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As dean of the University of Georgia College of Engineering, I have the honor of 
seeing fi rst-hand the inspiring commitment of our faculty, staff  and students. 
Thank you for all the amazing ways you are helping the College build strong 
and vibrant communities of learning, discovery, and innovation.

This past year saw the College build on its tremendous momentum in ways 
that will shape our program for years to come.

Our college elevated its commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion through 
a series of new initiatives. These eff orts include the creation of a new Diversity 
and Inclusion Plan and the allocation of funds to support strategic recruiting. 
We also established the Equity Engineers Council, a new student-led group that’s empowered to identify and 
address challenges faced by underrepresented students.  And we are pleased to welcome Dr. Sonia Garcia in 
her new role as Assistant Dean for Undergraduate Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion.  She will be working closely 
with our team in Student Success and across campus to further enhance our eff orts.   

We completed the second phase of the renovation of the Driftmier Engineering Center, expanding the state-
of-art facilities available to our students for collaboration, design work and teamwork. 

Our research capacity expanded signifi cantly with the opening of the university’s Interdisciplinary STEM 
Building 1. College of Engineering faculty and student researchers will occupy 40% of this 100,000-square-
foot building, which features fl exible, open lab spaces designed to promote collaboration.

Our graduates continue to enjoy strong career placement rates and the highest median starting salaries of any 
School or College on campus. Likewise, 2021 was a year of signifi cant growth in our graduate program and our 
development and corporate partnership eff orts. 

It’s my distinct pleasure to welcome you to our annual Celebration of Excellence. I want to sincerely thank you 
for your work in our classrooms, in our labs, and in your service to the people of Georgia and beyond. 

Donald J. Leo, Ph.D.
Dean & UGA Foundation Professor in Engineering
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WELCOME
Donald J. Leo, Ph.D.

Dean & UGA Foundation Professor in Engineering

AWARDS & RECOGNITION
John Brocato, Master of Ceremony

Lecturer in Technical Communications and Chair, Honorifics Committee

Merit Award for Service
Porsche Chen

Merit Award for Research
Steven Binder

Merit Award for Athletics
Isabella Ponzi

Academic Excellence Awards
Matthew Bowen, Agricultural Engineering

Austin Stack, Biochemical Engineering
Braxton Goodnight, Biological Engineering

John “Jack” Froistad, Civil Engineering
A.J. Tuttle, Computer Systems Engineering

Ashley Galanti, Electrical Engineering
Quinn O’Brien, Environmental Engineering

Chair’s Award for Excellence - Best Personal Statement
Abena Agyekum-Boateng, CMB

Muhammad Zafar, ECE
Ayonica Bhattacharya, ECAM

Dean’s Award for Academic Excellence
Shruti Bhagat

University of Georgia Presidential Award of Excellence
Grant Bilderback and Jessica Drewke

Award for Excellence in Graduate Student Teaching
Manjyot Kaur Chug

Brahm Verma Award for Academic and Leadership Excellence
Baviththira Suganthan

Award for Excellence in Graduate Research
Samuel Hartness

Omar El-Hajj
Clint Morris

CLOSING REMARKS
Dean Leo
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The College of Engineering Undergraduate Merit Awards for Service, Research, and Athletics honor students who demonstrate a strong 
work ethic inside and outside the classroom. These students exceed expectations as set forth by instructors, professors, staff and coaches.

Merit Awards of Excellence

Porsche Chen

Porsche Chen has made her mark on the UGA College of Engineering and the Athens 
community through her commitment to service. An active member of the Society of 
Women Engineers, she helped plan and coordinate the distribution of care packages for 
the homeless community in Athens. As SWE's vice president of outreach, she connected 
the chapter with Divas Who Win, a local non-profit that supports women who have 
experienced addiction. Porsche also serves as the inaugural co-lead of the Equity Engineers 
Council, a new leadership organization that assists in the recruitment, retention and 
success of historically underrepresented students in the College of Engineering.

Merit Award for Service

Steven Binder

Steven Binder is working to develop a belowground sensor that measures root width 
profiles. An electrical engineering student, he is a member of Dr. Mable Fok's WAVE Lab 
and he collaborates closely with Dr. Alexander Bucksch in UGA's Warnell School of Forestry. 
His work has already generated two peer-reviewed international conference papers as first 
author. He was invited to provide a full presentation of his research at the 2021 North 
American Plant Phenotyping Network Annual conference.

