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ISOLATION SYSTEMS FOR 
TREATMENT AND AGILE RESPONSE 
FOR HIGH RISK INFECTIONS

Kelli Herstein and Terry Stentz are participating in the 
University of Nebraska Medical Center’s “Isolation 

System for Treatment and Agile Response for High-
risk Infections (ISTARI)” project. This research effort is 
testing the design and clinical performance of a modular, 
disposable, airborne isolation patient system that can 
improve the infection prevention strategies used for 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The goal of this funded R & D 
project is to create an inexpensive, lightweight isolation 
care system that can be quickly manufactured and easily 
deployed in a broad variety of health care settings with 
minimal training while meeting or exceeding industry and 
clinical safety standards. Simulated clinical evaluations are 
being conducted in the Simulation and Quarantine Center 
located inside the Davis Global Center at UNMC. Trial use 
in Nebraska hospitals is planned, with additional clinical 
performance evaluation before large-scale production and 
distribution. Herstein (assistant professor of practice) and 
Stentz (associate professor) are responsible for the safety, 
human factors and ergonomics analysis of various test 
prototypes and pre-production models. 

Top: ISTARI performance system in action at the University of Nebraska 
Medical Center.

Left: Kelli Herstein / Right: Terry Stentz
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During a unique time in exercising 
democracy, Jennifer Lather and a team 

of researchers were monitoring polling 
places not for fear of voter fraud but 
eliminating long lines and voter wait times.

Lather, assistant professor of architectural 
engineering, said the research team, which 
includes engineers and political scientists 
from UNL and the University of Rhode 
Island’s VOTES, has collected data at voting 
locations since 2017. The team’s findings 
and recommendations have been shared 
and used in states like Rhode Island, California, New Jersey, 
Michigan and Pennsylvania.

“The data we have helps us inform the operations of election days,” 
Lather said. “That’s essential to making sure that people have a 
good experience when they come to the polls, and that they feel 
encouraged to exercise the right to vote.”

For example, a forthcoming study from the project highlights 
how separating the processing of provisional voters at check-
in can result in a significant reduction of voting time, yet that 
recommendation changes when adding COVID-19 restrictions.

“When COVID-19 hit, we started quickly adapting the tools we had 
been making to include COVID-19 mitigation strategies in order 
to help election administrators understand how social distancing, 
sanitization and layout would impact their flow of operations when 
people come to the polls,” she explained.

Lather, who joined VOTES in 2019, gathered new voting data in 
Nebraska this year by partnering with the university’s Bureau 
of Sociological Research (BOSR). She and BOSR staff trained 
30 observers—maInly undergraduates in political science and 
sociology—who observed 15 polling sites in Lancaster and Douglas 

ENGINEERING FOR DEMOCRACY
Researching the right to vote: Time saved makes voting process more efficient

counties November 3. The observers collected everything from 
voter arrival times and time spent at check-in to ballot completion 
and drop off.

She said the research is learning how long it takes for voters 
to complete the voting process but added that there are 
unique variables, including how many issues or candidates 
are on the ballot. 

“Some people are going to take more time or take less time because 
they’ve already decided at home, and we want to capture the whole 
range of how long it takes someone to vote,” Lather added.

Lindsey Witt-Swanson, associate director of BOSR, said the 
partnership is one of the largest observational projects ever 
conducted by the Nebraska-based research bureau.

“Collecting all of the data in one day is certainly an added challenge, 
not to mention the need for precautions because of the COVID 
pandemic,” Witt-Swanson said. “We are pleased that we have been 
able to hire sociology and political science students for the day 
to cover our labor force needs while also giving them research 
experience on a unique project.”

The pandemic also provided a unique data set, with this specific 
collection funded by the Democracy Fund and the Stanford-MIT 
Healthy Elections Project.

“COVID-19 has provided more incentive to collect and analyze 
this data to understand layout, flow and space in new ways,” 
Lather said. “Even though this data will be unique to the political 
environment and the pandemic conditions, our methods will be 
translatable. We expect the work will be able to provide a basis for 
new model types to address layout, flow and resources.”

The project will continue in Nebraska, as plans are being made to 
observe polling sites during the next primary and general elections.

Jennifer Lather



2 COLLEGE OF ENGINEERING

FACULTY FOCUS

Putting a smart thermometer to the ear could mean putting an ear to the ground for future COVID-19 
outbreaks and the consequences of relaxing social distancing.

Alongside colleagues from the University of Nebraska Medical Center and University of Nebraska at 
Kearney, Fadi Alsaleem is exploring how data from Bluetooth-connected Kinsa thermometers may help 
forecast COVID-19 hotspots in Nebraska up to weeks before new outbreaks are officially reported. With 
a boost from that data and machine learning, the researchers are also busy constructing a model that 
might better predict how the spread of the novel coronavirus will respond to the relaxation of social 
distancing guidelines.

Since late 2014, Kinsa has sold or donated more than a million thermometers that, with a user’s approval, 
can anonymously and wirelessly transmit temperature data to the cloud. Because its thermometers 
transmit the ZIP codes associated with high-temperature readings, Kinsa has spent several years 
tracking the prevalence, timing and geography of U.S. fevers out to the county level. And given that fevers often emerge 
as a response to influenza viruses, the company has shown that its data can help reasonably predict the number and 
seasonality of flu cases in a typical year.

That predictability—and the fact that 2020 is very much atypical—has also yielded an opportunity to track and even predict 
outbreaks of the novel coronavirus. Though the majority of people infected with the coronavirus do not exhibit symptoms, 
up to 90% of those who do will get a fever, according to the World Health Organization. But the relatively long incubation 
period of the novel coronavirus, combined with still-sparse levels of testing in some areas, has created a notable lag 
between outbreaks and confirmations of COVID-19 cases.

By comparing the five-year average number of fevers at a given place and time with their corresponding incidence 
in 2020, then identifying the areas with substantial spikes in fevers, Kinsa has reported promising efforts to forecast 
coronavirus outbreaks much further in advance. A non-peer-reviewed study, posted to the preprint server medRxiv in 
April, reported that one anomalous fever case might correspond to as many as 14 future confirmed cases of the novel 
coronavirus.

