








in computer science,” Saylor said. “The rest of us tried 

to make sense out of what Steve was coming up with, 

which included some of the most elegant algebraic 

relations I’ve had the good fortune to enjoy.”

Although Saylor would describe his impact on these 

research endeavors modestly—saying his role ranged 

“from not too significant to very insignificant”—others 

would disagree. Seidel said the work Saylor had been 

doing was important to his research efforts. “Many of 

the techniques that Paul had developed around linear 

systems and solving elliptic equations and so on are 

the kinds of equations that show up in Einstein’s 

equations,” said Seidel.

“I believe that Paul was instrumental in terms of 

connecting the dots [for] getting the top computational 

scientists interested in this problem,” said Lee, 

noting that these connections developed important 

interactions across science fields. “It was a new 

degree of collaborating between mathematicians and 

computer scientists and physicists—people who were 

studying general relativity.”

The work done at Illinois in the 1990s was early work. 

These researchers knew that the technology they 

were dealing with was not yet ready at that time 

to make the discovery that occurred in February. 

“This was very much blue sky research,” Lee said. 

“You didn’t have these gravitational wave reports 

yet, but we started doing the groundwork on the 

mathematics and the computational software needed 

for preliminary studies of what signals we might 

expect to detect [in the future].”

“There are now more sophisticated methods,” Seidel 

explained. “I don’t want to say that they are using 

the methods that we developed. But we did do—in 

collaboration with Paul—the first three-dimensional 

collisions of black holes and wave forms from them. 

Those were stepping stones along the way. Now there 

are more modern methods that do an even better job 

than we could do when we were doing this.” 
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For more details visit: https:// 

cs.illinois.edu/news/gravitational- 

waves-illinois-connection 

A collaboration between the University of Illinois 

and Turner Construction—the largest builder 

in the U.S.—has earned the distinction of “Most 

Innovative Idea” in Turner’s Fourth Annual 

Award for Innovation program.

Civil & Environmental Engineering 

Professor Mani Golparvar-Fard is 

the lead principal investigator on the Illinois 

project, collaborating with CS Associate 

Professor Derek Hoiem and Aerospace Engineering Associate Professor 

Tim Bretl. CS graduate students Joseph Degol, Rajbir Kataria, and Ka Wai 

Tsoi are also contributors.

The Illinois team has developed predictive visual data analytics tools, 

called “Flying Superintendent,” to automate and streamline today’s time-

consuming practices for construction progress monitoring. 

Their Turner Innovation Award-winning solution utilizes both images 

and videos taken with camera drones and four-dimensional Building 

Information Modeling to quickly identify and visually communicate 

the actual and potential performance problems during execution of 

construction projects via smartphones and tablets to project participants, 

on and off site.

Turner implemented the technology as a pilot project at the 

construction site of the new arena for the NBA’s Sacramento Kings. The 

Illinois work is funded by a nearly $1 million Cyber-Physical Systems grant 

through the National Science Foundation. The team is commercializing 

their solution via RECONSTRUCT Inc., a new spinoff company housed in 

University of Illinois Research Park.
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Interdisciplinary Team Receives 
Turner Innovation Award

For more details, visit http://cs.illinois.edu/news/ 

interdisciplinary-team-receives-turner-innovation-award
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Bensal Named a Knight of St. Patrick
CS senior Jay Bensal was honored as a 2016 Knight of 

St. Patrick, a College of Engineering distinction that 

recognizes leadership, excellence in character, and 

exceptional contributions to the college and its students.

One of the early members of Founders, a registered 

student organization focusing on entrepreneurship, 

Bensal took the lead in organizing the fi rst iteration of 

54, a high-energy startup event, where students of all 

majors team up to bring their business ideas to life over 

the course of 2-1/2 days. Several of the teams that have 

participated in 54 have gone on to win cash prizes at 

campus entrepreneurial competitions. 

In addition, Bensal has helped lead the Founders Startup 

Career Fair, bringing together engineering students with 

startup companies from across the country. 

Co-sponsored with 

ACM in the fall and 

Engineering Career 

Services in the spring, 

the event has reached 

thousands of students 

and over a hundred 

companies in its four 

semesters on campus. 

