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I am pleased to present you with your 2021 annual report for the endowment you 
established at MSOE. It is my hope this document will help display the impact you 
have made by creating an endowed fund at the university.

Endowments provide support for the education of MSOE students and provide 
a recurring source of funding that addresses critical needs in academic 
programming, facilities, faculty support, scholarships and student life. 

In this report we share how an exceptional academic experience for one alumnus 
is helping enrich learning for electrical engineering student Alec Dam ’22. We 
also recognize how a special relationship between a Milwaukee businessman 
and former MSOE president Bob Spitzer builds a foundation that fosters the 
imagination of future engineers, business grads and entrepreneurs. 

It is always gratifying to hear these individual stories of inspiration and the 
generosity behind them. Thank you for supporting Milwaukee School of 
Engineering through the establishment of an endowed fund. I hope you enjoy 
hearing about the impact these gifts have made to our campus over the last year. 

Sincerely,

John Y. Walz
President

Thank You  
for Endowing Our Future



“I want to get my master’s in human factors engineering.  
I hope to work in a field dealing with consumer product 
design and be a full-time entrepreneur with multiple 
ventures,” said industrial engineering junior Luke Meyer.

Meyer has big ambitions for his life after graduation from 
MSOE. Thanks to the Center for Innovation and Enterprise 
located inside the Rader School of Business, he is closer to 
achieving those dreams. 

In 2019, the Center for Innovation and Enterprise was 
established thanks to funding from the Uihlein/Spitzer 
Endowment of Innovation and Enterprise. The $1 million 
endowment was gifted to MSOE in 1999 by David Uihlein 
Sr. and his wife Margery. 

Prior to making the gift, Uihlein Sr. served on MSOE’s 
Board of Regents and developed a friendship and shared a 
passion for business and entrepreneurship with Dr. Robert 
Spitzer, MSOE’s third president.

“My father was a huge believer in free enterprise,” said 
David Uihlein Jr. “He admired Bob and his accomplishments 
prior to MSOE. Both came from the ‘Greatest Generation’ 
and I think both had a strong interest in wanting to build a 
better future for America.”  

The Center for Innovation and Enterprise, also referred to 
as the Innovent Center, offers business and engineering 
students like Meyer with a creative space equipped with tools 
designed for interdisciplinary exploration and collaboration. 
And for those like former MSOE student Adem Arifi, it serves 
as a place to develop their next business venture.

Arifi credits the center for playing a pivotal role in helping 
him secure a position at the start-up Binance.US, which is a 
digital asset marketplace. As a cryptocurrency specialist, Arifi 
provides his clients clarity on trade, deposit and withdrawals  
of cryptocurrencies within different blockchain networks.

“Working in the Innovent Center I was able to sit in an 
environment that encouraged me to not only create 
solutions for the next problem but the equipment to do so.  
I wouldn’t be at my current job today without it,” said Arifi.

Top, Dr. Robert Spitzer (far left) 
presents David Uihlein Sr. with  
a plaque at MSOE in the 1980s.  
Left, the Innovent Center offers  
a welcoming space for students 
to collaborate. Right, 3D printers 
within the Innovent Center bring 
students’ ideas to life.

The Innovent Center also offers workshops for students to 
enhance their business skills and earn seed grants to help 
fund their senior design or personal projects. 

“These workshops were designed with a ‘shark tank 
concept’ but on a smaller scale,” said John Osmanski ’07, 
an instructor in the Rader School of Business and lead of 
the Innovent Center. “Not only do students need to pitch 
their ideas to a panel of judges, they also incorporate the 
business skills they were taught in class.” 

Last year, Meyer was able to pitch two different projects 
and earn funding for both. “I applied for these grants 
because I thought it would be an awesome opportunity 
to use what I learned in class. I also enjoy bringing more 
entrepreneurial spirit to MSOE, “said Meyer.

An entrepreneurial spirit that Uihlein Jr. says would have 
made his father proud. 

“My father had a great respect and trust for the leadership 
of MSOE, their values, and the curriculum they provided 
and continue to create for students. If he knew how his gift  
was still impacting students today, I think he would have 
probably given another million.”

Innovating the  
Entrepreneurial Spirit



$80 million

Though alumnus Don Backys ’67 and 
senior electrical engineering student 
Alec Dam have never met, they share 
a special connection through their 
passions for electrical engineering and 
support from an MSOE endowment.

As a member of the MSOE Amateur 
Radio Club in the 1960s, Backys says 
his time on campus opened doors to  
a professional career he never thought 
was possible. “The radio club was like 
a fraternity to me. It brought together 
future engineers who really had their 
heart and soul in radio communications.”

Connections he made while in the 
group also led to Backys earning his 
private pilot’s license and landing his 
first job with Collins Radio Company  
as an avionic development engineer. 

During his professional career Backys 
wanted to do more to stay connected  
to MSOE and keep abreast on the ever-
changing industry trends in his field. For 
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more than 30 years he served on MSOE’s 
Electrical Engineering Technology  
Advisory Board. But after retirement,  
he suddenly felt disconnected. 

Then a chance encounter helped 
Backys gain perspective.

“I met a man who told me life was  
really three letters: L, E and R. From 
birth to age 23 we really ‘Learn.’  
From age 23 to 65, we ‘Earn’ and  
from 65 on we should ‘Return.’” After 
that conversation he remembers  
calling MSOE to ask what he could  
do to “help the kids.”

It happened that the ability to stay 
connected to his alma mater and 
“return” the incredible opportunity  
he once had was easier than he 
imagined. “I thought it took massive 
amounts to set up a scholarship.  
But working with MSOE I had  
my endowment up and running  
very quickly.” 

Today, Backys has two endowments with 
MSOE. The Donald J. Backys Facility 
Endowment to support upgrades to 
equipment for labs in the Electrical 
Engineering and Computer Science 
Department, and the Donald J. Backys 
Endowment Scholarship supporting 
students pursuing a degree in this field.  

Both funds play a critical role in 
supporting and enriching Dam’s 
learning experience on campus.  

“I truly enjoy working on embedded 
systems and small circuit designs 
in class and labs. Thanks to Don’s 
investment in me, I have had the 
amazing opportunity to further my 
knowledge in engineering and one day 
make a difference in this world.”

Through support from Backys, Dam’s 
academic career has opened doors of 
possibility for his future and inspired 
him to one day “return” that to MSOE. 
“Through my internship at American 
Transmission Company, I have found a 
passion in the power side of electrical 
engineering that is promising. I also 
intend on paying it forward when I’m  
an alumnus of MSOE.”

As for Backys, it warms his heart 
knowing he can be part of the 
continuing proud heritage at MSOE.

“It makes me feel great knowing each day 
I’m making a difference in someone’s life.”

Generating a Passion  
for Electrical Engineering

Left, Alec Dam tests out a robot he 
designed in lab. Above, Don Backys’  
two endowments at MSOE support both  
the lab equipment and Dam’s education.  