When Alsaleem, assistant professor of architectural engineering, compared the historical fever data of Nebraska with 
the emergence of fevers in mid-March, he likewise saw a substantial spike, one that predated the outbreak of officially 
reported coronavirus cases by about a month. The disparity in fevers between 2020 and prior years closely aligned 
with the number of coronavirus cases reported in Nebraska from mid-April to mid-May, further suggesting that the 
coronavirus was responsible for most of the spike.

A line graph illustrating the match between COVID-19 cases predicted by spikes in fever data (blue) and actual cases 
(yellow) later reported in Nebraska.

FORECASTING COVID-19 HOTSPOTS

Fadi Alsaleem
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Iason Konstantzos (AE) is the 
lead PI working with Spyridon 
Mastorakis and Xin Zhong in 
the College of Information 
Science and Technology at 
UNO on a project that will 
create a twofold groundwork to 
promote thermal imaging-based 
detection technologies for symptomatic carriers 
of COVID-19. First, using machine learning and 
computer vision approaches, the limitations 
caused by exterior environmental interferences 
will be investigated as will methods for enhancing 
the detection parameters to address these 
interferences. Next, a software platform that can 
be used by Android devices will be developed 
that will detect citizens with fever, coughing or 
breathing difficulties in airports, parks and other 
public areas, to advance measures in public health 
and safety.

Funding approval is pending for 
two CDC/NIOSH R21 research 
proposals submitted by Carl 
Nelson (MME), Terry Stentz 
(CEMT) and Kelli Herstein 
(CEMT). One is for the design 
and prototype testing of a 
mechanical cable-based access 

system that could replace the use of ladders 
and aerial lifts for certain types of construction 
activities. Two Lincoln construction companies 
are prepared to collaborate with the research 
team for field testing prototypes. 

Moe Alahmad (AE) has been 
granted $100,000 to continue 
Nebraska Community Energy 
Alliances collaboration with 
The Durham School to collect, 
process and analyze data that 
documents the economic and 
environmental benefits of existing 
charging infrastructure throughout the state. 

These projects have saved Nebraska residents 
approximately $482,000 and reduced CO2 
emissions by about 970 US tons. When the NCEA 
project is complete, an estimated total of 40 
electric vehicles (EVs), nine compressed natural 
gas (CNG) vehicles, one refueling CNG station, 
79 Level-2 ChargePoint™ networked charging 
stations and five DC fast charging stations will 
be deployed across Nebraska. Partnerships with 
Omaha Public Power District, Nebraska Public 
Power District and Fremont Municipal Utility will 
offer rebate programs.

More information: http://necommunity.energy

FACULTY FOCUS

RECENT GRANTS

“It’s a big thing if we can know that we have this virus almost a 
month before it is reported from testing,” said Alsaleem. “One quick 
way we could potentially use this is to forecast a new outbreak.”

With assistance from Kinsa and the Office of Research and Economic 
Development’s COVID-19 Rapid Response Grant Program, Alsaleem 
hopes to drill down into the data by factoring in the number of Kinsa 
thermometers sold in each state and the respective demographics 
of its users. Better integrating that contextual information, he 
believes, could help bolster the predictive power of the fever 
data and determine the benefits of adding more data points in 
the form of more thermometers. He’s also examining the state-
specific lags between fever spikes and coronavirus confirmations— 
longer in Nebraska than New York, for instance—which Alsaleem 
hypothesizes are dictated mostly by the availability and forms of 
testing in each state.

While reviewing Nebraska’s fever data, Alsaleem had another 
realization. Data had been streaming in before social distancing, 
when the novel coronavirus barely registered in the consciousness 
of many Nebraskans but may have already begun infecting them, 
and after, when personal space expanded to six feet and quarantines 
became routine. As he expected, the incidence of fevers in Nebraska 
began sharply declining when state officials announced social 
distancing guidelines, schools shifted to remote instruction, and 
some employers began allowing employees to work from home.

Alsaleem said the trajectory of that decline offers a much-needed 
empirical perspective on the effectiveness of social distancing—
and could help preview the outcomes of relaxing such guidelines. In 
tandem with Basheer Qolomany, who researches machine learning 
and big data at UNK, and Alison Freifeld, professor of contagious 
diseases at UNMC, Alsaleem is incorporating that data into a model 
aimed at projecting how infection rates will respond in Nebraska 
and elsewhere.

“There are a lot of models out there now trying to predict the impact 
of removing social distancing,” said Alsaleem, who is also seeking 
grant support from the National Institutes of Health. “Many of them 
are not based in much data. But this one will be, because we have 
data on (fever) cases with social distancing and without.

“This data can be used...to predict the impact of social distancing, 
which can then be used as a guideline for how much to relax and 
when we get to relax or have to go back to distancing.”

Alsaleem and Qolomany are even looking into whether Twitter 
mentions of the word “fever,” which appeared to spike with roughly 
the same magnitude and advance warning as the fever data itself, 
could further refine the model. Integrating the data on bike-riding 
frequency and out-of-state riders collected during two recent 
Nebraska Department of Transportation studies—data that also 
appears responsive to the social distancing guidelines—might prove 
useful, too.

“Thermometer data will never give you 100% accuracy,” Alsaleem 
said. “Twitter, by itself, will never give you 100% accuracy. But the 
more you bring these leading indicators together, the stronger 
your signal.”

—Story by Scott Shrage, University Communications

FORECASTING COVID-19 HOTSPOTS
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Bonsell retires
After 38 years, Associate 
Professor of Construction John 
Bonsell retired from the College 
of Engineering after teaching 
and working on both the Dodge 
Street and Scott campuses in 
Omaha.

He joined the Department of 
Industrial Systems Technology 
in 1982 as an instructor and 
was promoted to associate professor in 1988. He taught a 
multitude of courses in the Martin Shop, the old engineering 
building at the University of Nebraska at Omaha’s campus 
before moving in 1999 into the new Peter Kiewit Institute.

In 2005, Bonsell joined the newly created Durham School 
of Architectural Engineering and Construction.

Throughout his career, Bonsell taught more than 30 courses 
for six departments. Courses included those in the areas 
of construction/industrial safety, residential construction, 
manufacturing processes, automated production, surveying 
and geomatics and engineering graphics, among others. 

