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PhD Program Placed Fourth in the Nati on

College of Science and Engineering, 
Department of Aerospace Engineering and Mechanics

In September, the National Research Council placed the 
Aerospace Engineering doctoral program fourth in the 
nation in the respected Assessment of Doctoral Research 
Programs. The NRC assessment is considered by many 
academic and industry professionals to be the best com-
parison of doctoral programs available.

The assessment focuses on three metrics: Research Activity, 
Student Support and Diversity.  The fourth overall place-
ment was derived from a placing of second in Research 
Activity and Student Support & Outcomes, and eighth in 

Diversity.  Research Activity evaluates the program fac-
ulty on their number of publications, citations, grants and 
awards.  Student Support and Outcomes evaluates such 
criteria as the degree completion of students, the fi nan-
cial support they’re given and their job placement after 
graduation.
  
“I am ecstatic with the very high standing of our aerospace 
engineering program in the recent NRC assessment. These 
results recognize what we have known; we have outstand-



Friends and Colleagues, 

It’s been a great fall for the department with 
the completion of the Akerman Hall Hangar 
renovation, the release of the results from 
the National Research Council Doctoral As-
sessment Survey and the establishment of a 
new AEM Alumni Scholarship Fund. 

An open house celebrating the Akerman 
Hall Hangar renovation project was held on 
October 1, 2010. I waited three years for 
this event. The glass east wall of the hangar 
provides a grand new entrance to Akerman 
Hall and to the East Bank of the University 
of Minnesota. The great open space on  the 
main fl oor of the hangar provides commu-
nity collaboration space for students.  This 
space has also played host to poster ses-
sions and other college events. I take pride 
in this space, which started being well used 
by students almost from the day it opened.  
The fi rst fl oor also houses undergraduate 
and graduate research labs, the AEM un-
dergraduate student lounge and a confer-
ence room. The second fl oor of the hangar 
is the new home of the National Center for 

Chairman’s Corner
Hypersonics Research.  

Building on the hangar renovation, all the 
Akerman Hall windows were replaced this 
fall.  Finally, we are in the middle of the 
replacement of the heating, ventilation and 
air conditioning systems in building.  While 
this will create some challenges this spring 
and early summer, come August 2011 the 
AEM department will have the best space 
on the East Bank!

The results of the 2010 National Research 
Council Assessment of Doctoral Research 
programs placed the AEM doctoral pro-
gram fourth in the nation. This assessment 
focused on three metrics: research, student 
support and diversity.  These results are 
even more impressive given that the de-
partment was rated second in the nation 
in research activity, which includes publica-
tions, citations, grants and awards.  I, like 
many of my colleagues, consider the Na-
tional Research Council rankings to be the 
best assessment of doctoral programs in the 
nation. I’m proud of the work done by our 
outstanding faculty and students to earn 

Graduate Program in Review
I am pleased to report on another 
successful year for the graduate pro-
gram in Aerospace Engineering and 
Mechanics.  We have 104 graduate 
students, with 40 in the Masters pro-
gram and 70 in the Ph.D. program.  
We have awarded to date eight 
Ph.D. degrees this year and twenty 
M.S. degrees.  

Our incoming graduate class of 
2010 includes 18 students, bal-
anced among experimental and 

computational fl uid mechanics, aero-
space systems and solid mechanics.    Admission has become 
very selective.   The incoming class was chosen from 169 excel-
lent applicants, and is about half international students and 
half domestic students.  Three students are women, and fi ve 
were our own undergraduates.  One of the challenges of be-
ing Director of Graduate Studies is bringing in a diverse set of 
students while also giving opportunities to our undergraduates 
who want to continue their studies in the department.  I regret 
that we can’t give more top students the chance to do gradu-
ate work in the department.

The hangar construction has greatly improved the physical space 
for graduate students, including the new Hypersonics Center.  I 
want to thank all the graduate students for their help and pa-
tience the past few months as people have been shuffl ed around 
Akerman Hall.  We need and expect their continued help as we 
fi nish the HVAC project.  Once this is complete, however, we ex-
pect to have absolutely top-notch facilities for all our students.

