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The newly completed Strong 
Hall is a 268,000-square-foot 
academic science structure 
that houses the Departments 
of Anthropology and Earth 
& Planetary Sciences, Division 
of Biology, and chemistry 
teaching labs, as well as 
state-of-the-art teaching 
spaces and lecture halls.

Construction at Strong Hall started in 
spring 2014 and finished in summer 
2017. The building dedication ceremony 
took place Friday, September 8. The 
building maintained historic details from 
the 1926 Sophronia Strong Residence 
Hall and included a total restoration 
of the 19th-Century Queen Ann Style 
Cowan Cottage at the corner of the site. 
Faculty and staff in the Department of 
Chemistry are quite excited about the 
impacts of this new building and the 
14,000-square-foot new lab space could 
bring to chemistry education.

“I think that the new building enhances 
the student and faculty experience 
at UT,” says David Jenkins, associate 
professor of chemistry. “The building 
looks great and has tons of natural light. 
All of the labs have much more space 
per student and are designed with 
technology in mind. In particular, the 

organic labs are excellent with a top-
notch facility for instruction. Having 
an NMR in every lab is fantastic.”

Bhavya Sharma, assistant professor of 
chemistry, shares Jenkins’ excitement 
about the new science facility. 

“I think the new labs are amazing,” 
Sharma says. “They’ve got so many 
new features. The setup lets an 
instructor put instructions up on a 
screen instead of having to write 
them out on a board. They have 
new instruments, and the new design 
of the lab spaces allow the teaching 
assistants be able to see all of the 
students at one time. It’s really exciting.”

Sharma is particularly interested in 
seeing how this could impact student 
recruitment at the undergraduate level.

“I taught the Governor’s Schools for 
Science and Engineering in Chemistry 
at Strong Hall this summer,” Sharma 
says. “They were high school students 
who had never had a college level 
chemistry class. They were impressed 
with the facilities at UT, so hopefully 
that will encourage them to come 
here in the future.”

Strong Hall Impacts 
Chemistry Education
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Graduate Student Attended 
National School on X-Ray 
and Neutron Scattering
Zhiming Liu, a second-year graduate student in Professor 
Ben Xue’s Research Group, attended the 19th National School 
on X-Ray and Neutron Scattering August 5 – 19 at Argonne 
National Laboratory and Oak Ridge National Laboratory.

The School aims to “educate graduate students on the utilization 
of major neutron and x-ray facilities.” The two-week program 
included lectures, presented by researchers from academia, 
industry, and national laboratories, and provided basic tutorials 
on the principles of scattering theory and the characteristics of 
the sources, as well as seminars on the application of scattering 
methods to a variety of scientific subjects.

“It was a very precious opportunity to learn first-hand 
experiments from the top scientists in each field,” Liu says. 
“From the experiments, we had chance to work on three 
different instruments at both Argonne and ORNL. We spent 
every afternoon with different beamline scientists. They were 
very nice and patient. They answered our questions in depth 
and extended our knowledge further from different point of 
views. These really help me to know what kind science these 
state-of-art techniques can probe and how these can fit to 
my own research.”

Liu was born and grew up in Weihai, Shandong Province, 
northeast coast of China. He obtained his BS in applied 
chemistry from Jiangnan University in 2016, and came to UT 
the same year to start to work towards a PhD in chemistry. He 
works on probing molecular magnetism by neutron scattering. 

“I want to thank ORNL and Argonne National Lab for offering 
this great opportunity to boost my knowledge and field of 
vision,” Liu says. “I also want to thank my mentors who have 
helped me along the way, including Professor Ziling Xue and 
Shelby Stavretis for the help with my application; and Professors 
Sheng Dai and Zhiguo Gu for the recommendation.”

Two Graduate Students 
Received Shull Wollan 
Center Graduate 
Research Fellowship
Shelby Stavretis, a fourth-year graduate student 
in Professor Ben Xue’s research group, and 
Fatema Wahida, a third-year graduate student in 
Professor John Larese’s research group, received 
Shull Wollan Center Graduate Research Fellowship 
for May 2017 through April 2018. The fellowship 
includes a year of stipend in support of the 
awardees’ research.

In 1998, Oak Ridge National Lab and UT 
established the Joint Institute for Neutron 
Sciences, which had been reconstituted as 
the Shull Wollan Center: a Joint Institute for 
Neutron Science.

