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Traveling Light
Photojournalism Professor Dr. Tommy Xie 
trains students for life in today’s media.

Immersion
Students travel to Ecuador and the 
Dominican Republic to be of service.

Toward the Common Good
Fairfield’s new master of social work  
aims to serve communities.

Engineering the Future
Celebrating its silver anniversary,  
the School of Engineering is  
hardwired to change the world. 

School of Engineering

Celebrating Years
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School of Engineering

Celebrating Years
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by Jeannine (Carolan) Graf ’87

Proud Past, 
Bright Future

left: (l-r) Emmett Godfrey ’20, Peter Wihbey ’20, and Jack Callanan ’20 at work in the Mechanical 
Engineering lab.
above: BEI engineers on a survey, circa 1941, as photographed on the cover of a promotional 
flyer for Bridgeport Engineering Institute.

Celebrations are underway to mark the silver 
anniversary of engineering at Fairfield.

T he Bridgeport Engineering Institute 
(BEI) may go down in history as the 
only engineering school ever to have 

been founded at the request of a single student. 
The year was 1924 and the student, George 

F. Quale, was studying engineering in 
Bridgeport Connecticut. Courses in mechani-
cal engineering were offered at the YMCA 
as part of a satellite program started during 
World War I by Northeastern University 
(then called Northeastern College), to eve-
ning students in factory towns throughout 
Massachusetts and Connecticut.

Quale was just a few credits shy of his  
diploma when the bad news came: 
Northeastern was closing down the program. 
He approached one of his engineering in-
structors, Arthur Keating, PhD, for assistance. 
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Faculty members and students worked side-
by-side during the day in local factories 
and businesses, and studied together in the 
evenings. Often, workplace issues led to real-
world problem solving in the classrooms.

Dr. Keating responded with more than 
simply an offer to tutor Quale and two 
classmates (Thomas A. Pawlikowski and 
Norman V. Rutan). With an initial invest-
ment of $1,000, he founded the Bridgeport 
Engineering Institute (BEI), became its presi-
dent – a role he held from 1924 until 1970, 
and conferred the Institute’s first diplomas to 
his inaugural class of three.

BEI’s first board of directors – represent-
ing local industries like General Electric, 
Bridgeport Brass Company, and Bullard 
Machine Tool Company – voted that the 
school should incur no debt and operate on 
funds from tuition only. With no capital ex-
penditures, BEI’s part-time, evening program 
of study began its nomadic existence in a va-
riety of rented classroom spaces.

By 1926, the school had 16 faculty mem-
bers and an annual budget of $10,000. 
Faculty members and students worked side-
by-side during the day in local factories 
and businesses, and studied together in the 

evenings. Often, workplace issues led to real-
world problem solving in the classrooms. 
Over time, BEI grew to a peak enrollment of 
1,000 students. 

But by the 1980s, enrollment was declining. 
Deep cuts to defense spending and the mi-
gration of heavy industry out of Connecticut 
were partly to blame. Computer and robot-
ics technologies were advancing and tuition 
alone could no longer support equipment 
updates. Having spent decades jumping from 
temporary classrooms around Bridgeport to 
rented spaces in the town of Fairfield, BEI 
entered the 1990s in search of both financial 
and geographic stability.

A s it turned out, the Jesuits next door 
were taking notice of the unique, 
hard-working “college without 
walls” just down Barlow Road. In 

early 1994, local newspapers reported that ap-
provals for a merger had come from both the 
BEI and Fairfield University boards of trustees. 

Effective August 1, the officially named BEI 
School of Engineering of Fairfield University 
made its final move… to Stag country. 

With former BEI president William 
Krummel, PhD, as its first dean, Fairfield’s new 
engineering school settled into 8,000 square 
feet on the second floor of McAuliffe Hall for its 
offices, labs, technical library, and a study area 
with a wall of BEI memorabilia that included a 
picture of BEI founder Arthur Keating. 

left: Students solder connections on a 
printed circuit board in the Electrical 
Engineering lab.

above: Bioengineering students take 
measurements and interpret data from 
living things.

at right from top: Joseph Resca ’21 
competes in this year’s Walk on Water 
competition. Instructor Dominic 
Figueredo’s “STEM of Guitar” class is 
one of the most popular in the School of 
Engineering.
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Using classroom space across campus, the 
part-time, evening program of study contin-
ued to serve working, non-traditional stu-
dents whose median age was 29. 

On Sunday, May 21, 1995, Dr. Krummel 
proudly read the 30 names of the first graduating 
class of Fairfield’s BEI School of Engineering, as 
they joined students from the University’s other 
undergraduate schools on Bellarmine Lawn for 
Commencement exercises.

Afterwards, at a smaller ceremony outside 
of McAuliffe Hall, faculty and staff continued 
a unique decades-long BEI tradition for the 
engineering graduates and their families: di-
plomas were presented to spouses, children, 
friends, and supervisors in recognition of the 
support they had provided to each new grad-
uate during what was typically six to eight 
years of study.

“This is not a traditional school, because 
of the part-time study that’s involved,” Dr. 
Krummel told the engineers. “You can’t do 
the work without some type of support.”

