
Stephanie Willerth is a rare find in the world of engineering. 
First, she’s female in a field that draws mostly men. Second, she’s 
working in one of the most innovative and rapidly advancing 
engineering disciplines—biomedical engineering. She is the 
first biomedical engineer to be recruited to UVic and holds a joint 
appointment in the Faculty of Engineering and the Division of 
Medical Sciences.

“When I arrived in 2010,” she recalls, “I realized at my first 
engineering lecture that I was standing in front of class of nearly all 
men, which is pretty much how it is in engineering programs.”

But Willerth says that UVic’s launch this fall of an undergraduate 
degree in biomedical engineering is an astute decision, and one she 
had a big hand in making happen by helping craft the curriculum.

“Women tend to be more attracted to biomedical engineering,” she 
says. “In fact the numbers are almost the reverse for that discipline 
than for traditional engineering programs. Other institutions 
that have launched a biomedical engineering program find 
female enrollment is around 70 per cent—a big difference from 
traditional engineering programs which tend to be something like 
90 per cent men.”

Her research area is equally pioneering. Willerth and her research 
assistant, biology undergrad Kathleen Kolehmainen, recently 
published a groundbreaking methodology for developing stem 

cells in a three-dimensional state in the Journal of Visualized 
Experiments which was published as a video on jove.com as well in 
printed form. 

Willerth’s research uses adult stem cells engineered to behave like 
embryonic stem cells. “It means we can avoid the ethical concerns 
surrounding embryonic stem cells while still accessing these 
treasure troves of leading-edge cell technology.”

The most obvious outcomes of these innovations is that science is 
closer to creating the ideal circumstances for creating organs that 
can one day be transplanted in patients who need replacements.

“The pharmaceutical sector is also very interested in this kind of 
science because it also means they can test drugs using stem cells 
seeded in 3D gels which mimic bio-engineered organs and avoid 
the equally controversial and expensive practice of testing drugs  
on live animals.”

So why does Willerth think that women are more attracted to 
biomedical engineering? “Because they can see the impact on 
human health that you might not get in electrical or mechanical 
engineering,” she says. “It’s also appealing because you can use the 
training to apply to medical school, so you also get more options 
after graduation.” 

by Phil Saunders 
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NEW UNDERGRADUATE 
PROGRAM

Willerth (l) and Kolehmainen

A new Biomedical Engineering undergraduate 
degree is in the final approval stages with 
the BC Ministry of Advanced Education. Once 
approved, students will be able to enter the first 
or second year of the program this September. 

Biomedical engineers develop medical systems 
and products such as artificial organs, prostheses, 
medical instruments and information systems. 
The increasing use of sophisticated engineering 
technology in medical therapy and diagnostics, 
and the evolving requirement for higher quality 
care at a lower cost, is driving the growing demand 
for biomedical engineers. 

Graduates of this program will have a strong 
foundation in the core disciplines of electrical 
or mechanical engineering and will be able 
to pursue careers in a wide range of areas 
including in particular the health related fields: 
medical instrumentation, prosthetics, clinical 
engineering, medical imaging, or assistive 
technology. For more information, go to www.
uvic.ca/engineering (click on “programs”)



Tzanatakis

The Faculty of Engineering 
strives to deliver the best 
possible programs for our 
students. On the cover 
of this issue, you’ll read 
about a new Biomedical 
Engineering degree 
slated for this fall. A new 
Civil Engineering degree 
program is also in the 
final approval stage, and 
will accept students into 

first year this fall. Watch for more information on this degree 
program in future issue of EngineeRing.

The beginning of 2012 saw the successful renewal of the Natural 
Sciences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC) Chair in 
Design Engineering held by Peter Wild, Mechanical Engineer, 
for a second five-year term. NSERC established the design chair 
program in 2000 to strengthen design-engineering activities 
within Canadian universities. During the renewal period, Dr. Wild 
and his team plan to build a design component into all four years 
of the engineering curriculum to ensure that our students have 
the skills they need to succeed in modern industry.

