Tuesday, February 8, at almost exactly 3 p.m. about two dozen students, of both college and high school level, were given a unique opportunity to listen to a presentation by, and ask questions of, Keith Parrish, the NASA engineer managing the sunshield technology that will be employed in NASA’s James Webb Space Telescope. 

The event was the first for NASA and the RealWorld-InWorld Engineering Design Challenge - a design challenge in which high school students propose solutions for one of two dilemmas in the design of the Webb telescope. This event had the distinction of taking place “InWorld” in a virtual Second-life-like environment where students, administrators, and the speaker himself donned digital avatars and navigated through another “universe.”

“This is great,” Parrish exclaimed later. “I think connecting individuals in a low cost, efficient way, is a great thing.”

“I think I only met a scientist one day when I got to job shadow” he explained. Parrish lauded the ability of such an environment to allow students and scientists to commingle as easily as they can now.

Students asked questions regarding design, engineering, and technology and were given a brief visual presentation. The event provided an opportunity for the competitors to connect with someone who is integrally attached to the James Webb Space Telescope project, and pose serious questions about advanced engineering and design. 

“Always keep your sense of wonder,” advised Parrish in a post-event interview. “Sometimes we take a step back from a project and say ‘ wow.’  If you can keep doing that, you will be successful.” 

During the question and answer period, Parrish addressed questions about design, the implementation of new technologies, and the experience of working on such a long-term project. The Webb telescope is over a decade in the making. 

Individuals who are not affiliated with the Engineering Challenge are welcome to enter the universe as tourists and attend future events, which they may do by visiting www.niauniverse.org and downloading the application. Registration is free. 

Upcoming guest-speaker events include: 
· Wednesday, Feb. 23, 4-5 p.m. ET –Don McCarthy, NIR CAM Science Team
· Thursday, Feb. 24, 2-3 p.m. ET – Ray Lundquist, Systems Engineer
· Tuesday, Mar. 8, 3-4 p.m. ET – Paul Geithner, Observatory Manager
· Wednesday, Mar. 16, 4-5 p.m. ET – Michelle Thaller, Asst. Dir. – Science Communications
· Thursday, Mar. 24, 4-5 p.m. ET – Amber Straughn, Astronomer and NASA Post-doctoral Fellow
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