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March 29, 2022
Hello Advisory Board Members and Stakeholders, 

Ground was broken in 2001, with doors opening for operation in the Fall of 2003. Over the last 19 years,
we’ve seen the product offerings of NCERC evolve. A key evolution of NCERC has been the development
and deployment of our workforce training and education offerings. 

I became Executive Director on Monday, October 16, 2006. At this time, the Renewable Fuels Standard
(RFS) was driving unprecedented growth in the corn ethanol industry. The RFS, included in the Energy
Policy Act of 2005 (EPACT05), called for 7.5 billion gallons of renewable fuels, primarily ethanol from
corn, by the year 2012. Because of the RFS, new corn ethanol biorefineries were built all across America.
From the Mid Atlantic, to the Central Valley in California; from North Dakota, to Arizona, our energy
industry was revolutionized through the growth of the corn ethanol industry. 

The emergence of this clean, green, renewable fuels industry generated immeasurable economic
opportunity. Through economic opportunity came job creation and new employee demand. By January
of 2007, NCERC was on the front lines in fulfilling the need for highly qualified, competent, hard
working employees desired by Managers and Executives of corn ethanol plants. From there, NCERC’s
workforce training and education programs were born. 

In the early years of NCERC’s workforce training and education programs, funding came primarily from
companies in the private sector, who would fund custom-designed training programs carried out by the
staff of NCERC. Over time, the NCERC workforce training and education programs became more grant
focused, highlighted by a $10 million U.S. Department of Labor training grant that NCERC received in
2014. Today, our workforce training and education programs are funded through a combination of
dollars from the private sector, trade associations, and grants. The one constant, regardless of funding
source, is the unlimited opportunities for students of Southern Illinois University Edwardsville. To date,
hundreds of SIUE students have received hands-on, applied training at NCERC. Since 2014, 100% of the
students who have received training at NCERC, have utilized that training experience to obtain highly-
skilled, well-compensated, gainful employment in the private sector. 

Regardless of where a student is at on their education pathway, there is an opportunity for them at
NCERC. From undergraduates who choose an internship at NCERC, to graduate students who come to
NCERC as a Graduate Assistant, to recent grads with a STEAM degree who obtain a highly coveted
Research Fellowship, the opportunities reside at NCERC. 

Thank you for your time and interest in NCERC. Together, we turn visions of opportunity into reality! 

Many thanks,
John Caupert

Letter from the Director

I’d like to officially welcome you to the National Corn-to-Ethanol Research Center
(NCERC at SIUE). NCERC was created under the Research Title of the 1996 Farm Bill.
With a Federal Appropriation of $14 million in 1997, complimented by nearly $7
million of capital funding administered by the Illinois Department of Commerce and
Economic Opportunity (ILDCEO), NCERC was no longer a vision, but a reality. 



NCERC Workforce Training & Education

Internships

Since opening our doors nearly 20 years ago, NCERC has hosted hundreds of students
on their ways to careers in the bioeconomy and processing industries. With an
incredible success rate, countless NCERC “alumni” are now serving companies in the
private sector, academia, and in government laboratories.

NCERC is fortunate to attract students from SIUE, nearby community colleges, and
universities from across the country who come to NCERC to gain hands-on experience
by working on projects in high-priority areas of research.  They work with a diverse
group of feedstocks, including corn, corn kernel fiber, municipal solid waste,
industrial hemp, and other biomasses, and perform scale-up of the conversion of these
feedstocks to ethanol and other high-value products.

In addition to employment for students, NCERC's workforce training program includes
unique opportunities for recent graduates with degrees in STEAM (Science,
Technology, Engineering, Agriculture, Math) through the Visiting Research Fellowship
program and the Postdoctoral Research Fellow program. 

Whether a student is pursuing a Certificate of Completion in Process Technology or an
undergraduate degree in STEAM, they find their way to NCERC to gain hands-on experience in
their field. Students are able to learn and earn while going to school full-time due to NCERC’s
flexible work schedules and incredible research staff who serve in advisory roles to each and
every student employee.

