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Back to 
the Moon
Part of the Exploration 
Ground Systems crew,  
25-plus Florida Tech 
alumni are playing 
integral roles in virtually 
every aspect of NASA’s 
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New Mertens Marine Center Provides Lagoon 
Access and Lab Space for Students and Faculty
As their boat returns to Florida Tech’s 
anchorage at the mouth of Melbourne 
Harbor, students grab the samples they 
just collected and head for the parked 
cars. Up next is the 10-minute drive to 
campus, where they will hustle to a lab to 
process their samples.  

With the opening of the university’s 
newest educational facility, that 
�F�X�P�E�H�U�V�R�P�H�����S�R�V�W���®�H�O�G�Z�R�U�N���S�U�R�F�H�V�V��
will be replaced by a new, previously 
unavailable approach: walking from the 
boat to a lab in the new Mertens Marine 
Center, just feet from the docks.

That proximity matters. 

“This facility enables us to be more 
�H�¬�H�F�W�L�Y�H���L�Q���D�F�F�H�V�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O��
environment and processing freshly 
collected samples within minutes of 
returning to the shore,” said Kevin 
Johnson, a professor of oceanography 
and program chair for a host of related 
majors, including environmental science, 
environmental resource management and 
sustainability. “There are many types 
of samples for which quick processing 
is desirable for accuracy and quality 
of outcome. There will also be the 
opportunity for engineering projects to be 
developed and tested in water just steps 
from the development venue.”

The 3,000-square-foot, $1.25 million 
building overlooking Crane Creek 
features two research/lab spaces, 
a conference room and two faculty 
�R�±�F�H�V�����,�W���Z�L�O�O���V�H�U�Y�H���X�S���W�R����������
undergraduate and 50 graduate students 
in ocean engineering, oceanography, 
environmental science, marine biology 
and sustainability.

And like Florida Tech’s space heritage, 
imbued in the university from founding 
president and rocket scientist Jerome P. 
Keuper, this building has an important 
and illustrious pedigree.

Lawrence and Margarete Mertens were 
friends with Keuper, and the Mertenses 
both were avid scuba divers. Lawrence 
Mertens would go on to serve as 
�W�K�H���X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\� �̂V���®�U�V�W���P�D�U�L�Q�H���E�L�R�O�R�J�\��
instructor—at Keuper’s request—and 

later, the couple became major Florida 
Tech benefactors, including a $1 million 
gift to build the marine center. 

Lawrence Mertens passed away in 2017, 
Margarete Mertens in 2018.

In the building that bears their name, their 
legacy and Florida Tech’s unparalleled 
�K�D�Q�G�V���R�Q���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�O�O���°�R�X�U�L�V�K����

“Florida Tech is all about ‘hands-on,’ 
and the Mertens Marine Center location 
provides the perfect setting for hands-on 
work—right next to the water where we 
have docks and keep our boats,” Johnson 
said. “This will take the already excellent 
education and training Florida Tech 
students receive to the next level.”

The building will serve as a base of 
operations for research and student 
training in the marine sciences and ocean 
engineering. Research on environmental 
restoration and solutions will be 

conducted there by both graduate and 
undergraduate students. Graduate 
student thesis and dissertation projects 
and undergraduate senior design projects 
will also be carried out in the center.  

These projects will cover a very broad 
variety of science and engineering, 
including studies of invasive species, 





Faculty Kudos  
Felipa Chavez, assistant professor of 
clinical psychology and director of 
Building Blocks: PCIT at Florida Tech, 
was awarded a $25,000 grant to train 
Philadelphia-based Black and Latino 
behavioral health clinicians in cultur-
ally sensitive Parent Child Interaction 
Therapy (PCIT).

The goal of training these clinicians is 
to increase the dissemination of PCIT 
treatment to both Black and Latino 
families with children diagnosed with 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and 
co-occurring disruptive behaviors. 

Michael Splitt, assistant professor 
of meteorology in the College of 
Aeronautics, won two awards at 
the spring WxChallenge, the North 
American collegiate weather fore-
casting competition.

In the challenge, top faculty and 
student meteorologists forecast the 
maximum and minimum tempera-
tures and precipitation and maximum 
wind speeds for select U.S. cities. 
Over a 10-week period, they compete 
for honors as the top weather fore-
caster in North America.

