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FRIEDMAN FAMILY VISITING 

PROFESIONALS PROGRAM 

Visit to University of Massachusetts 

Amherst: April 2nd, 2024 

This report summarizes the visit of Rafael Sabelli, S.E. from Walter P Moore, CA, USA that took place at the 

University of Massachusetts Amherst on April 2nd 2024. 

Original draft by Thomas Vitalis, Reviewed/edited by Sheila Ariana. 

ITINERARY OF THE VISIT 

Monday (4/01) 

Time  Events 

5:00 PM – 6:00 PM Officers welcome Rafael to UMass and hotel check-in at the UMass Hotel  

7:00 PM – 7:15 PM 
Dinner with students, faculty advisor, and SEM Faculty  

(Downtown Amherst, Johnny’s Tavern) 

Tuesday (4/02) 

Time  Events 

9:00 AM – 10:00 AM 

Coffee and breakfast with SEM faculty, the college of engineering dean, 

dept. Heads, and EERI chapter 

(Gunness Student Center, Marcus Hall) 

10:00 AM – 11:15 AM Career Talk (Gunness Student Center, Marcus Hall) 

11:30 AM -12:45 PM 

FFVP Guest Talk 

"So-fi Stadium Construction" 

(Gunness Student Center, Marcus Hall) 

1:00 PM – 2:00 PM Faculty Meetings 

2:00 PM – 2:45 PM Lunch with EERI staff 

3:00 PM – 4:00 PM Campus and Lab tours (Brack Structural Labs) 

7:00 PM -8:00 PM Dinner in the Dining Commons with EERI Officers 

STUDENT CHAPTER VISIT PLANNING COMMITTEE 

LEAD ORGANIZER(S):  

• Sheila Ariana, President, sariana@umass.edu 

• Thomas Vitalis, Vice-President, tvitalis@umass.edu 

 

 



 
Freidman Family Visiting Professional Program Report  

Visit to University of Massachusetts Amherst Student Chapter on April 2nd 2024 page 2 

• Aidan Provost, Treasurer, aqprovost@umass.edu 

• Kathleen Sullivan, Member, katmsullivan@umass.edu 

• Kai Grocki, Member, kgrocki@umass.edu 

Faculty Supervisor - Prof. Scott Civjan, Associate Dean of Undergraduate Affairs 

VISITING PROFESSIONAL LECTURE OVERVIEW 

The 2024 Friedman Family Visiting Professional (FFVP) guest lecture and all morning events took place at 

the Gunness Student Center conference room in the Marcus Hall building of the College of Engineering at the 

UMass Amherst campus. The crowd consisted of undergraduate, graduate students and Civil and Environmental 

Engineering faculty. Despite other events at the College of Engineering taking place on the same day, 

attendance was around 40 people, which was enough to comfortably fill the room, with most of the attendants 

being CEE graduate students. Mr. Sabelli received the undivided attention of the participants, and a handful of 

questions were asked after the presentation stimulating an engineering discussion between the guest speaker, 

students and faculty. Overall, there was an excellent atmosphere in the room during the lecture and positive 

comments were received from the students about Mr. Sabelli as a speaker and the engineering work he 

presented. 

Lecture Abstract 

The 2024 Friedman Family Visiting Professional guest lecture was focused on the seismic design of the So-

Fi Stadium, home of the Los Angeles Rams, in Inglewood, CA. Mr. Sabelli described the significant structural and 

geotechnical challenges involved in the stadium's breathtaking design. He highlighted the unique engineering 

aspects engineers had to deal with and innovations that came up during the design and construction phases of 

the project. The presentation included both conventional challenges, such as the design of the canopy, and 

unique design considerations related to the stadium’s location being near the LAX airport and additionally the 

San Andreas fault line. This led to the construction being affected by FAA regulations while having to meet 

rigorous seismic demands. Additionally, emphasis was given to the structural aspects of erecting the 

groundbreaking infinity video board, the largest ever created in sports. Mr. Sabelli's guest lecture and career talk 

offered rich advice and inspiration, balanced with technical concepts related to his work on various projects, 

including the prestigious So-Fi Stadium. While these were critical facets of his talk, the most memorable aspect 

was its accessibility to a wide audience. Mr. Sabelli's ability to engage a diverse group made the event inclusive 

for many individuals across the Civil Engineering program, from undergraduate to multi-year graduate students 

and beyond. Overall, the guest lecture was brilliantly delivered to the audience, capturing the students’ interest 

and stimulating further discussion. 

Professional Bio 

Rafael Sabelli is a Senior Principal and Director of Seismic Design at Walter P Moore. Rafael has earned a 

Lifetime Achievement Award and a Special Achievement Award from AISC, as well as the T.R. Higgins Lectureship 

award. He is a member of the AISC Committee on Specifications, where he is vice-chair of the Technical 

Committee on the Seismic Provisions, and a member of the AISC Committee on Manuals, where he is chair of 

the Seismic Design Manual committee. He is a member of the ASCE 7 Seismic Task Committee and the NIST 

Building Seismic Safety Council’s Provisions Update Committee. Rafael was coeditor for the SEAOC 

Structural/Seismic Design Manual.  Rafael is co-author of Ductile Design of Steel Structures and has written 

extensively on the design and behavior of steel seismic systems. He has published technical papers on braced 

frames, connection design, and structural stability. He is the past President of the Structural Engineers Association 

of California. Rafael was Structural Engineer of Record of landmark projects including the award-winning San 

Francisco International Airport Air Traffic Control Tower and of the Los Angeles Rams Sofi Stadium.  
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Figure 1: Coffee and breakfast with SEM faculty, the college of engineering dean, the dept. head, and EERI 

chapter 

  

  
Figure 2: The room during Mr. Sabelli’s FFVP guest lecture. 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL ACTIVITES 

Dinner with students, faculty advisor, and SEM Faculty  

During the evening following Mr. Sabelli’s arrival on campus and check-in at the UMass hotel, the UMass 

CEE department sponsored a welcoming dinner for Mr. Sabelli, SEM graduate students and faculty. The dinner 

took place in Johny’s tavern where a section was reserved for the event. The dinner was a fantastic opportunity 

for the speaker, the students and the faculty to familiarize themselves with each other and have a relaxed 

discussion about engineering in the industry, EERI activities, the university and the day-to-day life of an 

experienced structural engineer. 

