
Department of Chemistry
150 West University Blvd.
Melbourne, FL 32901

       PLACE LABEL HERE

HAVE YOU BEEN OUT OF TOUCH?
HAD A CHANGE OF ADDRESS?  

CONTACT US!  
WE WOULD LOVE TO HEAR HOW YOU ARE DOING!!

E-mail us at cbaum@fit.edu

Or write to us at: Clayton Baum, Florida Institute of Technology, Department of Chemistry, 150 
West University Blvd., Melbourne, FL 32901.

From the Department Head
Greetings:
    It’s always a treat for us to see alumni and 
their families when they visit the campus to re-
new old acquaintances and make new ones. It’s 
also great fun to run into you at meetings and 
other professional events. Please let us know 
what’s going on in your world. We are proud of  
our alumni success and hope this message finds 
you all happy and well. 
    We awarded a record number of graduate 

degrees this year and the most Ph.D.’s in our college. We continue 
to grow and have already exceeded the capacity of the Olin Physical 
Science Building. We now have 63 graduate students and about 40 
undergraduates in the program. Research productivity is higher than 
ever and so is enrollment.
    The university continues to expand with more new dormitories and 
the new Commons Building which houses student services. The radio 
station also has a new home on University Blvd. Further, fall 2013 saw 

our first Panther football game.
    The faculty has expanded to sixteen regular faculty and one re-
search faculty member. We expect to hire an additional instructor and 
an instrument technician this year. It will be another great year for the 
chemistry department and our students and we hope it’s a wonderful 
year for you and yours.
    Best wishes for continued success and thank you very much for 
your strong support of our four chemistry endowments. Hope to see 
you soon.
         Dr. Babich

Florida Tech Chemistry Alumni are on FACEBOOK!
Just search for the Facebook group: Florida Tech Chemistry Alumni and Friends

Editor’s Corner  Let me assure you that you have not missed 
any newsletters since the fall of 2009.  Despite our best intentions, 
the time just keeps elapsing.  We do value our alumni and resolve to 
publish future issues on a more regular basis.  Please keep in touch, 
including changes of email or physical address.  It is always a plea-
sure to hear from alumni and have them visit.  Seeing your accom-
plishments is one of our best rewards as faculty members.
               Clayton Baum
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Welcome to New Faculty: 
Drs. Akhremitchev and Liao

   The Department is pleased to welcome Drs. 
Boris Akhremitchev and Yi Liao as our new-
est faculty members.
   Joining Florida 

Tech in fall of 2011, 
Dr. Akhremitchev 
comes to us from 
Duke University 
where he distin-
guished himself in 
the field of measur-
ing intermolecular 
forces via atomic 
force microscopy.  
Prior to joining us, 

Dr. Akhemitchev published several scholarly 
articles in journals such as the Journal of the 
American Chemical Society and the Journal 
of Physical Chemistry.  He has continued his 
work at Florida Tech, and his AFM instru-
ment currently occupies part of the high-bay 
instrument lab.
    Dr. Liao joined the 
Florida Tech family 
in August of 2013, 
coming to us from 
the University of 
Central Florida.  He 
is an expert in the 
field of electro, optic 
and magnetic poly-
mers.  Dr. Liao is 
especially interested 
in reversible photo-processes that occur un-
der visible light.  His research is well funded, 
being supported by such granting agencies as 
the U.S. Air Force and the National Science 
Foundation.
    We welcome both of these distinguished 
colleagues to our ever-growing department.

Nobel Laureate Chemist Speaks at 
Florida Institute of Technology       
    In February of 2013 the Department of Chemistry 
was honored to host Dr. Robert H. Grubbs to speak 
as part of the prestigious Blatt Seminar Program.  In 
addition to sharing the 2005 Nobel Prize in Chemis-
try “for the development of the metathesis method in 
organic synthesis,” Professor Grubbs has published 
over 500 articles and review articles (some winning 
“most cited paper” awards), and a handbook. He 

holds 122 patents, and has co-founded 5 companies.  This visit adds to 
the list of prestigious speakers that have been hosted by the Blatt Seminar 
Program, a list that includes one other Nobel Laureate, Derek H.R. Barton 
who shared the 1969 Nobel Prize in Chemistry.

