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Week: pre-week 1
Title: in-class pencil exercise
Date: 8 Jan 2022

For this exercise, I focused on the tactile and auditory feel of the pencil scratching against
paper.  I explored different pressures in order to create variations between the light and
darkness of the marks I'm making.  I worked with gradients and listened to the sound it was
making.  It was a meditative event because I was surrounded by delicate white noise and not
much interference besides a tiny bug that flew onto my paper.
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Week: week 1
Title: Mechanical vs. wooden pencils & their alternatives.
Date: 9 Jan 2022

During the first lecture, we covered a wide scope of topics related to carbon and the production
of pencils.  Something that interested me in particular was the alternatives to wooden pencils.

Around my latter years of elementary school, there was a trend of promoting the abandonment
of wooden pencils because they “kill trees”.  As 10 to 12 year olds, most of us didn’t think to
consider the manufacturing processes behind our fancy refillable plastic pencils.  Breaking
down the numbers, it is suggested that “manufacturing 10 grams of polystyrene—a rough
estimate for the plastic you might find in a standard mechanical pencil—would require about 22
grams of oil, between the petroleum that makes up the plastic and the energy needed to
manufacture it,” (Leibenluft).  The common misconception is that the mechanical pencil would
last “forever”.  However, the possibility of a primary or secondary school student not losing their
mechanical pencils is lower than the possibility that they will lose them.  The idea that a
mechanical pencil would last forever is merely hypothetical, making the mechanical pencil a
less glorious alternative to the traditional wooden pencil.

As we know, the wooden pencil has its own obvious flaws as well, mainly due to their ephemeral
life cycles and the usage of trees (which consequently contribute to deforestation).
Interestingly, its environmental impact varies between where the materials are being extracted.
Some pencil production companies opt for recycled materials, while others source wood from
certified forests that have been thoroughly researched for the maintenance of their local
ecosystems (Leibenluft).  Both of these two options are more environmentally-friendly than
irresponsibly-chopped trees done without comprehensive inspection.  An analysis between four
different types of pencil have also shown that the manufacturing methods of companies that
produce eco-friendly wooden pencils are more transparent and actually possible to measure
(such as the Staedtler Wopex by Staedtler), whereas the sustainable claims that an eco-friendly
mechanical alternative (like the Zebra Eco Jimnie by Zebra Pen) “were nearly impossible to
verify,” (Davydovski et al).
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Eco-friendly wooden pencils, the Staedtler Wopex by Staedtler

Personally, I prefer the wooden pencil due to its tactile and authentic feel, even though I
succumb to my occasional mechanical pencil once in a while.  This is the reason why
MyraGreens and Pepaa (formerly Plantcil) intrigued me during the lecture.  MyraGreens, a
company that produces traditional pencils with 100% recycled paper, is an example of a social
entrepreneurial organization.  The founder, Bhavanishankar Degolia, decided to found
MyraGreens because of a problem he identified in his own life— his daughter Myra’s frequent
usage of wooden pencils as a student.  During his own time, he discovered the negative
environmental impact wooden pencil production has on the planet and decided to create a
system that allows him to turn “waste” into a product that has a demand in the market (Nag).
Pepaa tackles this problem in a similar way and takes it a step further.  Formerly Plantcil, Pepaa
(which means “paper” in several languages) was founded as a social enterprise by Divya Shetty
and Vishnu Vardhaan to combat the amount of trees needed to be cut to produce paper for
newspapers.  The company uses recycled materials (including manure) to produce stationary
that are embedded with seeds and can be planted at the end of its useful life.  They also work
with “800+ organic farmers and hundreds of rural women from South India…[and allow them to]
self-sustain their livelihood,” (“Recycled Paper”).
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Left: MyraGreens pencils, right: Pepaa pencils

I really like the idea that the two initiatives have brought to life.  However, my biggest concern is
the scope of the projects.  Both companies are based in India and it seems like they do not have
enough international coverage for more consumers to learn and potentially purchase these
products.  The websites are also poorly maintained— in fact, I can’t find MyraGreens’ official site
at all, and many pages on Pepaa are “not found”.  I wish that there are more leaders that are
interested in these organizations to help bring it overseas to inspire more change.
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Week: week 2
Title: Salt & bees. And bread.
Date: 16 Jan 2022

Part I

Two subjects during this Thursday’s lecture intrigued me— salt and bees— so I took a shot in the
dark and searched to see if they happen to be interconnected with each other.  To my surprise,
they did!

