-
chanical engineer-
ing, will advance 
off -grid electric 
power applications 
in rural China and 
Ethiopia through a 

Fulbright Global Flex Award.
He will use the prestigious worldwide 

honor to support two years of power 
generation research in remote parts of 
the two countries.

“The main aim of the research is to 
develop, design, and test very low head 
hydro-turbine genset with low envi-
ronmental impacts and to transfer the 
technology to Ethiopia and China 
for rural off -grid electric power ap-
plication,” Engeda said. “The project will 
be carried out in cooperation with the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences and 
Addis Ababa University in Ethiopia.”

Engeda said the proposed electric 
power genset (generator system) will 
be a compact dam-less and self-
contained single unit. It will consist of 
a hydraulic turbine with variable pitch 
blades. 

“The unit will operate at heads of 
1.5–3.0 meters and be able to produce 
100–500 kilowatts of electrical power,” 
Engeda explained. “The term ‘low 
impact’ refers to hydropower units that 
require very little to no civil engineering 
work, like dam and waterways structures, 
and are easy to install and operate by 
off ering a high degree of reliability. They 
are significantly reduced civil works that 
are a reliable, silent, directly driven 
permanent magnet generator with 
variable speeds suited for low 
head application and no social and 
environmental impacts.”

Leo Kempel, dean of the MSU College 
of Engineering, noted the significance of 
this Fulbright Award. “This is a new, 

and I would say even more prestigious 
award than the traditional Fulbright 
program,” Kempel said. “Professor Engeda 
is one of only about 10 Fulbright Global 
Flex Scholars selected in 2016 to visit 
multiple regions of the world. It is a 
tribute to his and MSU’s reputation for 
research excellence and international 
service.”

Engeda is an expert in turbo-
machinery, including power plant 
cooling, experimental thermo-fluids, 
turbomachinery flow analysis and design, 
gas turbine and biogas. He is a fellow 
of the American Society of Mechanical 
Engineers (ASME) and a recipient of the 
ASME Fluid Machinery Award. 

The Fulbright Global Flex Scholars 
Award is funded by the U.S. Department 
of State. It helps U.S. academic and 
professional experts engage in regional 
or trans-regional research and teaching 
through visits to multiple countries.

Left  to right: Tong 
(Tony) Gao, Junlin 
Yuan, and Mohsen 
Zayernouri
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Grant Renews Research Experience 
for Teachers 
Three ME professors will serve as faculty 
mentors in a program funded by a 
$600,000 NSF grant that continues MSU’s 
Research Experiences for Teachers (RET) 
opportunity for middle and high school 
STEM teachers. Jongeun Choi, associate 
professor; Peter Lillehoj, assistant profes-
sor; and Junghoon Yeom, assistant profes-
sor, are among 11 College of Engineering 
faculty who are participating. 

The three-year project will train 
11 teachers a year by involving them 
in cutting-edge research and other 
professional development activities at 
MSU. The teachers will develop innovative 
curriculum materials, which they will take 
back to their classrooms and share online 
through TeachEngineering.org.

2016 Withrow Award
Rebecca Anthony, assistant professor, 
received a College of Engineering Withrow 
Teaching Excellence Award during the 26th 
annual Engineering Awards Luncheon in 
March.

Anthony is described as a professor 
who cares immensely for her students. 
She works to make sure that her students 
succeed and learn the material. Students 
remarked that she understands the way 
they think, and she actively guides them 

in their understanding of concepts. She 
is known for creating a learning environ-
ment where questions are welcomed 
and she’s always ready to answer the 
questions that open the doors to further 
learning. e

In the News 
Fire in Microgravity

In space, flames 
don’t extinguish 
under the same 
low-oxygen 
conditions that 
would put them 
out on Earth, 
setting the stage 

for dangerous flare-ups.
Team research led by Indrek S. Wich-

man, professor of mechanical engineering, 
was the cover feature of American Scientist
(January–February 2016). “Fire in Micro-
gravity” describes how to extinguish a 
flamelet in space while fuel is still available. 
The research is part of a series of projects 
he has engaged with NASA on from the 
middle 1990s to the present.