Zung Named Science 
Alumnus of the Year

    Dr. Johnathan Zung (B.S. ‘86) was rec-
ognized as the 2013 College of Science 
Alumnus of the year.  The award is richly 
deserved.  Dr. Zung has served on the Flor-
ida Tech Board of Trustees since 2010, has 
started two chemistry scholarship funds 
(The Baum Award and The Martin Zung 
Memorial Chemistry Award, see inset, p. 
3), and is an energetic advocate for the 
university, the College of Science, and the 
Chemistry Department.
    Currently the Vice President and Head of 
Global Development Operations (GDO) at 
global pharmaceutical giant Bristol-Meyers Squibb, Dr. Zung received his 
Ph.D. in analytical chemistry from Emory University, Atlanta, GA.  Global 
Development Operations integrates all key functions involved in setting up 
and managing the conduct of clinical trials, site monitoring, data manage-
ment and review across all therapeutic areas from phase II through regis-
tration. The organization consists of 1300+ staff at 19 centers and operates 
in over 45 countries.
    Prior to Bristol-Myers Squibb, Dr. Zung was with Pfizer Global Re-
search and Development in Groton, CT where he held various positions, 
with increasing responsibility.  He led a group of scientists that support-
ed the development and registration of Geodon® IM, along with new and 
novel dosage forms for the line of extension of approved Pfizer products 
(Zithromax®, Zoloft® and Zyrtec®).
    The Chemistry Department would like to congratulate Dr. Zung, and to 
thank him for his tireless support of our growing chemistry family.

DEPARTMENT OF
CHEMISTRY
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z CHEMISTRY DEPARTMENT NEWS   z
    The Chemistry Department currently includes 
36 undergraduate students, as well as 63 M.S. 
and Ph.D. graduate students.  The department 
also currently manages over $3.9 M in external 
contracts and grants.
    The department saw the retirement of Ms. 
Lois Zabor in 2012.  Lois is currently residing in 
Australia where she is enjoying her grandchil-
dren.  The position of Office Coordinator is now 
held by Ms. Christie Gates.  We also welcome 
Mr. John Brady as our Laboratory Manager.
    As a member of the university’s administra-
tion, Dr. Monica Baloga has taken on  duties 
including Dean of Graduate and International 
Programs, and Associate Vice President for In-
stitutional Effectiveness.  As the accreditation 
liaison, she is working on FIT’s 2015 SACS com-
pliance certificate.
   Clayton Baum and his research group are in-
volved in collaborative research projects with 
Drs. Joel Olson (computer interpretation and 
simulation of scanning tunneling microsco-
py), Mark Novak (prediction of intercalation 
in DNA), Virender Sharma (mechanisms of 
ferrate oxidations), and Al Brown (fluorescence 
quenching and sensors involving H-bonding).  
Much of this research is funded by the National 
Science Foundation, and there have been three 
publications in the past year.
    The Al Brown group’s long-running collab-
oration with the Baum Group on hydrazine 
sensors has led them to study the effects of 
electron demand on hydrogen-bond strength 
and sensing properties. In collaboration with 
biologist Jon Shenker, they’ve used 31P NMR to 
characterize “happy” and hypoxic states of the 
mangrove rivulus (a small fish), and have found 

that emersion of the fish from water doesn’t 
render it hypoxic. Their collaborations on NMR 
of heterocycles have yielded ten more papers 
with Ashraf Aly’s group, and two with the group 
of department alumnus Scott McKay.
   Dr. Andy Knight was awarded a Distinguished 
Faculty award by the Office of Naval Research 
which allowed him to continue the work of his 
research group in the area of catalytic hydroly-
sis of nerve agent analogs.
    Yi Liao’s research interests include pho-
tochemistry and organic materials studying 
new photochemical processes, and develop-
ing photoresponsive materials that alter their 
chemical, optical, electrical, and mechanical 
properties, or release biofunctional molecules 
under visible light. Such interdisciplinary re-
search requires close collaboration with phys-
ical chemists, biological scientists and material 
engineers. He is currently collaborating with FIT  
faculty to explore photoacids and carbon mon-
oxide releasing  materials (CORM) synthesized 
by his group.  His work regarding visible-light 
CORM has been published as the cover story 
of a recent issue of Organic and Biomolecular 
Chemistry.
    Gordon Nelson, Dean of the College of Sci-
ence, 1989 to 2010; Vice President for Academic 
Affairs, 2011; and University Professor of Chem-
istry, 2012.  Dr. Nelson was elected President of 
the Council of Scientific Society Presidents in 
December 2012.  Dr. Nelson co-chaired a sym-
posium on Fire and Polymers at the ACS Na-
tional Meeting in San Diego, March of 2012 and 
co-edited an ACS Symposium Series volume.  
Dr. Nelson has three peer reviewed chapters in 
the volume including one with Dr. Feng Yang, 
and one with Dr. Ramazan Benrashid, a former 