Splitt won a Tournament Final Four 
award for his Wichita Falls, Texas, 
forecasting, and a Runner Up award 
in the Faculty/Sta� category for his 
forecasting of Baltimore’s conditions.

Geo�rey Swain, professor of ocean-
ography and ocean engineering and 
director of the Center for Corrosion 
and Biofouling Control, has been 
named to the jury of a �rst-ever 
competition to develop innovative 
solutions and technologies that may 
improve the prevention, management 
and monitoring of marine biofouling.

The Biofouling Innovation Challenge 
is a collaboration of the World Ocean 
Council and The Ocean Opportunity 
Lab. A global event with submissions 
expected from multiple countries, 
organizers have chosen a nine-person 
jury of U.S. and international experts 
described as “professionals that 
have signi�cantly contributed to the 
research and overall development in 
the maritime industry.”

Honoring a Legacy
BILL JURGENS ’79 M.S., 







My most recent research focuses on a 
group of people who exemplify the idea of 
being “relentless.” Journalists are known 
for their relentless pursuit of truth so 
citizens know what their governments, 
businesses, schools and leaders are doing. 
My focus has been on journalists who 
have covered mass shootings. 

We hear about these tragedies too 
often—their locations become shorthand 
for the tragedy. Parkland. Pulse. Sandy 
Hook. Columbine. And now, Uvalde 
�D�Q�G���%�X�¬�D�O�R�����7�K�H�V�H���V�W�R�U�L�H�V���J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�H��
immeasurable pain, leaving parentless 
children or childless parents. Mass 
shootings have become too common. 

Among the stories of sadness, we often 
�K�H�D�U���V�W�R�U�L�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�H�U�R�H�V�����®�U�V�W���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�U�V����
good Samaritans, brave law enforcement 
�R�±�F�H�U�V���D�Q�G���S�U�R�W�H�F�W�L�Y�H���W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V�����7�K�H��



Researchers Study Algae-Bacteria
Relationship to Understand Algal Blooms
A new Florida Tech study 
investigates symbiotic 
relationships between 
bacteria and algae that can 
trigger the occurrence, or 
worsening, of harmful algal 
blooms (HABs).

The research paper, “The 
in-situ release of algal 
bloom populations and 
the role of prokaryotic 
communities in their establishment and 
growth,” was from ocean engineering 
and marine sciences professor Kevin 
Johnson, XIAO MA ’14 M.S., ’19 Ph.D, 
of the South China Sea Institute of 
Oceanology and the Southern Marine 
Science and Engineering Guangdong 
Laboratory, as well as researchers from 
the University of the Chinese Academy 
of Sciences. The paper was published 
in the July edition of the journal Water 
Research.

The research o�ered further insight into 
how blooms get started. Understanding 
this allows researchers to then explore 
how they evolve into HABs, which a�ect 
marine life and water quality in lakes and 
estuaries worldwide. The team studied 
what facilitated bloom initiation, looking 
at blooms in their earliest stages before 
they can cause harm.

HABs in the Indian River Lagoon have 
killed an estimated 60,000 to 70,000 
acres of seagrass by blocking life-
sustaining sunlight, Johnson said. 
Seagrasses are critical habitat for �sh 
and small animals and a food source for 
many ocean grazers, such as manatees. 
Seagrass loss foreshadows the collapse 
of an economically and ecologically 
important coastal ecosystem.

“Most local harmful blooms are the 
algae blooming out of control, blocking 
light and depleting oxygen,” Johnson 
said. “They’re so out of control, they take 
over the water column. The other things 
that usually live there are suppressed 
and choked, and the water becomes 
opaque, either greenish or brownish.”

On top of the physical and environmental 
factors controlling the algal bloom, the 
team now has evidence that bacteria 



COE CST Celebrates Conclusion of 12 Years of Research
Florida Tech participated in more than a dozen projects on topics including  
spaceports, lightning and spacecraft design.

The Federal Aviation Administration’s 
(FAA) Center of Excellence for 
Commercial Space Transportation (COE 
CST) has concluded a successful 12-year 
run that saw important and impactful 
research, training and outreach in human 
�V�S�D�F�H�°�L�J�K�W�����L�Q�G�X�V�W�U�\���L�Q�Q�R�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���D��
host of related topics.

