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2014-2015 ANNUAL REPORT 

University of Colorado-Boulder Student Chapter  

of the Earthquake Engineering Research 

Institute 

Report Date: July 14, 2015 

This report summarizes the membership and activities conducted by the University of Colorado-Boulder Student 

Chapter of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute during the 2014-2015 academic year. 

MISSION & GOALS 

The University of Colorado-Boulder EERI Student Chapter was established in August of 2012 to promote a 

community interested in studying and reducing earthquake risk. Our student chapter hosts monthly seminars by 

faculty members and graduate students on cutting-edge earthquake engineering topics. We introduce students 

to this field by mentoring an undergraduate seismic team and by holding outreach events with local middle 

school and high school students. Our goal is to increase on-campus discussion and understanding of the 

challenges and possibilities in earthquake engineering.  

MEMBERSHIP 

The University of Colorado-Boulder Student Chapter had a total of 17 official members in 2014-2015. 

OFFICERS 

The Board consisted of the following members (we note that not all of our Officers are officially members of the 

national organization) 

Role Name 
EERI Member 

Number 
Email Student Status 

President Sarah Welsh-Huggins 16557 sarah.welshhuggins@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Vice-President Cody Harrington  cody.harrington@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Secretary Kristen Hess 17426 krhe1387@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Treasurer  
(Fall 2014) 

Vignan Beesam 
(No longer a 

member) 
N/A Graduate Student 

Treasurer  

(Spring 2015) 
Sally Gerster 17773 sally.gerster@colorado.edu 

Undergraduate 

Student 

Webmaster Kenny Gillis 14252 kenneth.gillis@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Outreach Coordinator Greg Rulifson  rulifson@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Board meetings were held monthly to discuss upcoming seminars and outreach activities. The Officers were also 

in constant communication via email throughout each month.  

FACULTY & INDUSTRYADVISORS 

Faculty Advisor: Abbie Liel, Assistant Professor, University of Colorado, Boulder (abbie.liel@colorado.edu) 
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MEMBERS 

A complete list of members is shown below. 

Name 
EERI 

Member 
Number 

Email Student Status 

Joseph Arehart 17710 joar3075@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

Robert Chase 17393 robert.chase@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Sally Gerster 17773 sally.gerster@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

Zana Karimi 15652 zana.karimi@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Jonathon Kohlenberg 17341 jonathan.Kohlenberg@Colorado.EDU Graduate Student 

Travis Marcilla 17417 Travis.Marcilla@Colorado.EDU Graduate Student 

Harry McElroy 17431 Harry.Mcelroy@Colorado.EDU Graduate Student 

Mohammad Nikoukalam-
Mofakham 

17367 mt.nikoukalam@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Rudolf Oplatka 17726 ruop9079@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

Benjamin Rather 17404 benjamin.rather@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

Rebecca Scheetz 17751 Rebecca.scheetz@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

Jason Schmidt 17834 jason.l.schmidt@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

Kyu Chul (Mark) Shim 17725 kysh7972@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

Nathan Stambaugh 17747 nathan.stambaugh@colorado.edu Undergraduate Student 

BUDGET & FINANCIALS 

The majority of our funding came through the University of Colorado, Boulder’s Student Government Funding 

Board (SGFB). SGFB provides an annual budget for student groups at the university, along with supplementary 

funding for additional events/activities. The majority of our money from SGFB was used to fund our Seismic Design 

Team’s travel expenses, but also provided reimbursement for food purchased at meetings. In addition, we also 

received $450 from the Dean’s Office of the College of Engineering and Applied Science, which is allocated to 

each Engineering Student Group on campus annually. Finally, we were grateful to receive a gift of $250.00 from 

the EERI itself in thanks for our volunteer support during the 3rd International Conference on Urban Disaster 

Reduction. From this funding, we have approximately $400 left in our General Operations budget from SGFB at 

the end of the Spring semester, but any unspent funds from SGFB return to their office at the end of each 

academic year. Next year we intend to apply again for a similar amount of funding from SGFB, but request that 

the majority of the money be designated explicitly to travel to support our Seismic Design Team.  

