
Dean’s Remarks

continued…

Some late-breaking news …

In previous newsletters, we have 
reported on our tremendous 
success in sharing with other 
institutions our e-learning 
modules designed to develop an 
entrepreneurial mindset in stu-
dents. To date, 55 faculty from 43 

other universities and colleges have integrated our modules 
in their courses. In December 2017, the CTNext Higher 
Education Initiative and The Kern Family Foundation funded 
our proposal to further share our modules with Connecticut 
State Colleges and Universities with the goal of develop-
ing entrepreneurial talent for Connecticut. The Kern Family 
Foundation also funded an additional year of our successful 
mini-grant program, and we expect another 25 faculty at 
other institutions to deploy our modules in 2018-19.

Ibrahim (Abe) Baggili, associate professor of computer 
science and founder of the Cyber Forensics Laboratory, was 
named by Connecticut Magazine as one of 2018’s 40 Under 
40 in the state — people under the age of 40 who are excel-
ling in their fields, leading and influencing others, and making 
a di�erence. Abe is a pioneer in the field of cyber forensics 
and is making significant contributions to advance the area.

Four students, Jillian Jacques, Matthew Sheehy, Austin 
Thomas and Dan Woronick, were inducted into the presti-
gious University Innovation Fellows (UIF) program this year. 
They will continue the momentum developed by our two 
previous UIFs and promote an entrepreneurial ecosys
expected this spring. The new building will be connected 
to the current engineering building, thereby providing an 
exciting collaborative environment to our students.

Commercial buildings expend almost 20 
percent of the nation’s energy, and experts say 
a large percentage of that is wasted, but Dr. 
Ravi Gorthala, Associate Professor of Mechani-
cal Engineering, and a team of five graduate 
and undergraduate students are at work on 
an ambitious three-year U.S. Department of 
Energy (DOE) project that aims to make com-
mercial businesses’ heating, cooling, ventilation, 
and refrigeration systems operate e�ciently. 

The $1.2 million dollar grant is funded by the U.S. Department of Energy’s O�ce 
of Energy E�ciency and Renewable Energy (EERE), with cost sharing by United 
Illuminating and Eversource through funds from Energize CT. 

The project is titled “Bringing Fault Detection and Diagnosis (FDD) Tools into the 
Mainstream: Retro Commissioning and Continuous Commissioning of HVAC and 
Refrigeration Systems,” and Jesus Amado, an undergraduate mechanical engineer 
at work on the project, explained it this way: “Think of the check engine light or tire 
pressure icon in a car. They light up when there may be an engine problem or the 
tire pressure is low; newer cars actually show the oil level.” 

Under this DOE project, these FDD devices and the performance monitoring sys-
tems for independent verification put together by the project team will be installed 
on at least 10 buildings in the state. When faults are discovered, the grant provides 
up to $2,000 so that the owners of the commercial buildings can fix the problems. 
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manager, Jaykishan Ramani, and undergraduates Jesus Amado and 
Amanda Rimkunas. They are collaborating with two subcontractors on 
the project — the United Technologies Research Center and the UTC Insti-
tute for Advanced Systems Engineering at the University of Connecticut. 

“It is a sprawling, three-pronged project,” Gorthala said, “focusing on 
stakeholder education, outreach, and workforce development. At work 
since October 2017, the students have developed project management 
strategies, outlined tasks and milestones, and had a kicko� meeting with 
UConn and UTRC at the UTC Research Center,” Gorthala said.

The students are doing instrument data collection, data analysis, and 
research, as they explore FDD tools that exist on the market and those just 
coming to market. They will be surveying businesses in the state to find out 
why, if these products exist, they aren’t yet really commercially viable. 

They’ve gathered around worktables testing dozens of sensors and 
constructed their own monitoring system so they can confirm the 
findings of the FDD tools. And they’ve been up on the rooftops of build-
ings working with technicians on a separate pilot FDD demonstration 
project funded by United Illuminating and Eversource under Energize 
CT to install the FDD tools and monitoring systems. 