Bonsell also provided his expertise in many fields, often 
working as a consultant, in areas such as industrial and 
construction accidents, product liability, rapid prototyping, 
welding failure analysis and OSHA standards for both 
construction and industrial.

He also had an appointment to the Mid-America 
Transportation Center and served as a member of the 
University of Nebraska-Omaha Faculty Senate.

FACULTY FOCUS

Supporting Offutt Air Force 
Base ergonomics research

Faculty Kelli Herstein 
and Terry Stentz 
are conducting 
research with more 
than 500 Offutt Air 
Force Base Military 
Security Personnel to 
identify and reduce 
b i o m e c h a n i c a l 

stressors. Their work began in 2019 as a collaborative team 
project with the UNMC College of Public Health, the Offutt 
Air Force Base 55th Medical Group (MDG) responsible for 
all medical, environmental and radiological health services, 
and the USSTRATCOM 557th Weather Wing. While this 
research project will conclude in late 2021, additional 
collaborative ergonomics, safety and occupational health 
research projects are in the planning stages for the next 
three to five years. 

With talk of the U.S. Space Command potentially 
adopting Offutt AFB as its home base, there may be 
more opportunities to place work environment safety and 
health as important design outcomes for new facilities and 
operational capabilities. 

Herstein granted AHFP
Congratulations to Kelli 
Herstein (CEMT), who received 
the distinguished Associate 
Human Factors Professional 
(AHFP) credential toward 
professional certification. The 
AHFP is awarded to human 
factors professionals who 
have a master’s degree in 
human factors/ergonomics 
or an equivalent educational 
background and are working toward fulfilling the three-
year requirement of practical experience in human 
factors to attain the Certified Human Factors Professional 
(CHFP) certification.

Eble-Hankins recognized
We are pleased to recognize 
Michelle Eble-Hankins for 
her teaching excellence as a 
Durham School professor of 
practice. The Durham School 
is noted nationally for its 
outstanding engagement 
with the robust design and 
construction industry in Omaha. 
Eble-Hankins works half-time 
teaching in the school and half-
time as a lighting engineer for Alvine and Associates. As 
a professor of practice, she brings the most current and 
practical expertise to the school’s lighting curriculum, and 
she serves on the architectural engineering (AE) curriculum 
committee, having chaired it for about the last year. Her 
students annually participate in the Illuminating Engineering 
Society and have won three national championship in the 
last five years. She received the 2019 Citation for Strong 
Correlation Between Lighting Design and Users of the 
Space Illumination Award for interior lighting design for her 
work on the Omaha Public Schools’ new J.P. Lord School. 
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New style of teaching during COVID-19

Necessity breeds invention, and curriculum delivery has undergone a period of intense innovation due to the COVID-19 
crisis. In the middle of the spring semester, educators across the world were forced to reconsider how they do things. 

Our faculty had about two weeks to transition from traditional college instruction to totally remote classes. Faculty and staff 
were called upon to create the best experience possible for Durham School students. Everyone had to simultaneously develop 
and learn new technology approaches and delivery strategies, such as providing remote access to computers and software 
and using the learning management system Canvas in new ways. Instructors found themselves recording lessons, digitizing 
all course materials and using synchronous video to connect with students. Even national student competitions were carried 
out remotely, with great success! Transitional efforts continued throughout the summer with significant work. We now deliver 
courses in several combinations of partial in-person classes with half or a third in rotating attendance one day a week, remote 
delivery and completely online. We have all learned a lot, and as we move to our new normal faculty, staff, industry mentors 
and students are adapting to many new ways of doing things while still capturing fundamental elements of a traditional, in-
resident experience.

FACULTY FOCUS
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Andrew Bechdolt, Administrative Technician
What do you like best about working for the university? 
I really appreciate how helpful and friendly everyone is! The staff and faculty want to see everyone 
succeed and they generously offer their advice and support whenever it is needed.

What aspect of working in an educational setting do you enjoy the most? 
I love seeing the students grow during their time here and become successful professionals. Our 
alumni are really involved with The Durham School and it is always a joy to catch up with those who 
I knew as students and hear what they are doing now. It is so wonderful to see how much our alumni 
give back to the school through time, mentoring and other contributions.

What is a talent you have that you don’t use in your career?
While I have done some photography for the school, my real talent is wildlife photography.

How would your family/friends describe you? 
The Tech Guru

What is your favorite thing to do on a day off?
I’m an avid PC gamer and spend of a lot of my free time immersed in various games. However, when the 
weather is cool, usually late fall to early spring, I like to go camping and photograph wildlife.

Favorite restaurant? 
I actually never eat at restaurants very much, preferring home-cooked meals instead. I love sushi 
though, so if we go to a restaurant like Blue Sushi or Sakura Bana, I’m a happy camper.

If you could have dinner with a famous person, who would it be? 
Ryan Reynolds

Melissa Hoffman, Associate Director for Operations, 
Assessment and Continuous Improvement
What do you like best about working for the university? 
Being around the energy of young and optimistic students as well as working in a culture that 
promotes lifelong learning.

What aspect of working in an educational setting do you enjoy the most? 
I enjoy working in an atmosphere of ongoing education and having the opportunity to make an 
impact on the next generation and being surrounded by people who truly love their discipline.

What is a talent you have that you don’t use in your career?
I like to search for great deals and the best bargains. My husband calls me the “Bargain Master.”

How would your family/friends describe you? 
They would say I am matter-of-fact, loyal, fun to be around, have a good sense of humor and 
sometimes talk too much.

What is your favorite thing to do on a day off?
When the weather cooperates, I love to golf and spend time outdoors. During the fall, I enjoy college 
football Saturdays. Regardless of the time of year, I like to spend some time reading, working out, 
spending time with friends and family, planning our next vacation and finding new recipes for my 
husband to cook for us.

Favorite restaurant? 
Do I have to pick just one? I love all sorts of food but the go-to place is M’s Pub.

If you could have dinner with a famous person, who would it be? 
Abraham Lincoln

STAFF SPOTLIGHT
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Kelly Johnson, Administrative Technician
What do you like best about working for the university? 
I enjoy being around the pursuit of advancement and education and people who have really interesting 
things going on. Working with people on the cutting edge of invention is exciting.