“The work I’ve done with Founders defi nitely wouldn’t 

be possible without the eff orts of the other students on 

the team,” Bensal said. “We try to cultivate a fast-paced, 

collaborative environment that people want to be a part of.”

Naveed wins Ross J. Martin Award
CS PhD student Muhammad Naveed has been named the 

winner of the 2016 Ross J. Martin Award by the College of 

Engineering. Given to only one graduate student across 

the College each year, the award recognizes outstanding 

research achievement.

Naveed, who is advised by Professors Carl A. Gunter 

and Manoj Prabhakaran, brings tools and ideas from 

theoretical cryptography to bear on practical problems 

in cyber-security and information privacy. His research 

explores fundamental security fl aws in popular systems, 

while developing practical—yet provably secure—

cryptographic systems for real applications.

He has created systems for the secure outsourcing of 

genomic data and developed searchable encryption 

systems to work on real cloud storage services. Naveed 

has also studied security fl aws present in popular 

property-preserving encrypted database systems such 

as CryptDB, Google 

Encrypted BigQuery, 

and Microsoft SQL 

Server, with results 

covered by the 

popular press. With 

colleagues from 

Indiana University, he 

identifi ed fl aws in the 

Android device driver 

customization process; as a result, over 50 

million newer phones do not have those fl aws.

Naveed is a previous recipient of the Google PhD 

Fellowship in Security, the Sohaib and Sara Abbasi 

Fellowship, the C.W. Gear Outstanding Graduate Student 

Award, and a best paper at CSAW 2014. He will join the 

University of Southern California as an Assistant Professor 

of Computer Science.

S T U D E N T S
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HackIllinois: One of 
the Best Collegiate 
Hackathons in the Country

Thirty-six hours, 1,525 young people, 59 

corporate sponsors, and dozens of clever 

technology ideas—welcome to HackIllinois 

2016, where the nation’s top students 

convene on the University of Illinois 

campus to create mobile apps, websites, or 

hardware in a fast-paced, caffeine-fueled, 

fun weekend. Held this year on February 

19–21 at Siebel Center and the ECE 

Building, HackIllinois is among the largest 

and best run student hack competitions in 

the country.

“We’re really focused on doing things right, 

whereas other places are interested in 

maximizing the number of participants,” 

said CS junior Nick Kortendick, who was 

co-chair of last year’s event and helped 

execute this year’s hack. “We don’t scale 

unless we know we can do it. We want it 

to be a positive experience.”

According to HackIllinois co-chair and 

CS senior Rohan Kapoor, the 2016 event 

doubled the number of participants 

from its inaugural 2014 hackathon. “We 

are thrilled with how it went,” he said 

moments after the closing ceremony and 

awards were presented for best hardware 

and software projects. 

One of those projects involved integrating 

the popular Mario Kart video game with 

a real car’s mechanical and software 

systems. The Catch Me if You Can team, 

which won first place in the hardware 

category, included Illinois physics 

undergraduate J.P. Smith and two 

students from Illinois State University. 

“With the car parked, we used my steering 

wheel, accelerator, and brakes to play 

MarioKart,” said Smith, noting the campus 

police stopped by to check what they were 

doing early Sunday morning. “The police 

were really nice about it, but they were like, 

‘Really, what are you doing in the parking 

garage at 2 a.m. with all the lights on?’” 

Run entirely by students, HackIllinois  

is popular among corporate recruiters 

who come to help the participants with 

their projects while looking for talented 

future employees. 

“We can see what people can make in a 

whole weekend, as opposed to learning 

about them in an hour interview,” said Matt 

Kula, a software engineer with Facebook. 

“We can see how creative they are, how 

quickly they learn, and what they can 

produce in a limited amount of time. We 

can also be mentors and help the students 

solve problems.”

Kapoor and fellow CS undergraduate  

Sri Vasamsetti led a team of 150 volunteers 

on planning and executing the event, 

which also included fun diversions like 

drone racing, a Nerf gun battle, and a tour 

of the Blue Waters supercomputer facility. 

We can see how creative they 
are, how quickly they learn, 
and what they can produce  
in a limited amount of time. 