T asked to “graft the essence” of BEI 
to the Fairfield academic com-
munity, Evangelos Hadjimichael, 
PhD, replaced Dr. Krummel as 

dean in the summer of 1995. Dr. Hadjimichael 
had come to Fairfield in 1967 with a doctor-
ate in theoretical nuclear physics, and had 
most recently served as chair of the physics 
department. In his 15-year tenure as dean, Dr. 
Hadjimichael oversaw the introduction of the 
engineering school’s first full-time undergrad-
uate and master’s degree programs. 

 In 2010, Dr. Hadjimichael returned to 
his work in the classroom and research lab, 
recommending that his colleague Jack Beal, 
PhD, a professor of physics and computer 
engineering, replace him as interim dean. It 
was with Dr. Beal’s encouragement that two 
mechanical engineering professors, Ryan 
Munden, PhD, and Shanon Reckinger, PhD, 
launched the first Walk on Water challenge 
in 2012. The fall competition remains a 
rite of passage for all first-year engineering 
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students, and has become a much-anticipated 
annual spectator event on campus.

In the Walk on Water competition, stu-
dent teams are challenged to design a device 
that will allow them to travel the length of 
the RecPlex swimming pool in a walking or 
running motion above water. Over the years, 
students have raced one another – to the 
boisterous cheers of classmates and friends – 
on everything from a human hamster wheel, 
to muffin tin shoes, to a paddled device that 
used recycled bicycle parts.

Following a national search, Bruce 
Berdanier, PhD, was named dean of the engi-
neering school in 2013. Under Dr. Berdanier’s 

direction, undergraduate programs were re-
configured and redefined, dual BS/MS engi-
neering programs were introduced, and inter-
national recruitment for graduate programs 
was jumpstarted. 

The School of Engineering relocated its 
offices and the bulk of its classrooms and 
labs from McAuliffe Hall to the Bannow 
Science Center in 2014, and a new materials 

characterization lab was unveiled. Partnering 
with Servo Robot, Sikorsky, FAA, IBM, 
Saugatuck Electric, and Landsdowne Labs, 
an ongoing  Professional Development Series 
was launched for SOE undergraduates, and 
applied research projects were expanded.

Continuing in BEI’s “classroom without 
walls” tradition, the SOE sent its first Baja 
Buggy team to a national competition, hosted 
its first-ever regional robotics competition in 
Alumni Hall, and dispatched volunteers from 
its Engineers Without Borders group to work 
on a water purification project in Bolivia. 

Shortly before Dr. Berdanier stepped 
down after five years of service to Fairfield 
University, he reaffirmed his belief in the 
boundless opportunities for engineering edu-
cation, and asked his SOE colleagues, “How 
will we go forward?”

left: Dean Richard Heist, PhD 

above: Andrew Judge, PhD, oversees the 
Senior Design Project of Julia McManus ’17,  
Alison Jago ’17, Pinal Soni ’18, and Ethan 
Olmstead ’18.

right: Kaitlyn Nelson ’19 and Katherine 
Unfried ’19 prepare the Baja Buggy for race 
day. Computer Science majors Hemant 
Maheshwari ’21 and Aaron Banson ’21.
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T he Fairfield University School 
of Engineering answered that 
question the way it has from the 
start – by adapting to the chang-

ing world, reinventing itself to best serve its 
students, and innovating new ways to be of 
service to humanity. 

In response to the stronger than ever de-
mand for data scientists, the SOE launched 
an interdisciplinary MS in Applied Data 
Science program last year. 

A new state-of-the-art cybersecurity lab 
opened in the SOE this semester, and the 
school’s newest software engineering certifi-
cates include specializations in: Cybersecurity, 
Data Science and Big Data Technologies, 
Network Technology, and Web and Mobile 
Application Development.

Under the new leadership of Dean Richard 

Heist, PhD, a growing cadre of SOE faculty is 
pursuing applied research in the cutting-edge 
areas of artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, 
data science, nano/micro materials, advanced 
simulation and analysis, and bioinformatics, to 
name a few.

When asked to envision Fairfield’s School 
of Engineering 25 years from now, Dean Heist 
looked into his crystal ball and saw a bright 
future, “The next quarter century will bring a 
‘sea-change,’” he predicted. “The number of 
faculty and engineering students will increase 
substantially.”

Predicting a new facility for engineering in the 
future, Dean Heist continued, “Bioengineering, 
as it continues to grow and mature, will occupy 
a significant portion of the building, as will 
applied research involving nano/micro-sized 
materials, smart materials and composites. 

Robotics, machine learning, and AI-related ap-
plied research involving faculty, students and 
industry professionals will also occupy a signifi-
cant portion of the SOE building. Cyber-related 
research will be a major focus and will represent 
both programmatic and an applied research 
focus, which will help support the Connecticut 
— and the greater Northeast — cyber-industry.”

Fairfield launched the celebration of the 
School of Engineering’s 25th anniversary 
during National Engineers Week, with a half-
dozen events planned by student engineering 
clubs on campus. The anniversary will also 
be recognized at the induction ceremony of 
the Engineering Honor Society, Tau Beta Phi, 
in March, and at the Engineering Student 
Achievement Awards Ceremony in May. 
Plans for fall initiatives are underway; please 
visit fairfield.edu/soe for updates. lF

“Cyber-related research will be a major focus 
and will represent both programmatic and an 
applied research focus, which will help support 
the Connecticut — and the greater Northeast — 
cyber-industry.”
Richard Heist, PhD, Dean of the School of Engineering