Graduate program initiatives for the coming year include moving 
to a completely on-line application review process.  To this end 
I want to thank my Graduate Program Assistant, Emily Peterson, 
for her efforts in streamlining the admissions process and devel-
oping a method whereby all faculty have input into graduate 
admissions.  Her efforts were recognized by the Department be-
ing selected as having best practices by the Graduate School 
admissions group.  We are also working on reducing the time to 
completion for both M.S. and Ph.D. degrees, by reducing the time 
between the written preliminary exam and the oral preliminary 
exam, and by closely monitoring registration for non-degree 
credits.  Finally we are implementing an annual review of gradu-
ate students by their research adviser to ensure that students 
are having a positive experience and are making good progress 
towards graduation.

this recognition.

The department is 
fortunate to have 
the strong sup-
port of our alumni.  
One case in point 
is the establishment 
of the AEM Alumni 
Scholarship Fund 
by Dave and Donna Sippel, as described 
in this newsletter.  This is one of many ex-
amples of alumni supporting the education 
of future students.  I look forward to work-
ing with all of you to help grow this schol-
arship for our outstanding undergraduate 
students. 

In closing, I would like to take the oppor-
tunity to thank all of you who generously 
donated your time and money to support 
the AEM department. Your contributions 
have helped us provide an outstanding ed-
ucation for our students and we very much 
appreciate it. Please come visit the hangar 
and see the changes that have and con-
tinue to take place in Akerman Hall.

Prof.  Perry Leo
Director of Graduate Studies
Associate Department Head

Prof.  Gary Balas
Department Head



In July 2010 three AEM alumni designed and constructed 
a human-powered fl ying machine that set a new world 
record by fl ying 207 feet in the Red Bull Flugtag competi-
tion in St. Paul, MN.  This fl ight broke the previous record 
of 195 feet set in 2000. 
  
Bob Wiplinger (1968), Ryan Nordell (2003), and Elliott 
Bishop (2009) work together at Wiplinger’s aircraft fl oats 
company, Wipaire, located in St. Paul, Mn.  Excited at the 
prospect of using their aircraft design skills for recreation, 
a team of three alumni joined forces to design and build 
the winning fl ying machine. 

In the competition, teams of citizens are challenged to 
build home-made, human-powered fl ying machines and 
pilot them off a 30-foot high deck over a river in the hopes 
of achieving fl ight. The day of the competition, the vehicles 
are hurdled off a 30 foot platform and sent fl ying over 
water with the intention of fl ying as far as possible.  The 
fl ying machines are judged on creativity, fl ight distance 
and showmanship.

Six weeks were spent designing, fabricating, and testing.  
The trio watched numerous videos of previous competi-
tions in which the greatest defi ciency was in control and 
stability, so they focused on improving just that.   Nordell 

commented, “The design trades we needed to make were 
mostly centered around giving the pilot control authority 
at such low speeds.”

Leading up to the competition the team completed a series 
of three test fl ights  by pulling the glider on a boat trailer 
behind a car.  They accelerated to 13 mph, their projected 
launch speed and it hovered briefl y above the trailer.  The 
second fl ight they went a bit faster and it hovered enough 
to test the controls.  After a few more adjustments they 
tested at 25 mph and it fl ew 20 ft into the air. Once the 
design had been validated they developed a strategy. 
Immediately after launch, the glider would dive to achieve 
the greatest speed possible then dramatically pull out of 
the dive and skim the water as long as possible before 
landing.

The day of the event, the glider did exactly that and fl ew 
for 207 feet setting the new world record.  

The St. Paul event also set the world record for attendance 
with 90,000 spectators turning up to witness the events of 
the day.

See the backcover for more photos.

Alumni set world record in fl ying competi ti on

The fl ying machine after the launch from the 30 foot platform the day of the competition.



AEM alumnus, David L. Sippel, 
took action to assist students 
against rising costs by estab-
lishing an endowed  scholar-
ship fund. 