—Facebook Software Engineer Matt Kula

  click! MAGAZINE 25 



 26 CS @ ILLINOIS 

O U T R E A C HG I F T S  I N  A C T I O N

Celebration of Excellence
Faculty & Student Awards

Each semester, CS @ ILLINOIS honors students and faculty who have 

received important distinctions. We extend congratulations to these  

individuals whose hard work is a credit to themselves and a source  

of pride for the department.

Graduate Fellowships  
& Awards
ANDREW AND SHANA LAURSEN FELLOWSHIP
Vera Liao

C. L. AND JANE W.-S. LIU AWARD
Sheng Wang

C. W. GEAR OUTSTANDING 
GRADUATE STUDENT AWARD 
Xiang Ren

CS @ ILLINOIS OUTSTANDING 
TEACHING ASSISTANT AWARD 
Tana Wattanawaroon

FENG CHEN MEMORIAL AWARD
Amirhossein Aleyasen
Md Tanvir Al Amin
Motahhare Eslami 
Muhammad Huzaifa
Maria Kotsifakou
Shen Li
Muhammad Naveed
Muntasir Raihan Rahman
Matthew Sinclair
Prakalp Srivastava
Kristen Vaccaro
Shiguang Wang

FENG CHEN MEMORIAL AWARD IN 
SOFTWARE ENGINEERING 
Cosmin Radoi

FIFTY FOR THE FUTURE
Wing Lam

GRADUATE STUDENT OUTSTANDING 
AMBASSADOR AWARD
Imani Palmer
P. Daphne Tsatsoulis

GRADUATE STUDENT OUTSTANDING 
SERVICE AWARD
Faraz Faghri

MAVIS FUTURE FACULTY FELLOW
Faraz Faghri
Raghavendra Pothukuchi
Jason Rock
Matthew Sinclair

OUTSTANDING TEACHING ASSISTANT, FALL 2015
Chaitanya Datye
Erin Carrier
Edward Karrels
Minje Kim
Shardul Natu

RICHARD T. CHENG ENDOWED FELLOWSHIP
Xiang Ren

ROSS J. MARTIN AWARD
Muhammad Naveed

Undergraduate 
Scholarships & Awards
C. W. GEAR OUTSTANDING 
UNDERGRADUATE AWARD
Mark Miller
Xun Lao

CRA OUTSTANDING UNDERGRADUATE 
RESEARCHER AWARD, HONORABLE MENTION
Andrey Zaytsev

CROWE HORWATH LLP OUTSTANDING JUNIOR 
COMPUTER SCIENCE SCHOLARSHIP
Sujay Khandekar
Brianna Ifft

DANIEL L. SLOTNICK SCHOLARSHIP
Han Chen

DUNCAN H. LAWRIE STUDENT LEADERSHIP AWARD
Jay Bensal

FENG CHEN MEMORIAL AWARD
Andy Vuong

JP Morgan Chase, a leading global 

financial services firm, has generously 

supported eight CS @ ILLINOIS 

students since 2014 with its Women 

in Computer Science Scholarship. 

With annual investment of over $9 

billion in technology and a staff of 

40,000+ technologists, technology 

and innovation is critical to delivering 

for over 40 million customers, and 

managing over $2.4 trillion in assets.

JP Morgan Chase 
WCS Scholarship
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Support CS Students 
Many of these awards and scholarships are made possible by generous 

donations from alumni and corporate partners. If you would like 

to support an existing fund or create a new one, please contact 

Director of Advancement Michelle Wellens at mwellens@illinois.edu 

for more information. Gifts are always welcome to support the CS 

Engineering Visionary Scholarship Fund, which helps us give more 

and larger scholarships to deserving students. For more information 

about giving opportunities, visit: http://cs.illinois.edu/give.