Sponsor Name Contact Person Amount 

Student Government Funding Board  Ashley Sanks (ashley.sanks@colorado.edu) $5,680.0 

Dean’s Office, College of Engineering 
and Applied Science 

Sharon Anderson 
(sharon.e.anderson@colorado.edu) 

$450.00 

EERI (in thanks of 3IUCDR help) Maggie Ortize (maggie@eeri.edu) $250.00 

 

CHAPTER ACTIVITIES 

Our chapter continues to expand as an active and visible Engineering student organization at the University of 

Colorado-Boulder. Although we only have 17 official EERI members, we have a large peripheral attendance from 

10-15 other non-EERI affiliated students. Our chapter activities this year were divided between: Support of the 3rd 

International Conference on Urban Disaster Reduction (September 28 – October 1, 2014); educational outreach 

programs with local students (October 11, 2014, February 14, 2015, and April 24, 2015); our FLASH seminar series 

(September 26, October 31, and December 11 of 2014, and February 22, 2015); undergraduate involvement in 

the national Seismic Design Competition; and a Friedman Family Visiting Professionals program (April 7-8, 2015). 

This year we also become an Affiliated student group at the University of Colorado-Boulder. Our new title 
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designates our chapter as an official arm of the University, providing greater opportunities for financial support, 

as well as permission to use the school’s official logo.  

In the 2014-2015 academic year, we expanded our educational outreach programs, establishing community 

outreach as a core tenant of our Student Chapter’s mission. We were lucky to have an Engineering Education 

Ph.D. Candidate serve as our Outreach Coordinator this year. Greg’s work helped us to update and improve our 

previous student teaching materials and to establish a relationship with the YMCA of Boulder County. We 

describe the outreach activities in more detail below. 

REGULAR CHAPTER MEETINGS 

The focus of our regular chapter meetings are the Facilitating Learning About Seismic Hazards (FLASH) Seminar 

Series that we began last year. The FLASH series is designed to inform the University of Colorado, Boulder’s 

earthquake engineering community about the exciting research being conducted at our own institution, by 

graduate students and faculty members. It is our goal to promote cross-disciplinary interaction and 

understanding through these dynamic and accessible 30 minute talks. We held four seminars throughout the 

2014-2015 school year, with topics ranging from numerical modeling of liquefaction to the effects of durability 

and aging on concrete seismic response. We provide the flyers for each seminar in the Appendix of this 

document. In addition to the FLASH seminars, our regular meetings also provide updates to general body 

members about the status of the Seismic Design Team and upcoming opportunities for outreach. Our 

attendance for each meeting varies and ranges between 10-15 active participants.  

FRIEDMAN FAMILY VISITING PROFESSIONAL or DISTINGUISHED LECTURE VISIT  

Although our chapter did not officially reserve the 2014 EERI Distinguished Lecture Speaker, David Wald, he is a 

close neighbor to our university, working at the USGS office in Golden, CO. He was contacted by the University 

of Colorado-Boulder’s Geotechnical Engineering & GeoMechanics Seminar Series to present his Distinguished 

Speaker lecture on March 6, 2015. Our EERI Student Chapter acted as a co-sponsor of this event, providing 

publicity support to draw a large audience of graduate students to his talk, Challenges in Estimating Real-Time 

Earthquake Shaking & Impact.   

We are grateful for the support of EERI to bring the Chief Resilience Officer of San Francisco, Patrick Otellini to 

campus this spring, as one of the Friedman Family Visiting Professionals. Mr. Otellini visited over a period of two 

days (April 7-8, 2015), during which time he met with faculty/graduate student research groups and presented a 

seminar entitled the City & County of San Francisco Earthquake Safety Implementation Program. All who 

attended were impressed by his knowledge of both public policy and structural engineering. We held an early 

evening lecture to attract students after the academic day had ended. We had nearly 50 people in attendance, 

predominately faculty members and students from the department of Civil, Environmental Architectural 

Engineering. Mr. Otellini’s seminar discussed the history of the Earthquake Safety Implementation Program (ESIP) 

and the Community Action Plan for Seismic Safety (CAPSS); the San Francisco soft story ordinance; San 

Francisco’s Private School Mandatory Seismic Evaluation initiative; and San Francisco’s participation in the 100 

Resilient Cities campaign. After his presentation, we held a 15 minute Q&A session and then opened the room 

for a catered reception where attendees could speak with Mr. Otellini more informally. We followed the event 

with a dinner where the Mr. Otellini and the Student Chapter Officers were joined by Abbie Liel, our Faculty 

Advisor, and Greg Guibert, Chief Resilience Officer for the City of Boulder. Below we present two photos from Mr. 

Otellini’s seminar (the flier for the event is included in the Appendix).  

Mr. Otellini’s visit also included informal breakfast and lunch meetings with undergraduate and graduate students 

and tour of the campus/Engineering Center. Upon his departure we presented him with a small collection of CU 

Boulder-related gifts. The visit also offered a chance for our EERI Student Chapter to shine in the broader campus 



 
2014-2015 Annual Report, May 1, 2015 

University of Colorado-Boulder Student Chapter of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute page 4 

community as we received high praise from faculty members for how well-organized and well-attended the 

seminar and the research group meetings were. We are grateful to the support of the Friedman Family Visiting 

Professionals program that made his visit possible.  