As much as honey bees are attracted to sweet nectar, the minerals that are usually found in
nectar aren't enough.  Because of this, bees like to hover around brackish water to collect salt to
support their own metabolic processes when they gather water for thermoregulation (“Not
Only”).  This often leads to an unexpected surplus of bees near saltwater swimming pools
(Pappas).  A lot of honey bees’ uses for salt is merely hypothetical, but some suggest that they
need it to dehydrate nectar to transform it into honey.  A really interesting video by Cornell
University certified Master Beekeeper Frederick Dunn features a mini experiment he conducted
to inspect which type of salt his honey bees prefer.  The four different types of salt he used were
Celtic Sea Salts, Natural Sea Salts by Morton, Pure Himalayan Pink Crystal Salt by The Spice
Lab, and basic iodized salt.  Dunn mixed 1 teaspoon of each type of salt with one quart of
filtered water each and observed his bees over the span of four days.  Dunn also kept pure
filtered water available in the vicinity.  Although there wasn’t too big of a difference between the
bees’ preference, water with Morton’s Natural Sea Salts was the most popular, and the bees
clearly favored salted water over pure water (Dunn).

Frederick Dunn's saltwater experiment
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Part II

For the bread assignment, I purchased a loaf of sliced sourdough to examine since I don’t have
access to a kitchen at the moment.  To be honest, I don’t like bread at all.  Most of the time, I
avoid foods that contain bread (pizza, burgers, sandwiches) since they tend to leave my mouth
dry and in desperate need of moisturization.  In addition, the fact that grocery bread usually
comes in large portions scares me.  It’s kind of a big commitment for me to make if I were to
ever buy bread.

Loaf of sliced sourdough from Trader Joe's

However, the lecture was quite convincing.  I don’t cook or bake often, so it never occurred to me
that bread-making can be a meditative activity.  Unfortunately, I’m unable to test out this
hypothesis in the near future, but it’s definitely going on my to-try list.  For the “M” (mindfulness)
portion of this week, I chewed sourdough.  With the bread I selected from probably one of the
most debatably organic stores in my area (Trader Joe’s), I pushed past my prejudices about
bread and savored a slice of it one bite at a time.  The sourdough was distinctly sour, strong,
relatively dense, and filling.  The texture was rough and, as I expected, dry on my tongue.
However, it was aromatic and rich with layers of flavor.  I’ve never paid this much attention to
bread before, so it’s interesting to explore the dimensionality behind such a simple staple to any
meal.
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Close-up of bread

All in all, it’s safe to say that I’m a bit more willing to try different types of bread than before.
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Week: week 3
Title: Using data from microbiomes.
Date: 23 Jan 2022

Something that interests me is the growing knowledge of microbial biomes that allow scientists
to translate conceptual understandings of them into clinical, applicable methods that can
potentially feed into patient care.  Because every microbiome is unique to its host, being able to
decipher it will allow medical practitioners to gather much more information about the subject
since it is related to every part of the body.  This can eventually lead to personalized care and
treatment of individuals, providing each patient with what is the best solution for them instead
of what has been working for the majority.
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Art by Antoine Doré, a Paris-based illustrator for editorials

To put this into perspective, “Unlocking the ‘gut microbiome’ – and its massive significance to
our health,” features an app developed by Tim Spector, an epidemiologist at King’s College
London (Seal).  The technology, named “ZOE” (meaning“life” in Greek), is a programme that
provides a testing process to evaluate gut health, blood sugar, and blood fat, along with a guide
to choosing complementary foods for each individual’s bodies.  Their at-home testing kit comes
with a continuous glucose monitor (CGM), a poop test, muffins baked according to precise
specifications “containing a carefully controlled number of calories, carbohydrate, fat, and
protein,” (“What can”), and a finger prick blood test kit.  These tools are meant to offer insight
into what is necessary to comprehensively understand the user’s gut health in order to deliver a
report that supplies data on how one’s body responds to certain types of food.  The report
includes a “Microbiome Health Score” and the frequency of 15 good and 15 bad bacterias (“How
Zoe”).