According to a statement on the UT Office of 
Research and Engagement’s website, (Clifford) 
Shull and (Ernest) Wollan were pioneering 
researchers of neutron diffraction in the 1940s, 
laying the groundwork for scientific breakthroughs 
that continue to this day in physics, energy science, 
materials science, and biological science.

“Professor Xue forwarded an email announcement 
for the fellowship,” Stavretis says. “When I was 
notified I received the award, I felt excited that 
my research in neutron scattering was being 
recognized. This fellowship will provide invaluable 
support for my neutron scattering research 
projects. It will help advance my research 
goals and provides opportunities for further 
collaboration with the scientists at the Spallation 
Neutron Source.” 

Shelby 
Stavretis
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Our annual Department 
of Chemistry Honors Day 

took place Thursday, 
April 27, 2017. 

Congratulations to the students, 
faculty, and staff who received awards 

for their many achievements. 

To see the full list of winners, 
please visit 

chem.utk.edu/news/2017honorsday. 

We love to hear from our alumni ...
Visit our website 

chem.utk.edu/alumni-friends 
and update your alumni information. 

In return, we’ll send you a small 
gift of our appreciation!

Stavretis completed her undergraduate degree in chemistry at 
Butler University. In 2014, she joined Xue’s inorganic chemistry 
research group. Since then, her work has focused on using 
neutron scattering techniques to probe molecular magnetism. 
Her research relies on the user facilities at the Spallation Neutron 
Source and the NIST Center for Neutron Research at ORNL.

“I was very excited and pleased to receive this award.” 

Wahida says. “A great deal of my research 
requires neutron scattering to gain 
insight into the dynamics of the 
molecular systems under study. 
This fellowship is a great inspiration 
and recognition of my work. 
I believe it will help me contribute to neutron science by 
accomplishing my graduate school research goals. I sincerely 
thank the committee for selecting me as a recipient. I am also 
thankful to my advisor Professor J. Z. Larese for his endless 
support and guidance in my research.”

Wahida completed her undergraduate in applied chemistry and 
chemical engineering at the University of Dhaka. She joined 
Larese’s materials and neutron scattering group in fall 2014. Her 
current research focuses on studying the thermodynamics and 
molecular dynamics of the adsorption of cyclic hydrocarbons 
on surfaces with comparable symmetries. Neutron scattering is 
used in her research to probe the microscopic dynamics and the 
structure of the adsorbed molecular films. Most of the neutron 
experiments are conducted at the user facilities of the Spallation 
Neutron Source (SNS) at ORNL.

Connect with us 
on Social Media!

Search #UTKChem on 
Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, and YouTube!

17-227 Chemistry NL.indd   3 11/3/17   1:14 PM



4   CHEMISTRY

FACULTY HIGHLIGHTS

Professor Xue Named 
2017 ACS Fellow
Ziling (Ben) Xue, professor of chemistry, has been 
named one of the 65 American Chemical Society Fellows 
in 2017, announced in the June 19 issue of Chemical & 
Engineering News (C&EN). He was honored at the fall 
ACS National Meeting in Washington, DC. ACS Fellows 
Program recognizes members for their “outstanding 
achievements in and contributions to science, the 
profession, and the Society.”

As stated on the ACS website, Xue was honored for 
his significant contributions to synthetic and physical 
inorganic chemistry. He discovered the pathway to the 
archetypical carbene that led a Nobel Prize and is 
cited in textbooks in the field.

Xue’s contribution to the ACS community was also a 
factor in the decision. According to the ACS website, 
as the Division of Inorganic Chemistry Membership Chair 
for eight years, Xue led successful recruitment activities, 
resulting in 300 percent, 20 percent, and 31 percent 
increases in undergraduate, student, and total new 
memberships, respectively, in 2015. 

Xue came to UT in 1992 after receiving his bachelor’s 
degree from Nanjing University-Nanjing University 
College of Pharmacy, completing his doctorate from 
the University of California, Los Angeles, and doing 
postdoctoral research at Indiana University. He was 
previously named an National Science Foundation 
(NSF) Young Investigator. Xue is also a fellow of the 
American Association for the Advancement of Science. 
He has served as the UT College of Arts and Sciences 
representative on university-wide committees. Xue 
has also been an associate editor of Science China 
Chemistry, a flagship publication of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences.

