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Available through UNL’s College of 
Architecture and sponsored by HDR, 
an architecture, engineering and con-
sulting firm, UNL’s Healthcare Design 
Studio lets students complete in-depth 
health care design research, building 
up to a final-semester project.

Now entering its fourth year, the 
program is offered to architecture 
graduate students and to fourth-year 
students in UNL’s interior design pro-
gram. Classes are held in a specially 
designed space in downtown Lincoln.

During the fall semester, students 
focus on designing a health care 
facility. The facility’s purpose varies 
each semester. Students present three 
design options to professors, industry 
professionals and HDR clients.

During the spring semester, stu-
dents focus on international health 
care issues, researching how Western 
medicine influences global cultures. 
Information gathered is added to a 
database that can be used to compare 

and contrast health care systems 
worldwide.

“There are other programs around 
the country similar to what we offer, 
but none of them are in the Big Ten 
Conference,” said Wayne Drummond, 
dean of the College of Architecture. 
“Part of our goal is to help spread this 
program to other schools in the confer-
ence, with UNL being the flagship.”

The program began through a collab-
oration between Drummond and Sheila 
Elijah-Barnwell, senior vice president 
at HDR and a UNL graduate.

HDR provides support to the pro-
gram, which includes allowing Elijah-
Barnwell to volunteer her time in the 
college. She also coordinates classroom 
presentations by HDR representatives, 
clients and other industry profession-
als.

“We hope the program shows stu-
dents that health care architecture is 
a niche worth pursuing in the profes-
sion,” Elijah-Barnwell said.

“And right now that is a very timely 
message because the health care 
design industry has been very stable 

and does not get hit with the peaks and 
valleys like other design disciplines. 
It is also timely because of the shift 
toward health, wellness and preventa-
tive care. These are important issues to 
the industry and society, and we need 
to have young professionals involved in 
the conversation,” she said.

Through the Healthcare Design 
Studio, HDR has hired three UNL 
architecture graduates to fill full-time 
positions. Elijah-Barnwell said HDR 
also has offered internship opportuni-
ties to students enrolled in the Health-
care Design Studio, including two this 
summer in the Omaha office.

“The Healthcare Design Studio has 
been a very rewarding program,” 
she said. “The students always offer 
refreshing perspectives, and it’s been 
fun watching their interactions with 
clients. And I know the students have 
helped our design teams think about 
things in different ways.”

Drummond said the goal now is to 
maintain momentum and expand the 
program to offer a graduate degree.

Spreading the idea
 UNL’s Healthcare Design Studio is poised to become  

a flagship program in the Big Ten Conference.
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The Healthcare Design Studio, available through UNL’s College of Architecture and 
sponsored by HDR, lets students complete in-depth health care design research. Final 
semester projects are based on projects previously completed by HDR.
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When Bruce Thorson leads a 
photo-documentary class to its 
newest assignment, he knows 
the students are embarking on 
a life-changing adventure. 

With a digital camera as 
their primary storytelling tool, 
plus a digital recorder and a 
laptop with wireless Internet, 
the student photojournalists 
are practicing their craft.

“They’re experiencing a 
topic and connecting with a 
story close-up,” said Thorson, a 
UNL photojournalism profes-
sor and an award-winning 
former photo chief of the St. 
Paul Pioneer Press. 

“They’re also going to a 
place where they’re going to be 
with a large number of people 
who own just the clothes on 
their backs,” he said. 

In its fourth year and fourth 
project, the College of Journal-
ism and Mass Communications’ 
in-depth photojournalism class 
took students to places where 
humans struggle with poverty.

This spring, the class took 
a three-week trip to western 
Nebraska, where the students 
documented the changing lives 
of migrant farmworkers. Other 
trips have taken them around 
the globe, to Kosovo, South 
Africa and Kazakhstan. They 
will travel to Kyrgyzstan this 
winter.

Supported by a $2 million 
endowment by photographers 
Howard Buffett, Joel Sartore 
and Thomas Mangelsen, the 
student photodocumentary 
program focusing on poverty 
is the only one of its kind in the 
country, Thorson said. 

“This is in-depth documen-
tary photography,” he said. “In 
order to (tell the story) we have 
to have time.”

