
In memory of a dear friend 
and colleague . . . 

Leno S. Pedrotti
May 21, 1927–August 19, 2008

Let your light so shine before men, that they will see your good works, 
and glorify your Father which is in heaven.  Matt 5:16 KJV



Leno S. Pedrotti
May 21, 1927–August 19, 2008

We will all miss our dear friend and colleague, Dr. Leno S. Pedrotti, a great scientist, 
educator, author, and contributor to humanity.

Leno grew up and was educated in Illinois and Ohio. He received his B.S. in physics 
from Illinois State University in 1949 and his M.S. at the University of Illinois in 1951. He 
married a fellow science teacher, Jean Sullivan, and raised eight children. One of his sons, 
Leno M. Pedrotti, is a professor and optical physicist at the University of Dayton; another, 
John Pedrotti, is chair of the Laser/Optics Technology Department at Texas State Technical 
College. All of his children are exceptional.

Leno began his first professional career at the Air Force Institute of Technology (AFIT) 
on 25 August 1951. He took a leave of absence in 1957–1958 to work on his Ph.D. at the 
University of Cincinnati, along with his brother Frank (a Jesuit priest) and Bob Hengehold. 
Bob remembers Leno as an excellent, well-organized student who returned to Dayton every 
weekend to be with his family yet was able to keep up with his studies. He would return 
on Sunday nights to be in place for Monday morning classes. After he had finished his 
coursework and passed his exams, Leno returned to Dayton, WPAFB, and AFIT, to resume 
teaching. He was promoted to associate professor in 1959 and began work on his doctoral 
dissertation with a scientist named Don Reynolds (who had made his name as the world’s 
leading expert on II-VI semiconductor compounds at a time when the semiconductor was 
just coming into its own). Leno completed his dissertation and received his Ph.D. in 1961. 
In March 1964, he was appointed head of AFIT’s physics department, after Dr. Bill Lehman, 
the previous department head, became AFIT’s new dean for research. Leno remained 
department head until October 1982, when he retired from federal service and joined the 
Center for Occupational Research and Development (CORD) in Waco, Texas.

Leno’s career at AFIT was legendary. He was 
an outstanding teacher, formally recognized 
by the students so many times that he removed 
his name from the competition so that others 
in the department would have a chance to be 
recognized. As head of the physics department 
he was charged each year with the education of 
over seventy-five officers at both the master’s 
and doctoral levels in nuclear weapons effects, 
directed energy, space physics, and other fields. 
As a result, he indirectly influenced many 
programs throughout the U.S. Air Force. He was 
the “mover” who put AFIT into the high-energy 
laser business. At the request of the AF Weapons 
Lab, Leno led AFIT to offer a somewhat classified 
program on megawatt laser systems—not available 
at any civilian university—for the purpose of 

Leno had a profound effect on my 
professional life, as he did on all the 

faculty who worked for him in the eighteen 
years he headed the department. I never 
heard a critical word about Leno from any 
faculty member in the department. We all 
loved him and thoroughly enjoyed working 
for him and with him. He always understood. 
He was without question the best “boss” I 
ever had. I learned a great deal from him 
about the fine art of teaching. He was a 
mentor “par excellence.” He was one of 
those people who left his mark on every path 
he walked, and that mark was always a very 
positive one. • Bob Hengehold, AFIT



feeding approximately fifteen to twenty officers 
a year into the Kirtland AFB/AF Weapons Lab 
program. Leno spearheaded the design of a new 
AFIT program in optics and lasers. He and a 
team of faculty members developed a one-week 
short course that was offered annually at the AF 
Weapons Lab for at least twenty years.

It was an exciting time to be at AFIT and an 
exciting time to be associated with AF research. 
Leno’s legacy lives on, through the memories 
of outstanding AFIT faculty and students, such 
as Hugo Weichel, Bill Anders, Jim Bridgeman, 
Rolf Enger, Mike Crawford, and John Souders. 
While at AFIT, Leno taught most of the courses 
that were offered in the department, including 
both the nuclear courses and those in laser 
engineering. Every course he taught was 
executed impeccably. He supervised a faculty of 
eight civilians and seven military officers, along 
with a secretarial staff of two, and was in charge 
of a laboratory complex of approximately ten 
laboratories supporting research in the areas 
of optics, lasers, solid state physics, plasma 
physics, nuclear weapons, and infrared systems. 
He did it all with perfection and provided clear 
leadership to the entire department.

In 1987 Leno and his brother Frank 
coauthored Fundamentals of Optics, a widely read 
text that has been translated into several foreign 
languages. In 2006, Leno and Frank were joined 
by Leno’s son Leno M. Pedrotti to produce the 
third edition (which shows “P3” as the authors).