postdoctoral fellow at FIT.  Drs. Nelson and Yang 
were awarded a $125k NASA STTR Phase I grant 
and a $700k NASA Phase II STTR grant on high-
ly flame retardant flexible polyurethane foams 
for energy applications.   The Phase II grant was 
one of only 14 awarded in the US and the only 
one awarded at a Florida university.
    In addition to coordinating and hosting 
Professor Grubbs’ visit (see story p. 1), Nasri 
Nesnas has been actively involved in research 
with collaborators from various parts of the 
world, including: Israel, Italy, Czech Republic, 
as well as several places in the United States.  
The projects mostly involve photoactive mol-
ecules that help unravel some diseases that 
remain elusive, namely: Age-related Macular 
Degeneration, Alzheimer’s, Epilepsy, Autism, 
and various forms of depression.  Dr. Nesnas is 
proud of his three most recent doctoral grad-
uates. Currently working for Intel Corporation, 
Yannick Ouedraogo published his work in 
Chirality 2013 about the preparation of a fish 
pheromone.  Peter J. Cohen has started his 
own consulting firm, and is currently investi-
gating citrus greening. LTC Richard L. Comitz 
is currently a professor at West Point, NY (see 
story p. 3).
    Joel Olson’s research group is continuing 
their collaborative efforts with Drs. Clayton 
Baum and Mark Novak toward a novel meth-
od for drug development based on imaging 
individual molecules via scanning tunneling 
microscopy.  The work is supported by a $390k 
National Science Foundation grant, for which 
Dr. Olson is the Principal Investigator, and has 
resulted in a recent paper (Surf. Sci., 616, 2013, 

Ph.D.
-2010-

Rui Guo (Nesnas): I. There is chemistry in the air: direct 
evidence for the formation of carbon-carbon bonds in 
the air ; II. Synthesis and applications of retinoids

-2011-
George Anquandah (Sharma):  Oxidative Destruc-
tion of Pharmaceuticals by Ferrate(VI)
Vivek Gore (Rokach):  Design and Synthesis of 5-Oxo-
ETE Receptor Antagonist
Aliea Hernberg (Brown): A Comparative Study of the 
Photophysical Properties of Carbazolo- and Diphenyl-
amino-based Heterocyclophanes

-2012-
Nelson Akaighe (Sohn):  Formation and Fate of Sil-
ver Nanoparticles Under Environmentally Relevant 
Conditions: The Role of Humic Acids and Natural Or-
ganic Matter
Erik Casbeer (Sharma):  Ferrate(VI) Oxidation of Aro-
matic Amino Acids
Mohamed Erhayem (Sohn):  Effect of  Naturally Oc-
curring Organic Matter (NOOM) Type and Source on 
NOOM Adsorption onto Titanium Dioxide Nanoparti-
cles

Manish Khandelwal (Wehmschulte): Synthesis, Iso-
lation and Reactivity of Low-Coordinated Aluminum 
Cations
Yannick Ouedraogo (Nesnas): Synthesis and Com-
putational Studies of Photoactive Caged Molecules

-2013-
Peter Cohen (Nesnas):  Novel Applications of Mass 
Spectrometry
Richard L. Comitz (Nesnas):  Design and Synthesis 
of Caged Neurotransmitters
Aaron Funk (Knight): Attachment of High Charge 
Density Metal Ions to Biomolecules and Surfaces: Syn-
thesis, Reactivity and Catalytic Studies of Hypoden-
tate Pentamminecobalt(III) Complexes
Krishnan Sriraman (Olson): QSAR of Tryptanthrin 
Analogs via Tunneling Barrier Height Imaging

M.S.
2010 - Abdullah El Abduly (Sharma)
2011 - Eric Casbeer (Sharma), Yannick Ouedraogo 
(Nesnas), Charmaine Flemming (Olson), Thao Hoang 
(Sharma), Orsolya Karacsony (Akhremitchev), Yan-
nick Ouedraogo (Nesnas), Raymond Terryn (Baum)

2012 - Laura Chambre (Rokach), Jia Li (Winkel-
mann), Fei Liu (Sohn/Sharma), Tameka E. Rolle 

(Sohn/Sharma), Christa Simmers (Knight), Meagan 
Strouse (Sharma), Daniel Vorisek (Brown)
2013 - Nada Traina (Baum), Faieza Bodowara 
(Baum), Long Chen (Sharma), Beatrice Darko (Shar-
ma), Amel Garbou (Sohn), Rabab Alahrish (Nesnas)