In a U.S. Department of Energy statement, David Nemtzow, director of 
the DOE’s Building Technologies O�ce, said the work aims to “improve 
our nation’s commercial building stock and cut energy bills for American 
businesses.” One of five leading-edge national projects to “improve the 
e�ciency of the nation’s commercial buildings,” Nemtzow called the work 

“an excellent partnership among U.S. businesses, universities, and the 
Department of Energy.”

“It even stretches us beyond engineering,” Rimkunas said, noting that 
they are also fast becoming marketers. She was busy building the project 
website, and other team members are planning a major outreach event 
at the Energize CT Center to involve HVAC companies, the Connecticut 
Business and Industry Association, the Connecticut Retail Merchants 
Association, and the Greater New Haven Chamber of Commerce to 

encourage owners/managers of major corporations, supermarkets, and 
businesses large and small to take part in the program. 

“There is a lot of planning that needs to be done, and having to plan  
out every detail is very intense,” Hacker said. “Doing the product  
research is another experience. Prior to buying or ordering anything,  
we need to become ‘experts’ in what we are doing and what we need, 
which takes a lot of time, dedication, and research. It definitely gives 
insight on how long it actually takes to complete a project when working 
for a large company.”

Souissi said they have become quite a team, in sync in the lab and out 
at work in the field. “When we face a problem, we get to brainstorm and 
solve it logically, then settle on a solution,” he said. 

Once all of the companies are on board and all the sensors and systems 
are in place, much of their work will focus on gathering and analyzing 
data. “That’s where our skills come in, doing lots of calculations to check 
performance,” Souissi said. 
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PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS

Four TCoE students were awarded highly competitive NASA CT 
Space Grant Consortium (CTSGC) fellowships to do space and aero-
space related research. Jordan Rippe received the Student Project 
Award of $1,000, Alexandra Goriounova received a $5,000 research 
fellowship, and Leah Landsdowne and Jonathan Stanford received 
$5,000 scholarships. 

“This was a high point for our students who were competing for 
grants and scholarships among their peers from academic institu-
tions including UConn, Yale, and the University of Hartford and 
others,” said Dequan Xiao, Assistant Professor of Chemistry and 
Chemical Engineering. 

NASA CTSGC is a federally mandated grant, internship, and scholar-
ship program that is funded as a part of NASA Education. There are 
Space Grant Consortia in all 50 states, Washington D.C., and Puerto 
Rico. Formed in 1991 by Trinity College, the University of Connecti-
cut, and the University of New Haven with the University of Hartford 
as the lead institution, CTSGC encourages broader involvement in 
NASA research programs.

In October, the TCoE faculty, the Dean’s o�ce, and the University’s 
American Chemical Society Student Chapter organized “Chemistry 
and Space Science,” a forum held at the Orange campus. It fea-
tured more than 40 student and faculty participants, including two 
keynote speakers from Yale, four University faculty speakers, and 
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STUDENT NEWS

On any given morning, you might decide to start the co�eemaker from 
another room, turn the heat down in the house from three cities away, or 
have the GPS find a way to navigate around a sudden, snarling tra�c jam, 
all thanks to the connected nature of the Internet of Things. 

But a team of University students — Max Theokrito�, Tejna Nagaraj, 
Jonathan Ramirez, Benjamin Miles, Benjamin Klemme, and John Bobish —  
who won last fall’s Charger Startup Weekend Competition organized 
by the Entrepreneurship and Innovation Program — warn that ease can 
come at a cost. 

“Consider all the millions of medical devices that rely on Bluetooth 
for connectivity,” Theokrito� said. “You could be sitting in Starbucks, 
accessing their Wi-Fi and detect all the Bluetooth devices nearby. With 
no authorization needed, you could connect to a device,” Nagaraj said. 

“Some of those could be smartphones, but others could be pacemakers  
or another medical device,” she said. 