Screenshot from ZOE App website; quiz options

ZOE takes the statistics from the report and translates it into practical means by designing a
personalized plan for the user.  The plan, which lasts for 4 weeks at a time, describes in detail
the recommendations they should take each week.  The website features a simple and intuitive
layout that describes their methods in digestible chunks.  Two types of short quizzes are offered
to help a potential customer get started: a “Long-term health” option and a “Weight-loss &
health” version.  However, after going through both quiz versions, it appears that there is no
significant difference between the two.  In fact, they ask the same questions in the same two
categories (your body and your goal).  When I supplied the same answers to both versions of

https://www.antoinedore.com/
http://joinzoe.com/quiz


Tie 12

the test, they provided me with the exact same result.  It isn’t verifiable why it’s necessary to
offer these two versions if they provide the same feedback, but it could well be that the
programme is still in its user-testing stages.  In fact, since clinical usage of microflora data has
yet to be thoroughly understood, a lot of what ZOE does still needs to be peer-reviewed.  The
company, which Spector founded about 5 years ago, is quite ambitious yet hopeful.  According
to research fellow Dr. Megan Rossi at King’s College London, microbiomes “‘just don’t have
clinical translation. [She] absolutely [believes] in the future they will. But we’re not there yet,’”
(Seal).

Screenshot from ZOE App website; "How ZOE works"

Something unique about ZOE specifically is that it was “temporarily re-engineered into a COVID
symptom tracker early in the pandemic,” (Seal).  I think it’s significant that a lot of what many
scientists are developing can be tweaked into something different to serve what is most crucial
at the time.  In this case, a premature product by distinguished scientists was efficiently
transformed into a symptom tracker for a spontaneous virus that spread across the entire
world.  To say the least, it’s enlightening to see these innovations.
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Week: week 4
Title: Diagram & stuff I found interesting.
Date: 30 Jan 2022

Diagram of the topics we covered in Weeks 1-4

So far, we’ve covered a multitude of topics in class.  It’s incredible how much one subject can
expand to so many others because it demonstrates how everything in our world is
interconnected.  In the previous four weeks, I’ve researched pencils, the relationship between
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honeybees and salt, and microbiomes.  I was exposed to many new ideas that I would have not
imagined to be so closely related, from carbon to the prevalence of hexagonal forms in nature to
bread-making to the human microbiome.  Something that stood out to me was how microscopic
most of these subjects are.  Most of them are invisible to the naked eye, yet they are so
fascinatingly significant to all life forms on earth.  It makes me ponder upon the fact that most
of the forces that drive society tend to work behind the scenes and rarely go under the spotlight.
It makes it ever so important for spaces to be created for these people, and these phenomena,
to be able to illustrate how and what they contribute to the whole.  This is something that
matters not only on the biological level, but also on the cultural and societal levels.

The presentation my peers and I prepared during class time was a fun learning experience.  It
was cool to see all sorts of different innovations that problem-solvers designed all over the
world.  The project I looked into was called Project Alias, an organic-looking device that acts as
a communicator between users and their voice-activated home assistants to combat
involuntary data collection (“Bjørn Karmann '”).  The reason why this project stood out from the
rest of the projects I scrolled through in the Ars Electronica archives was because of its
intention to help users gain control during our technologically advanced and corporate-driven
era.  However, when Professor Vesna pointed out how the exterior of the device is printed using
plastic and that it would have been more thoughtful if it had been designed to be made out of
natural materials such as fungi, I realized what being a designer is really about.  Sometimes, it’s
easy to stop once the original goal is accomplished, but we have to think about the different
impacts all parts of a solution make.
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Project Alias from Ars Electronica archives, 2019

This week, we expanded upon the subject of plastics and ocean pollution.  This reminded me of
a Chinese-Canadian artist named Benjamin Von Wong who creates massive installations made
out of single-use plastics such as Starbucks straws, plastic water bottles, and food containers.
He works in huge warehouse spaces and employs volunteers in the area with the same
aspirations he has: to “[amplify] positive impact [and] make positive impact unforgettable,” (“Von
Wong”).  One of my favorite pieces is The Strawaocalypse, which debuted in 2019.  Standing at
over ten feet tall, the structure features a teal-colored wave that splits in the middle, tactfully
referring to the parting of the red sea from the Biblical book of Exodus.  Von Wong seeks to fight
against single-use plastics and believes that his work is about “taking a first step towards
paying attention to the plastic epidemic threatening the oceans we rely on,” (Von Wong).  All of
his projects are on a massive scale and require months of collaboration.  To me, this also acts
as a representation of the amount of effort we have to put into solving pollution in the ocean
and in the rest of the world.
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The Strawpocalypse by Benjamin Von Wong, 2019
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Week: week 5
Title: Hox zodiac event & the great pacific garbage patch
Date: 6 Feb 2022