What aspect of working in an educational setting do you enjoy the most? 
I love helping students develop their footing and watching them grow in their confidence and 
knowledge. I also like having access to further my education with employee benefits and a supportive 
supervisory staff.

What is a talent you have that you don’t use in your career?
I like to tinker and work with my hands. As well, I am excellent at teaching and tutoring difficult topics 
like math and physics, but alas, admins aren’t called on for that very much.

How would your family/friends describe you? 
My family and friends would say I am a great problem-solver, way too busy to say “yes” all the time, 
and a bit reserved for someone so laid back. They’d also say I am a good mom, and a good cook.

What is your favorite thing to do on a day off?
I’m a little unfamiliar with the idea of “a day off” anymore between FT and PT work, two kids now 
studying at home, and the final stretch of my master’s study. I love to fish, camp, hike, see live music/
theater, paint, draw, and do other artistic endeavors, read, fix broken things, build things, toys and 
gadgets and play board and card games. On a day off, I might try to do way too many of these things, 
but mostly, whichever way the wind blows me.

Favorite restaurant? 
I love so many foods. Current favorites would be Salween Thai and Lalibela’s Ethiopian.

If you could have dinner with a famous person, who would it be? 
Elon Musk. Hands down.

Mary Anne Phillippi, Outreach Programs Coordinator
What do you like best about working for the university? 
For sure the parking at PKI. Just kidding. It’s the people I get meet and work with; working in academics 
there is a more diverse work force, and I love how different all my colleagues are, yet cohesive. 

What aspect of working in an educational setting do you enjoy the most?
I have a unique position that allows me to go out and get involved with younger students. My favorite 
days include having fun with 7th graders and watch them realize that something they thought was 
boring is cool. Then I load them up with candy and send them back to their teachers. 

What is a talent you have that you don’t use in your career?
I can sing all four parts of Bohemian Rhapsody, with or without accompanying music. This is useful 
when my middle school daughter has her friends over and I want them to leave me alone.

How would your family/friends describe you?
My family isn’t quite sure what to make of me, while my friends I have carefully selected are people 
that appreciate my unique smokey flavor.

What is your favorite thing to do on a day off?
I wake up to a house entirely empty except for my favorite cat (the spouse, kids, dog, and other cat 
are on some sort of trip that requires all of them). I go downstairs, make a cup of tea and enjoy it while 
I mindlessly scroll through Imgur. After my tea, I go back up to bed, where I sleep with my favorite 
cat on my chest. I wake up of my own volition, head downstairs, make cup of tea #2 and heat up a 
chocolate frosted donut from Pettit’s Pastries to go with it. I lay on the couch, with tea and donut, 
and watch six consecutive hours of a crime docuseries. Then I make cup of tea #3 and heat up donut 
#2, and if the weather is nice go sit outside on my deck. It’s actually quiet and peaceful and I can 
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read that book I’ve been meaning to start. Reading makes 
me sleepy, so I take a nap on the hammock. I wake up and I 
order myself some hot wings on DoorDash. Once my dinner 
has been dropped off without any human contact necessary 
whatsoever, I get myself set up on the couch again and rent 
that movie I’ve been wanting to see, but haven’t yet because 
it seems wasteful to spend the money when there’s so much 
free stuff to watch. After the movie I have a relaxing bubble 
bath and listen to a new episode of my favorite podcast. 
Then I go to bed, joined again by the aforementioned cat. 
The only living thing I have interacted with is this cat, and the 
only thing she has required of me is to be a human heating 
pad. End Scene. This is not what my actual days off are like, 
because there is always something to do.

Favorite restaurant?
I am a woman, so it depends on my mood and the occasion. 
Please be more specific.

If you could have dinner with a famous person, who would 
it be?
Probably Trevor Noah. He’d spend the evening speaking in 
14 different languages to me because I would keep asking 
him to say something in “X” language. I’d sing Bohemian 
Rhapsody to him by way of returning the favor, as it’s a 
particular talent of mine, and he’d let me have the dessert 
all to myself.

Joshua Sterns, Administrative 
Coordinator
What do you like best about working for the university? 
Being part of an organization that sometimes allows individuals 
to discover and follow their dreams. 

What aspect of working in an educational setting do you 
enjoy the most?
The possibility of discovery and true change. 

What is a talent you have that you don’t use in your career?
Creative writing.

How would your family/friends describe you?
Josh the Obscure

What is your favorite thing to do on a day off?
Travel to a far-off place.

Favorite restaurant?
Tia Letty’s 

If you could have dinner with a famous person, who would 
it be?
Jacques Derrida

STAFF SPOTLIGHT cont. Nebraska 
Hall 133 
improvements
As enrollment grows, new 
facilities are increasingly 
necessary. Our new classroom 
on the UNL City Campus is 
a 36-seat lecture hall with 
modular break-out tables 
and floor power for almost 
any configuration. For those 
familiar with Nebraska Hall 
188, the twin 4k projection 
system will be familiar, but 
with new, two-level window 
blinds, there will be more 
lighting control than in any 
of our other rooms. The 
addition of a camera and 
microphone system have 
enabled its use as a Zoom-
ready classroom for teaching 
under COVID-19 restrictions, 
but of course carries our 
abilities to reach out for a 
diversity of needs. Already 
in use this semester, the new 
classroom (NH 133) allows us 
to teach more classes closer 
to The Durham School’s 
home office in Nebraska Hall. 
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STUDENT NEWS & NOTES

Nebraska team wins HVAC System Selection 
category at ASHRAE Student Design Competition

Ateam of Nebraska architectural engineering students took first place in the HVAC System Selection 
category at the 2020 ASHRAE Student Design Competition, which drew teams from across the 

U.S. and worldwide.

ASHRAE (the American Society of Heating, Refrigerating 
and Air-conditioning Engineers) is a technical society with 
more than 55,000 members worldwide.

The Nebraska team consisted of students Ashley Everitt, 
John Kramer, Jessica Lee and Mitchael Sieh, each of whom 
began work on master’s degrees in the fall. David Yuill, 
associate professor of architectural engineering, was faculty 
advisor and Joe Hazel, a retired senior mechanical engineer 
and Nebraska Engineering alumnus, served as the industry 
mentor.