B.S.
2010 - Karissa Albin, Gillian Belnavis (Cum Laude), 
Claudia Cormier, Julie Gama, Jiayun Hu, Sebastian 
Lombardo, Michael Lucido (Summa Cum Laude), 
Jennifer Mumfrey (Magna Cum Laude), Meagan 
Strouse (Cum Laude) 
2011 - Julia Logsdail, Yujing Han, Peter Mindley, 
Andrew Schmudlach (Magna Cum Laude), Justin 
Youngblood
2012 - Tamar Bilak Bron (Magna Cum Laude), Ni-
cole Clarke (Magna Cum Laude), Justin Damon, 
Jenifer Deignan, Derek Gagnon, Anna Huba (Suma 
Cum Laude), Quinchuan Liu (Cum Laude), Cody Pitts 
(Cum Laude), Monica Price (Magna Cum Laude)
2013 - Helen German, Melissa Mitchell (Suma Cum 
Laude), Adam Prinkey, Ross Russell (Magna Cum 
Laude), Yichao Yu (Magna Cum Laude), Eric Ziegler 
(Cum Laude)

We congratulate all our new chemistry alumni 
on their achievements!

Continued on Next Page
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Alumni Focus - After complet-
ing his M.S. in chemistry (working 
with Dr. Novak), Lt. Col. Richard 
Comitz (M.S. ‘03, Ph.D. ‘12) was 
assigned as a chemistry instructor 
at the U.S. Military Academy (West 
Point) teaching General and Organic 
Chemistry.  He published an article 
titled, “Interdisciplinary Learning 
for ChE Students” in Chemical En-
gineering Education, and was pro-
moted to Assistant Professor.  Sub-
sequently, Lt. Col. Comitz attended the Army’s Command 
and General Staff College, then he deployed to Iraq.  He 
returned to Florida Tech, earning his doctorate (title: “De-
sign and synthesis of Caged Neurotransmitters”) with Dr. 
Nesnas and winning the Department’s Outstanding Graduate 
Student Award.  He was again assigned to the USMA where 
he is currently a senior faculty member.

The IntelTM Connection
As the family of Florida Tech 
Chemistry Department alumni con-
tinues to grow, so does the list of or-
ganizations and companies that re-
ceive them.  It is an impressive list, including Bristol Meyers 
Squib, Cummins, Intel, the U.S. Navy, the Alabama Depart-
ment of Forensic Science, and graduate departments in top 
universities nationwide.  One well-known company that has 
repeatedly sought out the talent of our department’s gradu-
ates is Intel Corporation.  Recent graduates Dr. Krishnan 
Sriraman (Olson, Ph.D. ‘13) and Dr. Yannick Ouedrao-
go (Nesnas, M.S., Ph.D. ‘12) were hired by Intel in 2013.  
Past alumni that have been hired by Intel include Melanie 
S. Reyes (Babich, M.S. ‘05), Dr. Santosh Mishra (Sharma, 
M.S. ‘08), and Don Hooper (B.S. ‘84).  This is a very capa-
ble group, and we wish them much success as they improve 
the world we live in by advancing the boundaries of the tech-
nologies we use in our everyday lives.

110-114).  Dr. Olson will also be traveling to Oak 
Ridge National Laboratories in Knoxville, TN 
in the spring of 2014 to utilize their ultra-high 
vacuum STM system to further this research 
project.
    Joe Rokach’s research never sleeps.   In 2012 
Dr. Rokach was awarded an American Asthma 
Foundation grant of $750k.  Fewer than three 
percent of proposals were funded.  The award 
supports further study of the asthma antago-
nist drugs developed by Dr. Rokach and his col-
laborator, Dr. William Powell, of McGill Universi-
ty.  In addition, Dr. Rokach licensed his patent 
to a Canadian venture capital company, negoti-
ating a research grant of $160k.  Dr. Rokach also 
continues to study isoprostanes, recently ob-
taining a seed grant of $21,640 from Commu-
nity Foundation of Brevard’s Kenneth R. Finken 
and Dorothy Hallam Finken Endowment Fund, 
for initiating research into the cause of Alzhei-
mer’s disease.
    Virender Sharma published three books, 
and dedicated the royalty payments to a new 
endowment in his mother’s name (Krishna Devi 
Endowment) to support an annual award to a 
chemistry graduate student.   He also received 
the Excellence in Review Award from the ACS 
journal Environmental Science and Technolo-
gy.  Since 2010 he has authored or co-authored 
71 articles in peer-reviewed journals, and given 
38 invited lectures and seminars at different in-
stitutions and conferences in Asia, Europe, and 
North and South America.  Dr. Sharma has also 
served as guest editor of special issues of three 
journals: Catalysis Today, Separation and Purifi-
cation Technology, and Aquatic Geochemistry.
    Dr. Mary Sohn has been finding new and 
fun ways to play with her humic acids (dubbed 
“sludge” by Dr. Novak) which has resulted in a 