Leno was recognized by the national professional societies for his accomplishments in 
optics and lasers. In 2001, he was named an OSA (Optical Society of America) Fellow “for 
life-long premier contributions to optics education from secondary to graduate levels.”

Leno Pedrotti was an active member of SPIE for very many years. He had an inspiring passion for education 
at all levels. While his writings and his books will testify to that, his real legacy is the many people he lifted 

in so many ways. I count myself fortunate to be one of those, having experienced his gentleness and warmth, 
and seen his willingness to help others and his talent at doing so. He changed the future for the better. We were 
truly graced, and that is the word, by Leno. • Eugene Arthurs, CEO of SPIE

Dr. Pedrotti was an esteemed scientist and a generous contributor to OSA. OSA and the optics community 
mourn his loss. He was recognized as an OSA Fellow specifically for his involvement in the important role 

as an optics educator. • Liz Rogan, Executive Director of OSA

Leno was the faculty advisor to our 
1962 AFIT Nuclear Engineering class 

(GNE62). Many of us were just out of the 
cockpit and not prepared for the grind of 
the graduate level, but Leno was always 
available during his own free time to help 
us laggards over the tough spots. Without 
his encouragement and tutoring some of 
us would not have made it on to often very 
successful careers. The USAF owes Leno a 
lot! • Bill Anders, Apollo 8

I owe my entire professional life to 
Dr. Pedrotti because he taught me how 

to learn physics. But even more importantly, 
he served as my role model of the ideal 
educator. His incredible legacy lives on in 
my life and in the lives of Air Force officers 
now scattered across the globe. • Rolf Enger, 
USAF Academy

Leno had a profound effect on my life. At 
AFIT, he was the gentle, yet demanding 

department chair who inspired me to my best 
performance and was always there to pull 
me through the hard times. At CORD, he 
was my mentor, professional associate, and 
most importantly my dear friend. My greatest 
testimony to his impact on me is the many 
times I ask myself, “How would Leno handle 
this?” • John Souders, OP‑TEC



Leno’s second professional career began 
in November 1982, when he joined Dan Hull 
at CORD (a national nonprofit educational 
R&D organization) to develop curricula 
and teaching materials in mathematics, 
science, and emerging technologies. Prior 
to that time Leno had written “hands-on” 
text and lab materials for technician courses 
at CORD in geometrical and wave optics. 
He and Art Guenther also edited CORD’s 
entire Laser/Electro-Optics Technology 
series (100 modules; over 2000 pages) and 
CORD’s entire Nuclear Technology series 
(220 modules; over 5000 pages). 

After joining CORD as Vice President 
for Curriculum, Leno wrote a new college 
science course entitled Unified Concepts in 
Physics, a two-year high school physics 
course entitled Principles of Technology, 
and a series of forty instructional modules 
in applied mathematics. These course 
materials, designed especially for applied, 
or “contextual,” learners, have been used by 
over one million students in ten countries. 
Principles of Technology is still being used in 
many states after twenty years! 

From 1985 to 1998 Leno responded to invitations to speak before hundreds of groups of 
high school math and science teachers. His message encouraged and motivated thousands 
of teachers to improve math and science education for struggling students. Using a grant 
from the Anders Foundation, Leno developed a successful mathematics course for “at risk” 
secondary school students.

From 1995 to 2006, Leno served as Emeritus Chief Scientist for CORD and as author 
and editor of the STEP II photonics materials, sponsored by NSF. From 2006 he was active 
in curriculum development and revision for OP-TEC: the National Center for Optics and 
Photonics Education and served as OP-TEC’s Senior Scientific Advisor.

*       *       *
For over thirty-five years, Leno has been my colleague, my 

mentor, and my brother. I have never met a man in my 
professional or personal life whom I have respected and 

admired like this dear friend.

Dan Hull 
President/CEO CORD 1979–2006 

Director OP-TEC since 2006

Leno Pedrotti’s influence on the development 
of mathematics and physics learning 

materials, to include hands‑on learning 
experiences and real‑world applications, has led 
to the success of thousands of students. • Lewis 
Westbrook, former superintendent of schools

Dr. Leno Pedrotti, through his unique 
approach to teaching, caused a new 

“awakening” to take place in math, science, and 
technology courses. Teachers using contextual 
techniques saw students excited for the first time 
about learning and yearning for more. • Charles 
Rouse, former high school principal, Leander, 
Texas

Leno embodied consummate professore: 
an impassioned heart, a connected 

communicator, the keenest of intellects, and an 
infectious enthusiasm and joie de vivre. It is an 
honor to have known and worked with him, and 
I will miss him dearly. • Dominique Foley Wilson, 
Sandia Corporation’s ambassador to the Photonics 
Academy at West Mesa High School