Dave and his wife, Donna, 
were motivated to help stu-
dents because they were con-
cerned with rising tuition and 
increased student debt loads. 
These concerns and their deep 
commitment to the University 
led them to establish the AEM 
Alumni Scholarship Fund within 
the College of Science Engi-
neering.

To help encourage other alums and friends to support 
students through gifts to this fund, they decided to call it 
the AEM Alumni Scholarship Fund rather than naming it 
after themselves.  This fund was established with Dave 
and Donna’s single gift, but any individual or entity can 
add to the principal at any time, which increases the an-
nual award and match.  The fund is unique from other 
scholarship funds in AEM because it was established 
as part of the President’s Scholarship Match program.  
This program provides funds to match the annual award 
made from the endowment return – doubling the impact 
for the student recipients. 

Department Head Gary Balas comments, “Dave has 
been an advocate and dedicated supporter of the de-
partment for many years and we’re thankful for all of 
his many contributions.  This fi nancial gift is another way 
that he continues to support quality education.”

Dave is originally from Windom, Minnesota.  He re-
ceived three degrees from the University of Minnesota – 
a B.S. degree in aeronautics and engineering mechanics 
(1965), M.S. degree in engineering mechanics (1967) 
and Ph.D. degree in engineering mechanics (1970).  He 
spent most of his career as an engineer with IBM, work-
ing with computer input-output systems with an emphasis 
on the application of electromechanical transducers.

Throughout his career he has remained close to the 
department, the college, and the University.  He cur-
rently serves on the department’s Professional Advisory 
Board.

For information on how to contribute to this fund, please 
go to www.aem.umn.edu/giving or contact Kathy Pe-
ters-Martell at kpeters@umn.edu or 612-626-8282.

Alumni establishes scholarship fund to 
address rising student costs

67% of graduating Minnesota students 
have borrowed an 

average of $23,600.

10% of graduating seniors borrowed 
more than an average of $46,000.

In 2010,  with the generous help of 
alumni and donor contributions, AEM-

distributed $22,500 in scholarships for 
our undergraduates.

Donna and David Sippel



Thomas F. Madision, an alumnus of the Aerospace Engineer-
ing and Mechanics department, received a prestigious Out-
standing Achievement Award from the University of Minne-
sota on  October 19th, 2010.  

The Outstanding Achievement Award is given to alumni who 
have attained “unusual distinction and leadership.” Of the 
500,000 graduates of the University of Minnesota only 
1,200 have been chosen to receive this award.

Madison has been a respected and successful business and 
community leader throughout his career.  He graduated from 
the Aeronautical Engineering program in 1959 and began 
his career with Northwestern Bell Telephone Company.  Over 
the course of the next 36 years, Madison rose to the ranks 
of CEO (1985-87) of Northwestern Bell which would later 
become US West Communications. He served as President 
of US West Communications from 1988-1992 where he was 
instrumental in the formation and architecture of what would 
be come US West.  When he retired, Madison started MLM 
Partners, a business consulting and investments company.  He 
is also on numerous Boards both locally and nationally. Twin 
Cities Business Journal recognized his dedication by award-
ing him the distinction of “Hardest Working Board Member” 
in both 2008 and 2009.

Beyond his work in the corporate world, Madison has dedi-
cated an extensive amount of his time and resources to the 
greater community.  He serves on many educational and com-
munity support boards and has maintained a close partner-
ship with the University of Minnesota, citing his engineering 
degree as a great foundation for any career.  Madison also 
credits his family and their continued support for his success 
throughout his career.

Alumnus receives Outstanding 
Achievement Award

Tom Madison

Tom Madison and AEM Department Head Gary Balas

Tom Madisonwith his daughter and grandchildren at the receptionProf. Gary Balas, Tom Madison and Dean Steve Crouch



Hanger Project Complete
The Akerman Hangar Renovation construction was com-
pleted on September 13th.  This transformative project is 
already benefi ting our talented students and faculty with 
improved space and a learning environment that refl ects 
the excellence of the AEM  program.  