As alumni, you know firsthand that our students learn from faculty 
who are at the forefront of their disciplines. Our faculty are the 
backbone of our programs and help our school earn international 
recognition. The 2011 QS World University Rankings placed our 
Electrical and Computer Engineering department eighth in Canada 
in the top 200 electrical engineering programs globally, out of the 
top 700 universities selected for rankings (from a pool of more 
than 7,000 universities worldwide). For research citations, the 
department ranked second nationally, reflecting the excellence of 
our faculty and the quality of their research.

From September 2012 to June 2013, UVic will celebrate its 50th 
anniversary and you are invited to help mark this milestone in 
UVic’s history. UVic is gearing up for a host of celebrations and I 
encourage Engineering alumni to participate as we engage with 
our past and look to the future. The anniversary website (www.
uvic.ca/anniversary) is your first stop for information about the 
many celebrations planned at UVic and how you can get involved. 

Be sure to mark your calendars for UVic’s inaugural Homecoming 
weekend, Sept. 28-30, and plan to come back to campus. UVic 
Engineering will host Ideas that Change the World, a TED-
talk-inspired day of presentations by speakers who are truly 
outstanding in communicating ideas that change the world. I 
encourage you to join us.

Tom Tiedje 
Ph.D., FRSC, P.Eng.

MESSAGE FROM THE DEAN Entrepreneurship 
program breeds 
success 
When musician, author and broadcaster Jann 
Arden wanted to tap into social media to boost 
exposure for her new book Falling Backwards, 
she turned to YUPIQ, a Victoria-based company 
that evolved directly from research by 2011 
Master’s in Engineering alumni Logan Volkers, 
Will Fraser, Torben Werner and Jeff Crowe. 

“On the emotional rollercoaster of creating and 
launching a business, that was definitely a high,” says Volkers thinking back on the experience.

YUPIQ came out of a unique program that integrates engineering and business in one master’s degree. Led by 
ECE faculty member Ted Darcie, the Engineering Entrepreneurship@UVic program offers engineering masters 
students entrepreneurship training, guidance and mentorship as they develop their own companies. YUPIQ is 
the first company to be launched through the program, now in its third year. A second team of students is in the 
product incubation stage, and a third has completed their initial eight months of coursework. A fourth team 
will begin their 20-month journey this September.

“From the outset the goal was to create a business,” Volkers says. “The experience of doing a business plan and then 
implementing it was unique, and the result has meant we are all working hard at a real business after graduation.”

Last fall, Volkers was singled out among the hundreds of students participating in the Mitacs Accelerate 
program by winning a commercialization award for his research analyzing Internet television viewer data. 
The project led to the launch of YUPIQ, which focuses on helping businesses use social media and Internet 
technology to increase exposure and sales.

“The Engineering Entrepreneurship@UVic program has been instrumental in helping us get to where we are 
today,” said Fraser, now the marketing director at YUPIQ. “We are pleased to be the first example of success 
stemming from this program, none of which would have been possible without all the working parts—from 
the leadership and advisors, to training and office space. It’s been a great opportunity.”

YUPIQ is now working with two other musicians to promote upcoming releases and have started working with 
an organics and an energy drink company to leverage their product in a social media environment.

“The key is to get people to use a product and then share it with their network and measure the results.” 
Volkers says. “The internet provides much more opportunity to do that, and marketers are starting to realize the 
opportunities that exist there, and that is where our success has been.” 

by Phil Saunders

 

Homecoming 2012 
UVic’s inaugural Homecoming designed specifically for alumni is slated for this September and the Faculty of 
Engineering will be there. On Saturday, Sept. 29, UVic Engineering will host a full-day of TED-type talks that will 
showcase how engineering and computer science are central to our society and an incubator for revolutionary new 
ideas. We want you to be a part of it.

This one-day event will present speakers who are truly outstanding in communicating leading-edge insights and 
ideas that will change the world. 

If you have an idea for a speaker or a topic please submit it to www.uvic.ca/engineering/homecoming.php 
 This website is your first stop for information about the event. Check back often as speakers and details will be 
updated right up to the Homecoming weekend. We hope to see you there!