Part I

I felt a lot of warmth during the Hox Zodiac event.  Because I had been staying in the campus
dorms the whole time, I was unable to spend Chinese New Year with my family this year.  It was
so inspiring to see such a diverse group of artists and academics learning about and
appreciating a significant facet of Chinese culture and connecting its motifs with topics from
their respective fields.  What stood out to me the most was CC Hart’s beautiful poem that
interweaved the Zodiac Tiger with the Irish Saint Brigid.  Her reimagined narrative with the two
symbols brought the two cultures together in a visual and emotional way.  The rhymes were
delicately placed and full of intention and care.  I wish that she had left us a digital copy so I can
enjoy the poem again to relive it!  It was really a cosmic coincidence that placed the two
holidays together on the same date this year for this poem to be borne.  Overall, the event was a
humbling experience.

The Tiger from hoxzodiac.com
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Part II

The Great Pacific Garbage Patch is the product of (1) the North Pacific Subtropical High that is
located between California and Hawaii, (2) the “recirculation gyre” that is located off the coast
of Japan, and (3) the North Pacific Subtropical Convergence Zone that is located along the
southern edge of an area known as the North Pacific Transition Zone.  The winds create the
North Equatorial Current, the Kuroshio Current, the North Pacific Current, and the California
Current, which in turn form the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre where they all meet (Harse).
Because of the fixed currents that enclose them together, accumulating trash cannot be freed
from the endless turmoil unless outside sources intervene.  As a result, the Patch grows
exponentially, and has been spreading much faster than expected.  Deborah Byrd, an
award-winning science educator, concluded that the Patch is now more than three times the
size of France (Byrd and Imster).  This environmental phenomenon is a major issue that has
been put on hold for too long, causing it to be less and less preventable as the problem builds
upon itself.

Map of water currents that form the Great Pacific Garbage Patch

Packed with humongous amounts of plastic and other dangerous substances, the Great Pacific
Patch has been proven to be harmful to surrounding sea life.  As proven by research,  “over
three-quarters of the total mass was carried by debris larger than 5 cm and at least 46% was
comprised of fishing nets. Microplastics accounted for 8% of the total mass but 94% of the
estimated 1.8 trillion pieces floating in the area” (Aitken, et al).  This breakdown of the contents
of trash island reflect how small the pieces of plastic are, and that “only certain types of debris
have the capacity to persist and accumulate at the surface” of the Patch (Aitken, et al).  The
alarming amount of fishing nets present in trash island shifts the attention to the topic of ghost
fishing, a term used to describe accidently capturing sea animals with lost fishing gear that float
around at sea.  Fishing nets have a relatively long lifespan and can “accidentally capture marine
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mammals, sea birds and fish in very large numbers...severely” harming them and causing them
to “perish as a result of starvation and inability to surface for air” (Davis), as observed by the
advocates for World Ocean Festival, a public event hosted by The Global Brain Foundation, an
organization that serves to raise awareness on social and environmental issues.  In other cases,
sea life, such as sea turtles, often mistaken certain trash as prey and attempt to eat it as food,
which gets stuck in their esophaguses or stomachs.  Besides that, sunlight is blocked by
“microplastics and other trash...from reaching plankton and algae below the surface,”
(McCormick) which prevents them from producing their own food.  This contributes to the
destruction of sea life around the region because many forms of sea-life feed on those
underwater plants.  The ocean also absorbs toxin from the compiled plastic, causing sea
animals to indirectly absorb the toxins.

In turn, the Patch is also affecting human life on land, since humans end up consuming the
toxins from digesting the fish caught at sea.  The Patch is deadly on many scales, affecting not
only sea life, but also people on land.  According to Hawaiian reporter Carla Herreria, a survey
diver for the state Division of Aquatic Resources stated that “the Hawaiian archipelago acts like
a sieve, collecting debris that was floating around the Pacific Ocean and accumulating it along
[the] shores” (Herreria).  The Hawaiian archipelago happens to be in the path of the rotating
gyres that receive large amounts of trash from the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, which causes
lots of harm to the beaches of the islands.  Local organizations have been removing the debris
from the shorelines of the islands for decades, and will continue to do so because of the
incoming waste washed up from the Patch.

