Cal Poly Pomona
Leads the Milky Way
Project, Which Gives
People a Chance to
Make Discoveries
By Emily Velasco

Imagine that you had a beautifully illustrated book

where each page was overflowing with vivid colors and
fantastic imagery. Imagine you were tasked with looking
through the book to find clues to solving a mystery. Now
imagine that book was 77,000 pages long.
That’s what it’s like for researchers of the Milky Way
Project, an online scientific endeavor based at Cal Poly
Pomona that involves combing through images of our
galaxy in search of knowledge about how stars are born.
The scale of the undertaking is vast. By most
estimates, the Milky Way contains 100 billion stars,
but others put that figure at 400 billion. Among all
those stars are the objects that Milky Way Project
researchers are seeking – “bow shock” nebulae,
“yellowballs” and bubbles of gas and dust.
Without help, it would take several scientists a
lifetime to make a dent. Computers are fast but aren’t
yet adept at finding the objects the researchers are
looking for, says Matthew Povich, a Cal Poly Pomona
physics and astronomy professor. Crowdsourcing,
says his student researcher, Tharindu Jayasinghe,
provided the solution.
“People find things that one or two astronomers
can’t,” Jayasinghe says. “And people are really good
at finding patterns, so we are getting really good data.
It’s an amazing thing.”
To participate, users visit the project’s website,
get a short interactive tutorial, and they’re ready to
go. If they are seeking a deeper level of involvement,
they can create an account so they can track their
progress and join in online discussions with other
users and the researchers.
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The way it works is kind of like a hidden word search. Volunteers
are presented with images taken by the Spitzer Space Telescope
in infrared light, and they look for special types of objects — bow
shocks and the fast-moving stars that create them, and dusty gas
bubbles so massive that just one can contain a few thousand stars.
When they think they’ve spotted one of these objects, they mark it
with easy-to-use drawing tools and submit their discovery. Working
that way, a small army of citizen scientists can make huge progress.
By the end of the second run of the Milky Way Project in 2015,
30,000 to 40,000 volunteers had logged 2 million objects they found
throughout the galaxy, Jayasinghe says.
That resulted in a lot of good data for the project, but it also
did something perhaps more important — it showed people the
importance of science by turning them into scientists.
“I think citizen scientists is a cool concept,” Jayasinghe says.
“Science can bring people together and that’s a really cool thing.”
The people that the project has brought together include
individuals from all over the globe, of many professions, with a variety
of reasons for participating. Meet some of these citizen scientists:

Student researcher Tharindu Jayasinghe, left,
and Professor Matthew Povich of the physics
and astronomy department lead the Milky
Way Project based at Cal Poly Pomona.

Barbara Téglás

Melina Thévenot

How many objects have you classified?
5,421
Why did you become involved?
When the Milky Way Project started the beta
review phase, I received the email and I joined. The
project went public very quickly, and I stayed because
I found it so interesting.
What do you enjoy about it?
The images at the Milky Way Project show
beautiful, detailed new images of our galaxy on
infrared wavelengths. There is always something new
to see, to find new objects to understand.
What do you think we can learn about ourselves
from space exploration?
Space is so complex and beautiful, an endless
source of novelties. As we are progressing to know
it better, new questions arise. It’s an endless journey
to explore the space and we are part of this endless
journey. So, I think from space exploration we can
learn about not only the infinity of space-time, but the
infinity of our never-ending curiosity.

How many objects have you classified?
9,549 subjects.
Why did you become involved?
I was always interested in astronomy. When I was
a child, I had books about astronomy. They had also the
first images from Hubble. Even if I did not understand
everything, I did read them again and again.
What do you enjoy about it?
Sharing my thoughts and sharing the images I
generate. I always get positive feedback. I also enjoy
learning about the objects I see in the Spitzer images.
If someone asks a researcher “What is this?” and they
answer “A planetary nebula,” I search for planetary
nebula in Wikipedia or other websites. It is more
motivating than listening to a boring lecture where you
don’t get what the lecturer is talking about.
What do you think we can learn about ourselves
from space exploration?
You may have heard the words: Everyone is their
own center of the universe. From this point, a net
of friends, family, objects and knowledge stretches
outward. The further you get in space and time, the
less dense this net gets. Space exploration helps to fill
the gaps in this net of ourselves. Where do we come
from? Do life-forms exist outside of our solar system?

RESEARCH ENGINEER IN MOLECULAR
GENETICS AND BIOTECHNOLOGY FROM
HUNGARY LIVING IN MARTINIQUE

Peter Larsson

FINANCIAL ANALYST FROM SWEDEN
How many objects have you classified?
I don’t know if I can find statistics about the
number of objects. It must be many — I have gone
through 56,999 images in different projects (Including
Milky Way Project 1 and 2, Planet Hunters, Galaxy Zoo,
Space Warps and Asteroid Zoo).
Why did you become involved?
Society doesn’t prioritize science and
education, and the funding provided to research
and development is depressingly low. To quote Neil
deGrasse Tyson, American astrophysicist: “We
stopped dreaming.” My opinion is that within science
… we find hope for the future.
What do you enjoy about it?
That I can contribute to science and learn new
things. The discussions with other members and with
the researchers are very interesting.

ASPIRING ASTROPHYSICIST FROM GERMANY

Maria Gomez

VETERINARIAN FROM SPAIN
How many objects have you classified?
It’s only a guess, but say I´ve been through 23,000
to 25,000 images, with less than half classified.
Why do you think these kinds of projects
are important?
I think they are amazing. If it wasn’t for these kind
of projects, there would be no real time available to
researchers for the amount of extraordinary research
we humans need to do. It also gets into the minds of
the people how important it is to put money toward
these kind of investigations.
What do you think we can learn about ourselves
from space exploration?
Maybe we once and for all forget the idea that
we’re the center of the universe.
Emily Velasco (’10, communication) writes about
science and engineering for PolyTrends magazine.

For more information or to start classifying galactic objects, visit
www.zooniverse.org/projects/povich/milky-way-project.
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