To read the cover story, go to http://bit.
ly/1n0vKoo. e

Brian Sheridan, a member of the U.S. Paralympics Cycling National Team, spoke with Tammy Reid Bush’s 
Biomechanical Design class recently with a goal of encouraging students to think about medical product design. His 
advice—make it thoughtful, innovative, simple. Sheridan owns Level Eleven Physical Therapy and Fusion Medical in 
Michigan. He told the class that “disability is a product of the environment I’m in . . . if I can’t get up the stairs to get 
into a restaurant, I’m disabled.” Pictured with Sheridan are (lower left ) Tammy Reid Bush of the College of Engineering 
and (right) Hang Nguyen of the MSU College of Business, along with some of their students.

Associate Dean Manooch Koochesfahani and Dean Leo Kempel present Rebecca Anthony 
with a Withrow Teaching Excellence Award during the 2016 awards ceremony.

Flamelets in space
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Two ME Students Named Von Ehr Scholars 
Two ME students received Von Ehr Scholarships for the 2015–16 
academic year. They are Mitchell Agrwal (left ) of Saginaw and 
Edward Kennedy of Saline. 

The $1 million endowed scholarship fund was established in 
2006 by James R. Von Ehr II, a 1972 computer science graduate 
and successful entrepreneur. The scholarship provides financial 
assistance to outstanding undergraduate students. Qualified 
prospective students—those scoring in the 90th percentile and 
above on national placement exams and who have a proven 
financial need—are invited to apply for the scholarships, which 
are renewable for four years. 

There are currently 14 Von Ehr Scholars in the college.

Two ME Students Named Outstanding Seniors
Dan Riggs and Lucia DelVillano, mechanical engineering seniors, 
were each named a 2016 Outstanding Senior at MSU by ASMSU 
and the Senior Class Council. Riggs, a long-time Formula SAE 
leader, is from Battle Creek. DelVillano, who has been active in 
SWE and Phi Sigma Rho, is from Fraser. They were honored April 
17 during a ceremony at the MSU Union. e

The MSU Solar Car Team was displayed at the 2016 NAIAS in Detroit in January. Here, team 
members Jesse Ouellette and Michael VanBemmelen pose with the MSU vehicle. It was 
the car’s second appearance at NAIAS. Team leader is Ian Grosh.

The Formula SAE Racing Team overpowered the competition at Formula SAE-Michigan at 
Michigan International Speedway, May 11–14, with a multitude of rankings: #5 overall (out 
of 120 teams) in the SAE international competition—second among American teams. They 
were also #1 in acceleration, #6 design, #10 in autocross, #14 skidpad, and a Top 25 finish in 
presentation! Next stop—the Formula Student Germany International Design Competition 
in Hockenheim, Aug. 9–14.

Michigan State’s Baja Team happily keeps playing in the mud. In mid-April, the team 
earned a 6th place in sales, 10th place in endurance, and qualified for the design finals 
during the Baja SAE Tennessee Tech in Cookeville, Tenn. The team showed their Spartan 
Will in the international field of 97 teams. Next up—SAE Baja competitions in California 
in May and Rochester, N.Y., in June.

Mechanical engineering majors (left  to right) Jacob Flight, 
Colton Knopf, Nick Santi, and Tyler Nicolay, and engineering 
major Cameron Alvado took center stage with their 
Barista2Go design at the National Automatic Merchandising 
Association OneShow event in Chicago April 13. Students 
of Kathy Stevenson’s ME 285 class, they entered the design 
challenge with only three weeks to complete their project and 
won a chance to pitch their ideas to celebrity entrepreneur 
judges Lori Greiner and Robert Herjavec from ABC’s hit show, 
Shark Tank.
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ME Distinguished 
Alumni Award 
Dianna Dickie Cody, Ph.D. (BS ’80), 
received the 2016 Mechanical Engineering 
Distinguished Alumni Award at the annual 
College of Engineering Alumni Awards 
Banquet on May 7.

Cody is widely considered a leader in 
the field of CT (computed tomography) 
physics. Her research and publication 
activities center on the issue of CT 
radiation dose, which continues to receive 
widespread national attention.

Aft er spending nearly 20 years in 
various capacities at Henry Ford Hospital 
in Detroit, Michigan, Dianna joined the 
University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer 
Center in Houston in 2000. She is currently 
deputy chair of the Department of Imag-
ing Physics, and also serves as the clinical 
operations director for the department. 

Cody has chaired or co-chaired a 
number of high-visibility CT-related 
professional activities. She is active in 
various educational programs, and has 
been a member of many committees and 
task groups for the American Association 

of Physicists in Medicine (AAPM). She 
was recognized as a fellow of AAPM in 
2008, and received the Distinguished 
Alumni Merit Award from the University 
of Michigan Biomedical Engineering 
Department in 2015.