It’s unbelievable how something that is virtually invisible to most people can have such a major
effect on parts of our earth.  Maybe it’s because of our inability to physically see the Great
Pacific Garbage Patch that it feels less urgent to address.  However, the effects are incredibly
real and have been for decades.

Plastics from the Patch
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Week: week 6
Title: The walk & [ALIEN] STAR DUST
Date: 12 Feb 2022

Part I

I was really excited to take a walk during Tuesday’s class time.  All the meandering I did last
quarter (from going to class in person, strolling at night, showing visiting friends around
campus, and having to climb nine flights of stairs because the elevators were always broken in
my dorm building) prepared me for a relatively effortless stride despite traveling from the
east-most corner of North campus to the South.  It’s been a while since walking was part of my
daily routine with everything being online and taking a heavier course load this quarter.
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Map of route I took (hot pink: path to Botanical Garden, cyan: path back to the Broad)

Because I rarely visit South campus and have never taken a class there, I pulled up Google Maps
and used the “add stops” feature to plan out my route.  Hannah, Sophie, and I set out on our
journey by crossing under Bunche Hall, passing the flagpole in front of the Dickson Courts, and
turning into the Herb Alpert School of Music to reach the Mathematical Sciences Building and
traversing through it into the Court of Sciences, which I’ve only been once before.  Although our
first stop was originally supposed to be the Department of Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences,
we weren’t positive where it was despite Google Maps’ indicators, so we went to our second
checkpoint, Room 3420 of Boelter Hall, where the first internet connection was made.  After
aweing over the green-coated room, we left the Hall and quickly found our first stop in an
adjacent building.  The floor that houses the Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences Department
was covered with cork boards filled with printed concepts and equations pinned all over them.
Not only will I probably never understand them in my life, I can’t even properly pronounce most
of the technical terms.  That’s okay.

Boelter Hall, Room 3420
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We then wandered onto the 8th floor of the building where the dome-shaped planetarium
resides on the rooftop.  It didn’t look like we’re allowed access into the planetarium, so that’s for
another visit.  We moved on and spent a lot of time admiring the various rocks and minerals on
the floor of the Meteorite Gallery in the Geology building across the court and played with
magnets on the meteor pieces.  I found it to be a cool aesthetic when we signed our names on
the blank sign-in sheet of the gallery, as if we were the sole wanderers of an uncharted realm.

Left: rooftop of the Maths Sciences Building, right: Meteorite Gallery

Hannah and I exited the Geology building and passed a shaded area where a few paintings were
being dried on the floor on our way to the midpoint of our journey, the Botanical Garden.
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Art outside of the Geology building

We had to take a small detour because a part of the street was blocked for equipment to be
moved into the school medical center nearby.  Out of all four designated stops that day, the
Botanical Garden was the only area I’ve visited prior.  We saw Professor Vesna chatting with
Alvaro on the benches in the sitting area outside of one of the exits.

Pink and white azaleas near the entrance of the Mildred E. Mathias Botanical Garden
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Because we weren’t traveling at a hurried pace, we decided to quickly peek into the gardens and
find other areas to explore.  On the way back, we found ourselves in the Court of Sciences once
more and bumped into a friend of mine who studies Computer Engineering.  He joked that the
only reason why I would be on the South side of campus was because of an assignment.  I
found it funny and agreed, all the while thinking of coming back again.  Hannah and I walked
around the inverted fountain and into the music buildings where notes of pianos, drums,
cymbals, and many other instruments drifted out of the rooms.  Music students really are a
different breed.

A peek into a music room in the Evelyn & Mo Ostin Music Center
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We took the same way back and concluded our walk in front of the Serra sculpture, where we
noticed two empty chairs in front of the golden bust near on the north side of the Sculpture
Garden.  We decided to take a seat and chatted about our trip for a bit until a nearby group of
theater students politely asked us to leave because they had placed the chairs there for the sake
of an activity.  Slightly embarrassed, we left apologetically and took a seat on one of the
benches to the left of the garden and enjoyed the afternoon shade until the class reconvened for
TC’s solo show in front of the Broad.

