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for a wide spectrum of careers in industry, as 

well as government.”

At RockOn, Vassiliadis and Eakins built a 

payload that included useful instruments and 

cameras to measure the rocket acceleration, air 

pressure, and temperature, along with a Geiger 

counter used to register high-energy particles 

in the ionosphere. They plan to bring the 

skills, knowledge, and experience obtained in 

Virginia back to WVU and continue building 

experiments  with other interested students. 

“Rockets span a broad range of altitudes, 

and provide a platform from which researchers 

can measure properties of the rarefied 

upper atmosphere and near-Earth space,” 

said Vassiliadis. “These experiments offer 

information that can help us understand 

weather and climate, conduct experiments 

under low-gravity conditions to develop new 

substances, and make solar and astrophysical 

observations outside the hazy Earth 

atmosphere.” 

Nearly 100 university instructors and 

students from 21 states attended RockOn. 

Participants worked in three-person teams with 

students and faculty from schools across the 

country to build a payload from a hardware 

kit. Each of the fifteen teams prepared its 

own version of the payload, and then helped 

integrate all of them into the rocket body. 

Wallops Flight Facility provided the rocket 

and launch operations, and offered tours and 

briefings on sounding rocket environments.

West Virginia has a long, proud tradition 

when it comes to rockets. Generations of 

young scientists were inspired by the story of 

the Rocket Boys of Coalwood, West Virginia 

– Homer “Sonny” Hickam, Quentin Wilson, 

Roy Lee Cooke, Sherman Siers, O’Dell Carroll, 

and Billy Rose. Their first amateur rockets 

reached heights of approximately six miles, and 

their experiments in that small town led them 

to a world stage.

This summer, Dimitris Vassiliadis, professor 

in the Department of Physics, and James 

Eakins, a senior physics major, watched an 

experiment they built launch to an altitude 

of 73 miles on a NASA suborbital sounding 

rocket. 

The two attended RockOn, a week-long 

student workshop hosted and supported by 

NASA and the Colorado and Virginia Space 

Grant Consortia at the Wallops Flight Facility 

in Virginia. The workshop teaches faculty 

and students how to develop experiments, or 

payloads, for flight. 

WVU’s participation was part of a new, 

two-semester-long project in the Department 

of Physics called the WVU Sounding-Rocket 

Student Program. It is funded by the West 

Virginia Space Grant Consortium, and invites 

undergraduates from STEM disciplines to 

design, build, and fly sophisticated payloads for 

a similar rocket launch in June 2010. 

“WVU’s Sounding-Rocket Student 

Program provides the hands-on experience 

of building flight-worthy components, and 

fosters responsibility and teamwork of students 

from a large number of disciplines, like 

physics, mechanical and electrical engineering, 

computer science, chemistry, geoscience, and 

many others,” said Vassiliadis. “Such a project is 

a great addition to a resume and can be useful 

To learn more about WVU’s Sounding Rocket Student Program, visit ulysses.phys.wvu.edu/~dimitris/research/suborbital/index.htm.

Dimitris Vassiliadis, Paul Cassak, and James Eakins in the lab.

NASA’s Terrier Orion rocket lifts off carrying 
experiments prepared by RockOn.

“WVU’s Sounding-Rocket Student Program provides the hands-on experience of building flight-
worthy components, and fosters responsibility and teamwork of students from a large number 
of disciplines, like physics, mechanical and electrical engineering, computer science, chemistry, 
geoscience, and many others.” —Dimitris Vassiliadis.

The
New
Rocket
Boys
by Lauren Peretti
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Richard Thomas knew he wanted to be a 

biologist after he took his first class in ecology 

as an undergraduate. After graduating and 

working on the Blue Ridge Parkway in North 

Carolina for a year, he found his niche in the 

field of plant physiological ecology.

In October, Thomas accepted the position 

of chair of the Department of Biology. 

The Department of Biology is very diverse 

with 30 research and teaching faculty members 

and 45 graduate students. It has one of the 

largest undergraduate programs at WVU, with 

over 900 pre-biology and biology majors. 

Thomas thinks that these numbers present 

many opportunities for the Department but 

also many challenges. He is committed to 

undergraduate retention and to building and 

developing graduate programs. Additionally, 

he is excited about President Clements pledge 

to hire 100 new faculty in the next three years. 

“We need to retain our faculty and 

help them develop their research and 

teaching careers,” said Thomas. “And we 

need to add new excellent 

scientists to our faculty 

to add new research and 

teaching directions to those 

already present in our 

Department.” 

Thomas identifies several ways that 

alumni can help the Department reach its 

goals. He says that support for undergraduate 

research projects in the form of scholarship 

symposium.

specialties.

dollars is crucial to maintaining the level of instruction the Department 

currently provides. He also sees support for graduate student travel to 

national meetings to present their work and to develop contacts for their 

future careers as a pressing need.

“Research and presentation of that research is a crucial component 

in the development of a well-rounded academic,” he said. “In order to 

improve the national standing of WVU we need to grow our graduate 

programs and to do that we need funds to offer the most comprehensive 

and competitive experience to our graduate students.”

Thomas’ research addresses issues related to global environmental 

change including complex, interrelated phenomena such as greenhouse 

warming, stratospheric ozone depletion, tropical deforestation, loss of 

biodiversity, atmospheric nitrogen deposition, elevated atmospheric 

carbon dioxide concentrations, and a host of other environmental 

changes.

Specifically, he focuses on understanding how plants interact with a 

changing environment, both physical and biotic, and the physiological 

adaptations of plants to environmental stress. His is also interested in 

scaling plant physiological processes to the ecosystem level, for example, 

defining the role of nitrogen-fixing plants in ecosystem nitrogen balance 

or understanding the role of forest productivity in the global carbon 

balance.

Early in his career at Duke University, he developed the Free-Air 

CO2 Enrichment (FACE) experiment with Boyd Strain, one of the 

pioneers of plant physiological ecology. Their FACE experiment was the 

first to manipulate an intact forest ecosystem. 

The main objective of FACE research is to understand the role of 

forests in the global carbon cycle. FACE builds on many greenhouse 

and chamber experiments where individual plants are 

examined under different conditions of climate 

change. Today there are a whole network 

of FACE experiments worldwide that 

examine many types of ecosystems.

Richard Thomas received his 

doctorate from Clemson University 

in 1987. He joined the Department 

of Biology in 1995 and was promoted 

to full professor in 2006. He has 

published over seven book chapters 

and over 56 articles in referred 

journals including, Science, Plant 

and Soil, Oecologia, and Plant, Cell and 

Environment. In 2000, he received the Eberly College of Arts and Sciences 

Outstanding Researcher Award.

“My favorite thing about teaching is my interaction with students. I like 
being around students, talking with them, teaching them, advising them, 
helping them solve the problems of the world.”—Richard Thomas

THOMAS TO CHAIR
DEPARTMENT OF BIOLOGY
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