
When a group of University of the Pacific students entered the annual 
Supercomputing Conference (SC12) Student Cluster Competition (SCC)  
in Salt Lake City last fall, they faced tough odds.

The competition attracts students from across the globe, hailing from  
elite engineering and science schools such as the University of Texas  
at Austin, MIT, Purdue, Boston University and University of Science and 
Technology of China. Pacific had never before competed in the event that 
showcases young computing talent.

By the time the smoke cleared—quite literally—Team Venus, the name adopted 
by Pacific’s students, made history: they had become the first  
all-female team in the prestigious contest to design, assemble and run  
prescribed applications on an energy-efficient computer cluster.

Pacific’s Team Takes on Supercomputing 
World in global competition
“ Team Venus” captured attention as the only all-female team in the annual 
Supercomputing Conference Student Cluster Competition

            
 By Patrick Giblin    

Meet
teAM VeNUS

 

"This is a  
phenomenal experience  

for our students as they get  
the hands-on experience of 

designing and testing hardware on  
the spot," said Associate Dean and 
Professor Louise Stark. "They did  
really well throughout the event, 

which means they are more 
likely to be sought out by 

employers."
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Against Some Super CompetitionAgainst Some Super Competition

The 24-year-old Supercomputing Conference is an annual convention that brings together 
leaders in high-performance computing from government, academia and industry. The 
conference delves into high-performance computing and its application and offers 
demonstrations of the state-of-the-art in computing, networking, storage and analysis. 

The student competition started seven years ago, and this year only eight teams of six 
members each were accepted to compete. Team members had to be enrolled either in  
high school or as a college undergraduate.

Because the number of competitors is so limited, some groups recruit members from  
multiple colleges to increase their chances of success. For example, the Massachusetts  
Green High Performance Computing Center team included students from Boston College,  
MIT, Harvard and the University of Massachusetts.

Each student team sets up a small cluster supercomputer. Then it has 47 hours to operate six 
preselected programs that run scientific simulations and measure performance of the system. 
The students must produce specific visual data, such as 3D animations, which are evaluated 
by competition judges. This year, a contest rule dictated that each computer could not draw 
more than 26 amps of power at any time, about the same amount used by three coffee makers.

The idea for entering an all-female team at SC12 was the 
brainchild of Tony Baylis, a computation program manager at 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory (LLNL), which develops 
and applies cutting-edge science and technology to enhance 
national security. He initially planned to recruit students from 
several Western universities.

“I approached Pacific first because I had worked with its students 
and faculty before and was impressed with the caliber of the 
students, faculty and programs,” Baylis said.

Several science and engineering students applied for the team.  
In addition to the six chosen to compete, several other Pacific 
students also trained with the team.

During a nine-month period, the students learned everything  
they could about supercomputers, from running the scientific 
applications to regulating cooling and power consumption, with  
a lot of help from Pacific professors and LLNL staff.

“Professor Jeff Shafer (the team manager) took time to set up weekly 
meetings to talk about how to set up an application,” said Camila 
Carvajal ’14. “He also helped us debug the system and got the 
information from SC12 that we needed in order to teach us. Without 
his help, I don’t know where we would have been in the competition.”

“There were several other professors who helped, especially 
Professor Stark, and we could email or text all the professors at 
any time about questions and strategies,” added Jessica Dudoff  ’14. 
“The faculty was instrumental in all of this.”

Robin Goldstone, an LLNL senior computer scientist, arranged for 
an equipment donation from Appro computers, installed it at 
Lawrence Livermore and gave Team Venus access. Goldstone also 
helped install and configure software and acted as a sounding 
board for the team when they were stumped by software and 
hardware problems.

Pacific’s Team Takes on Supercomputing 
World in global competition

teAM GoAlS
•  Serve as role models representing  

 women in STEM

   •  Gain “real world” exposure to  
 high-performance computing  
    (HPC) scientific computing

          •  Establish HPC–focused  
  curriculum at University of the 
     Pacific to expand career    
        opportunities for future  
         graduates
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the talk of the town

The team members arrived in Salt Lake City on a Saturday in November and quickly became a hot topic on the convention floor.

 

By Sunday, Team Venus had assembled their computer and loaded software. And then they ran into their first big problem.

“We were running data on Sunday when a power supply exploded. That was a setback for us,” said Phuong Pham ’15. “There was 
some smoke and a funny smell. But fortunately, Appro had an extra and helped us out.”

On Monday, the team ran tests from 7 am until 5 pm, working out bugs along the way. Professors Stark and Shafer were not 
allowed to help.

At 5:30 pm Team Venus was given data and told what reports and images to produce. For the 
next 47 hours, the computer was monitored constantly by the students.

After the first round of data was analyzed Wednesday, Team Venus learned that one test showed 
they had the fourth fastest computer on the floor, an amazing achievement for a group that had 
never been to the competition before.

“We were pretty excited and pretty proud, because we didn’t have the (graphics) accelerators 
that other teams had,” Dudoff said. “It really gave us a lot of hope because we didn’t know what 
we would be facing. Schools like Purdue have been in the competition every year, so we were 
excited to see that we were in there and that we belonged.”