Career Talk 

During the career talk, undergraduate and graduate students of the Civil & Environmental Engineering 

Department at UMass had the opportunity to hear Mr. Sabelli discuss his career path and ask questions about his 

experience in the industry and the field of structural engineering. The session began with a presentation of Mr. 

Sabelli’s career story, including anecdotes about his early experiences in the industry, his views on the importance 

of mentoring, how to leverage non-engineering skills, and how to navigate challenges. He also discussed the 

importance of embracing opportunities as they arise. Overall, this presentation provided valuable insights to help 

students make more informed decisions to achieve their goals. The presentation concluded with Mr. Sabelli 
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providing feedback on frequently asked questions, such as the most helpful soft skills for obtaining an engineering 

job, how career paths can unfold, professional development in the industry, and the importance of acquiring a 

solid educational background early on.  

After the presentation, the audience had the opportunity to ask specific questions of their interest. 

Questions ranged from topics that interested freshmen to those of interest to graduate students. They asked 

about the best time for young professionals to get involved in professional committees and the daily routine of a 

structural engineer at Rafael’s firm. A vibrant discussion ensued until the end of the session, although there was 

not enough time to address all questions. At the conclusion of the session, students had the opportunity to interact 

personally with the distinguished speaker and inquire about further aspects of career growth. 

 

Campus and Lab tours 

Later in the afternoon of the day of the activities, a campus and lab tour were scheduled for Mr. Sabelli 

to unwind and witness the architecturally remarkable buildings of the UMass Amherst campus. The campus tour 

for Mr. Sabelli, led by chapter’s representative Aidan Provost, highlighted many key features and the history of 

The University of Massachusetts, with a focus on the diverse structures housed on campus. Memorable 

conversations included discussions on the spectrum of structural forms on campus, from historic brick structures 

to heavy brutalism and new designs. These discussions delved into Mr. Sabelli's insights on different structural forms 

and his notable work in structural design. A significant part of the conversation involved Mr. Sabelli's inquiries 

about how college campuses use various design types and whether they can be integrated into a cohesive 

campus "look." This dialogue continued throughout the tour, particularly when observing new structures that 

referenced the old brick architecture of historic buildings. 

Mr. Sabelli showed a keen interest in the variety of buildings explored during the tour. Notable discussions 

included the founding of UMass, originally known as the School of Agriculture, and its establishment in the same 

year as MIT in 1863. The conversation extended to how the agricultural studies foundation evolved into the 

multidisciplinary institution UMass is today. Additionally, the tour showcased and discussed some of the newest 

campus buildings, including the Worcester Commons, where lunch was held. 

  
Figure 3: Welcoming dinner and discussion with 

students and SEM faculty 

Figure 4: The R. Brack structural laboratory facility 

during the lab tour 

 

RESULTS, FEEDBACK AND LESSONS LEARNED 

Mr. Sabelli's visit and presentations were a resounding success, captivating both undergraduate and 

graduate students with his inclusive and accessible approach. The FFVP event provided a unique opportunity for 
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students to learn from a leader in the structural engineering field, one with many years of experience and an 

excellent track record in the engineering community, thus enhancing their understanding of the engineering 

science and inspiring them to pursue a career in structural and seismic engineering. 

The event sparked vibrant discussions and received enthusiastic feedback, highlighting Mr. Sabelli’s ability 

to connect with a diverse audience of undergraduate and graduate students. Despite a few challenges, such 

as managing time constraints and balancing the schedule with other simultaneous events at the College of 

Engineering, the overall experience was highly positive.  

Looking ahead, the EERI UMass local student chapter is excited to explore a variety of topics pertaining 

to structural and seismic engineering in future visits, including sustainable infrastructure, engineering innovations 

and advancements, and career development for engineers.  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The University of Massachusetts Amherst EERI Student Chapter gratefully acknowledges the support of the 

Friedman Family for sponsoring the travel of Rafael Sabelli, S.E. through their Friedman Family Visiting 

Professional Program endowment.  

Additionally, we thank Prof. John Tobiason, CEE department head, for providing the financial support to 

organize a successful event, and Prof. Scott Civjan for his thorough advising and guidance of the chapter 

during event planning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
Freidman Family Visiting Professional Program Report  

Visit to University of Massachusetts Amherst Student Chapter on April 2nd 2024 page 6 

LIST OF ATTACHMENTS  

Included at the end of this report are various attachments to supplement the information included above.  A 

list of the attachments is included below: 

• Item 1, Flier for event 

 



 
Freidman Family Visiting Professional Program Report  

Visit to University of Massachusetts Amherst Student Chapter on April 2nd 2024 page 7 

• Item 2, Digital flier Invitations 
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--  End of Report -- 

 

 

 