Above: Professor Ben Xue (right) with Professor 
Donna J. Nelson, ACS Immediate Past President
(Credit: American Chemical Society) 

Professor Musfeldt 
Named 2017 
APS Fellow

Janice Musfeldt, Ziegler 
Professor of chemistry, 
was elected to the 2017 
class of American Physical 
Society (APS) Fellows. 
The APS Fellowship is a 
distinct honor signifying 
recognition by one’s 
professional peers. 
According to the release, 
Musfeldt was nominated by APS Division of Materials 
Physics for her contributions to the spectroscopy of 
quantum materials with an emphasis on high magnetic 
field effects in multiferroics, quantum magnets, 
and nanomaterials.

The APS Fellowship program recognizes members who 
have made exceptional contributions to the physics 
enterprise, including outstanding physics research, 
important applications of physics, leadership in or 
service to physics, or significant contributions to physics 
education. Each year, no more than one half of one 
percent of the Society’s membership is elected to the 
status of Fellow.

Musfeldt obtained her BS in chemical engineering from 
University of Illinois in 1984 and completed her PhD study 
in physical chemistry at University of Florida in 1992. 
She worked as a post-doctoral research associate at 
the Departement de Physique, Universite de Sherbrooke, 
Quebec, Canada, from 1993 to 1994 and joined the 
faculty at the Department of Chemistry, State University 
of New York at Binghamton prior to coming to UT 
in 2001. 

Musfeldt has received multiple awards and recognitions 
throughout her career, including 1996 NSF CAREER 
Award, 2001 NSF Creativity Award, 2010 UT Chancellor’s 
Award for Research and Creative Achievement, and 2010 
- 2014 and 2015 - 2019 Ziegler Professorship. 

Musfeldt’s group focuses on studying the behavior of 
materials under extreme conditions. The group is well 
known for their spectroscopic work in high magnetic 
fields and pressures, under unusual chemical and 
photochemical activation, and at very small sizes 
where quantum confinement becomes apparent. 
Recently, the group, along with other collaborators 
received $1.6 million NSF-DMREF Award for Advanced 
Materials Research.
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Professor Kovac Selected 
Panelist of 67 Lindau Nobel 
Laureate Meeting

Jeff Kovac, professor of 
chemistry, was invited to lead 
a discussion June 30 on the 
topic of “Ethics in Science” 
at the closing panel of 67th 
Lindau Nobel Laureate 
meeting, which will take place 
June 25 – 30, 2018, on Mainau 
Island, Germany. 

“In preparation of this panel 
discussion, our scientific 
chairpersons Professor Astrid 
Gräslund and Professor 
Wolfgang Lubitz suggested Professor Kovac as a 
panelist based on his large experience in the field and his 
publications and presentations,” says Wolfgang Huang, 
director executive secretariat of council for the Lindau 
Nobel Laureate meetings.

Kovac has a bachelor’s degree from Reed College, 
a doctorate from Yale University, and two years of 
postdoctoral research at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology. In recent years, Kovac has frequently spoke 
about ethics in chemistry. He gave a talk titled “Ethics 
of chemical weapon research” during 2016 American 
Chemical Society’s meeting in Denver, Colorado, in March. 
His talk was highlighted on C&EN website as part of 
Denver National Meeting Mania. In fall of 2016, the Swiss 
Academy of Sciences (SCNAT) invited Kovac to speak in 
SCNAT Ethics Lecture Tour, where he visited six universities 
and academic institutions in Switzerland at the end of 
October and beginning of November.

“Each year, the most promising young students come to 
the small island of Lindau to meet with Nobel Laureates 
for a week full of inspiration,” Huang says. This year, 420 
young scientists from 78 countries have been selected 
to participate after passing a multi-stage international 
selection process.

FACULTY HIGHLIGHTS

Professor Brian Long 
Receives DOE Early 
Career Award
The US Department of Energy’s Office of Science 
recently picked two UT assistant professors for its 
Early Career Research Program.

Industrial and systems 
engineering’s James 
Ostrowski was selected 
for his research into 
complex algorithms, 
and chemistry’s Brian 
Long was chosen for 
his work on developing 
membranes for gas 
separations.

Long’s work, 
“Advancing Polymeric 
Gas Separation 

Membranes through Molecular Engineering,” notes 
that current practices of separating gases accounts 
for 10 to 15 percent of the total energy consumption 
in the world, so any improvement would have a 
significant global impact.

  One particular technology that 
has shown tremendous promise is 
the use of polymeric gas separation 
membranes,” says Long in his abstract, noting
that a significant holdup stands in the way of their 
widespread use. “To bridge this scientific gap, this 
research project aims to synthesize and evaluate 
polymeric gas separation membranes possessing 
precisely defined structure at the monomeric, 
polymeric, and microphase levels.”