Chairs in the Franklin D. Murphy Sculpture Garden

Part II

From the [ALIEN] STAR DUST website, I found Professor Vesna’s augmented reality app that
allows viewers to dive deeper into the installations and downloaded it from the App Store.  Out
of the seven meteorites, the one that landed in Morocco, Africa was the most visually striking to
me because the colors and textures are shiny and beautiful.  The patterns on the exterior and
interior of the North American meteorite reminded me of a meatball.  I also found various
Snapchat filters of the same seven meteorites and had fun playing around with them as the
various pieces float in the palm of my hand.  It is very interesting to witness how the pieces
explode and fit together
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Left: AFRICA meteorite, right: Snapchat filter of ASIA meteorite
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Week: week 7
Title: SCOBY & stardust
Date: 22 Feb 2022

Tuesday’s meeting felt like an adventure.  In the beginning of class, we bonded over making
kombucha.  Because I did not have access to a kitchen (therefore no tea, no sugar, and no jar,
even), I didn’t get to make my own kombucha even though I bought the SCOBY mother as
directed in the beginning of the term.  Although I will be able to start my own kombucha once I
get back home for the summer (and possibly even sooner, during spring break), it’s exciting to
start a jar with everyone else in class using the materials provided by Professor Vesna.
Touching the SCOBY in the huge glass jar was a meditative experience and I was afraid to harm
it.  It truly felt as if I was touching something that could feel pain, even though it couldn’t.  During
my turn with the SCOBY, I carefully peeled a layer away from a larger piece.  I applied calculated
pressure to the act and paid attention to how my hands affected the rip depending on where I
targeted.  I held my breath during the process and was careful to hold the skin in place.  The
SCOBY was very cold and slippery, reminding me of both a mushroom and a fish… like some
forbidden species I had illicitly grabbed from an ancient lake.

Kombucha-starting set up outside of the Broad

The whole procedure was really interesting to me, and I had documented it on my Instagram
story.

Right now, my bottle of pre-kombucha is sitting in a cool spot under the desk of my dorm.  I had
let it breathe a little when I first took it back from class that afternoon.  It honestly feels a little
odd because I feel like I’m keeping a pet or something.

After our kombucha-starting session, we each took a few petri dishes and began on our
stardust-hunting journey.  Hannah, Taylor, Amie, and I made a beeline for the 8th floor of the
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Maths and Sciences Building in the South Campus where the Planetarium resides.  We were
able to easily access the rooftop of the building and hovered our magnets close to the ground.
Five, ten, fifteen minutes passed and we had gotten not a single particle.  Amie suggested
scouring the rooftop of the Broad and we began to head back down.  I decided to make a
last-ditch effort and hovered my magnet above dust particles in the crevices of the steps (that
Taylor had actually pointed out earlier) and… we heard soft clicks as pieces of stardust were
attracted to the base of the magnet.  We spent more time in that area, and later at the doorway
to the rooftop, where we each collected a few pieces to bring back.

Left: stardust particles on the magnet; right: stardust particles in a petri dish

Overall, the expedition was exciting and we got to explore a tiny bit more of campus that way.  I
had a lot of fun playing around with my pieces in the safety of the plastic petri dish as I moved
my magnet around and watched them shift.  I’m hoping to do more research into where I can
collect bigger pieces with my magnet in the future.
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Photo taken on the rooftop of the Maths and Sciences building



Tie 31

Week: week 8
Title: CNSI lab tour & final project updates
Date: 27 Feb 2022

On Thursday, we were given a tour of the CNSI on South Campus.  CNSI stands for the California
NanoSystems Institute and is a conglomerate of various labs and resources for certified
researchers to use.  It is located near the Court of Sciences between the departments of
Physics, Engineering, Maths, and Biological Chemistry.  Its location is not only for the ease of
access, it also symbolizes how the different fields work together to conduct research.  All the
sciences are connected in one way or another and it’s interesting to see the different
combinations of specialities that can be formed by individuals with diverse backgrounds and
interests.

