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My Experiences Working for NOAA


I have been working as an artist for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), a government scientific agency based in Silver Spring, Maryland that focuses on tracking and researching the conditions of the oceans and atmosphere.  They serve not only to improve understanding of the environment, but also as advocates for protecting it.  The project I am working on is within these realms of education and advocacy.  NOAA has hired me as an independent contractor, along with several other students from Montgomery College, to develop an educational game focusing on estuaries.  The game’s purpose is to educate students in middle school, from sixth to eighth grade, about estuaries and their critical importance not only to the natural balance of the world ecosystem, but also to the existence of humanity.  Although it takes place in a fantasy world, the concepts and facts it presents are applicable in real life.  The game is designed to be an educational tool for teachers that can be integrated into the curriculum as a supplement to their lesson plans, and can hopefully be played within a class period, or around forty-five minutes.  It is entitled “Water Life – Part I: Where the River Meets the Sea,” which gives leeway to create sequels in the future, one of which is already in progress. 

The project is overseen and led by Deborah Solomon, who is a Computer Applications professor at Montgomery College, and Marina Krauss, who works for NOAA’s National Ocean Service organization and relays the development of the project to NOAA, updates us on their feedback of our work, and provides us with the scientific details that we need to integrate into the game.  The team is also comprised of several programmers, a writer, a musician, and two other artists, aside from myself.  We meet each week on Tuesdays at the Montgomery College Rockville Campus, where we share our progress for the week and discuss details of the game’s production.  I perform most of my work at home, which amounts to around ten to twenty hours per week, occasionally more or less depending on each week’s assignments.  During the remainder of the week, we communicate through email with Professor Solomon, giving her updates of our status and if any problems should arise. 

My role in the project is as the lead animator and character concept artist.  I am responsible for conceptualizing and depicting the characters designed by the story, as well as digitally animating cutscenes in the game.  Cutscenes are animations that develop the storyline, introduce characters, and present relevant game information and educational material.  Creating these entails dividing the associated part of the script into movie clips and still images, some of which can be looped or reused later in the game, and integrating storyboards and stage directions created by other team members to create a clean layout for the scene’s segments.  I then take this plan and draw the scene digitally, using a Wacom Intuos II pen tablet in Adobe Flash CS3.  Since I am originally a traditional artist and not an animator, I must work to achieve smooth and realistic animations and environments, doing additional research and using video and still references to stay true to the environmental message we are trying to relay.  

Coming from a traditional realism artistic background, simplifying the complexity of nature into its most basic form for the purpose of meeting file size requirements and appealing to children is one of the most difficult things for me.  For this reason, creating the character concept art is one of the more easily accessible parts of my job.  This involves interpreting the writer’s description of the characters and envisioning a physical manifestation of their personalities.  These graphics can be as simple or complex in detail as I prefer, which often means I can tap into my desire to create more realistic artwork to convey my ideas.  I often create the final version of these works digitally in Adobe Photoshop CS3 with the pen tablet, so that I can more easily share them with the rest of the team.  However, I also use traditional pencil and paper to plan out and make line art for the characters, which can be scanned into the computer and edited digitally. 

This job relates to my program of study at Montgomery College, which was the Computer Gaming and Simulation: Art and Animation track, because it acquaints me with the game development process and theory, and blends this with improvement of my skills using game-related technology applications such as Flash and Photoshop, using a pen tablet, and telecommuting.  It also exposes me to the process of working with others to design, analyze, and develop a game, which are fundamental skills for working on any project because they require team members with extremely varied talents to combine their skills and ideas for the same goal, follow through on assignments and promises, and compile a finished product.  It also allows me to build business contacts, and hopefully add a published game to my resume and portfolio when the project is complete, which will help me greatly in attaining gaming jobs in the future. 


Working for NOAA has not only given me a chance to develop my existing abilities, but has also provided me the opportunity for new experiences, knowledge, and skills.  In addition to improving my artistic talents in digital drawing and animation (which are not skills I had focused on before this project), I have also learned crucial aspects of teamwork and time management.  During my time working on the project thus far, I have learned that in order for a team to function, constant communication, attention, reliability, and consistency are key. Communicating with others in the group about my status on assignments or any complications I encounter allows them to plan around the changes and helps keep things flowing smoothly.  Being present for discussions and giving useful feedback is not only necessary to shaping the game into its best form and helping my teammates, but also tailors the game more to my liking, making me proud and excited to work on something I can see I have had a hand in creating and would personally enjoy.  

Since I simultaneously work and am now a stay-at-home mother, I have also learned to organize my tasks and plan ahead in order to complete them in a timely manner and meet deadlines.  I must often break down large tasks into smaller parts, and simplify complicated parts of drawings and animations for the sake of time.  One thing I have struggled with since before this project began is to know when to stop working on something and call it “complete,” because I often would work on a single artwork for sixty hours or more and constantly return to tweak it later.  It is a habit I consciously have had to fight every time I animate because my natural tendency is to obsess over details, which is probably a residual side effect of my history drawing realism.  This does not work well at all with animating, since a single frame of animation is only one twelfth of a second, and the details of each frame are not the focus; rather it is the flow of the animation as a whole.  Working against my natural tendencies is a challenge that is an important part of my development as an artist and an individual. 

I have experienced some other new and interesting things since taking on this job.  Last year our team took a field trip to Jug Bay, where we rode through a local estuary on a pontoon boat and learned the basics about that particular ecosystem.  This helped engender a connection to and respect for what we are working to preserve.  I saw and photographed references of the different plant and animal species present there, which helped me later on in creating artwork for the game.  Throughout the job, I have learned many facts about estuaries and their importance.  I have also had the opportunity to venture into a totally new field by doing the voice acting for the main character and final boss in the game.  This involved going into a recording studio and acting as a different person, expressing emotions that I was not feeling at the time, and trying to sound convincingly angry, arrogant, and so on, which is not something I have ever tried before.  In addition, there have been several times when I have had to speak publicly to advertise the game or give my opinions, which is also not something I am accustomed to doing and pushed me beyond my comfort zone. 

Overall, I would consider this job to be a very rewarding experience for me thus far.  I have learned much more than I expected, and feel more well-rounded as both an artist and a person for having taken it on.  Already it is leading to new opportunities for me, as NOAA has offered me more assignments outside of this project that focus on my skills as a traditional artist, 3D modeler, and other abilities.  Perhaps the most important thing I have learned from this job is that if I put forth my best effort, it will be appreciated and recognized, and it ultimately rewards not only others but myself as well. 