After spending the entire 
semester studying their topics 
and preparing to travel, the 
students then live for up to 
three weeks alongside shep-
herds in the high-mountain 
meadows of Kazakhstan, with 

families in war-torn Kosovo or 
in the sugar beet fields near 
Scottsbluff, Neb. 

The students quickly learn 
how important it is to establish 
trust with their subjects. “As 
an outsider, you don’t just walk 
in,” Thorson said.

That’s especially true when 
you need access to people’s 
lives to tell their stories.

“The students are trying to 
go beyond the workplaces and 
into people’s lives — having 
dinner, brushing their teeth — 
experiencing their culture,” 
Thorson said. “This isn’t a 
daily newspaper story. This is 
on location and documenting a 

way of life.” 
Working out of a camp-

ing trailer during the trip to 
western Nebraska, Thorson 
and six students produced a 
blog: http://unlphotojournalism-
migrant.wordpress.com. They 
also created slideshows and 
prepared a photo exhibition.

The stories’ common thread 
is the changing role of the 
migrant farm worker in sugar 
beet country after the recent 
emergence of Roundup Ready 
beets. How are migrant labor-
ers finding work? How are 
their families affected? 

Thorson said Sartore, Buf-
fett and Mangelsen believe in 
the power of photography as 
a storytelling device as much 
as they believe in the power of 
humankind to care for those 
who struggle with poverty.

Through the endowment, 
students’ travel and equipment 
expenses are covered, which 
offers the students a chance to 
gain experience as journalists. 
They upload photos from the 
field and work as true “in-the-
field” reporters.

They are discovering that 
no matter how simple or dire a 
family’s life may seem, happi-
ness still abounds. 

“I have students telling me 
that ‘these people have noth-
ing. Yet they are so happy,’” 
Thorson said. “It brings them 
to tears.”

Storytelling through photos 
brings poverty close-up

V a N e S S a  S k o C z

Fidushe Gashi of Krusha, Kosovo, receives a kiss from her mother 
during the mourning period before the funeral of Fidushe’s daughter 
Fjolla. The girl died of her injuries a week after being hit by a car while 
walking to school. Three other girls were still in the hospital.

k a T e  V e i k

A boy walks through rain on his family’s farm at the foot of Ciciavica 
Mountain in Kosovo. The family fled into the mountains as fighting drew 
near in 1999. When family members returned at the end of the war, 
they found their property destroyed. It took six months to rebuild.
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The Digital Arts Initia-
tive is a collaborative effort 
to provide — to interested 
students from all majors — 
hands-on experience applying 
current technology to the 
arts.

“As digital artists, we all 
start with the same equip-
ment — the computer,” said 
Damon Thomas Lee, assistant 
professor of music composi-
tion and digital arts. “Then 
there is a kind of convergence 
of working practices because 
of the way our software tools 
are increasingly becoming 
more similar — film-editing 
programs look much like mu-
sic sequencers,” Lee said.

“And so the languages and 
the interfaces that we use 
to access this information, 
whether they are for film or 
music or art, become inter-
twined and make possible 
both a richer vocabulary for 
dialogue across disciplines 
and a context for collabora-
tion that is progressive and 
innovative,” he said.

Lee, along with assistant 
professors Jeff Thompson in 
the Department of Art and 
Art History and Steve Kolbe 
from the Johnny Carson 
School of Theatre and Film, 
teach classes such as Music 
Composition and Production, 
Digital Video Production, 
Animation, Digital Literacy 
(Static Image and Motion) 
and Digital Media in Art.

“The digital age requires 
that the university shape its 
existing courses with an eye 
toward the future,” said Mi-
chael Todd, a May journalism 
graduate who took two digital 
arts classes. 

“Digital arts are impor-
tant because they offer the 
artist an infinite number of 
creative possibilities and a 
much easier way to put their 
thoughts into motion.”

Tony Nguyen, a senior stu-
dio art major from Lincoln, 
has taken five digital arts 
classes. 

“All of the classes I’ve 
taken are so different from 
one another. It’s open to the 
entire campus, and anyone 
from any major can partici-
pate in it,” Nguyen said. 

“I’ve taken classes with stu-
dents who major in anything 
from art to film to biology 
and English. Just to be in that 
kind of atmosphere with stu-
dents with different perspec-
tives is something beneficial 
and unique to the digital arts 
program,” he said.

Bryan Klopping, a studio 
art major from Omaha, has 
taken six digital arts classes 
in art and music.