“I’m so impressed with the students that I get entering these 
competitions. They show up with a great deal of technical 
knowledge, but ready to learn more. Even more impressive 
to me is the professionalism that they demonstrate. This year 
we went into quarantine before our first team meeting, and I 
wondered if we’d be able to even enter the competition, but 
the students carried on via Zoom, completely unfazed.” 

The 2020 ASHRAE student competition focused on building 
a new 17,500-square foot document storage and archive 
center in Mumbai, India. The facility stores rare documents, 
books, manuscripts, photos and audio recordings in a manner 
that will ensure the preservation of historical items for future generations.

HVAC System Selection is considered the most advanced technical category in the competition. The 
runners-up were University of Hong Kong, Ain Shams University in Cairo, Egypt and City College of 
New York.

Teams submit a written document and a video presentation describing their design and an analysis 
showing how the design will perform in terms of energy consumption, cost, environmental impact and 
indoor environmental quality.

The team spent the second half of the spring semester working through multiple designs, modeling 
the energy usage and cost of each and dealing with the challenges of social distancing and 
connecting remotely.

“The ASHRAE Student Design Competition was a great way for me to put my technical skills to the 
test,” Everitt said “One challenging aspect of the design, given the climate of Mumbai, was the tight 
temperature and relative humidity requirements of the building. (We) concluded with a winning design 
containing air-handling units, air-cooled chillers, an energy recovery ventilation unit, a desiccant air-
handling unit and VAV boxes with reheat.”

STUDENT SPOTLIGHT

The HVAC System Selection team included students (top row, from 
left) Ashley Everitt, John Kramer, Jessica Lee and Mitchael Sieh; 
faculty advisor David Yuill (lower left) and industry mentor Joe 
Hazel.
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AE master’s students Sieh, 
Mack earn ACEC Scholarships

Mitchael Sieh (left) and Jennifer Mack 
(below), both pursuing master’s 

degrees in architectural engineering, 
have received ACEC Scholarships.

The students were selected by the 
American Council of Engineering 
Companies (ACEC) Research Institute’s 
College of Fellows Scholarship 
Committee for the 2020 scholarships, 
which are sponsored by the ACEC 
Research Institute.

Sieh was awarded the $10,000 ACEC 
Scholar of the Year scholarship. Sieh 
has been an intern with Olsson and 
Grunwald Mechanical Contractors & 
Engineers.

Mack was awarded the $5,000 ACEC Life Health Trust 
(LHT) Scholarship. Mack has been an intern with HDR and 
Progressive AE.

The ACEC College of Fellows Scholarship Committee 
selects the students who receive the scholarships. All 
scholarship winners were honored at the annual Awards 
Luncheon at the ACEC Fall Conference in October in San 
Diego, California.

APT PETC first place award

Once again, we extend congratulations to a Durham 
School team for first place in a student competition! 

A team of students won the Association for Preservation 
Technology Preservation Engineering Technical Committee 
International Student Design-Build Competition.

This is a year-long competition that challenges 
students to grow in their understanding of the 
technical aspects of historic structures. The team 
visited, researched and analyzed a local timber truss 
bridge to produce their submission.

Preservation experts evaluated submissions, and The 
Durham School team—as one of four finalists—was invited 
to the APT Annual Conference in Edmonton where they 
were to present their findings about preservation to a panel 
of judges. Unfortunately, due to COVID-19 restrictions, the 
conference migrated to a virtual format, where the team 
participated in online workshops and submitted videos of 
the building and testing of their scaled timber truss bridge. 

The winning team members were: Will Cox, Morgan 
Davis, Jessica Fujan, Tess McCabe, Edward McNamara 
and Ben Schnatz. Ece Erdogmus Skourup (AE) and 
Sharon Kuska (architecture) served as their faculty 
advisors; Samuel J. Zabb-Parmley, a consulting engineer 
with Simpson Gumpertz & Heger, Inc., served as an 
industry mentor.

Hummel earns IAC Prize

Durham School AE Ph.D. student 
Kenton Hummel, a member of 

the Nebraska Acoustics Group, was 
selected for the Martin Hirschorn IAC 
Prize Graduate Student Project Award 
for his hospital acoustics work. This 
prize is awarded every other year 
to contribute “to the education of a 
graduate student studying noise control 

engineering in the United States, who proposes a project 
related to an application of noise control engineering and/
or the acoustical conditioning of architectural spaces.” 
Hummel is advised by Erica Ryherd, associate professor of 
architectural engineering.

STUDENT NEWS & NOTES
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Sigma Lambda Chi inducts 
five new members

The Durham School is home to the Omicron Chapter of 
Sigma Lambda Chi (SLC) International Construction 

Honor Society. The fundamental purpose of SLC is to provide 
recognition to outstanding construction students and 
honor outstanding professional individuals in construction. 
The Omicron student chapter is led by President Cameron 
Zelei, Vice President Trevor Camenzind and Secretary-
Treasurer Joel Embury, with Faculty Advisors Kelli Herstein 
and Terry Stentz. So far during the 2020-21 academic year, 
SLC has initiated five new student members and is well on 
its way to once again achieving Gold Chapter status. They 
look forward to continuing growth in this community by 
initiating new members in spring 2021.

Congratulations to the fall 2020 inductees: Joey 
Gatchenko, Philip Krause, Levi Tryon, Rodrigo Venegas 
and Xavier Wood.

In October, the North Central Region (Region 4) of the Associated Schools of Construction (ASC) held their student competition 
virtually, a change from previous years due to the limitations of travel and required social distancing implemented for COVID-19. 

Over the course of five days, students were tasked to schedule, estimate, cost analyze and resolve several management issues 
that arose during the project planning phase. A panel of judges from all facets of the construction industry reviewed the virtual 
submissions and graded the proposals, which included the proposed plans for managing the construction the project. The new 
conditions experienced in a virtual competition allowed students to understand how the construction industry must adjust to 
the limitations associated with COVID-19.

The Scott Campus team took third place in the Heavy/Civil track this year. Congratulations to team members Travis Feilmeier, 
Jose Lopez Flores, Bryan Ramirez Hernandez, Matt McMahon, Luis Ojeda and Kaylee Tobiason.