    

Figure 1 & 2. Patrick Otellini speaking at the University of Colorado-Boulder (left) and seminar audience (right) 

Student Activity Fairs  

Each fall, the University of Colorado Engineering Council holds a week-long celebration of activities and events 

celebrating engineering at the University of Colorado-Boulder, called “E-Days.” Our Student Chapter participates 

each year in the Student Group Fair of E-Days, where we provide hands-on activities to introduce our peers to 

simplified concepts about soil-structure interaction and lateral-force resisting systems. Below we present an 

example of some of our activities during E-Days in October of 2014, where students tested the difference between 

fixed pile foundations (foam block) and loose soil (sand).  

 

Figure 3. Model structures demonstrating principles of seismic design and geotechnical engineering principles  
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We also participated in the campus-wide Student Involvement Fair in early February, 2015. The fair provides 

student groups a chance to share their activities with the rest of the campus community, in addition to external 

visitors. At the fair, we demonstrated techniques of lateral force-resisting systems for structures, on a drill-

powered shake table on loan to us from S.A. Miro engineering firm.  

3 rd  International Conference on Urban Disaster Reduction  

In September, EERI co-sponsored the 3rd International Conference on Urban Disaster Reduction here in Boulder, 

CO. Researchers from numerous disciplines at the University of Colorado-Boulder participated in the conference, 

along with our Student Chapter President and Faculty Advisor. We had contacted the conference organizers in 

the Spring of 2014 offering to help in any way, as a way to give back to the national organization. During the 

conference, we provided 12 student volunteers who served as time-keepers for the presentations, helping the 

moderators to keep sessions running in an organized and timely manner. The opportunity was also an extremely 

positive event for our student members, who enjoyed the chance to sit in on high-level, interdisciplinary 

presentations on cutting-edge research for disaster reduction. After the conference, we were honored by EERI’s 

gift of thanks in the form of $250, which we used to support our club budget for social activities. We were glad to 

be able to provide support for such an important event and look forward to future opportunities for collaboration 

between our Student Chapter and the national EERI.  

Shades of Blue Outreach Program 

Two years ago, we were approached by the local structural engineering firm, S.A. Miro, and asked to help run 

one-day of a year-long high school engineering program. Sponsored by companies like Lockheed Martin, Shades 

of Blue began as a Denver-area program to introduce high school students to aerospace engineering. Over the 

past decade, it was grown to incorporate all engineering disciplines. In the fall and spring semesters, middle and 

high school students attend two hour sessions each Saturday, where we have become the staple structural and 

earthquake engineering activity. Shades of Blue is our central off-campus outreach activity for each year, and 

attracts a large number of our graduate and undergraduate students to assist in the day.  

Many of the Shades of Blue students come from low-income or racial minority families. As such, we strive in our 

work with them to emphasize the diversity of background of our own student group members. We also focus our 

conversations with the students on the wide range of opportunities for both pathways to engineering education 

and post-graduation professional careers.  

Our activity begins with a short presentation about the principles of structural engineering, a short overview of 

the mechanics of earthquakes, and a discussion of seismic design. We then break the students into small groups 

and ask them to design a building on an 8 square inch base at least 12 inches high, for minimal displacements 

during induced ground motions, and (at a minimum) resisting gravity loads.   
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Figure 4. High school students construct their buildings prior to shaking 

We allow the students to experiment with different construction materials, each with differing strength and 

stiffness. They can choose from gum drops or marshmallows for joints and from toothpicks or pipe cleaners for 

structural elements. After half an hour to forty-five minutes of construction, we test the buildings seismic 

performance. At our fall and spring sessions, we experimented with different foundation choices, between a fixed 

base on a foam board or a deep pile foundation sunk into a box of sand. We also tried different methods of 

shaking. In the fall, one of our geotechnical Ph.D. students acted as our shake table by manually simulating lateral 

shaking. In the spring, we tested the buildings’ performance on a drill-powered shake table loaned to us by S.A. 

Miro structural engineers. We are excited to refine our activity for the coming year and try new building materials 

and construction techniques with new groups of students.  

     

Figures 5 & 6. Geotechnical Engineering Ph.D. student Zana Karimi acts as a human shake table during our 

October, 2014 Shades of Blue session (left) and a group photo of the volunteers and students (right) 
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YMCA Outreach Program 

At the spring CU-Boulder student involvement fair, we were approached by the coordinator for the Boulder 

Valley YMCA, asking us to participate in their afterschool programs for elementary students. In April, we visited a 

local elementary school to introduce 3rd through 5th graders to earthquake engineering. Working with young 

children provided us with an excellent opportunity to tailor our presentation and activity for a different age 

group of students. We look forward to returning to work with the YMCA programs in the coming year.  