FRANZ HOHN AND J. P. NASH SCHOLARSHIP
Tingting Cai

ICCP JAMES N. SNYDER MEMORIAL AWARD
Hyunbin Park

JAMES N. SNYDER AWARD FOR 
SCHOLASTIC ACHIEVEMENT
Brian Griffin
Paige Kordas

JEFFREY P. BLAHUT MEMORIAL SCHOLARSHIP
Andrey Zaytsev

JOHN R. PASTA AWARD
Tong Li
Chris Mathew

JP MORGAN CHASE WCS SCHOLARSHIP
Manasa Sanka
Renee Tso

KNIGHT OF ST. PATRICK
Jay Bensal

SENIOR 100 HONORARY
Avi Prasad

SPOT TRADING SCHOLARSHIP
Emily Chao

Faculty & Staff Awards
10 WOMEN YOU SHOULD KNOW IN 
NETWORKING AND COMMUNICATIONS
Klara Nahrstedt 

ACM DISTINGUISHED SCIENTIST
Tao Xie

ACM FELLOW
Tandy Warnow

ACM SIGCOMM RISING STAR AWARD
Brighten Godfrey

ASE MOST INFLUENTIAL PAPER AWARD
Darko Marinov

CAMPUS AWARD FOR EXCELLENCE IN 
GRADUATE STUDENT MENTORING
ChengXiang Zhai

CAMPUS AWARD FOR EXCELLENCE 
IN UNDERGRADUATE ADVISING
Steve Herzog

CRA BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Josep Torrellas

DEAN'S AWARD FOR EXCELLENCE IN RESEARCH 
Paris Smaragdis

EDUCATION INNOVATION FELLOW
Brian Bailey
Luke Olson

ICDT TEST OF TIME AWARD
Chandra Chekuri

IEEE SIMON RAMO MEDAL
Lui Sha

NCSA FACULTY FELLOW
Karrie Karahalios

SLOAN RESEARCH FELLOWSHIP
Jian Peng

TURNER INNOVATION AWARD
Derek Hoiem

UNIVERSITY SCHOLAR
Vikram Adve

USENIX NSDI TEST OF TIME AWARD
Matthew Caesar

RENEE TSO (class of 2018)  

enjoys teaching computer science 

to middle and high school students. 

She has interned with Girls Who 

Code, as well as Google and 

Qualcomm, and she has served as 

a course assistant for CS 125.

MANASA SANKA (class of 2017), 

who has served as Tech Chair for 

the Society of Women Engineers 

and Alumni Chair for Women 

in CS, likes to involve girls in 

engineering. She has interned for 

Salesforce and Zeta Interactive.



When Joel 

Poloney (attended 

2004–2007) left 

the University of 

Illinois to start 

gaming company 

MyMiniLife 

Inc. with three 

classmates, he had some major student 

loan debt—accumulated from paying 

out-of-state tuition rates that were 

three times what in-state students 

paid. “I knew U of I CS was the perfect 

place for me and was happy to take on 

that financial burden,” Poloney said. “I 

struggled to make ends meet at first…

but it all worked out in the end.”

Today, Poloney is a member of Google’s 

Firebase team, where he leads the 

development of several products that 

enable mobile developers to quickly 

create high-quality apps and grow their 

user base. He proudly stays engaged 

with his alma mater by attending CS @ 

ILLINOIS alumni events in the Bay Area and 

working with student groups like ACM. 

Poloney has also returned to campus 

as an Entrepreneur in Residence 

(EIR), sharing his expertise and career 

successes with students, which include 

co-creating FarmVille and founding 

mobile marketing company Red Hot 

Labs with Amitt Mahajan (BS CS ’06).

By taking advantage of Google’s Company 

Match Program, he has directed $10,000 

toward two departmental priorities to 

help students—the Engineering Visionary 

Scholarship Initiative (EVSI) and the CS 

Annual Fund. EVSI helps current students 

afford their CS education through 

large, renewable scholarships. “There 

are so many students who would not 

otherwise have access to an Illinois 

education,” said Poloney. “I really want 

to bring the best students to Illinois 

regardless of their financial situation.” 

Poloney’s gift also supports CS @ ILLINOIS 

engagement activities and events that 

inform alumni about faculty and student 

achievements, provide networking 

opportunities, and demonstrate the impact 

of philanthropic support. “I absolutely love 

the University of Illinois and I really believe 

we have a world-class computer science 

program,” he said. “I was very fortunate to 

have experienced it and owe a great deal 

of my success to the education I received 

and the friendships I made while in school.”

Throughout his career, Poloney has 

always found Illinois graduates to be 

really smart, technically solid project team 

members, so he encourages his fellow 

alumni to join in helping current students 

receive the gift of an Illinois education. 