"Working at NCERC as a lab assistant has been one of the best experiences I’ve had over
the past few years. Not only are the staff you work under patient while you learn, they
are also knowledgeable and passionate about every aspect of their jobs. In the time I have
been at NCERC, I have gained so much experience in the kind of lab work I want to
continue after graduation. I have also obtained valuable insight as to where my own
strengths and weaknesses lie. This job has helped me grow so much, not only as a
scientist, but also as a person. Because of NCERC, I will have both the knowledge and the
experience needed to succeed after graduation." 
- Philip Kukielski, Laboratory Intern, 2021-2022

During the 2021-2022 Academic Year, NCERC hosted 7
Interns, 5 Graduate Assistants, 2 Visiting Research

Fellows, and 1 Postdoctoral Research Fellow.



Graduate Assistantships
NCERC’s unique business model provides valuable learning opportunities for graduate students
who want to specialize in their field or expand their research portfolios. SIUE students work
directly with NCERC's research team to validate and scale-up projects in novel research areas,
providing them with the experience they need to pursue exciting careers in research.

Not only do NCERC’s laboratories pose incredible learning opportunities for students, but
working with our top-notch administrative staff also create great learning environments for
students pursuing careers in business, marketing, public relations, and related fields. 

 "Being NCERC's Public Relations Intern has been incredibly helpful for me as I prepare
for my career and determine what I want to do after I graduate. As someone who grew
up on a farm, I've always had a passion for conservation, so fulfilling this role has been a
great way to learn about bio-renewables and other important factors that are needed to
help progress into a greener future. One of the best things about my experience has been
working with people who support me as I gain experience and being able to apply what I
learn in the classroom to my position at NCERC. I'm excited to graduate in December
2023 with my Bachelor’s in Public Relations and utilize the skills and experience I gained
at NCERC as I start my career." 
- Allison Simpson, Marketing/PR Intern, Spring 2022

"To explore a new area in environmental sustainability and genetic engineering were the
driving forces for me to join NCERC's research team in the Fall of 2021. Even though my
background and area of research was in biological science, working with this wonderful
team at NCERC as a graduate research assistant gave me a new sense of confidence after
a frustrating experience with my former advisor. My passion for research in biofuels grew
exponentially within a few months of mentorship from these energetic, passionate, and
hardworking professors and staff. This exciting experience informed my life changing
decision to pursue my thesis in Sustainable Aviation Fuel production through
fermentation of different biomasses by genetically engineered E. coli. Among the 

"Working at NCERC gave me the tremendous opportunity to gain laboratory experience as
a research assistant and lab analyst. Over the last year, I have learned proper laboratory
technique and gained proficiency with many analysis tools, which has been extremely
valuable to pursuing a career in the biological sciences. Very few research institutions have
equipment in sizes even close to NCERC's pilot plant and I learned a lot about the
challenges of scaling up experiments from the lab to become part of an industrial process.
All the staff have been wonderful mentors and encouraged me to pursue my interests in
biology as well as an advanced degree. I am looking forward to graduating with my
bachelors degree and putting the skills that I have received from NCERC to use in my field
of study." - Ajay Venigalla, Laboratory Intern 2021 - 2022

invaluable experiences I acquired was representing NCERC and presenting a poster at an international
conference, the Alternative Fuels and Chemicals Coalition (AFCC 2021) in Washington, DC. Through this
opportunity, I was able to refine my presentation skills, analytical skills, and scientific paper writing. I am
honored and excited to have these opportunities at NCERC and I look forward to utilizing these skills after
graduation." 
- Muhammed Shehu, NCERC Graduate Assistant, 2022



Visiting Research Fellowships

NCERC Offers Full-Time Employment
Opportunities for Recent Graduates

The Visiting Research Fellowship and Postdoctoral Research Fellowship programs are an
unrivaled learning opportunity for recent graduates of a bachelor’s, master’s, or PhD program
who are interested in pursuing a career in research in the bioeconomy. Fellows work under the
guidance of two supervisors who provide them with the technical expertise needed to thrive in
their research environments and the leadership skills they need to ramp up the trajectory of
their careers. This joint supervisory model ensures the connection of theory to practice and
builds upon the Fellow’s academic degree through applied, hands-on learning in an industrial
setting.