ASC takes third in student competition
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Students within The Durham School graduate programs 
often work with new technology during their internships, 

helping to make the construction process more efficient. 
Two such students are Jonathan Miller and Xavier Wood. 
Summaries from their 2020 summer internships follow: 

Miller, an M.S. graduate student from Gretna, Nebraska 
completed his internship last summer in Lincoln for an 
excavation earthworks company, Gana Trucking & Excavating 
in Martell. The idea for Miller’s graduate project came 
about from his internship, where he was working alongside 
management to help implement Zonar GPS locating software 
on Gana’s fleet of trucks. 

Miller’s graduate project, Wireless Tracking of Excavation 
Equipment for Daily Efficiency Performance Improvement, 
focuses on helping management alleviate the problem of 
scheduling too many or too few trucks for specific job sites. 
By focusing on the cycle times between trucks, Miller was 
able to hone in on where the inefficiencies (e.g., different 
truck routes, longer unloading times) occurred. According to 
Miller, “Gana now has Zonar software on all trucks within the 
fleet, and they have realized several areas for improvements.” 
For example, Gana’s management team now uses the data 
collected from the GPS software to analyze cycle times for 
trucks and specific jobs, which helps minimize downtime, 
save on fuel costs and improve efficiencies. 

Miller graduated in December 2020 and is interested in 
submitting his graduate research project to journals for 
publication. After graduation, Miller plans to work in the 
construction management field within a management role. 

Xavier Wood, an M.S. graduate student from New Zealand, 
moved to Nebraska for the engineering graduate program at 
UNL. Wood completed his internship last summer in Denver, 
Colorado for Hensel Phelps, a development and construction 
company. The idea for Wood’s graduate project came about 
from this internship while working alongside engineers to use 
new drone technology to provide topographical surveying. 

Wood’s graduate project, Drone Use Comparison Estimates 
for Large Scale Excavation Projects, focuses on using the 
Phantom 4 RTK drone made by Propeller to help management 
prepare accurate estimates for excavation projects. The 
drones help collect data such as elevation, distance or 
volume and produce a 3-D model of the construction site. 
This data not only helps the engineers during the research 
and planning phases but also can be used to communicate 
specific details (e.g., materials needed and cost estimates) 
to the client. Wood was intrigued by this technology, as he 
noticed that there were varying levels of buy-in from those 
working in the field. 

Wood recalls, “My site superintendent asked the field 
engineers for quantities of imported embankment materials. 
When the field engineer told the superintendent that he 
had calculated his quantities from drone data, he asked him 
to go back into the field and check his work using a GPS 

rover.” This left Wood thinking more about the duplication of 
efforts. Based on Wood’s observations, he decided to collect 
data and test the accuracy of drone technology. During each 
scheduled drone flight, Wood laid out a dozen marked-up 
plywood boards. Benchmarks were then transferred to the 
board using a builder’s level. Next, he compared elevations 
from the drone to the established benchmarks. What Wood 
found was that the drone estimates were indeed accurate. 
With a drone’s 3-D mapping capabilities, engineers can 
provide precise estimates of needed materials, saving 
valuable field time for the company and, ultimately, saving 
money for both the company and their clients. 

Wood plans to graduate in the spring of 2021 and is interested 
in submitting his research to conferences or journals for 
presentation or publication. After graduation next May, Wood 
hopes to stay in the U.S. and find work within the construction 
management field. 

Durham School grad students 
Miller and Wood share their 
internship experiences
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Despite a rough year, there has been an increased demand for educational programs like the ones provided through 
Durham School Outreach efforts. Parents have adjusted to the new rigors of pandemic life, teachers have gained 

expertise in handling virtual learning, and resilient students have adapted to changes in their learning experiences. Looking 
up from the rubble heap of disrupted plans and the way we used to do things, we have begun to rebuild. We can now expand 
from operating solely on what the here and now demands to new opportunities. Students, parents and teachers who engage 
in discovery through extra-curricular activities find many are cancelled or still on hold. But The Durham School continues to 
reach out, adding more options for discovery this spring through numerous virtual programs. 

The Durham School is offering a quality, self-paced online platform for middle and early high school students. Through our 
Google Classroom, they can engage in engineering and construction activities such as virtual 3-D modeling, video tours of 
big rig construction equipment and webinars that give students a “day-in-the-life” experience of industry professionals. It 
will feature a new “Rubber Band Engineer” series, which highlights a new hands-on engineering project every week using 
common household items. This is an ongoing initiative that we will continue to utilize well after Covid has left us. Check out 
the classroom for yourself, and contact Mary Anne Phillippi to volunteer as a webinar host: https://classroom.google.com/c/
ODkzMTMzOTk0NTla?cjc=eolea5i

As we welcome 2021, we will kick off the spring semester with an exciting virtual Durham Days Fair in January via Zoom. 
Next, the Society of American Military Engineers Student Mentoring Program for middle and high school students will be 
welcomed into virtual classrooms by age group. Maintaining our brisk outreach momentum, we are partnering with Explorers 
Post to provide a new set of experiences: an introductory event followed by the first-ever Advanced Post to be held on two 
consecutive Saturdays. Our Admitted Student Showcases for incoming Omaha and Lincoln engineering students will easily 
reach out-of-state students thanks to the online format. Taking further advantage of our new, borderless reach, and with our 
many industry partners, we are now planning an “Engineers Around the World” virtual event, which will introduce students to 
professional engineers working around the globe. 

We continue to hope for the best and develop programs that look forward to days when we will gather in person again. And, 
we continue to embrace the affordances of virtual learning environments to achieve national and global reach for increased 
impact on future generations of engineers. 

OUTREACH

What peaked your interest in ... ?

CONSTRUCTION ENGINEERING / 
CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT

ARCHITECTURAL 
ENGINEERING
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Cory J. Lyons (M.Eng. CEMT, 2013) is enjoying a productive 
career as General Manager of Davis Erection Company, CEO 
of Braxter Construction Group and a managing partner in 
a real estate holding company in the Lincoln-Omaha area. 
Lyon’s current projects include the Jefferson Community 
Hospital in Fairbury, the Grand Island High School Football 
Field and the Fallbrook Township Building. He has two sons 
(14 and 11) and stays active with school work help, video 
games, baseball, basketball and personal fitness. 

