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December 16, 2022 

Dear Engineers’ Society of Western Pennsylvania (ESWP) Selection Committee, 

On behalf of the Department of Bioengineering in the Swanson School for Engineering at the University of Pittsburgh, I 
am delighted to submit this nomination of Dr. Joseph Samosky, PhD, for the ESWP’s Engineer of the Year Award.  I 
will present observations and highlights as a basis for this nomination that detail Joe’s technical and professional 
accomplishments including outstanding impacts in education/teaching, education service including community affairs, 
and his contributions to the engineering profession including technology innovation. 

Background 
Joe has an impressive interdisciplinary educational background: undergraduate degrees in Electrical Engineering and 
Behavioral Neuroscience (Pitt) and graduate degrees in Electrical Engineering and Computer Science (M.S., MIT) and 
Medical Engineering (Ph.D.) from the Harvard-MIT Division of Health Science and Technology, with additional study in 
clinical medicine at Harvard Medical School. What is even more impressive is Joe’s infectious enthusiasm for developing 
and implementing novel ways to educate engineering students.  Joe began his work at Pitt in 2007 as a faculty member in 
the Department of Anesthesiology in the School of Medicine.  In 2014, the Swanson School of Engineering (SSoE) was 
one of the inaugural cohort of 12 universities selected to participate in the NSF’s Engineering Pathways to Innovation (EPI) 
Program, created to foster the incorporation of innovation and entrepreneurship in undergraduate engineering education. As 
a result of that program, we were then fortunate to have Joe’s primary faculty appointment transferred to the SSoE 
(Bioengineering) in July 2014. Most recently, Joe was promoted to an Associate Professor of Bioengineering in 2022.   

Education/Teaching: Design Thinking, Experiential Learning, and The Art of Making Project 
Joe is a consummate educator. This was recognized by his faculty colleagues when he was selected as the 2018 SSoE 
Outstanding Educator in his first year of eligibility, with the selection committee voting unanimously and citing the 
substantial impacts of his innovations in SSoE education and excellence in student mentorship. 

Joe was a pioneer in bringing design thinking to SSoE and incorporating user-centered design into his courses and co-
curricular student programs. His work was foundational to our Innovation and Entrepreneurship program and has had an 
enormous impact in establishing a culture of innovation among our students. Through his vision and leadership of The Art 
of Making educational project, a transformative and innovative approach to engineering education at both the undergraduate 
and graduate levels, he has promoted a rigorous, human-centered, data-driven design process founded on design thinking 
that fosters creativity, inclusivity, divergent thinking and innovative problem solving to address real human needs. Central 
to this effort is his development of the new project-based experiential learning course The Art of Making: An Introduction 
to Hands-On System Design and Engineering, offered both as a first-year honors course and as an upper-level undergraduate 
course. The Art of Making has had an impact far beyond the courses themselves; it serves as a laboratory for exploration 
and dissemination of design thinking and experiential learning methods: Joe’s pedagogical methods and content have been 
deployed in multiple other courses and departments and in over 20 co-curricular programs, workshops and STEM outreach 
events as well as the program Classroom to Community: Designing and Inventing for Real-World Impact (see below).  

The Art of Making (AoM) in both versions has now been offered 16 times, engaging a total of 585 students in developing 
113 capstone projects.  The human-centered design methodology taught in AoM has demonstrated significant and sustained 
success in promoting SSoE student achievement via multiple impact metrics: 

• AoM student teams have won the Best Design Award 5 times in 7 years at the SSoE’s externally-judged Design Expo – including a team of first-
year students who won the award competing against 300+ senior design students!

• Assistive technology for deaf children developed by the AoM capstone team Vibrance: Music for Deaf Children has enabled dance and movement 
education for students at the Western PA School for the Deaf (WPSD). Multiple AoM capstone project design teams have developed assistive
technologies currently in use at the Western PA School for Blind Children. Joe has been a passionate advocate for design for people with
disabilities and underserved groups.

• Even during the pandemic, teams of students from Joe’s classes and co-curricular Classroom to Community program founded two companies
and won over $110,000 in innovation and entrepreneurship competitions and business development campaigns.

Students and alumni provide exceptionally positive feedback regarding their experiences in Joe’s courses. Impacts include  
SSoE recruitment and retention: students report choosing Pitt or staying in engineering because of The Art of Making. They 
also share powerful stories of personal change and growth: 
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• I came to Pitt for the Art of Making. It was everything I had hoped it would be, and really transformed my college experience from something I 
didn't really enjoy to something I love. 