Merit Award for Research

Isabella Ponzi

Toughness, discipline and commitment describe Bella Ponzi's approach to both her play on 
the University of Georgia's soccer team and to her studies in civil engineering. A starting 
midfielder, Bella has been a steady presence for the Bulldogs during her four years in 
Athens. In addition to being a leader on the pitch, she was tapped by coaches to lead off-
season conditioning sessions and to serve as a link between players and the coaching staff. 
While excelling in the classroom, Bella also devoted her technical skills to a non-profit 
organization that designs and creates sustainable and green infrastructure for villages in 
rural Guatemala that lack basic essentials.

Merit Award for Athletics
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Awards for Academic Excellence

The College of Engineering Undergraduate Awards for Academic Excellence recognize one senior student from each degree program 
who has demonstrated exemplary performance in upper-level engineering coursework. 

Chair’s Award for Excellence

Abena Agyekum-Boateng 
School of Chemical, Materials & 

Biomedical Engineering

Muhammad Zafar 
School of Electrical and Computer 

Engineering

Ayonica Bhattacharya 
School of Environmental, Civil, Agricultural 

and Mechanical Engineering

The Chair’s Award for Excellence - Best Personal Statement is presented to a student in each of the College’s three schools in recognition 
of the high quality of the student’s personal statement submitted for application to their major in the College of Engineering.

The Dean’s Award for Academic Excellence in Early Student Achievement is presented to the students who have the highest ranked 

academic credentials at the time they are admitted to their major in the College of Engineering at the University of Georgia.

Shruti Bhagat 
Biological Engineering

Dean’s Award for Academic Excellence

University of Georgia College of Engineering

Matthew Bowen 
Agricultural Engineering

Austin Stack 
Biochemical Engineering

Braxton Goodnight 
Biological Engineering

Jack Froistad 
Civil Engineering

Alexander James Tuttle 
Computer Systems Engineering

Ashley Galanti 
Electrical and Electronics Engineering

Quinn O’Brien 
Environmental Engineering

The Presidential Award of Excellence is awarded to undergraduate students in their final year of study who have demonstrated 
outstanding academic achievement, strong extracurricular involvement, and service to and involvement in their respective school or 

college. Students selected for this award exemplify the best of UGA’s undergraduate student body.

Grant Bilderback Jessica Drewke
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Baviththira Suganthan
Ph.D. Candidate, Biological Engineering

Baviththira Suganthan is developing biosensor platforms that could be used to quickly 
detect bacterial cells in clinical, food, and environmental samples. She believes this 
technology has the potential to improve health care and food safety around the world. 
Working toward her Ph.D. in biological engineering under the advisement of Dr. Ramaraja 
Ramasamy, Baviththira has published four manuscripts in high-impact, peer-reviewed 
academic journals, including two papers as first author. She is currently working on two 
projects as a first-author and she is involved in several other projects as a co-author. 

Established in honor of longtime University of Georgia engineering faculty member Brahm Verma, this award 
recognizes an outstanding graduate student for excellence in academics and leadership. Recipients are selected based 

on a combination of their academic performance, their research, their activity in professional societies, and their 
demonstrated leadership abilities.

Brahm P. Verma Award for Academic 
and Leadership Excellence

Award for Excellence in Graduate Student Teaching

Manjyot Kaur Chug
Ph.D. Candidate, Biological Engineering

The Award for Excellence in Graduate Student Teaching honors graduate students who have demonstrated superior 
teaching skills and commitment to high-quality instruction related to the engineering program. 

University of Georgia College of Engineering

Since joining the UGA College of Engineering, Manjyot Kaur Chug has worked to become an 
effective and innovate teacher. Her first teaching experience came as a graduate mentor 
to undergraduate researchers. The confidence she gained in this role prepared Manjyot 
to work with her mentor, Dr. Elizabeth Brisbois, to co-design a course and mentor 21 
biological and biochemical engineering students. Brisbois says Manjyot possesses a vision 
for the potential of biomedical engineering, demonstrates a committed and driven attitude 
for her work, and actively seeks to engage with the community. 



The University of Georgia College of Engineering Excellence in Graduate Research Award annually recognizes graduate 
students in our three Schools for the quality of their research as demonstrated by student success in the publication of 

their work in prestigious, highly cited international journals.

Award for Excellence in Graduate Student Research

Samuel Hartness 
“Dependence of Biofuel Ignition Chemistry on OH-Initiated Branching Fractions”

Frontiers
Principal Investigator: Brandon Rotavera, Ph.D.

Omar El-Hajj 
“Two-stage aerosol formation in low-temperature combustion”

Fuel
Principal Investigator: Rawad Saleh, Ph.D.

Clint Morris 
“Self-Supervised Deep Learning Framework for Anomaly Detection in Traffic Data”

 Journal of Transportation Engineering – Part A
Principal Investigator: Jidong Yang, Ph.D.
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