number of recent publications in collaboration 
with Drs. Virender Sharma, Clayton Baum 
and Nasri Nesnas (Sci. Tot. Environm., 468-
469, 249-257 (2013); Chemosph. 92, 406-412 
(2013); ES&T. 47(2), 757-764 (2013); Chemosph., 
90,2013-2019 (2013);  Sci. Tot. Environm., 441, 
277-289 (2012); Chemosph., 87, 644-648, (2012); 
ES&T, 45, 3895-3901 (2011)). 
    One of the two major research activities in 
Rudi Wehmschulte’s lab is focused on the 
synthesis of very strong Lewis acids and their 
application as catalysts for the reduction of 
CO2 and CO, i.e. the conversion of waste into 
products. The other project which is funded by 
the Petroleum Research Fund ($100k) aims at 
the development of stable low oxidation state 
aluminum, gallium, and indium compounds. 
These species are expected to activate small 
molecules such as hydrogen and olefins in a 
similar way as standard transition metal com-
plexes.
    Kurt Winkelmann continues his research 
in chemical and nanotechnology education.  
He leads an NSF-funded project with facul-
ty collaborating at Texas A&M to study how 
well students can learn chemistry with virtual 
lab experiments.  Drs. Winkelmann and Rudi 
Wehmschulte recently received funding from 
NASA to study composite materials containing 
metal nanoparticles in boron-containing poly-
mers.  He succeeded Dr. Monica Baloga as the 
General Chemistry Coordinator in 2010 and 
serves as co-director of Florida Tech’s teaching 
assistant training workshop.  Dr. Winkelmann 
is also editor-in-chief of the Journal of Nano 
Education.  In 2012, Dr. Winkelmann was hon-
ored by Florida Tech with the Kerry Bruce Clark 
Award for Excellence in Teaching.  He is trying 
to enjoy a sabbatical this year so he would ap-
preciate it if people would just leave him alone.
    In addition to his collaboration with Dr. Nel-

son, Dr. Feng Yang, as PI of the Research Insti-
tute (FIT), with Technova Inc., was awarded a 
Navy STTR Phase I grant for $80k and an ONR 
grant for $70k for work on “Advanced Flame 
Resistant Resin System for Carbon Fiber Re-
inforced Composite Shipboard Applications”. 
Subsequently, Dr. Yang and Technova were 
awarded one of the 2012 NAVY STTR Phase II 
projects, with the amount up to $1.25M, mark-
ing the first Phase II award made by ONR in 20 
years on this subject. In addition to multiple 
international symposia, Dr. Yang was 1 of 9 key-
note speakers at the 2nd International Sympo-
sium on Flame-Retardant Materials & Technol-
ogies (ISFRMT 2012) held in Chengdu, China in 
September 2012.

Department News
(continued from previous page)

Interested in giving to the 
Chemistry Department?

There are several endowments available that 
directly support the chemistry department:
The Paltzik Endowment - Endowed by the 
family of Alan Paltzik and alumni.  Supports 
outstanding incoming graduate students.
The Baum Endowment - Endowed by alum-
ni.  Provides scholarship award(s) for the out-
standing junior undergraduate student(s).
Chemistry Endowment (Blatt Seminars) - En-
dowed by Organic Syntheses and alumni.  Pro-
vides funds to host a world-famous speaker in 
organic chemistry research.
Sharma Endowment - Endowed by New York 
Community Trust Funds.  Supports research in 
environmental remediation and Fe chemistry.
Mrs. Krishna Devi Sharma Fellowship En-
dowment - Endowed by  Dr. Virender Sharma.  
Provides support for a Ph.D. graduate student.
Martin Zung Memorial Chemistry Award - 
Endowed by Dr. Jonathan Zung (B.S. ‘86).  Pro-
vides support for a freshman undergraduate 
student.
For more information contact Dr. Mike Bab-
ich at babich@fit.edu