Be a part of  
Ideas that will change the world

Minister of State (Science and Technology) Gary Goodyear (r) presents 
Volkers with the award last November in Ottawa.



Game on
One of the obstacles to First Nations communities being well-informed about the treaty process is the complex 
language of land claims. Computer science researchers and students, in collaboration with UVic’s anthropology 
department, have helped a First Nations organization come up with a fun way to learn—through a video game.

In the game, players discover the meanings of key terms and concepts in treaty negotiations. Through traditional 
stories and place names spoken by community elders, they learn about the cultural significance of the land for the 
Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group (HTG)—a BC-based First Nations organization in Ladysmith.

The HTG had already developed a popular board game on the topic when they approached UVic about converting it 
into a video game. Faculty in computer science and anthropology designed a graduate-level course where students in 
both departments could work together to create a game that would address the needs of the First Nations group in a 
culturally respectful and informed way.

The game provides a unique interactive experience for learning the Coast Salish cultural landscape of southeast 
Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands. Players “travel” to culturally significant places, experiencing traditional 
knowledge through video, audio, detailed maps and photographs. They see and hear elders such as Joey Caro talk 
about place names and tell the stories behind them.

“Everyone is on computers these days,” says Caro, 
communications director at the HTG and creator of 
the original board game. “A video game is a fun way 
to teach our community about the treaty process 
and provide information about the land, uses of the 
land and historic place names associated with the 
land.” Caro wants the video game to be accessible to 
everyone in the First Nations community and beyond.

by Anne MacLaurin 

The video game is available online at:  
web.uvic.ca/~htg

Students one step closer to space launch
A group of 20 dedicated engineering students are designing and building an operational nano-satellite as their entry into 
the Canadian Satellite Design Challenge. If UVic’s ECOSat team wins the competition this fall, their satellite will be launched 
into orbit next year. 

 “I am very proud of this team,” says project manager Nigel Syrotuck, a third-year mechanical engineering student. “The 
group stepped into this competition without any aerospace engineering background whatsoever, and through hard work 
and ingenuity, have developed a detailed plan to build UVic’s first satellite.”

The nano-satellite is the size of a 2L milk carton, but once in orbit it will act as a functioning OSCAR (an Orbital Satellite 
Carrying Amateur Radio) to bounce the amateur radio signals of HAM operators worldwide.

The satellite’s secondary objective is to measure the properties of pyrolytic graphite in zero-gravity. Because diamagnetic 
materials repel magnets, testing pyrolytic graphite in space could reveal possible applications for advanced technology.

Under the direction of mechanical engineering professor Afzal Suleman, the team placed fourth in the critical design 
review in February and is working hard toward a first-place 
finish in October. They’ll need to beat out the remaining nine 
teams of the twelve from across Canada that entered the 
competition in the fall of 2010.

The ECOSat team is working on the satellite project on top of their 
full engineering course load, but Syrotuck says the rewards are well 
worth the sleepless nights. “This experience will stick with the team 
members for the rest of their lives, as I know it will with me.” 

by Roxane Kelly

 

Grad student goes  
undercover to combat 
internet fraud
A virtual flood is on the rise. There’s a growing “water-army” of 
online posters at work who earn their name by flooding websites 
with fake comments and paid endorsements in an orchestrated 
deluge. And now a UVic graduate student wants to ensure that 
you don’t take a bath from their cyber confidence tricks.

Cheng Chen is a second-year computer science master’s student. 
With his co-supervisors and co-authors, Drs. Kui Wu and 
Venkatesh Srinivasan, Chen is developing a systematic approach 
to detect these hidden posters.

To fully understand the behavioral patterns of the online 
“water-army”, Chen went underground and became a paid poster 
himself. Posing as one of the legion of unemployed students or 
underemployed workers in China who sign on with PR firms, 
Chen got a job. 

“There are many, many tasks, and you can choose any of them. 
Every task is to post something,” says Chen. “Sometimes you 
post to forums to say good things about products, or you post 
comments to blogs.” By getting to know the practices and 
organizational structure of paid posters through his undercover 
research, Chen and his supervisors designed and validated a new 
detection mechanism. 