• The Art of Making has changed the course of my life. When I started as a freshman engineering student, I was expecting to drop out. I was good 
at engineering, science, and math even though I didn't enjoy a single engineering course. I currently work at 3M to define the future of healthcare 
technology because of The Art of Making. 

• We learned more in a semester than I thought I could learn from 4 years of classes. I thoroughly understand the design process and feel confident 
in my ability to solve any problem I face, in engineering or otherwise. 
 

Joe has studied and brought best practices in design education to SSoE from other universities (including MIT) and has 
in particular served as a liaison and bridge-builder with Stanford’s Hasso-Plattner Institute of Design (d.school). His 
educational innovations and development of the G34 Design and Innovation Space have in turn attracted national 
attention: he has been invited to present and mentor other faculty at Stanford, as well as giving invited presentations at 
other universities including Michigan Tech and the University of Wisconsin. 

 

Education Service: Mentoring, G34 Design and Innovation Space, and Classroom to Community Project 
 

Mentoring and Student Research 
Since coming to Pitt Joe has mentored over 850 undergraduate and graduate students in more than 193 projects, 
including students from 10 different majors (including all SSoE departments), 4 schools within the University of 
Pittsburgh and 4 other universities – an impressive and impactful accomplishment indeed. He has also served as an 
academic advisor for 37 bioengineering students and supervised 87 undergraduate and graduate teaching assistants.  Joe has 
a strong record of innovation in developing medical simulation systems with the goal of increasing the effectiveness and 
efficiency of healthcare training. He has developed over 20 prototype systems and involved over 100 students in 
research; these systems have led to 8 issued patents and 3 additional patent applications. (Joe has also received the 1st 
place award for technology innovation at the International Meeting on Simulation in Healthcare (the highest technology 
award in his field.) Students Joe has mentored have been accepted to graduate engineering programs at Harvard, Duke and 
Johns Hopkins, and have won prestigious recognitions including a Fulbright award. 
 

 G34 Design and Innovation Space 
Joe has been a pioneer in SSoE “makerspace” development and a leader in the design and development of learning 
environments that support innovative pedagogy and student design projects. He has led the establishment, design, and day-
to-day management of SSoE’s G34 Design and Innovation Space, an environment where students have 24/7 swipe card 
access and a “home base for innovation” to explore, exchange ideas, develop prototypes and foster innovation. Over the 
past 8 years, the space has supported the project work of over 1000 students from 16 courses, multiple student clubs and 
service organizations, Pitt Innovation Institute competitions, and STEM outreach and recruiting events, including the 
Society of Women Engineers and Pitt’s Investing Now summer program for high school students from groups historically 
underrepresented in engineering. This effort has greatly promoted experiential and peer-to-peer learning. Students work on 
their projects in G34 after hours and during weekends and the joy of and sense of excitement for learning by doing are 
readily palpable when one speaks to these students – there is no better index of success or impact of Joe’s teaching approach 
than students’ sense of pride in their innovations and designs heard during these personal conversations. 
 

Classroom to Community Project: Designing and Inventing for Real-World Impact 
In 2019, Joe designed a major new co-curricular program, Classroom to Community: Designing and Inventing for Real-
World Impact, to extend design thinking and project-based learning methods beyond the classroom. Classroom to 
Community (C2C) empowers students to invent in a spirit of service, promotes community-engaged scholarship and enables 
high-potential student design projects to be nurtured toward real-world benefits for community partners.  To date – and even 
throughout the pandemic – C2C has supported over 80 students from 9 majors and 3 schools to develop 14 human-centered 
design projects with 9 community partner organizations. In the summer of 2021, Joe created and delivered a 5-week C2C 
Design Thinking Bootcamp for 15 new students in 4 project teams. C2C additionally provides students with project 
workspace and a peer-learning environment in Studio 437, a part of Joe’s laboratory developed to support the program. 
 

Summary 
On behalf of the University of Pittsburgh Department of Bioengineering, I most enthusiastically nominate Joe for the ESWP 
Engineer of the Year Award. Overall, Joe’s ideas regarding how design thinking and experiential learning should be 
introduced in the engineering curriculum right from the start and how human-centered design, communication skills, 
teamwork and challenging, hands-on, real-world projects should be incorporated in as many engineering courses as possible 
have transformed undergraduate engineering education at Pitt. Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions. 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 
Mark Redfern, PhD 
Interim Chair, Department of Bioengineering and William Kepler Whiteford Professor of Bioengineering 