“The great thing about 
digital arts is that many of the 
courses point you in the right 
direction of what will fit the 
curriculum, but the students 
are left with a very open-
ended assignment,” Klop-
ping said. “I took the course 
to build my knowledge of 
many kinds of software and 
methods of creating interest-
ing art, but I got much more 
out of it.”

Physics and math major 
Gabriel Richards from Hun-
tingtown, Md., took classes in 
digital audio production and 
composition and film scoring 
for music majors.

“Digital arts courses allow 
all walks of life to participate 
in the world of music, ap-
pealing to most people in any 
number of senses,” Richards 
said. 

“Some enjoy shaping 
sounds, others might like the 
equipment, and others may 
enjoy the science behind it. 
There’s something in digital 
arts for almost everyone.” 

Collaborative effort: 
Students apply digital 
technology to the arts
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When a pilot takes the controls of 
a million-dollar jet fighter, she trusts 
that experts have thoroughly tested its 
systems, from engines to electronics. 

“‘Does the software work?’ The 
answer to that question had better have 
been arrived at using a different means 
than testing on your kid’s Xbox,” said 
Matthew Dwyer, a UNL computer sci-
ence and engineering professor. 

Dwyer and a group of five other com-
puter science engineers and nearly 30 
students at UNL’s ESQuaRed lab focus 
on software dependability, complex sys-
tems and static analyses that study how 
people and computers work together 

predictably and reliably. 
The research group has been boosted 

by at least 10 grants in the past 10 
years, including a recent $4 million 
award from the U.S. Air Force. 

In addition to Dwyer — who recently 
had a paper selected for a rare annual 
award from the International Confer-
ence on Software Engineering as the 
most influential paper of the last decade 
— the group includes Gregg Rother-
mel focusing on evolving systems, 
Sebastian Elbaum on software testing 
and analysis, Myra Cohen on highly 
configurable systems, Witawas Srisa-An 
on embedded and real-time systems, 
and Anita Sarma on the human role in 
software systems. 

Of the top 50 computer engineering 

researchers in the world, three are on 
the UNL team. 

A new focus is programming and 
studying unmanned aerial vehicles, or 
UAVs. These small yet sophisticated 
flying vehicles are being programmed 
to follow colors, stop at prescribed 
boundaries and fly complex routes. 

Armed with data collectors such as 
cameras, the UAVs will be an important 
emerging technology to perform tasks 
like monitoring farm fields, patrolling 
borders, providing surveillance, moni-
toring bridges or buildings, or flying 
along with sandhill or whooping cranes 
to gather information for wildlife pres-
ervation.

Addition of the Nebraska Intelligent 
Mobile Unmanned Systems (NIMBUS) 

testing lab inside Schorr Computing 
Center has added a unique component 
to the group’s research capabilities.

It also provides opportunities for 
further collaboration with UNL, other 
Big Ten researchers and researchers 
worldwide. Their work impacts not only 
software development and the hard-
ware that runs it, but also the under-
standing of how humans interact with 
computers. 

“To date there’s been very little work 
on trying to understand and capture in 
some precise way how human beings 
interact with software and hardware to 
achieve the overall objective,” Dwyer 
said.

“We’re trying to take these tech-
niques we’ve developed for reasoning 

about hardware and software and bring 
this other softer component, humans, 
into the mix,” he said. 

Elbaum said the impact of their work 
is becoming more powerful. 

“Software is becoming more com-
plex, more expensive to develop, and 
we’re asking more and more from it,” 
he said. “In a sense, we want more 
things, it’s costing more, and it’s harder 
to develop.”

Because a complex system like a 
fighter jet could have a 20-year life, 
cost billions of dollars and affect 
countless lives, it’s important for these 
researchers to find ways to assure that 
the software is as reliable as possible. 

Learn more about the UAV lab at 
http://nimbus.unl.edu.

UNL software engineering research is reaching new heights

a N N a  M o S T e k

Orphaned boys who live in a Johannesburg sewer watch the street 
activity outside their underground residence.

Tony Nguyen, Jesse Kudron 
and Greg Florence in assistant 
professor Damon Thomas Lee’s 
digital audio class.

Students  
worked with 
faculty in interior 
design and 
architecture, 
Sheila Elijah-
Barnwell and 
other HDR 
representatives, 
and hospital 
administrators 
who served as 
clients. 
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