First, we were led into the basement of CNSI through the high-ceiling stainless steel elevators.
Because the microscopes that we were shown are extremely powerful and sensitive, they have
to be kept in the basement so they are exposed to the least amount of vibrational noise.
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We are then led to the first room where two researchers were examining visualized data on
multiple computer screens in a room full of paper files and an instrument called the TEM
(transition electron microscope).  We were informed that just one of these microscopes would
cost millions of dollars.  It’s great that CNSI makes equipment like these available to its
members.
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Afterwards, we were taken to a second lab, where our guide conducts research under James
Gimzewski as a Ph.D student in Chemistry.  He showed us a huge microscope covered in foil
paper (which is used for vacuumization) that houses a tiny “tip” used to scan over metals such
as gold or silver in order to identify its electrons.  It is called the scanning probe microscope.  I
couldn’t fully understand what was explained, but the gist is that they are working on this project
in hopes of “3D-printing” atoms and reshaping its structure.  What they’re doing is really cool
even though I don’t understand.  It makes them seem more like real-life mad scientists to me.

We were then taken to the last room of our tour where many pieces of equipment, including a
small 3D-printer, were housed.  A classmate made a comment on an image that hung near the
doorway of the room and how scientists are “allowing us to see what can’t be seen” by creating
visuals out of the data that are extracted from these microscopes.  That’s a really interesting
way of viewing the work that they are doing.
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Lastly, when we were leaving the facility, I noticed that there was a sign on the emergency exit
door next to the elevators.  The sign is posted in four languages besides English— Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, and Spanish.  I’ve never seen anything in the US that has more Asian
languages posted than latin-based languages.  It makes me believe that CNSI is a very inclusive
institution.  We also passed by a small glass case on the wall where several plaques and
artifacts were featured.  Most of them were Asian handicrafts and certifications that proved
relationships between UCLA CNSI and departments from universities in Asian countries such as
Singapore and China.  As a Chinese immigrant, it makes me happy to see representation in such
a distinguished facility.

For Hannah, Sophie, and I’s final project, we’ve decided to create a zine based on plastics in the
ocean biome.  We’re still in the early stages of research and have yet to settle on the medium of
our final product, but I think it would be really cool if we could work with materials hands-on
instead of succumbing to digital forms.



Tie 35

Week: week 9
Title: diagram & project updates
Date: 8 Mar 2022

Part I

My updated diagram features several new additions from our class adventures.  I included our
lab tours, stardust collections activity, and kombucha-making experience into the chart.  The
new tail to the flow diagram is now the project my group is working on, which focuses on
pollution in the ocean.
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Part II

Hannah, Sophie, and I decided to take our project to a different level.  Originally, we wanted to
design a seascape sculpture made out of single-use plastics.  After receiving feedback from
Professor Vesna, we put more thought into the final execution and are shifting towards a more
impactful experience by incorporating interactive elements.  With the skills we learned from
Game Design last quarter, the three of us are going to design a physical game that invites
viewers to learn about ocean pollution and how it affects all life forms on Earth.  The details of
the game have yet to be sorted because we have planned a trip to the beach this upcoming
Friday to learn more about our research interest.  We plan to take note of how visitors interact
with the beach and what they take from it/leave behind.  We have also been looking at other
resources that bring attention to this issue, such as documentary films produced by YouTubers
and giant sculptural pieces featured in public spaces.  The purpose of our game is to compile
research and share it in a fun and digestible format.  This way, it is more likely for audiences to
be intrigued by the subject and be able to retain the information that is presented.  We plan to
design a small pool of water on the ground where players are able to “fish” out of.  I’m hoping
that we can use the next couple of days to figure out which part of this diverse topic we are
going to zoom in on.  The game doubles as an installation, therefore it will not have a box or a
flexible set-up.  The tangibility of the interaction (as opposed to a computer game) is designed
to create a more tactile experience which helps with retention.  We imagine that the friction of
the mechanics will add to the learning reality.

Edit (3/15/22):

We've made several adjustments to our project!  At first, we wanted to focus on the relationship
between microplastics and the ocean biome.  Then, our attention was diverted to the problem of
plastics in the ocean, just to have a more tangible idea.  After talking to Professor Vesna, we
decided to make a more interactive installation as described here in this blog.  However, we
made one final adjustment: to focus on single-use plastics on university campuses, where
straws, forks, plates, cups, bags, and the like are used and tossed every single day.  By
narrowing our project into something more specific, we are able to create a more relatable
relationship with our targeted audience.


