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water and pressure, and 
Butcher’s project during his 
first summer at the plant 
was to figure out how to fix 
the slope to prevent further 
damage.

His second internship 
at Wolf Creek came as 
the plant was preparing 
for refueling. This time, he 
worked with the Reactor 
Engineering team to 
receive and offload the 
new fuel, and he devel-
oped a training video for 
safer fuel handling. The 
video, he said, gives new 
employees and contractors 
a basic understanding of 
fuel handling to ensure an 
error-free process.

Butcher used firsthand 
experience to create the 
training video. His team 
encouraged him to gain 
more field experience, 
which led him to actually 
interact with the fuel — 
with gloves, since oil from 
a person’s fingers can’t 
touch the sensitive fuel 
assemblies.

New nuclear fuel is safe 
to be around because the 
fuel pellets within the fuel 
rods give off only weak 
alpha radiation, which can’t 
escape through the metal 
cladding, Van Erdewyk 
said. Since the pellets are 
sealed and cannot be in-
haled or ingested, touching 
or standing near new fuel 
poses no radiation hazard.

“Helping with the new 
fuel was amazing,” Butcher 
said. “They let me put on 
the gloves and rotate it 
around, which is an expe-
rience not many people 
get. They didn’t have to ask 
me to help, but they chose 
to, because they knew I 
wanted the experience.”

Long-standing internship 
support

That level of hands-on 
experience is not unique to 
Butcher.

Alex Higbee and Seth 
Phelps, both K-State 
alumni, also participated in 
the intern/co-op pro-
gram during their time as 
K-State students. Higbee 
completed internships in 
2023 and 2024, and Phelps 
completed a co-op experi-
ence in spring 2024. Both 
were recipients of Evergy’s 
intern scholarship.

Higbee, ‘24, designed a 
bracket system that made 
it easier and safer to set up 
cameras for fuel inspections 
during his internship. He 
also brought an essential 
program back online for 
the plant while he was 
there.

At all nuclear power 
plants across the U.S., there 
is a control room and a 
simulator. Operators will 
train on the simulator be-
fore getting licensed to do 
the real thing in the control 
room.

Higbee restored a tool 
called the engineering 
desktop simulator, which 
allows engineers to quickly 
learn how the plant works 
and how it responds in an 
equipment failure scenario 
— all without having to go 
to the actual simulator. The 
desktop simulator is a huge 
asset for engineers, who 
can log in anytime to learn 
how the plant will respond 
under certain conditions.

“I was the lead on that 
and got it all running again 
— that was a big win,” 
Higbee said.

Phelps, ‘25, got to 
experience a refueling, 
otherwise known as outage, 
at Wolf Creek during his 
time as a co-op student.

He teamed up with 

operators to pressure test 
pipes running through the 
containment wall to make 
sure there were no leaks. 
He also learned the best 
spot to see the fuel, thanks 
to a member of the Reactor 
Engineering team.

Phelps’ usual duties 
during fuel movement were 
sitting in an office about 
half a mile away, pressing 
“start,” “stop,” and “record” 
buttons during the fuel 
testing.

But a colleague from 
Reactor Engineering told 
him he didn’t want to miss 
out on seeing the fuel 
for himself, and he gave 
Phelps the tip to watch it 
not inside containment, 
where many go to view it, 
but outside of containment 
when it’s being moved into 
the spent fuel pool.

The tip paid off.
“Seeing the fuel getting 

moved was definitely a 
standout moment from my 
time as a co-op student,” 
he said. “Normally, it’s all 
sealed away under fourteen 
feet of water. But when 
they move it, you get to be 
within those fourteen feet 
of it. It glows bright blue. 
It’s unforgettable.”

Wildcats are set up for 
success in the nuclear 
industry

In the face of growing 
demand for nuclear energy, 
K-State is meeting the 
moment to ensure that the 
next generation of nuclear 
leaders are well-prepared to 
enter the workforce — and 
that students are ready to 
jump into internship and 
co-op roles at places like 
Wolf Creek.

One on-campus career 
preparation opportunity for 
students is the university’s 
chapter of the American 
Nuclear Society, an 
organization dedicated to 
advancing nuclear science 
and technology that offers 
professional development 
for future nuclear profes-
sionals. Club meetings 
often feature presentations 
from different compa-
nies in the nuclear field, 
and in addition to these 
professional connections, 
students get to know 
professors in K-State’s nu-
clear engineering program 
and learn about research 
opportunities.

