
Young Alumni Excellence 
Awards Announced
Honorees start their careers off well

Capt. Chelsea M. Cooper ’11
A behavioral influences 
officer, Capt. Chelsea 
Cooper serves with the 
National Air and Space 
Intelligence Center’s 
Regional Threats 
Analysis Squadron. 
After graduation, she 
earned a masters in 
social psychology at the 
University of Kentucky. 
As lab manager for the 

University’s R. H. Smith Lab, she supervised undergraduate 
research assistants on a variety of technical projects. She also 
volunteered at the Newman Center on campus, at the local 
Ronald McDonald House, and at a downtown soup kitchen. 
Serving with the 711th Human Performance Wing at Wright-
Patterson AFB, Ohio, she was lead scientist for the Human 
Assessment research team, was selected to join the AFRL 
Commanders’ Action Group, and undertook a RESOLUTE 
SUPPORT deployment to Afghanistan. While overseas, she 
was a leader in the Kandahar Catholic community and volun-
teered at the base USO. Returning to Wright-Patterson AFB, 
Capt. Cooper was engaged in the STEM-initiative Cyber-
patriot program, mentoring high school and middle school 
students in cyber competitions. She is active in her parish and 
assists the St. Vincent De Paul Society in delivering food to 
needy families. She also has played pivotal leadership roles in 
the Company Grade Officers Council and in the Southwest 
Ohio Association of Graduates Chapter.

Maj. Chris Mulder ’01
Maj. Chris Mulder 
is currently assigned 
to the Joint Staff at 
The Pentagon. Right 
from the start of his 
career, Mulder stood 
out. He was the first of 
his contemporaries to 
qualify as a 4-ship flight 
lead and functional 
check pilot at Moody 
AFB, where he served 
as an instructor pilot. 

He was hand-picked for transition to the F-16 and achieved top 
qualifications as both an instructor and check pilot. Across seven 
years in the F-16, he accrued 1,100 hours over Iraq and Libya, 
while supporting exercises in Europe, Turkey, Alaska and CONUS. 
As part of his deployed ground duties, Mulder led the effort to open 
a bare base squadron for follow on forces. Later serving at Shaw 
AFB, he led a diverse team managing a $76 million flying hour 
program and a $54 million simulator contract. Nominated to fill 
a flight commander position, he was rated No. 1 among 15 flight 
commanders, and his squadron was recognized as the outstanding 
squadron of the year. Mulder also served with distinction in other 
assignments, including exec to the Spangdahlem AB Wing Com-
mander and Aide-de-Camp to the United States Air Forces Europe 
and Africa Command commander. While working on the Joint 
Staff as a branch chief, Mulder shouldered the responsibilities of an 
Admissions Liaison Officer serving prospective cadet candidates. 
He mentored numerous applicants, other ALOs and advocates of 
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Four USAFA graduates have been named the initial honorees for the Association of Graduates’ newly established 
Young Alumni Excellence Award. The award recognizes graduates for exceptional professional accomplishment, 
whether in military or civilian life. Nominees must be within 15 years of their graduation year to be considered.
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the Academy, providing presentations and engaging candidates at 
a wide range of venues. Highly active in the community, he serves 
as a coach, volunteers at a local food bank, is involved in church 
and school programs, and recently honored the fallen at Arlington 
National Cemetery as part of the Wreaths Across America program.

Maj. Robert Switzer ’04
Maj. Robert Switzer 
currently serves as the 
chief of Mobility Air 
Forces Integration 
for HQ Air Mobility 
Command, Combat 
Operations Division 
Nellis AFB, Nevada. 
He is an aviator with 
more than 270 combat 
missions. After gradu-
ation from USAFA, 
Switzer was stationed 

at Davis-Monthan AFB awaiting pilot training. At D-M, he  
managed Air Combat Command’s largest wing flying hour 
program. After flight training, he served as a KC-135 co-pilot 
at Grand Forks AFB. Switzer would deploy seven times, flying 
more than 1,400 combat hours and refueling 1,455 aircraft in 
support of Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom. 
In addition to his personal combat role, he served as the 319th 
Operations Group deployment liaison officer, coordinating 
aircrew mobilization and providing air refueling for highly sensi-
tive reconnaissance operations. As part of the 2009 Red River 
flood relief effort, Switzer stood up an emergency air operations 
center and coordinated what proved to be life-saving mission 
support. Switzer’s airmanship was instrumental to a number of 
prestigious unit awards, and he himself was named 912th Air 
Refueling Squadron Pilot of the Year. Following a distinguished 
assignment as a flight commander at McConnell AFB, he at-
tended the USAF Weapons School and currently serves as Air 
Mobility Command’s liaison to the Air Warfare Center at Nellis 
AFB where he has materially improved multi-domain mis-
sion integration and combat capability. Wherever he has been 
stationed, Maj. Switzer has found a way to give back, spending 
some nine years in Big Brothers/Big Sisters and volunteering as 
a band clinician for junior high students. He also led Habitat 

for Humanity teams refurbishing housing units and is an active 
volunteer with the Boy Scouts of America. 

 Capt. Thomas Synovec ’09
Capt. Thomas Synovec 
is a civil engineer 
currently assigned as 
the deputy engineer-
ing flight commander 
with the 823d RED 
HORSE Squadron. 
After graduating from 
the Academy, Synovec 
was assigned to Davis-
Monthan AFB where 
he excelled in a variety 
of roles, particularly as 

the Readiness and Emergency Management flight commander 
and Installation Emergency manager. During his first com-
bat deployment, Synovec was the lone engineer at Forward 
Operating Bases in Northern Afghanistan. He provided direct 
support to the 101st Airborne, U.S. Army and Navy Special 
Operations Forces, and the Afghanistan National Army. Upon 
re-deployment to Davis-Monthan, he provided vital technical 
support to the Trinidad and Tobago Air Guard in recapital-
izing its aircraft fleet. While attending graduate education at 
the Air Force Institute of Technology, he was named Company 
Grade Officer of the Year and was presented the Mervin E. 
Gross Award for the most exceptional student achievement 
in the graduating class. As part of the 823d RED HORSE 
Squadron, Synovec has designed close to $200 million in 
construction projects in 13 countries. Following deployment 
to the U.S. Central Command area as engineering flight com-
mander and chief of design for the 1st Expeditionary Civil 
Engineer Group, he was named lead engineer and planner for 
the largest troop construction project in Air Force history. In 
this role, he works with 40 different organizations across the 
federal government in fielding a $101M air base in Africa. In 
recognition of this and his many exceptional achievements, 
Capt. Synovec was named Ninth Air Force Company Grade 
Officer of the Year and Air Combat Command’s Military 
Engineer of the Year. 

This year, 13 nominations were received, and their 
graduation years ranged from 2000-2012. 
The winners will be recognized at regional Founders Day 
banquets this spring.