“By donating, you’re investing in your 

own future, as well as a student’s future,” 

Poloney said. “You will surely work with 

many CS @ ILLINOIS alumni—keeping 

the talent pipeline strong will benefit 

you, your company, and our industry.”
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G I F T S  I N  A C T I O N

Google's Corporate Match 
Boosts Poloney's Gift
BY LAURA SCHMITT

Double or 
even triple 
your impact.
See if your company 

has a matching  

gift program.

For more information visit:  

http://bit.ly/2dbGPk1



Each fall, CS Lecturer Michael Woodley 

welcomes a new group of students to 

the 2-semester senior projects course 

(CS 492-94). He invites the students 

to apply to work on projects with 

corporate clients, or he matches them 

with projects for clients in the non-profit 

sector. Either way, the students begin 

one of the most challenging yet valuable 

classes in their undergraduate career.

According to Woodley, in eight short 

months, the students will apply years 

of knowledge to solving a real-world 

problem. In the process, they will have 

learned how to: work with colleagues—a 

typical project has four students—define a 

problem, develop and test a solution, and 

communicate their progress to their client. 

“Students have to deal with things that are 

not well defined,” said Woodley, who serves 

as the course coordinator. “That’s a difficult 

transition because up until now they are 

used to knowing there’s a best answer to 

problems from their course work. In senior 

projects, they know something has to get 

done, but they need to figure out how to 

organize it, how to do it, then get it done.”

This past spring, more than 140 

students completed 30+ projects—

the most ever in the course’s 14-year 

history. In April, they presented their 

research results to clients, faculty, and 

fellow students at the Senior Projects 

Showcase in Siebel Center. One of those 

projects, SugarCUB3D, taught children 

introductory programming concepts and 

then rewarded them by 3D printing their 

initials with icing on an Oreo cookie.

According to CS senior David Naber, 

who worked on SugarCUB3D, the big 

takeaway from the course was to start 

the design process early and understand 

what the client really wanted. “The 

hardest part was distilling [the client’s] 

goals for the project into actionable 

things we could work on,” Naber said. 

Other memorable projects over the years 

include real-time facial recognition and 

memory software for Rockwell  

Collins, a mobile app that enabled cancer 

patients undergoing treatment to easily 

schedule help from their friends with 

meals and other tasks, and geographic 

information technology that converts 

map data into games. 

Woodley encourages companies to 

consider sponsoring one or more projects, 

especially since students interested in 

working for a corporate client submit their 

resumes as part of the matching process 

at the start of the course. “It’s a way for 

companies to recruit,” Woodley noted. “Not 

everyone will work for Twitter or Google, 

so [with] a variety of projects students can 

discover other applications of computer 

science that they didn’t know existed.”

In the spring 2017 semester, Woodley will 

offer a similar projects course for juniors, 

which will benefit both the students and 

the clients. “The students would finish 

their project halfway through their senior 

year,” said Woodley, noting that this 

project-based experience could help 

them land a job. “The companies will 

benefit because they’ll meet the students 

earlier in their academic career.” 
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I N  T H E  C L A S S R O O M

Senior Projects Course 
Helps Students Transition  
from Pupils to Problem Solvers

Interested in 
sponsoring a CS 492/4 
course senior project?

§ Contact Mike Woodley at 
mwoodley@illinois.edu.

§ Cost is $12,000. 

§ Course runs from late August 
until mid-April.

§ Company representatives pitch 
their projects to all the enrolled 
students at the start of the fall 
semester. After reviewing student 
resumes, company reps can help 
select students for their project.

For more information visit: 

http://bit.ly/2d0ZH2K
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Department of Computer Science

College of Engineering, College of Liberal Arts & Sciences

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Thomas M. Siebel Center for Computer Science

201 N. Goodwin Avenue

Urbana, IL 61801

 cs.illinois.edu

Keep in touch and get involved!
We want to stay connected with our alumni and friends. 

Visit www.cs.illinois.edu/alumni on the redesigned CS Website 

to learn more and get links to update your contact information, 

take our alumni survey, schedule a campus visit, reconnect with 

student groups, explore continuing education options, become 

a corporate partner, or make a gift to support current students. 

BELOW: CS Department Head Rob A. Rutenbar welcomes the fall 2016

CS freshman class. A record 46% of CS-Engineering freshmen are female. 
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