“We wanted to find patterns of behavior of the online users, 
because we know there are two groups of people—normal users 
and paid posters,” says Chen.

“The idea is to ultimately have a tool that can help people 
identify paid posters, because it is very hard as a user to guess, 
when reading a comment, if it came from a genuine user or from 
a paid poster,” says Srinivasan. In the meantime, for consumers 
who rely on comments to make decisions online: buyer beware. 

by Jean McGregor

Read the team’s report, Battling the Internet Water Army: 
Detection of Hidden Paid Posters, at  
http://arxiv.org/abs/1111.4297

L-R: Chen, Wu and Srinivasan. 
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Computer science PhD candidate Jennifer Baldwin was  
one of the students to design the online video game.
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All aboard!

A scale model Shay locomotive will serve as a lasting 
reminder to students of the ingenuity and skill of engineers 
that came before them. Donated to the Faculty of 
Engineering by Marina Stamp, whose late husband Thomas 
built it by hand, the model pays tribute to the historical 
significance Shay locomotives have on Vancouver Island as 
an integral part of its early logging industry.

“Tom was very keen that up-and-coming young engineers 
would not only make engineering their livelihood, but 
also that they’d enjoy it as a life-long hobby,” explains Mrs. 
Stamp. An engineer by profession, Thomas lovingly built 
each piece of the locomotive and functioning steam engine 
as a personal project.

The locomotive is fully operational and can be ridden on 
a narrow gauge track. The locomotive is currently housed 
in the thermofluids lab with future plans for operation on 
special occasions and a permanent public display. 

by Roxane Kelly

Lauren Woolstencroft  
BEng Electrical 2005
At the 2010 Paralympic Games in Vancouver, Lauren 
Woolstencroft became the first Canadian winter 
Paralympian to win five gold medals at a single games. 
After the 2010 games, her achievements continued to 
be recognized. She won one of sports’ most prestigious 
awards when she was named the 2011 Laureus World 
Sport Award recipient as World Sportsperson of the 
Year with a Disability. 

In February 2011, the Globe and Mail named her 
among Canadian sports’ “Power 50” and British 
Columbians named Lauren “BC’s best” in a public online 
vote for Sport BC’s Best of BC Award. 

The Faculty of Engineering proudly named her its 2012 
Distinguished Alumna for her athletic achievements. 
When she visited campus this February, Lauren made 
time before the awards ceremony to address groups 
of engineering students and Vikes athletes. She told 
them she knew she could not live by a skiing pay 
cheque alone, so the native Calgarian chose to become 
an engineer, “because I liked that it is very applied. I 
wanted the going-away-to university experience, and 
when I was trying to decide where to go, I was thinking 
of going east. I found that most engineering schools 
are very rigid, whereas UVic offered a more flexible 
program. They wouldn’t kick me out if I took time off 
for training and competing.”

She spread her degree over six years, taking one winter 
off so she could compete in the Salt Lake games in 
2002. After she graduated, she landed a job with 
BC Hydro, initially working on power distribution 
infrastructure for 2010 Olympic venues.

Lauren was a member of the Canadian Para-Alpine 
Ski Team from 1998 until her retirement after the 
2010 Paralympic Winter Games. She has won over 50 
World Cup medals, eight World Championship titles, 
10 Paralympic medals, and was the 2006 IPC Athlete of 
the Year. Lauren was born without legs below the knee 
and no left arm below the elbow.

Lauren was also named one of the most influential 
women of 2010 by the Canadian Association for the 

Advancement of Women and Sport and Physical 
Advancement (CAAW) and in 2011 was inducted into 
Alberta’s Sports Hall of Fame, British Columbia’s Sports 
Hall of Fame and Canada’s Sports Hall of Fame.  

Lauren Woolstencroft received this year’s Faculty of 
Engineering Distinguished Alumni Award during Alumni Week 
at an awards ceremony February 8. Shown here, she is on the 
2010 Paralympic podium for one of the five golds that put her 
in the history books.

Second-year mechanical engineering student Reed Teyber 
and the Shay. 

Ro
xa

ne
 Ke

lly

Alumni Profile 
Distinguished Alumni Award Recipient