Ellen Peng (Ph.D. AE, 2019) was 
awarded the Journal of Speech, 
Language, and Hearing Research 
Editor’s Award for her dissertation 
project with Lily Wang (AE), “Listening 
Effort by Native and Nonnative 
Listeners Due to Noise, Reverberation, 
and Talker Foreign Accent During 
English Speech Perception.” Peng is a 
research associate at the University of Wisconsin-Madison 
in the Binaural Hearing and Speech Lab.

Grisel Ramirez (B.S. CM, 2017) is an 
Estimating & Preconstruction Engineer 
with Turner Construction in Denver. 
Her current projects include a new 
addition to the Denver International 
Airport, multiple public school and 
office renovation projects and a new 
high rise building in the Denver Metro 
Area. Ramirez participates in numerous 

company committees for community engagement, mosaic 
employee resources for equality and equity and outreach 
for communities in need. Despite all of this activity, she is 
pursuing her M.S. CEMT at The Durham School, working 
with Kelli Herstein and Terry Stentz on a plastic rebar cap 
design impalement research project.

Zahra (“Zari”) Torghabeh Jabbarani 
(CEMT Ph.D., 2019) is now assistant 
professor of building construction 
science at Mississippi State University. 
Jabbarani teaches construction 
materials and methods, construction 
drawings and modeling, construction 
sequencing and computer applications, 
scheduling, estimating and construction 
safety. In 2020, she published three research articles on the 
ergonomics of glass and glazing construction and continues 
research in construction safety at MSU. In her free time, 
Jabbarani enjoys road biking, backpacking, hiking, travel 
and outdoor photography.

ALUMNI NEWS & NOTES
Mehdi Mehrabi (Ph.D. AE, 2018) 
and his advisor, David Yuill received 
the Science and Technology for the 
Built Environment Best Paper Award 
for “Fouling and its Effects on Air-
cooled Condensers in Split System Air 
Conditioners (RP-1705).” Given for the 
best paper published in the volume year 
of the ASHRAE research journal, Science 

and Technology for the Built Environment, their article was 
published July 2019. Mehrabi currently works at Paradigm 
Consulting Engineers in West Chester, Pennsylvania.

Mike Choutka (B.S. CM, 1991) joined 
Hensel Phelps after graduation and over 
nearly 30 years has built his career and 
risen through the ranks of the company. 
Choutka now serves as president and 
CEO of Hensel Phelps, responsible 
for providing strategic leadership by 
working with the board of directors 
and executive management team to 
establish long-range goals, strategies, plans and policies. He 
is also charged with advancing employee engagement and 
overseeing all operations and business activities to ensure 
they produce the desired results consistent with Hensel 
Phelps’ overall strategy and mission. He has been active in 
industry associations for more than 25 years and has served 
on several industry boards of directors. He was chair of the 
Associated Builders and Contractors (ABC) Central Florida 
Chapter in 2011. He is active in ABC and serves as a trustee 
for the Free Enterprise Alliance (FEA), having served as 
chair in 2017-18. Additionally, he serves on the board of 
directors for the ACE Mentor Program of America and is a 
member of the Construction Industry Round Table.

Congratulations to Bora Pulatsu (Ph.D. AE, 2019) who 
placed second in the 2020 Postdoc Slam Competition after 
quickly and creatively presenting his research, “Advanced 
Computational Modeling to Assess the Performance of 
Masonry Structures: Survival or Collapse” to a broad virtual 
audience. Pulatsu also placed second in this competition 
last year. The $650 prize will be used to continue advancing 
his research.

John Pupkes (B.S. CM, 2019) is an 
Assistant Project Manager for Timco 
Construction in Minneapolis with 
projects including the Xchange Medical 
Office Building (St. Louis Park, MN), 
Plymouth Medical Office Building 
Tenant Build Outs (Plymouth, MN) and 
United States Bankruptcy Courthouse 
Renovation (Eau Claire, WI). Pupkes has 
taken to swimming laps as a personal fitness hobby.
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Tyler Moravec (M.S. 
CEMT, 2019) is currently 
a Project Engineer 2 at 
Kiewit Building Group 
in Washington, D.C. 
Tyler’s building group 
just completed Phase II 
of the U.S. Capitol Stone 
Restoration and are now 
proceeding into Phase 
III. Moravec feels a deep 
sense of honor to be 
working on Washington, 
D.C. historical monuments 
and buildings. Kiewit 

Building Group is currently involved with projects for the 
Arlington Memorial Bridge, U.S. Department of Justice 
and the Pentagon. Moravec’s work time is increasingly 
focused on future classified construction projects and 
other unclassified projects on Capitol Hill. Outside of work, 
he enjoys being with friends, playing golf, sightseeing and 
visiting rooftop venues in the D.C. area. Before COVID, 
he regularly attended hockey, basketball, baseball and 
football games in the D.C. area. 

Blake E. Wentz received 
a B.S. Finance (1999) and 
M.Eng. CM (2004), both 
at UNL, then received a 
Ph.D. CM from Indiana 
State University (2013). 
After serving as a lecturer 
at Northern Arizona 
University, Wentz moved 
on to the Milwaukee School 
of Engineering, serving 
for 15 years in many roles, 
achieving full professor 
of CEMT, director 
of the Construction 

Management program and chair of Civil and Architectural 
Engineering and Construction Management. He also served 
as the owner’s representative for campus construction 
projects totaling $85M, including a new computational 
science building offering the country’s first computer 
science degree in artificial intelligence (AI). In 2020, Wentz 
moved to California State University-Chico to serve as 
dean of the College of Engineering, Computer Science and 
Construction Management. 

Wentz’s research and publication record reflects a strong 
interest in college student success mentoring and expertise 
in high performance building systems. He is the recipient 
of numerous teaching and service awards, LEED certified 
and a Certified Professional Constructor (CPC). Away from 
work, he enjoys a mean game of tennis as often as possible 
and Ford Mustang auto racing. He is the son of Professor 
Emeritus Tim Wentz and his wife, Marsha.