Florida Tech participated in more than 
a dozen projects, including research 
�L�Q�W�R���D�L�U���D�Q�G���V�S�D�F�H���W�U�D�±�F���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O��
considerations for commercial space, 
human factors in spacecraft design and 
measuring the electrical parameters of 
thunderstorms to help reduce weather-
related delays and scrubs of launches.

Given the center’s focus and Florida 
Tech’s space roots, university faculty 
were, not surprisingly, involved with 
several space-related projects. 

One project, “Spaceport Regulation in a Post-Modern World,” included 
research from DON PLATT ’01 M.S., ’13 Ph.D., associate professor of extended 
studies and director of the Spaceport Education Center. With more launches 
from commercial providers and the burgeoning space tourism industry, a 
growing number of places are looking at hosting or developing spaceports. 

There are currently 20 U.S. spaceports in nine states, according to the FAA, 
with the largest concentration—six—in Florida. Yet, with more companies 
working to make access to space easier, faster and eventually cheaper, having a 
growing constellation of launch sites will be critical.

The Florida Tech lightning research group from the department of aerospace, 
physics and space sciences—Hamid Rassoul, Distinguished Professor 
of Physics and former dean of the College of Science, together with his 
collaborators, visiting research professors Amitabh Nag and Ken Cummins—
has done extensive lightning research throughout the COE CST program.  

Cummins, a member of the NASA Lightning Advisory Panel, provided a 
�V�X�P�P�D�U�\���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S� �̂V���Z�R�U�N���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���®�Q�D�O���&�2�(���&�6�7���P�H�H�W�L�Q�J���L�Q���$�S�U�L�O����
The team’s focus was primarily on better identifying onset and cessation of 
charge separation within clouds, or in other words, when ordinary clouds start 
�E�H�F�R�P�L�Q�J���H�O�H�F�W�U�L�®�H�G���W�R���I�R�U�P���W�K�X�Q�G�H�U�F�O�R�X�G�V������



Study Recommends Rewilding Galápagos Island
A new study led by Florida Tech 

recommends rewilding an island in the 
Galápagos with tortoises and rare plants 
to recreate an ecosystem irreparably 
damaged by whalers.

The study, “Human-induced 
ecological cascades: extinction, 
restoration, and rewilding in the 
Galápagos highlands,” was published 
in Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences.

Using microscopic fossils of pollen 



PRIME EXAMPLES of 
CREATIVITY

ARTS JOURNAL

To define “creativ -
ity” would demean 

it. Often artistic, never 
mundane, creativity 
lacks rules and exceeds 
boundaries. Originality, 
imagination, ingenuity—
creativity is required by 
both the artist and the 
researcher. The engineer 
and the entrepreneur. The 
teacher and the student. 
The thinker and the doer. 
Particularly at Florida Tech, 
a hub of innovation and 
forward-thinking, creativ -
ity permeates everything. 

Here are a few 
prime examples.

Kaleidoscope is the university’s student-run arts journal, 
a term sta� has aimed to keep loosely de�ned since the 
publication’s inception in 2008. Born from the ashes of 
The Belletrist, a literary magazine published from 1995 
to around 2004, Kaleidoscope includes literary materials 
such as poems, essays, short stories and plays, as well as 
photography, paintings, graphic art, etc.





Renewed and refreshed, the colorful 







“We are going! ” is the battle cry for 
NASA’s Artemis campaign to fly a 
human-rated spacecraft farther than 
any other in the history of space 
exploration. The historic mission seeks 
to land the first woman and person of 
color on the moon, establish the first 
long-term human-robotic presence on 
and around the moon and, eventually, 
send the first astronauts to Mars .

Panthers pictured above, left 
row, from left: Dion Ramiscal, 
Curtis Byrd, Josiah Ruelas, 



Artemis I
The first uncrewed integrated flight test of NASA’s Deep Space 
Exploration Systems: the Space Launch System rocket (SLS) 
and Orion spacecraft
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Launch
SLS and Orion lift o� from pad 
39B at Kennedy Space Center.

CIDu23tbound Powered 
FlybyIDu2 (OPF)
60nmi from the moon;  
targets DRO insertion.

Interim Cryogenic 
Propulsion Stage (ICPS) 
Separation and Disposal
ICPS commits Orion to moon at TLI.