“Or you could go to a hospital and the nurse could place a pulse oxim-
eter on your finger to check your blood oxygen level. And it’s wireless,” 
Ramirez said. “So that device is connected to many other devices in the 
hospital. What if someone wanted to intercept that, to hack in and use 
that way in to get at patient data? There is the chance people could do 
something malicious to people’s medical devices.” 

So the team set out to essentially build a wall to keep hackers from 
penetrating medical devices.

Their solution? Apply authentication, identification, and data protection 
cryptography to life critical/connected medical devices to defend against 
hackers. “Implanted medical devices rely on Bluetooth or other connec-
tivity standards to provide better healthcare to patients,” Theokrito� said. 

“Unfortunately, connectivity security is limited on these devices as they 
are small. We’re working on low energy technology to drastically improve 
implanted medical device security.” 
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STUDENT NEWS

Discovering a New Country and what it Takes to be an Entrepreneur

As the ferry floated along the Danube River, all of Budapest opened 
up before Kevin Rivas: the majestic Parliament building, the old world 
architecture in silhouette, the cobblestone streets. 

So much was new last summer: that view, the parades, songs and merri-
ment that spilled into the streets all over the capital city on St. Stephen’s 
Day, the paprika, liberally sprinkled in so many dishes in Hungary, and the 
stories his fellow college students from Hungary, Russia, Serbia, Romania, 
and Italy told about their lives.
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Creating a New Course 
At the same time, Aktas is developing a new course that will blend  
the Global Solutions for Sustainability course with the Professional  
Engineering Seminar course, creating “Sustainability, Ethics and Profes-
sional Issues” for engineering majors. They are discussing also keeping  
a sustainability course as students from all academic departments  
show interest. “Sustainability is an issue that many students care deeply 
about,” he said.

Aktas is also at work on his own research, though he quips that his 
papers have almost been calling him lately saying, “What about us?”  

“I have multiple papers saved on my desktop that I am working on and 
that need my attention,” he said. 

It makes for a very busy life. But Aktas said he wouldn’t have it any other way. 

One of his projects takes a close look at hospitals and health care centers 
that are certified green, looking closely at patient health outcomes. He is 
studying whether a building filled with windows, ambient light, healing gar-
dens, and green areas patients can spend time in improve a patient’s health 
and well-being. He is comparing green hospitals with traditional hospitals. 

“More natural light and access to gardens and plants are known to have 
positive impacts on health. But as an engineer, I want to be able to 
measure these outcomes,” he said. “I want to see if we can prove quanti-
tatively whether there is a benefit. If there is, then we can make a policy 
push that this be incorporated in hospitals, but if it doesn’t, then we have 
to look more closely at the strategy.” 

When he was an undergraduate, following a traditional course of study 
in civil engineering at Middle East Technical University in Turkey, he was 
very interested in environmental issues and the resiliency of buildings 
and water systems. But he didn’t have the opportunity to do research as 
an undergrad. “I would have loved it,” he said. 

After earning his master’s in Turkey, he was planning to pursue a tradi-
tional civil engineering doctoral degree at the University of Pittsburgh 
when the university created a doctoral program in Sustainability and 
Green Design. Aktas was the first to receive a Ph.D. in the program in 
2011. He taught at Robert Morris University and was drawn to the Uni-
versity of New Haven after speaking with then-new Dean Ron Harichan-
dran. “He planned to embed sustainability studies and an environmental 
focus in engineering courses, and I knew I wanted to be a part of that,” 
said Aktas, who coordinates the Sustainability Studies program. 

Looking Closely at the Natural World
Just as he did when he was younger, he spends a lot of time out in cities 
and in the natural world, on the shore, in parks, looking at the environ-
mental impact of structures. When he looks at buildings, shorelines, at 
city sewer or water systems, at any engineering plan, he wonders first 
about its resiliency. Can it stand up to a changing climate, to changing 
rainfall patterns and battering winds? 

Research can be thrilling and challenging all 