Article adapted from Tennessee Today, August 17, 2017

Earl L. Wehry, Emeritus Professor 
in chemistry, passed away 
October 17, 2017. Earl was born in 
1941, received his BS in chemistry 
from Juniata College and a PhD 
in chemistry from Purdue. He 
joined the faculty of the University 
of Tennessee in 1970 and rose 
through the ranks achieving 
full professor in 1977. He retired 
in 1996 after 26 years of loyal 

and productive service to the 
Department of Chemistry, the 
college, and the university. During 
his career at UT, he mentored 19 
PhD students and five master’s 
students. He was recognized 
for his research contributions 
in analytical chemistry with a 
Chancellor’s award for Research 
and Creative Achievement 
and Science Alliance Awards 

throughout their existence. 
He published more than 110 
research papers in refereed 
publications as well as several 
monographs associated with 
various spectrometric methods of 
analysis. He was known nationally 
as an expert in phosphorescence 
and fluorescence spectroscopy.
A service is scheduled on Saturday, Jan. 
20th, 2018. For more details, please visit 
https://www.chem.utk.edu/wehry

In memory of... Professor Emeritus Earl L. Wehry
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Michelle Buchanan, an accomplished scientific 
leader and researcher, has been appointed deputy 
for science and technology at the Department of 
Energy’s Oak Ridge National Laboratory by new 
Lab Director Thomas Zacharia. Her appointment 
was effective October 1, 2017.

“Buchanan’s research accomplishments, 
programmatic expertise, and reputation for 
achievement support ORNL’s role as a premier 
research institution that provides scientific 
expertise and breakthroughs that are critical to 
national priorities in energy, industry, and national 
security,” says Zacharia, who served in the deputy’s 
position until becoming lab director July 1.

Buchanan has been associate laboratory 
director for physical sciences since 2004, with 
responsibilities including the lab’s Divisions 
of Chemical Sciences, Physics, and Materials 
Science and Technology, as well as its Center 
for Nanophase Materials Sciences, a DOE Office 
of Science user facility. The lab will conduct an 
international search for her replacement.

As deputy, Buchanan’s responsibilities will cover 
the range of ORNL research—computing and 
computational sciences, neutron science, nuclear 
science and engineering, the physical sciences, 
energy and environmental science, and national 
security—as well as the lab’s leadership role in US 
ITER, the Exascale Computing Project, and ORNL 
research centers and institutes.

“The scientific challenges and impact of Oak 
Ridge’s research has compelled me for many 
years,” says Buchanan, who came to the lab as 
a chemist in 1978. “It is a great privilege to be 
entrusted with shaping our future as a laboratory. 
My focus will be on strengthening collaborations 
across our diverse disciplines and promoting 
scientific achievement among ORNL staff, as well 
as the world-leading scientists who use ORNL 
facilities and benefit from our expertise.”

Buchanan is a fellow of the American Chemical 
Society and the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science. She has written or 
contributed to more than 100 scientific publications 
and reports, holds two patents, edited a book on 
Fourier transform mass spectrometry, and worked 
extensively at the national level helping shape 
research directions for DOE and the 

National Science Foundation. She has held multiple 
positions in the American Chemical Society and 
the American Society for Mass Spectrometry. She 
is a member of the Board on Chemical Sciences 
and Technology, National Academy of Sciences, 
and serves on advisory boards for the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison Department of Chemistry, the 
University of Tennessee Department of Chemistry, 
the National Science Foundation Advisory 
Committee for Environmental Research and 
Education, and the Georgia Institute of Technology 
Southeastern Nanotechnology Infrastructure 
Corridor (SENIC). Her stature in the research 
community has made her an effective advocate for 
increased opportunities for women, girls, and other 
underrepresented groups in STEM-based careers.

Buchanan earned her bachelor’s degree in 
chemistry from the University of Kansas and 
her doctorate in chemistry from the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison. Her research focused on 
the development of mass spectrometry for trace 
detection of materials related to energy, health, and 
the environment for multiple DOE offices and other 
federal agencies.

Photo credit: Department of Energy, 
Office of Economic Impact and Diversity

Chemistry BOV Member Buchanan named 
Deputy for Science and Technology at Oak 
Ridge National Laboratory
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Nam-Goo Kang 
served as a 
research assistant 
professor and 
facilities director 
of the polymer 
characterization lab 
in the Department 
of Chemistry at 
the University 
of Tennessee, 
Knoxville. Kang 
joined UT after 
completing a 
post-doctoral 
appointment at 
the University of 
Massachusetts 

Lowell, bringing with him a rich background 
in polymer science research and experience in 
academia and industry. Specifically, his research 
focused on the synthesis of functional polymers 
via living anionic polymerization, and his 
knowledge in this area was an asset for his 
work on superelastomers at UT.