Jettison Rocket 
Boosters, Fairings and 
Launch Abort System

Lunar Orbit Insertion







VEHICLE ASSEMBLY BUILDING (VAB)

The central hub of NASA’s 
multiuser spaceport. From shut -
tles to external fuel tanks to solid 
rocket boosters, the VAB serves 
as the final assembly point for a 
variety of rockets, spacecraft and 
their parts—often, simultaneously.

Alumni involved

 » Martyn Eastwood ’80
Project Manager, KLXS III 
Contractor 

MULTI-PAYLOAD PROCESSING FACILITY

KSC’s “gas station” for fueling 
rockets and payloads with 
hazardous commodities.

Alumni involved

 » Skip Williams ’80 
Mission Integration 
Operations Manager  

“That’s the heart of 
integrated engineering—it 
often has no end point but 
leads to the next process 
step. … There’s zero error 
tolerance when working 
with hazardous materials.”

 —Skip Williams

Williams and his team are 
responsible for preparing, fuel -
ing and processing hazardous 
commodities for space-bound 
vehicles—including the Orion 
spacecraft, which they have 
fueled and readied for its 
Artemis I mission around the 
moon. Once it has splashed 





LAUNCH CONTROL CENTER (LCC)



OPENING 
MOVES

Caltech and MIT alumnus, chess 
a�cionado and new dean of the 
College of Engineering and Science, 
John Harris is bringing his strategy 
for success to Florida Tech.

By Karly Horn and Adam Lowenstein 
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John Harris, Ph.D.
Dean, College of Engineering and Science
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Hanging on the otherwise blank walls 
of John Harris’ new top-floor office in the 
F.W. Olin Engineering Complex is a movie 
poster for the 2003 documentary film “Game 
Over: Kasparov and the Machine.”

The movie is about Garry Kasparov, the 
highest-rated chess player in history at the 
time, his initial victory and eventual loss to 
IBM supercomputer Deep Blue—the first loss 
by the human world champion to a computer.

The new College of Engineering and Science 
(COES) dean brought the poster with him from 
his last job as electrical and computer engi -
neering department chair at the University of 
Florida (UF) because it depicts several of his 
interests: computers, artificial intelligence, 
a mind deep in thought and, yes, chess.

An avid, lifelong chess player and 
researcher of the brain and neural systems, 
Harris sees the game as both a mind-sharp -
ening pursuit and an analogy for several 





That means moving up in the 5  rankings —
from U.S. News & World Report, for one. 



Chess Champ by 
the Numbers

1710 
Harris’ U.S. Chess 
Federation rating

50 



It is safe to say that the last few years of the human 
experience were a strange, foggy blur and a proli�c 
exercise in patience, minimalistic change and new norms. 

The second quarter of 2022? Quite the opposite! 

So many changes at Florida Tech have occurred, highlight-
ing one thing for certain: We must keep moving forward. 

First, we are happy to welcome Gina Yates and Erin 
Alvarado—both fellow alumni—to the O�ce of Alumni 
A�airs. Gina is an event-organizing specialist with a long 
history planning signi�cant events for Florida Tech, and 
Erin has remained active in the Panther community 
since graduating in 2016. Welcome, Gina and Erin!

On the event front, I was honored to have been 
a speaker at this year’s spring commencement 
ceremonies, which were some of the �rst in-person 
events since COVID-19 began. We had a full house, 
including many previous-year graduates who did not 
get to walk due to pandemic-related cancellations. The 
energy in the Clemente Center was palpable! 

And if you didn’t make it to our Grad Bash party the 
night before, you missed out! What a great evening 
with students, parents and fellow FTAA board members 
welcoming some excited graduates to the alumni 
association.

We honored our 2022 alumni award winners at a special 
event in mid-June, and we �nally had the chance to 
honor an absolutely legendary Panther, our beloved 
former athletics director and rowing coach, Bill Jurgens, 
at the Athletics Legacy Celebration. The evening 
brought many athletics alumni back to campus and 
concluded with the famous crew chant heard at many 
a regatta after schooling the competition: “F-I-T! F-I-T! 
F! I! T!” The FTAA wishes Bill a healthy and relaxing 
future looking back on an incredible career and legacy 
at Florida Tech.