“Working at NCERC as a Visiting Research Fellow has been an amazing experience and is
giving me tools for success as I pursue a career as a research engineer in biotechnology.
From a technical standpoint, I'm passionate about connecting research to engineering
and robust scale-up operations, so fulfilling this role has been a great way to learn about
the engineering behind going from the lab to a larger-scale industrial environment.
While working at NCERC, I've enjoyed working as part of a team on a daily basis as I
expand on the theoretical framework I developed while working on my formal education
at Cleveland State University. I'm excited to be part of the NCERC team and continuing
to learn about cutting-edge technologies for a better and more sustainable future.” 
- Blas Quiroga III, Visiting Research Fellow, January - September 2022

"My journey at NCERC has been a great platform for me to get the experience and
training I may need for the future. I started here in December 2020 as an intern, and
during that time, I gained a confidence in laboratory work that could not be obtained
solely in a classroom lab setting. I graduated from SIUE in the Fall of 2021 with a B.S. in
Biological Sciences – Integrative Biology, but my experience here set me apart from my
fellow STEM graduates. By the time I graduated, I had a year of industrial laboratory
experience under my belt. The work environment here facilitated learning in the science
field and also the social aspect. I was fortunate enough to be able to extend my time here
at NCERC by being hired on as a Visiting Research Fellow. This further benefits me for
my future by allowing me to expand on all of the skills I gained as an intern." 
- Krystin Polhemus, Visiting Research Fellow, February - October 2022

"Working at NCERC as an industrial research postdoc has been greatly helpful for me
as I pursue my career to become a professional engineer in the biorenewable industry.
NCERC has provided a great platform for me to learn and explore cutting-edge
technologies in the biorenewable industry. Here at NCERC, working with the top
talent in the biorenewable field and applying my previous research experiences helped
me move closer to my career goal. I'm excited to have joined NCERC after receiving
my Ph.D. degree from Iowa State University and appreciate the opportunities and
platform NCERC provides." 
- Dr. Mingjun Ma, Postdoctoral Research Fellow, 2022



Muhammed Shehu’s project is on the production of
Sustainable Aviation Fuels (SAF) from corn and
lignocellulosic biomass (rice straw, corn stover, hemp)
through fermentation by genetically engineered E. coli.
Together with NCERC’s  Director of Fermentation Dr.
Jie Dong, he successfully produced the chemical
platform, Isoprenol, through a mevalonate pathway
insertion and activation in E. coli. Currently, other
lignocellulose biomass like switchgrass are being
tested for the production of Isoprenol. 

The project of Ajay Venigalla focuses on the conversion
of municipal solid waste (MSW) to ethanol, a process
that involves the hydrolysis of the biomass into
fermentable sugars, which yeast then use to create
ethanol. Recent tests have involved characterization to
see the moisture, ash, total starch, fermentable starch,
cellulose and hemicellulose content found in the waste
samples. In addition, enzymatic hydrolysis tests have
also been conducted to determine the best and most
efficient method of extracting those sugars, like
glucose, from the waste.

Student Project Spotlights



Resources for K12  Teachers & Community Organizations
In addition to providing educational opportunities for
students in higher education, NCERC provides
incredible resources for K12 teachers and community
organizations, such as SIUE's Lifelong Learning group.
NCERC's leadership staff routinely provide
presentations as subject matter experts on topics like
agriculture, biotechnology, and careers in those
industries.

Presentations may also include interactive activities, such as performing small-scale
fermentations in a plastic bag, as a way to spark interest in bioprocessing and
biotechnology. 

In Spring 2022, NCERC's team revamped the Corn-to-Ethanol Process Demonstration
Boards, which are available for order on NCERC’s website. The boards have served as a
tool for teachers for several years.  



Contact us:
400 University Park Drive, Edwardsville, IL 62025

618-659-6737
info@ethanolresearch.com

EthanolResearch.com

A Special Thanks to the 
Illinois Corn Growers!

NCERC is fortunate to receive continuous
support from the Illinois Corn Marketing Board.

Because of their generosity, we're able to
support a healthy workforce training program
and nurture the careers of ambitious students

and future leaders of the bioeconomy.


