Racing into the Future

By Jennie Noll

It is incredible how a single event can change the entire direction of someone’s life.  Jennifer Powell remembers the impression the human-powered submarines had on her the first time she saw them.  Back then she was very uncertain of the direction of her future.

“When I was a senior in high school, [Florida Atlantic University] had a booth set up for student design competition at the mall,” Powell says.  “And then I saw the sub and decided that’s cool - I’ll go into ocean engineering!  So I went there and I did.”

Tracy Frost, Powell’s human-powered submarine teammate, also recalls her first thoughts on the machines.  It was at a race in Fort Lauderdale when her ocean engineering friends at FAU asked her to come along for the ride.  

“I couldn’t help thinking how excited they were and that it really seemed like such a great team working experience,” Frost says.  “The students were just so enthusiastic that it made me think ‘I want to be a part of that team.’”

And she did just that.  She went on to become a navigator and support diver in the school’s next race.  She spent her time helping load and unload the racing pilots from the subs and kept watch in case of problems.  

Through Frost’s work with the sub team she met Kelly Cooper, now the Director of Operations for the new Center for Innovation in Ship Design (CISD).

“That connection helped me get to know Kelly,” Frost says.  “I stayed in touch with her until I graduated.  I saw how Kelly seemed so excited about her job and what she did and it sort of drew me to the government.”

She made a decision to come to Carderock and says the benefits of her job reinforce that choice every day.  Today Frost does exactly what Cooper was doing when the two met – she is a recruiter for Carderock.  Of course, she is also a Naval engineer and project manager.  This summer rounds out her third year here and she says she still loves everything about her job.
To prove it, she rattles off a list about her flex-time and fun co-workers, competitive pay and state-of-the-art facilities, the satisfaction she gets in helping out students in the field and the Navy’s ability to compete on such a level playing field with private industry.  

“I’m excited to work here because I really feel like I’m making a difference,” Frost says.  “You’re doing something for the good of sailors, soldiers, and marines who are going out there and fighting for our rights.  It feels amazing that I can help them with technology that will hopefully transition into something that will help them out in the field.”

Powell echoes that sentiment.

“The most rewarding thing about working for the Navy is the thought that maybe my work will help protect our sailors,” she says.  “Well - that and working with some of the top people in the field.”

In fact, the latter mixed with Powell’s work on the sub races were the key components drawing her here in the first place.  The sub races brought Powell to Carderock’s campus for the human-powered design symposium when she was a student.  She took tours and made sure to come back the next year just to watch the races.  

“I thought this facility was really neat.  There were so many different things you could do here,” she recalls.  “And in school, a lot of different theories we were studying came from Carderock so I thought it was just really cool to come work with these leading engineers.”

Today, Powell works in structural acoustics and vibrations.  But the icing on the cake has yet to be told.  She met her husband, Matthew Powell, – who, incidentally, works here too - on her submarine team at FAU.  Another friend of hers from back then was Tracy Frost.  

As for Frost – she tries to give back to those following in her footsteps.  When she came to Carderock as an employee in the summer of 2000, she got involved in the races from a different point of view.  She took part in the day-to-day operations of planning, set-up, and helping the students out.  

This year 200 contestants dispersed among 23 teams propelled into the David Taylor Model Basin to showcase their hard work between June 23 and June 27.  Both Powell and Frost are here because of their prior involvement in the sub races.  Held bi-annually at Carderock Division Headquarters of the Naval Surface Warfare Center, the races continue to make intense impressions on young minds.  It steers and defines the future goals of many towards the field of Naval engineering.  The Florida Atlantic University team Frost and Powell were a part of is a good example of that.  

“There was seven of us who went in the races,” Frost says.  “Every single one of us went on to work for the Navy.”

And as long as student interest in the sub races continues to grow, so will the future of many young minds, and the Navy along with it.