So, fellow Panthers, be resilient. Never give up. Be a Bill 
Jurgens. I know these are strange times, but now is the 
time to show our pride in this university. I ask that you 
always approach change with solution-based thinking 
and remember that communication is key. We are 
the voice of alumni—we are your voice. We can create 
change, but we need to be heard. 

To all Panthers—from the board of trustees to alumni to 
students, teachers and sta�—we’re all in this together. 
So, let’s hear each other and move forward to create a 
balance we all desire and keep our legacies intact.  

Fin Bonset ’96, ’99 MSA 
President, Florida Tech Alumni Association

YOUR ALUMNI ASSOCIATION OFFICERS

Fin Bonset ’96, ’99 MSA 
President | Indialantic, FL | fbonset@vhb.com

Sherry Acanfora-Ruohomaki ’93, ’00, ’05 M.S.
Vice President | Melbourne, FL | sherry@k9kampus.com

Chad Shoultz ’96
Treasurer | Indialantic, FL | cshoultz@icloud.com

Warren Pittorie ’15, ’18 M.S.
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ALUMNI NEWS 

Better Together
After a long hiatus, 
in-person receptions 
are back and better 





4  MILO ZONKA ’95 joined 
the board of the Tony Jannus 
Distinguished Aviation Society, 
which recognizes outstanding 
contributors to the growth and 
improvement of the commercial 
airline industry. He was 
honored to be “pinned” by 
fellow College of Aeronautics 
graduate and president of the 
Florida Tech Alumni 
Association, FIN BONSET 
’96, ’99 MSA.

2000s
GIL RAMIREZ ’00 has 
become the CEO of Lassiter 
Transportation Group Inc., a 
28-person firm with offices in 
Jacksonville, Ormond Beach 
and Melbourne, Florida. 
The ownership transition 

occurred as LTG celebrates 



There are many scientists 
and engineers at Kennedy 
Space Center (KSC), but 
�R�Q�O�\���D�E�R�X�W���������D�U�H���D�O�V�R��
designated as NASA 
inventors. Among that 
already elite group, only 
four have been inducted into 
the NASA Inventor Hall of 
Fame—an exclusive list that 
now includes MARTHA 
K. WILLIAMS  ’03 Ph.D. 
and her 20 NASA-issued 
�S�D�W�H�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q��������
published patents or patent 
applications.

And Florida Tech calls her 
one of its own. 

A Cayman Islands-born, 
U.S.-educated chemist who 
entered college at age 16 (and 
graduated three years later), 
Williams arrived at NASA in 
1989. She left 29 years later 
as the lead polymer scientist 
at KSC and with a bushel of 
honors and awards, capped 
by her 2021 induction into the 
NASA Inventors Hall of Fame. 

About a decade into her 
outstanding career, Williams 
won the highly competitive, 
agencywide NASA Hugh L. 
Dryden Memorial Fellowship 
of the National Space Club to 
cover the cost of earning her 
doctorate. Williams enrolled 
at Florida Tech and drew 
Gordon Nelson, then dean of the College of Science, as her advisor. A fellow polymer chemist who, like 
Williams, was not afraid to embrace the creative potential of his chosen field, Nelson was an ideal fit 
for her mindset and approach.

“Not everyone who seeks a Ph.D. is an inventor as I was, but Dr. Nelson thinks like that,” Williams 
says. “It’s good when you have someone who gets who you are.”

Williams’ work at KSC, both pre- and post-Ph.D., was as impactful as it was varied. 



BRANDON CRANE �^������
recently began working for 
AmeriCU Credit Union as a 
project manager, is pursu -
ing a doctorate in business 
administration and is an 
inventor with a provisional 
patent for Bag Swag.

RAY MAGGI �^�������L�V���Q�R�Z���D��
development project manager 
for WeWork, focusing on deliv -
ering, designing and building 
new locations and custom solu -
tions in commercial real estate.

RAYAN MOUSLY �^�������0���6����



INMEMORIAM

EDELYN ARANDIA, who over eight years served Florida Tech as a 
credential evaluator, graduate admissions counselor and, since 2017, 
�P�D�Q�D�J�H�U���R�I���J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H���D�G�P�L�V�V�L�R�Q�V�����S�D�V�V�H�G���D�Z�D�\���-�X�O�\���������D�W���D�J�H����������
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