Other career preparation, 
like hands-on research 
and cutting-edge courses, 
coincide to ensure K-State 
nuclear students are 
well-qualified and pre-
pared applicants when they 
graduate.

“Our program empha-
sizes applied learning to 
ensure our graduates can 
contribute immediately 
when they start full-time 
employment,” said Amir 
Bahadori, nuclear engi-
neering program director 
and Hal and Mary Siegele 
professor in the Carl R. Ice 
College of Engineering. 
“In addition to learning 
simulation and modeling 
techniques, we provide 
unique opportunities for 

hands-on learning through 
coursework, undergraduate 
research and employment 
at the reactor. These ex-
periences are a big part of 
what makes our students so 
attractive to companies like 
Evergy.”

The university’s TRIGA 
Mark II reactor provides 
unique opportunities for 
K-State faculty and stu-
dents to conduct powerful 
research. Students also 
benefit from the use of the 
reactor in their course-
work, and with K-State’s 
newly revitalized bachelor’s 
degree in nuclear engi-
neering, that is sure to be 
a steady component in the 
curriculum.

Nuclear engineering 
students utilize the reactor 
in two reactor operation 
laboratory classes and as a 
neutron and gamma source 
for a course in radiation 
detection.

Butcher said the 
detection course helped 
him during an internship 
project focused on faulty 
detectors. Understanding 
how those detectors work, 
he said, gave him critical 
insights into why the faulty 
detectors were failing.

If coursework and 
research don’t supply 
enough reactor time for 
students, they can study to 
become reactor operators 
in the Reactor Operations 
Laboratory course, and 
the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission licenses them.

“In the next five years, 
the need for reactor op-
erators and senior reactor 
operators is going to start 
going up exponentially,” 
Carlson, Wolf Creek plant 
manager, said. “K-State 
has the same senior reactor 
operator and reactor 
operator that Wolf Creek 
does through the Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission, 
and probably one of the 
best things they could be 
doing is getting people 
licensed to get that real-life 
application. The licensing 
process is identical for 
us; ours is just on a larger 
scale.”

Career connection: 
Internships lead to full-
time roles at Wolf Creek

K-State’s preparation of 
students in the nuclear en-
gineering program makes 
it easy for them to land 
internships at places like 
Wolf Creek, and once they 
go through the internship/
co-op experience, a full-
time position often isn’t far 
behind.

“An internship has the 
potential to be a first step 
in a career with Evergy 
or at Wolf Creek, specif-
ically because we use our 
internship program as the 
number one pipeline for 
entry-level talent,” said 
Katie Patten, the leader of 
Evergy’s campus programs. 
“That’s one of the cool 
things about the nucle-
ar internships — there 
aren’t many nuclear plants 
around, so if that’s what 
you want to do forever, 

you could possibly do that 
here.”

Phelps and Higbee have 
certainly found that to be 
the case. After complet-
ing the co-op and intern 
program, respectively, they 
both accepted full-time 
roles at Wolf Creek and 
have been working there 
ever since. Both currently 
serve as system engineers at 
the nuclear power plant.

One thing they’ve 
learned throughout their 
time with Wolf Creek is 
that nuclear power plants 
work together exceptional-
ly well.

“It’s been unbelievable 
seeing how this industry 
comes together,” Higbee 
said. “All of our success is 
due to everybody’s actions. 
It’s not just due to one 
plant — working together 
is a huge part of it.”

Just as nuclear power 
plants work together to 
maintain excellence in the 
industry, K-State’s nuclear 
engineering program and 
Evergy’s intern and co-op 
experiences at Wolf Creek 
work together to produce 
top-of-the-line nuclear 
professionals who are ready 
to make change in the 
industry.

“My internship ex-
perience has definitely 
shaped my confidence in 
knowing that I’ll have a 
job,” Butcher said. “They 
talk about all the time how 
much nuclear is booming 
right now, and how much 
it’s going to keep increas-
ing in the next 10 years or 
so, until there’s a huge fleet 
of new plants. Knowing 
that the job market is 
growing so rapidly for this 
particular degree has been 
very comforting.”