Students from UNMC Master of Public Health (MPH) were 
invited to enroll in CNST 844 Construction Site Safety for 
the first time in the fall 2020 semester. We reached out to 
the three who enrolled to understand more about this “MBA 
of the health sciences” and how this course aligns with their 
academic and career goals. 

Their concentrations are in environmental, agricultural 
and occupational health, and they plan to have careers in 
occupational health and worker safety, specifically in the 
healthcare field. While this course is construction-related, it 
was impactful for these students in many ways. 

Emily Gerard stated, “I feel more confident in my ability 
to recognize some construction hazards using critical 
observation, [and] I feel more prepared in communicating 
safety information.” 

Christopher Kerber said, “Classes like this are by no means 
going to make someone an expert; however, it gives them 
background knowledge and exposure that when combined 
with experience will help someone grow in their field faster. 
If you want to be a future safety professional, manager, or 
owner in the construction industry I think this class would 
be a good pick.” 

They lamented the lost opportunities due to COVID-19 to 
participate in hands-on safety demonstrations that are a part 
of the normal schedule, but overall expressed they would 
recommend this course to others in the MPH program. 

Students from UNMC join 
CSNT 844
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THE VIRTUAL 
DURHAM SCHOOL CAREER FAIR
In light of the pandemic, the annual Durham School Career 

Fair looked quite different in 2020. The event was held 
virtually, hosted on Handshake, with great success. With 
80 companies registered, 70 of them hosted group and 
individual sessions with students. The 338 students who 
attend were from both the Lincoln and Omaha campuses. 
They collectively signed up for 64 group sessions and 991 
individual interviewing sessions with the employers. 

• Over 92% of surveyed employers were satisfied with the 
quality of students they met at the fair.

• Greater than 97% of surveyed employers indicated that 
career fair staff met or exceeded their expectations.

• At least 93% of surveyed students learned about an 
opportunity/organization that fit their interests.

• More than 85% of surveyed students gained insight about 
what they need to do to prepare for internships/employment. 

• About 90% of students planned to follow-up on a contact 
they made during the fair.

“We would never miss an 
opportunity to recruit Durham 
School students.”

This praise from a participating employer is what we 
are always thrilled to hear concerning our students. The 
flexibility our employer partners and our talented students 
showed as we shifted to a virtual platform for the 2020 
Career Fair was outstanding, and we look forward to 
seeing everyone in-person ... hopefully next time!
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INDUSTRY

18th Annual Tradition of Excellence Golf Tournament

The 18th Annual Tradition of Excellence 
Golf Tournament, hosted by The 

Durham School and the Construction 
Industry Advisory Council (CIAC), was 
held July 13, 2020 at Tiburon Golf Club. 
This annual event raises money to 
fund scholarships awarded to Durham 
School construction majors. Nearly 50 
companies and 200 players participated 
in the event. Volunteers from industry and 
the CIAC sponsored wagering holes and 
had the opportunity to interact with the 
players. Over $35,000 for scholarships for 
construction students was raised at the 
tournament this year.

Tradition of Excellence Sporting Clay

The Tradition of 
Excellence Sporting 

Clay took place on 
September 4, 2020 at 
Oak Creek Sporting Club 
in Brainard, Nebraska. 
More than 80 people 
attended, raising over 
$19,000 for  construction 
program scholarships. 
The event was organized 
by members from the 
Construction Industry 
Advisory Council and 
local industry.



Durham School Merchandise Available
The Durham School of Architectural Engineering and Construction has an online merchandise 
store within the College of Engineering’s online store. You can purchase items directly at: 
nebraskaengineeringestore.com/dsaec

Scan for your chance to win 
Durham School gear!

AAnnnnoouunncciinngg  TTwwoo  
NNEEWW GGrraadduuaattee  

PPrrooggrraammss  
DDeessiiggnneedd  ffoorr  
CCoonnssttrruuccttiioonn  
PPrrooffeessssiioonnaallss

Graduate Certificate
Omaha and Lincoln Campus

Online options available

12 Credit Hours

Highly flexible course options

No GRE/GMAT Required

All courses eligible to transfer to MS 

and PhD programs

Fast-track review and acceptance

Master of Science
Omaha and Lincoln Campuses

Online options available

30 Credit Hours

No Thesis, No Minor, No Project 

No GRE/GMAT Required

Program is tailored to student 

experience and career goals

Fast-track review and acceptance

For More Information or to Register for the Zoom Info Session Contact: 

Dr. Terry Stentz (tstentz1@unl.edu) or Dr. Kelli Herstein (kelliherstein@unl.edu)

ZOOM Info Session December 9, 2020 4:30pm

Construction Engineering and Management

CCoonnssttrruuccttiioonn  EEnnggiinneeeerriinngg  aanndd  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt
GGrraadduuaattee  PPrrooggrraammss

Graduate Certificate
Omaha and Lincoln Campuses

Online options available

12 Credit Hours

Highly flexible course options

No GRE/GMAT Required

All courses eligible to transfer to MS 
and PhD programs

Fast-track review and acceptance

Master of Science
Omaha and Lincoln Campuses

Online options available

Option I – 30 Hours (Thesis)

Option II – 36 Hours (Project)

Option III – 30 Hours (Coursework Only)

No GRE/GMAT Required

Program is tailored to student experience and 
career goals

Fast-track review and acceptance

Doctor of Philosophy
Omaha and Lincoln Campuses

Assistantship and research supported 
funding available.

Focus areas include heavy highway/bridge, 
construction safety and health, human 

factors/ergonomics, building information 
modeling (BIM), robotic and drone 

technology, advanced project delivery 
systems, construction materials, and 

productivity management.

For More Information Contact: 
Dr. Terry Stentz (tstentz1@unl.edu) or Dr. Kelli Herstein (kelliherstein@unl.edu)

The University of Nebraska does not discriminate based upon any protected status. Please see go.unl.edu/nondiscrimination.

Scott Campus
1110 S. 67th Street
Omaha, NE 68182-0816
(402) 554-4482 

City Campus
113 Nebraska Hall
Lincoln, NE 68588-0500
(402) 472-3742 

T H E  D U R H A M  S C H O O L  O F  A R C H I T E C T U R A L 
E N G I N E E R I N G  A N D  C O N S T R U C T I O N


