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At first glance, an electrical engineer working with biologists on single-cell analysis 
– racing to understand why some cells proliferate and others die – might seem a bit of 
an anomaly.

Consider the computer scientist working shoulder-to-shoulder with psychologists to better 
understand gaming theory, or the physicist collaborating daily with materials engineers 
on the design of super-efficient solar cells. Or even the civil engineer working closely with 
environmental engineers to ensure safe and sustainable water supplies.
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To some, these groups of individuals might seem a collection 
of mismatched pairs – people who have wandered far 
outside of their areas of expertise. But by the Ira A. Fulton 
School of Engineering’s standards, these researchers are 
exactly where they should be. They’re people with expertise 
in different fields – in different areas of engineering 
– coming together collectively to solve society’s most 
plaguing issues. 

“The engineering fields need to become more closely 
linked,” says ASU President Michael Crow of the 
engineering discipline that has historically been segmented. 
“Bioengineering, electrical engineering, computer science, 
civil engineering, mechanical engineering – they need to be 
leveraged and need to build from each other.” 

This trandisciplinary approach – where solutions are sought 
independent of departmental boundaries – is just one of the 
hallmarks of the Fulton School’s new model for engineering 
research and education. 

Leading the charge is newly appointed Dean and visionary, 
Deirdre Meldrum. “We have to break away from the silo 
approach in our training and our thinking,” says Meldrum, 
previously an electrical engineering professor at the 
University of Washington. “We need to train experts who 
are strong in engineering, but who are also effectively 
engaged in learning about other disciplines. They need to 
be entrepreneurial – showing creativity, innovation, and a 
willingness to take challenges and risks.”

Their focus, adds Meldrum, should be on problem-solving 
and discoveries that benefit humanity. “Engineers always 
need to keep in mind, ‘What is the application, the long-term 
benefit and impact of my work? If I choose this solution or 
approach, how will it impact society?’” she explains.

Meldrum is, in many ways, the perfect role model for this 
new engineering paradigm. An electrical engineer with a 
civil engineering background, she developed a knack for 
combining her expertise with research interests outside of 
her formal training. The end result has been nothing short 
of amazing.

Dean Deirdre R. Meldrum
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“She’s building electrical devices to work with people 
fighting cancer,” Crow says of Meldrum’s ability to advance 
technical solutions. “She’s working with oceanographers 
who are studying new life forms in the ocean. She is working 
with people exploring space. Dee Dee is able to cut across 
all those areas and bring together all of these disciplines to 
focus on problem-solving.”

An internship with NASA while she was a civil engineering 
student was the first of many defining moments that 
exposed the inquisitive Meldrum to new fields of research. 
“I was working on training astronauts in a Shuttle Mission 
simulator,” Meldrum explains. “In doing that work, I saw 
that the things I got excited about were better enabled by an 
electrical engineering background.” 

The master’s degree and Ph.D. in electrical engineering 
she later earned from Rensselaer Polytechnic and Stanford 
University, however, didn’t stop Meldrum from delving into 
fields outside of her professional comfort zone – including 
genomics. She took every opportunity to learn about 
genomics, self-training by immersing herself in research 

articles, attending seminars and working closely with 
different professors in the University of Washington’s 
wet labs.

These same types of opportunities she wants to make 
available to Fulton students and researchers. 

According to Paul Johnson, Fulton School’s Executive Dean, 
the key to success is creating a nimble and entrepreneurial 
environment where faculty and students feel free to 
generate and discuss curricular and collaborative 
research ideas.

“Traditionally at a university, it might take several years to 
get a new degree approved,” explains Johnson. In ASU’s 
entrepreneurial setting, the pace is highly accelerated. 
For example, in only six months, a Master of Real Estate 
Development degree was conceived, approved and offered 
through the Sandra Day O’Connor College of Law, the School 
of Architecture and Design, W.P. Carey School of Business, 
and the Fulton School’s Del E. Webb School of Construction.



Cover Feature

“It was very timely, very successful, right on the mark, and right at 
the right time,” Johnson says of the new degree. “Something like 
that could never happen unless people were saying ‘That’s a good 
idea. Let’s explore it. Let’s give it a try.’”

This same exploratory and entrepreneurial approach is also 
evident in course options. A Fulton School elective course prepares 
engineers to thrive in entrepreneurial organizations, while the 
Edson Student Entrepreneur Initiative provides funding, office space 
and training for teams of students to explore innovative business 
products and services.

“We recognize that at some point in their careers, people start 
their own companies, pursue their own inventions or work in small, 
entrepreneurial firms,” Johnson explains. Opportunities such as 
InnovationSpace, a joint venture between the Fulton School, College 
of Design and W.P. Carey School of Business, prepare students 
for those realities, helping them create progressive, possible and 
profitable products. 

Still other opportunities fund undergraduate and graduate research 
opportunities – many that require students to take courses from a 
range of disciplines, and others that provide hands-on experience 
writing research proposals.

One thing is certain for Fulton students. As Meldrum and Johnson 
continue to embody a progressive, entrepreneurial management 
style – Meldrum focused on developing departmental, campus-wide, 
industry and community connections, and Johnson responsible for 
oversight of day-to-day activities in the Fulton School – students will 
learn from their example.

As Dean, people-connector, researcher, and Director of the Center for 
Ecogenomics at ASU, Meldrum will continue to make advances that 
benefit humanity. Johnson, playing the role of COO, environmental 
engineering researcher and Professor, will maintain open lines of 
communication among faculty and students. Both will transform the 
way engineers touch the world.