Superelastomers are advanced polymer materials 
that were named and developed by Jimmy 
Mays, professor of chemistry. These materials 
are stronger and more elastic than ordinary 
elastomers (like rubber), and possess the ability 
to be stretched repeatedly without losing their 
integrity or their shape. They can also be recycled 
by melting and reshaping them into a new product. 
These properties make superelastomers very 
promising for a number of applications such as 
ultra-thin surgical gloves, biomaterials, baby care 
products (e.g., pacifiers and baby bottle nipples), 
and adhesives.

Despite their superior properties and a favorable 
reception from industry, superelastomers were 
too expensive for the commercial market 
primarily due to their demanding and time-
consuming production process. In response, 
Kang and Mays developed a lower cost method 
for producing superelastomers, employing 
free-radical polymerization as part of the 
manufacturing process to reduce cost and simplify 
synthesis techniques. Their efforts resulted in a 
superelastomer that is comparable in price to 
commercially available polymers.

Shortly after they developed this improved 
superelastomer production method, Kang and 
Mays were invited by a global chemical company 
that specializes in innovative polymers to give a 
seminar: “Graft Copolymers as Superelastomers.” 
The company’s interest in their research and its 
promising industrial applications ultimately led 
to a licensing agreement that was executed in 
October 2015.

“Polymer materials can be found in any number 
of consumer products that we use on a daily 
basis, from plastic bags and car tires to personal 
electronics,” Kang says. “I am confident that 
this licensing agreement is just the first step 
in improving the quality and performance 
of advanced thermoplastic elastomers, like 
superelastomers, and introducing them into even 
more everyday products.”

Kang points to the University of Tennessee 
Research Foundation (UTRF) as playing a 
significant role in bringing the superelastomer 
technology to the marketplace by helping him and 
his research team apply for patent applications 
and connect with the licensee. He is also grateful 
for the resources that were made available to him 
at UT, especially Oak Ridge National Laboratory’s 
advanced research and characterization 
instruments and UT’s diverse analysis instruments, 
which allowed Kang to enhance the quality of his 
data and efficiency of data analysis.

“It was a real pleasure to collaborate with Kang, 
Mays, and their research team on the licensing of 
the superelastomer technology,” says Andreana 
Leskovjan, licensing associate with UTRF. “These 
new polymer materials hold extraordinary 
potential for innovations within the thermoplastic 
elastomer industry and open up the possibility 
for new applications in the chemical, plastic, and 
automotive industries, among others.”

Although Kang has moved on from UT, having 
accepted a position with Penn Color, Inc. in May 
2017, Mays and his lab are continuing their work 
to improve superelastomers, specifically to extend 
this technology from styrene-based to acrylate-
based superelastomers.

UT Research Foundation Inventor Spotlight: Professor Namgoo Kang
Article reprinted from UTRF website, August 23, 2017
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Chemistry Giving Opportunities
We rely on the generous financial support of our alumni and friends. Your contributions, no matter what 
size, play a critical role in supporting academic achievement and research by students and faculty. 

 Support the Department of Chemistry at UT by making a donation to our 
 department or one of the endowments. You can donate one of three ways:

 Option 1: Secure Online Donation: chem.utk.edu/giving

 Option 2: Contact Don Eisenberg in arts and sciences development at 865-770-1913 to explore giving    
 opportunities supporting students, faculty, staff, or facilities in the Department of Chemistry. 

 Option 3: You are also welcome to contribute to any of the current chemistry endowments, including:
 A.D. Melvanan Rhenium Endowment • Burchfield Burridge Warner Endowment • D.A. Shirley Endowment
 Calvin Buehler Chemistry Endowment • Eastham Endowment • Gleb Mamantov Endowment
 Graduate Student Leadership Endowment Fund • Judson Hall Robertson Endowment
 Paul & Wilma Zeigler Endowment • UT Chemistry Enrichment Endowment Fund • UT Chemistry Support Endowment

Your gift counts more than ever! We sincerely thank the many alumni and friends who so generously support 
the Department of Chemistry. Gifts can be designated to the fund you prefer and will be most gratefully received.
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Our newsletters can also be found online at chem.utk.edu/home/publications.
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