As Butcher continues his 
nuclear engineering edu-
cation — working toward 
his master’s degree through 
K-State’s accelerated nu-
clear engineering master’s 
program — he is also 
looking forward to another 
internship at Wolf Creek 
in the summer of 2026.

Wildcats get the best 
of both perspectives, 
academic and industry, as 
they take advantage of the 
educational and research 
opportunities K-State has 
to offer and the hands-on 
career experience from 
Evergy’s internships and 
co-op experiences at Wolf 
Creek.

As K-State continues to 
develop tomorrow’s nuclear 
leaders, there’s a resource 
that the alumni at Wolf 
Creek advise students to 
take full advantage of: the 
knowledgeable and dedi-
cated engineering faculty.

“One thing that’s really 
cool about these profes-
sors is they’re very willing 
to help,” Higbee said. “If 
they know you really care 
about a certain research 
topic, they will find a way 
to connect you with that. 
It’s a small program, but 
these are very driven stu-
dents that are going to be 
involved, and faculty want 
to see them succeed.”

WILDCATS
Continued 
from A1

Kent grew up in Augusta Kan-
sas. From an early age, he started 
piano lessons with his mother, 
Eleanor. Continuing his stud-
ies throughout his high school 
years, he studied piano and 
organ with Wallace Dunn. He 
practiced on the organ (when 
the church organist, Alvina Set-
tergren, would let him) at the 1st 
Baptist Church.

After high school, he completed his Bachelor of Music 
at Wheaton College in Illinois. There he studied organ 
with Ms. Gladys Christensen and theory with Dr. Jack 
Goode. Returning to Kansas, he completed his Master of 
Music, studying organ with Dr. Tom V. Ritchie. Following 
his early teacher, Dr. Wallace Dunn, to the University of 
Southern California, Kent completed his Doctor of Musi-
cal Arts (DMA) in 1972. There he was an organ student of 
Dr. Irene Robertson.

As an active member of the American Guild of Organ-
ists, Kent attended many National and Regional conven-
tions.  He served as Dean of Houston Chapter AGO (1974-
1976) and played recitals for AGO chapters in Los Angeles, 
Houston, and Wichita.

He dedicated his professional life to teaching organ and 
music theory at San Jacinto College in Pasadena Texas. 
Additionally, he held a variety of church jobs as organist. 
In Wichita, Kansas he served at East Heights Methodist 
Church. In California, he played at Christ the King Lu-
theran (Torrance) and also substituted at the 1st Meth-
odist Church (Hollywood). His full career was in Houston 
Texas, where he played at Park Place Methodist Church 
and then at the 1st Church of Christ, Scientist. In retire-
ment, he continued to substitute at a variety of churches 
in Texas.

In 2019 Kent returned to his hometown. Although ful-
ly retired, he continued to substitute at local churches in 
Augusta, Andover, and El Dorado. Kent passed away in 
Augusta, Kansas where he was interned on Wednesday, 
November 26, 2025 next to his parents, Ernest “Red” and 
Eleanor, at the Elmwood Cemetery in Augusta (501 12th 
Avenue 67010).

If you wish to honor his commitment to music educa-
tion, Kent established an organ scholarship fund at the 
University of Wichita (contact Dr. Lynne Davis), or you 
may contribute to a musicianship scholarship fund in 
Kent’s name at kodalyfoundation.org (use direct link, or 
contact Dr. Thomas Kite at that website).

He will always be remembered by anyone who was for-
tunate to know his unique sense of humor. Rest in peace, 
kind man!

ROBERT KENT NELSON
February 20, 1940 - November 15, 2025

Obituaries

Wolf Creek professionals tackle complex, hands‑on work across the plant’s operations, 
and interns join their teams to gain practical experience on projects that matter.
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Cremation
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l Start a recycling program at 
        your school
l Car pool
l Use public transportation
l Use e-mail instead of paper 
        correspondence

l Change incandescent bulbs to 
        fluorescent bulbs
l Use both sides of the paper
l Plant a tree
l Buy rechargeable batteries for 
        devices used frequently

Here is what you can do:
ThinkGreen [[

If every person takes one small step toward being more conscientious of 

the environment, the collective effort will change the planet.


