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Rio Bonham is the 2026 recipient of the
Robert E. Stewart Engineering-Humanities award
for his work which integrates history and linguistics
with his engineering studies and for his outreach
activities, advancing the interaction between the
engineering profession and the humanities in
meaningful and impactful ways.

As a PhD student and graduate assistant at the
agricultural and biological engineering department
at the University of Florida (UF), Bonham focuses
on the intersection of agricultural and biological
engineering with artificial intelligence. His research
involves creating research products that aim to
improve environmental systems modeling. In
addition to his research, he serves as a teach-
ing assistant, where he mentors students, leads
instructional sessions, and supports the broader
educational mission of the department.

Bonham’s journey to bridge engineering and
the humanities began with a commitment to
understanding diverse perspectives through his
work with the Blackfeet Nation, Amskapi Piikani.

This experience fostered a relationship that expand-

ed his vision for engineering beyond the purely
technical, learning from the community about the
richness of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)
and its relation to the natural landscape. When

he realized that environmental frameworks often
overlook narrative-based knowledge, Bonham
envisioned a model that integrates TEK with arti-
ficial intelligence to predict extreme flood events.
His goal is to produce a computational model
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that honors Indigenous data sovereignty while
offering practical, predictive insights. By fostering
ongoing partnerships with Blackfeet Community
College and environmental experts, he ensures
that engineering solutions are developed with
cultural humility. His interdisciplinary approach
even extends to recruiting linguistics students to
his team, fostering a reciprocal exchange between
tribal archives and computational engineering.

He earned a Bachelor of Science degree in
biosystems engineering from Oklahoma State
University in 2023, where he was named a
Ferguson College of Agriculture Qutstanding Senior.
Since moving to UF, he has received the American
Geophysical Union Horton Research Grant in 2024
and was recognized for the Top Student Poster at
the 2026 UF Water Institute Symposium.

Bonham is a member of Advancing Indigenous
People in STEM and the American Geophysical
Union. Locally, he volunteers with Global
Connections to assist international students and
serves with his wife, Nizhoni, as graduate student
life group leaders at North Central Baptist Church.
Bonham consistently invests in the growth of oth-
ers, embodying a model of mentorship and servant
leadership that seeks to develop well-rounded
engineers capable of addressing complex, cultural-
ly-sensitive challenges.
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