Though they didn’t earn any gold medals, by the end of the contest the women had been 
interviewed by several news organizations for being the first all-female team in the SCC.

The team said that Pacific will compete again next year, and that their experience will surely 
help the members of Team Venus ’13. 

*WARNING:teCh StuFF*
In a nonstop 48-hour challenge, Team Venus assembled a small cluster and raced to demonstrate the 
greatest performances as well as sustained performance across four scientific HPC applications.

Peak Performance 
2.6624 TF/s

Subtrack 
Appro SR5110

Power Supplies 
(4) 1620 W high-efficiency PSUs

ABOUT OUR 

CLUSTER

"there were only three other women there, so everyone assumed we were an all-women's school," Dudoff said. 

"It's a logical assumption. For a small school, we had a lot of women interested in computing."

"Without coming to Pacific, 

I don’t think I could have 

attended a conference like 

that and compete. At Pacific, 

the professors know your 

name, have your phone 

number and sometimes 

invite you over for dinner. 

The professors know your 

interests and call you to 

let you know about these 

opportunities.

I appreciate that.”

— Nichelle Dismer ’13

Engineering Professor  
Jeff Shafer and Associate 

Dean Louise Stark 
mentored Team Venus 

throughout the training 
and preparation for SC122.
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In the past 50 years, women have made tremendous strides in 
education and the workplace, even in historically male-dominated 
fields such as business, law and medicine, according to the American 
Association of University Women (AAUW). This year, in fact, the country 
saw a record number of women senators and members of Congress 
sworn into office. 

At Pacific, women have recently been appointed to the two top 
positions in the academic hierarchy—the President and the Provost.

But when it comes to the STEM (science, technology, 
engineering and math) fields, it is still solidly a man’s world.

That’s why there was so much excitement about Team  
Venus competing in SC12. It wasn’t just that the team  
was the first to be all female in the competition; its 
presence also made a strong statement that 
women belong in STEM.

“The reaction we received from the other schools 
to our presence really didn’t surprise us, because 
this is a male-dominated profession,” said Team Venus 
member Jessica Dudoff. “The fact that Pacific is diverse 
enough where it could compile an all-female team in such 
a male-dominated field speaks volumes about Pacific. I 
don’t think other schools would have enough women to do that.”

According to a 2010 report from the AAUW that explores why so few 
women are becoming scientists and engineers, there remains a bias 
in those fields, with those areas associated as “male.” Negative 
stereotypes about girls’ innate abilities in math and science persist 
(think a talking Barbie doll’s “math class is tough” saying from a few 
years ago), and most STEM schools do not make any extra efforts to 
make their programs more attractive to females. 

President Pamela A. Eibeck has seen this problem play out in her own 
career path. She was initially encouraged by a high school guidance 
counselor to become an accountant because she was good in math. 
Instead, she earned her bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees in 
mechanical engineering, a traditionally male discipline. 

When she joined the faculty at University of California, Berkeley, only 
five of the 300 teachers in engineering were women. She went on to 
hold leadership positions at Northern Arizona University as chair of 
mechanical engineering and as dean at the Edward E. Whitacre Jr. 
College of Engineering at Texas Tech University, serving as a champion 
for women in engineering fields.  

“There’s a subtle but real message to girls that they don’t fit in,” Eibeck 
told the American Society for Engineering Education (ASEE) while she 

was dean at Texas Tech.  

To dispel the myth that STEM areas are not for women, 
there are many K-12 programs targeted toward girls 

to make them aware of the opportunities available 
and to provide female role models, said Louise 

Stark, the associate dean at the School of 
Engineering and Computer Science.  At 
Pacific, the campus has hosted hundreds of 
sixth- through -12th-grade young women for 

the last 20 years who participate in hands-on 
math, science and engineering workshops in the 

Expanding Your Horizons Program.   

“It has been tremendously rewarding to see some of 
these girls later come to Pacific and graduate from the 

School of Engineering and Computer Science,” she said. 

Stephanie Labasan ’13 is paving the way for women engineers not  
just as a member of Team Venus but also as one of the few female 
recipients of Pacific’s Ginn Family Foundation Scholarship for 
Engineering. As computer engineering has been male dominated, the 
majority of the Ginn Family Scholarship recipients have been men.  
But the support of the Ginn family is helping Labasan prove that 
women are more than capable in the field.  

Of course, the experience in Salt Lake offered rewards as well.  “One of 
the most gratifying aspects of watching the team compete was to see 
the number of people who came by to ask if they could take a picture 
of them to show their daughters,” Stark said. 

Not At PACIFIC 
A MAN’S WoRlD?

CAM Community Atmosphere 
Models is the latest in a series 
of global atmosphere models 
developed for the weather and 
climate research communities

PFLOTRAN Modeling 
multiscale, multiphase, 
multicomponent subsurface 
reactive flows using advanced 
computing

Scientific  
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Watch Team Venus discuss how they were able to enter the Student Cluster 
Challenge because of the help and attention they got from faculty at Pacific. go.Pacific.edu/teamVenus

"The fact  
that Pacific is diverse 
enough where it could 

compile an all-female team 
in such a male-dominated  

field speaks volumes  
about Pacific"

— Jessica Dudoff '14