     

Figures 7 & 8. EERI student chapter members teach 3rd to 5th grade students about structural and earthquake 

engineering at a YMCA afterschool program in April 

Accepted Students Day 

This event, held in May of 2015, offers incoming undergraduate students the opportunity to learn about the 

different student groups on campus, prior to coming to campus for their first year of college. Three of our 

Seismic Design Team members participated in this event, sharing a general poster about our student group’s 

activities, as well as their SDC competition poster. We enjoyed talking with accepted students and their parents 

about all that our student chapter had done in the past year.  

SEISMIC DESIGN COMPETITION TEAM 

Our team at the SDC this year was made up of completely new members, ranging from first to third year Civil 

and Architectural Engineering Studetns. This meant that our design, goals and overall success was completely 

up to the new students. The team’s first desire was to make progress on the previous year. This meant building to 

the maximum height and including the maximum amount of floor space. Additionally, after watching the video 

of last year’s almost instantaneous failure in the last ground motion our team desired to actually withstand all the 

testing. Unfortunately this last goal wasn’t met. However, we did meet all our other goals and did survive the last 

motion for much longer than last year’s team.  

During the Fall 2014 semester we met weekly first with our graduate student mentors to learn about the principles 

of lateral force resisting systems and then, as the semester progressed, on our own to design our structure and 

begin analysis in SAP. In the Spring semester we met multiple times each week to finish our structural analysis and 

construct our building. Although our team began with only a few people already knowing each other, we 

became a tight-knit group that worked well together throughout the SDC process.  
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SDC Team Members 

A complete list of team members is shown below. 

Name EERI Member Number Email Role 

Joseph Arehart 17710 joar3075@colorado.edu Chief Analysis Engineer 

Sally Gerster 17773 sally.gerster@colorado.edu Analysis Engineer  

Rudolf Oplatka 17726 ruop9079@colorado.edu Construction Engineer 

Benjamin Rather 17404 benjamin.rather@colorado.edu Project Manager 

Rebecca Scheetz 17751 Rebecca.scheetz@colorado.edu Construction Engineer 

Jason Schmidt 17834 jason.l.schmidt@colorado.edu 
Chief Construction 
Manager 

Kyu Chul (Mark) 
Shim 

17725 kysh7972@colorado.edu Analysis Engineer 

Nathan Stambaugh 17747 nathan.stambaugh@colorado.edu Chief Design Engineer 

 

SDC Team Financial Sponsors  

A list of financial sponsors for the SDC team. We are grateful for the generous support of all of our donors. 

Name Amount Note 

S.A. Miro $250.00 Provided by our long-term supporter and S.A. 
Miro principle Dave Lewis 

Bryan Construction Inc. $500.00  

Pike Peak Community Foundation $1,000.00  

JVA, Inc. $500.00  

 

Team results and lessons learned 

For a first-year team, we were happy with our results. We survived the first two ground motions, but failed under 

the final ground motion record. In addition, we also learned important technical requirements for securing the 

masses at each floor. Next year our goals are, first and foremost, to survive all the shake files. Next we would like 

to improve our prediction skills and methods for next year. Finally, we would like to build two copies of our 

building so we have a chance to test prior to competition. Through all of these goals we hope to finish in the 

top 10 in the competition overall. We have had a great experience thus far, seeing how all of our team is 

continuing on next year we are very excited to continue and improve. 
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Figures 9 & 10. Seismic Design Competition members before the oral presentation (Left) and after the collapse 

of their building under the third ground motion record (Right) 

ELECTION & ELECTION RESULTS 

An election for officers for the 2015-2016 academic year was held in April of 2015. The table below shows the 

new officers appointed to the Chapter board who will take office in August, 2015. We are awaiting 

confirmation of a new Outreach Coordinator during the summer of 2015.  

Role Name EERI Member 
Number 

Email Student Status 

President 
Sarah Welsh-

Huggins 
16557 sarah.welshhuggins@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Vice-
President 

Cody Harrington  cody.harrington@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Secretary Kristen Hess 17426 krhe1387@colorado.edu Graduate Student 

Treasurer  Sally Gerster 17773 sally.gerster@colorado.edu 
Undergraduate 
Student 

Webmaster Harry McElroy 17431 Harry.Mcelroy@Colorado.EDU Graduate Student 

 

LIST OF ATTACHMENTS  

Included at the end of this report are flyers from each of our Facilitating Learning About Seismic Hazards 

seminars and from our Friedman Family Distinguished Speaker event.  
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