One of her most enduring memories 
of MSU was being involved in what 
would become the Baja Racing program. 
During its debut year (1978), an ad-hoc, 
loosely organized band of students 

designed and built a small off road vehicle 
around a Briggs & Stratton lawn mower 
engine. The entire process was so much 
fun that it was repeated the following 
year with two teams and two vehicle 
entries. The first vehicle was improved 
and re-entered, and a new vehicle was 
created as part of a mechanical engineer-
ing design course. To everyone’s surprise, 
the new vehicle outperformed the prior 
vehicle. e

A Driving Force at Caterpillar
Denise C. Johnson 
(BS ’89) will chair 
the world’s largest 
mining equipment 
exhibition—the 
MINExpo INTER-
NATIONAL® 2016 
at the Las Vegas, 

Nevada, Convention Center from Sept. 
26–28.

It’s just one of her key initiatives 
since being named Caterpillar Resource 
Industries group president in January.

Caterpillar chairman and CEO Doug 
Oberhelman said Johnson leads one of the 
largest and most complex businesses at 
Caterpillar. “Her division makes products 
primarily for the mining, waste, and 
construction industries and employs about 
8,000 people in 14 locations spanning four 
continents. She has successfully managed 
costs during the mining downturn and 
been deeply involved in restructuring 
within Resource Industries, all while 
gaining market position for multiple 
products in her portfolio. Denise has 
accomplished these business results while 
also delivering outstanding safety and 
quality metrics,” he added.

She joined Caterpillar in 2011 as the 

general manager of Caterpillar’s Specialty 
Products business unit, where she had 
responsibility for nearly 20 facilities around 
the world. She came to Caterpillar aft er a 
22-year career with General Motors, where 
she built deep expertise in operations 
and product management in a series of 
positions in the United States, Canada, 
and Brazil. A year later, she was elected 
vice president of the Diversified Products 
Division with responsibility for industries 
including forestry, paving, and on-highway 
trucks.

In 2013, she became vice president of 
the Integrated Manufacturing Operations 
Division overseeing major operations in 
Caterpillar’s largest division at the time. 
She was named vice president with 
responsibility for the Material Handling & 
Underground Division in 2014.

In addition to her BS degree from MSU, 
Johnson earned dual master’s degrees in 
mechanical engineering and an MBA from 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

ALUMNI NOTES
n Roy Link (BS ’67, MBA ’68) was presented 
with the Engineering Society of Detroit’s 
highest honor, the Horace H. Rackham 

Humanitarian Award, during 
ceremonies in Detroit in June 2015.

Link, chairman and CEO of Link 
Engineering and Link Testing Laboratories, 
has served on ESD’s awards committee and 
nominating committee and was treasurer, 
vice president, and board president. He is 
also chairman of the board of the Horace H. 
Rackham Engineering Foundation. He is an 
advisory board member for the MSU Col-
lege of Engineering, and is a past member 
of the board of directors of the Original 
Equipment Suppliers Association.

n RaShawndra 
Outlaw (BS ’95) 
received a Modern 
Day Technology 
Achievement 
Award at the 2016 
Black Engineer of 
the Year Award 

STEM Conference in Philadelphia in 
February. A senior design release engineer 
in sensing and diagnostic modules for 
General Motors, she is recognized for her 
career achievements and her ongoing 
impact in creating new opportunities 
for women and minorities in the auto 
industry. e
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A First! MSU Engineering Tops 1,000 Female Students
College of Engineering Dean Leo Kempel knows that these are exciting times in the 
college. There are more than 5,000 undergraduates, including 1,000 women (freshmen 
to seniors) for the first time in college history.

“In fall 2015, we welcomed one of the largest classes of freshmen in more than 
25 years, with women students making up 20 percent of the incoming class,” Kempel 
said. “The college is well on its way to becoming one of the fastest rising engineering 
programs in the nation,” he added.

ABOVE: The College of Engineering has hit an enrollment milestone with more than 1,000 
women (freshmen to seniors)—or about 20 percent of the college’s student population. 
Among the Spartan Engineers are (from left ) Tiegan Cunningham, an applied engineering 
sciences sophomore from Kalamazoo; mechanical engineering sophomores Laine Knapp from 
Belmont, and Najah Mubashira from Warren; Kristen Osaer, a chemical engineering freshman 
from Macomb; and Caroline Francis-Bohr, an electrical engineering senior from Lansing.


