Building Future Engineers

By Christina Swanson

   The crowd was hushed and the excitement high as Corps employees, engineering sponsors and student participants watched which “bridge” would be the last standing in the lobby of the Prudential Building.  Student teams from area high schools added sand to buckets held by their carefully created Popsicle stick truss bridges in a test of strength and design.  

   More than 75 area high school students got the chance to be introduced to engineering as a possible career at the Jacksonville District’s second annual Engineering Career Day in honor of National Engineers Week.    Twelve public and private schools from Nassau, St. Johns, Clay and Duval Counties selected students with an interest in engineering to gain exposure through a technical problem solving competition, interactions with people who have chosen engineering as a profession, and presentations by leaders in the field of engineering.

    “It was amazing to see how much weight a bridge made from Popsicle sticks could hold,” said one observer during the competition.  And hold they did, up to 78 pounds worth of sand.  The winning team for this activity, as well as for the entire event, was four sophomores from Bishop Kenney High School.  They not only won the take home water treatment design and the strongest truss competitions, but the James. L. Garland Trophy for the highest overall score.  Their chemistry teacher-sponsor, Susan Suarez, couldn’t be more proud of Cameron Crews, Brian Drilling, Brendan Walker and Andrea Toledo.

   “I can’t begin to tell you how excited my students have been and how much they have benefited from the Engineering Career Day,” said Suarez.  “The entire event was a great learning experience that began two weeks before the actual day with their “home” water purification project having them try various methods, from using a bike air pump, to a special combination of chemicals,” said Suarez.  The truss exercise was especially beneficial because it made them think on their feet and observe how different designs would support varying weights.  More importantly, all four of them are seriously considering becoming engineers.”

   “I have thought about engineering as a career, but am now hooked on the idea,” said Bishop Kenney student Cameron Crews.  “It was exciting trying various designs, being able to talk to engineers and get their ideas, and realize the type of work and need for civil and mechanical engineers,” Crews said.

   Crews and other area students not only got some real time engineering problems to solve but also got the chance to interact with engineers from the Corps and various firms while creating their projects, during a special continental breakfast and “lunch with an engineer” and while viewing engineering exhibits.  Approximately 170 persons attended the event that had everyone caught up in the students’ excitement.

   “It was exciting to see so much interest and the expression on their faces as the students concentrated to complete the truss competition,” said one of the judges, Lt. Col. Randy Turner, Jacksonville Deputy District Engineer.  “It was a great idea to host such an event that exposes students to the engineering field.”  Another participant and last year’s chairperson, Joe Tavares, said, “The good thing is we are getting a lot of these kids as freshmen and sophomores and they are thinking early about careers in engineering and the like.  We had a very enthusiastic and eager participation.”

   Other certificate winners included students from Explorer Post 671 for the best resale project and Ridgeview High Schoolers for the loudest explosion award (which were spot gag awards).  Children and dependents of Corps employees who were not on school teams also banded together to compete during the event.  Joyce Fouche’s son, Ryan, competing individually, was honored for developing the most creative solution to the water treatment problem.

   All of this was made possible with the support of The Society of American Military Engineers (SAME), the Student Chapter of the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) at the University of North Florida, and some dedicated Jacksonville District employees.  All the event’s activities were created by Corps employees.  Tamela Kinsey, Project Management, developed the water treatment and distribution project; Daniel Davis, Construction-Operations Division, devised the Popsicle-stick truss building competition and a take-home test was written by Earl Wagner, Tim Willadsen, and Scott Roberts, Engineering Division.  Competition judges included a prestigious group:  LTC Randy Turner - Deputy District Engineer, USACE Jacksonville District; CDR Van  Dobson, CEC - Executive Officer, NAVFAC Engineering Activity Southeast; Len Scullion, P.E. - Vice President, CH2MHill, Inc.; Doug Ayars, P.E. - Asst. Superintendent Facilities Services, Duval County Public Schools; Wayne Reed, P.E. - President R-A-M Professional Group; Bill Price - President, Civil Services, Inc.; Neal Coulter, Ph.D - Dean, UNF College of Engineering, Computing, and Construction; Dawn Blackledge - President, Aerostar Environmental Service, Inc.; and Steve Duba, P.E - Chief, Engineering Division, USACE Jacksonville District.

   SAME also provided an opportunity for its sustaining member firms to assist in funding the activities by allowing them to set up exhibit booths so that their employees could interact with the students and showcase the talents of each individual company.  The firms who took advantage of this opportunity were R S & H, Prosser Hallock, JEA, PBS&J, HDR, Hesco Bastion USA, England, Thims & Miller, Inc., Tetra Tech,  Stanley Consultants, Weston Solutions, Applied Technology & Management, Aerostar, and The R-A-M Professional Group.  The SAME Jacksonville Post and the Navy Civil Engineer Corps also provided booths.

   Also contributing to making this year’s event a success were Corps employees Mike Presley (chairperson), Kevin Salvilla, Stacey Humphreys, Carlos Clarke, Heather Burke, David Moody, Olice Williams, Janae Ball, Michael Lyons, Christina Swanson and Melissa Reynolds.  

   The event culminated with closing remarks from Col. Robert Carpenter, Jacksonville District Engineer, and a presentation by Gary Dahlke from NASA, who is assigned to orbiter mechanical systems engineering for the Space Shuttle.   As one “lunch with an engineer” participant, Richard Ryan, summed up, the entire experience benefited students, teacher, sponsors and Corps employees alike.  “Everyone, the students, advisers, teachers and sponsors were pleased,” said Ryan.  “These types of events give us a good deal of satisfaction."