The general study space are often fully occupied.  The 
student conference room is also used heavily by the senior 
design class as well as other student groups. Additionally, 
the space has frequently been used by the department as 
well as other CSE academic departments for events previ-
ously held offsite.  

The remaining work on the building is the fi nal upgrade to the 
HVAC system.  This is the last of the changes that will complete 
the building’s upgrades.  This work will continue through the 
spring semester.

In order to get the project started quickly to take advantage 
of lower material and labor costs over the summer, a signifi -
cant portion of the project was fi nanced through an internal 
University loan.  So, although construction is completed, the 
fundraising for the project continues.  For information on how 
to give to the project, visit www.aem.umn.edu/giving.



The above list includes all donati ons made during 2009-2010.  For more informati on on giving or alumni involvement opportuniti es, please visit our web 
page at www.aem.umn.edu/alumni or contact Kathy Peters-Martell (kpeters@umn.edu) in the CSE Deans Offi  ce.
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From the 
Development 

Offi  ce
The end of the calendar year is a good ti me to refl ect on our grati tude for 
the many ways our alumni, faculty and friends support AEM with donati ons 
of ti me, talents and fi nancial resources.  This generosity conti nues to en-
hance our rigorous academic program and support our amazing students, 
faculty and the research acti viti es that led to our incredible fourth place 
ranking in the Nati onal Research Council Assessment of Doctoral Research 
Programs.

In additi on to the AEM Strategic Initi ati ve Fund, the AEM Excellence Fund, 
and the many specifi c funds that support the department, I would like to 
menti on two important new giving opportuniti es for anyone thinking of 
making a gift  to the department – the Akerman Hangar Renovati on Fund 
and the AEM Alumni Scholarship Fund.

The AEM Alumni Scholarship as noted in a separate arti cle in this newslet-
ter is the newest endowed scholarship fund for our students.  It is part of a 
University program that will match the scholarship amount awarded each 
year, eff ecti vely doubling the impact for the student recipient.  The larger 
the principal of the fund (thanks to additi onal gift s by other alumni, faculty 
and friends), the larger the annual award and match.  

If you are thinking about a way to support the Aerospace Engineering and 
Mechanics department, I encourage you to consider one of these funds. 
Gift s of all sizes benefi t the department.  Your support is greatly appreci-
ated.

Kathy Peters-Martell
Sr. Development Offi  cer
College of Science and Engineering
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The department of Aerospace Engineering and Mechanics thanks the alumni, friends and businesses that donate their fi nancial support, ti me, and talents 
to furthering our mission.  This supports the opportuniti es and growth of students in our graduate and undergraduate programs.

Hangar Donors
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3M
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Yvonne and Chris Bretoi

In memory of Remus Bretoi
J. Leonard Frame
William Garrard
Thomas Schwartzentruber



Aerospace Engineering and Mechanics
University of Minnesota
107 Akerman Hall 110 Union St S
Minneapolis, MN 55455

Left to right, Elliott Bishop, Bob Wiplinger and Ryan Nordell in 
front of their fl ying machine.
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The glider as it fl ew 207 feet before crashing into the river.

ing faculty and students who are international leaders in their 
areas,” said Prof. Gary Balas, the head of the Department.

University Provost Thomas E. Sullivan also praised the accom-
plishments of the Aerospace Engineering and Mechanics fac-
ulty. “At the University, we are very proud of the signifi cant 
progress in national reputation that we have seen for the 
Aerospace Engineering and Mechanics Department.  This rec-

ognizes our outstanding faculty and the contributions 
they have made to the fi eld of aerospace engineer-
ing and mechanics.  The new NRC ranking reinforces 
the outstanding research and teaching that are core 
to the department.  I congratulate our colleagues on 
this wonderful recognition and achievement.”

NRC continued.

NOTE: As of July 1st, 2010 the Insti tute of Technology’s name was changed to 
the College of Science and Engineering.


