WESTERN NEWS

NOVEMBER 2,

IN PROFILE:NEW FACULTY

2006 7

Helping robots develop personal touch

By JULIE ACHILLES

As a young boy growing up in
Iran, Mehrdad Kermani dreamed
of becoming a pilot.

His father was a pilot for the
Iranian air force and would teach
his son about different kinds of
airplanes and models and even
the basic instructions of how to
fly a helicopter.

But Kermani’s life took off in
another direction.

Kermani never knew why,
but his parents urged him not to
become a pilot. As a young stu-
dent entering high school, Ker-
mani knew he was strong in math
and decided to apply those skills
towards a career in engineering.

Today, Kermani, 36, is an assis-
tant professor in the department
of electrical and computer engi-
neering at the University of West-
ern Ontario.

Kermani came to Western from
Iran in 2001 as a PhD student
in the electrical and computer
engineering-robotics program.
Before moving to Canada, he was
a senior automation engineer at
a company in Iran from 1997 to
2001.

But he longed to see other parts
of the world. “One way was immi-
gration,” he said. “But at the same
time I was interested in studying,
too.” After looking into different
universities, Kermani chose to
continue his studies at Western.

Kermani still remembers arriv-
ing in Canada. He says he was
lucky to have a friend, Shahram
Naghibi, help him settle into the
new foreign city. Naghibi remem-
bers how Kermani didn’t know
anyone and spoke little English.
“I told him, ‘If you want to learn
the language you need to socialize
with the people’,” Naghibi said.
Within a week of living in London,
Kermani was socializing.

His social life, however, didn’t
interfere with his studies. While
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working towards a PhD, Kermani
was a visiting worker at the Inte-
grated Manufacturing Technol-
ogies Institute of the National
Research Council of Canada. He
was also a postdoctoral fellow
for the Natural Sciences and
Engineering Research Council of
Canada and associate researcher
at the Canadian Surgical Tech-
nologies and Advanced Robotics
in 2005S.

“He’s an exceptionally bright
person,” said Rajni Patel, a pro-
fessor and chair in the depart-
ment of electrical and computer
engineering, who supervised Ker-
mani during PhD studies. “He’s
quick to learn and not afraid to
try new things, which is what you
need in a grad student.”

Currently, Kermani is research-
ing how to make robots more
human-friendly - one of his major
life goals. Kermani says most of
the research he does with robot-
ics focuses on improving the
overall quality of life for humans
by replacing jobs that are too dif-
ficult or too tiring.

Kermani is conducting his
research with his close friend,
Khlid Habib, whom he met during
his PhD studies. Habib describes
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Electrical and Computer Engineering Professor Mehrdad Kermani uses the CRS F-3 Robot in teaching robotics

courses.

Kermani as a diligent worker. “I
don’t know how to describe how
hardworking he is,” he said. “You
can’t pull him off a job if it has to
be done.”

Although Kermani’s career
doesn’t leave him a lot of free
time, he does enjoy playing ten-
nis. Habib says he and Kermani
became tennis partners shortly
after becoming friends. “He’s
very competitive. He will trash
talk even if you're beating him.”

Aside from tennis, Kermani
enjoys time spent with his family.
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King’s University College, 266 Epworth Ave. , London, Ontario, N6A 2M3, by December 1, 2006. Salary will
be commensurate with qualifications and experience. Sponsored by the Roman Catholic Diocese of London,
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He has a close relationship with
his older sister who lives near
Boston, Mass., and while his par-
ents and younger sister still live
in Iran, he’s in contact with them
regularly. His parents have yet to
meet his fiancée whom he met as
a Western student.

So far, Kermani appears to
be doing well as a professor. He
sensed he was on the right track
after receiving positive feed-
back from students during his
first semester teaching. “A few
of them approached me to thank

me in person, and also a few of
them actually chose to do gradu-
ate studies with me.”

Kermani says being a profes-
sor is more peaceful than work-
ing in the engineering industry,
but he is still uncertain where his
landing in life will be and if he’ll
remain a professor or return to
the industry.

“Hopefully in two years, I'll
have a better picture as to which
one I will eventually go to.”

The writer is a graduate student
in the Journalism program.
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