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NASA apps challenge | INSIGHTS

What’s it like to be part of NASA’s International Space Apps Challenge 
hackathon? See it through the eyes of first-time hacker Elena Becerril Salas, a 
senior majoring in geography and international studies, at the LAS-hosted event 
organized by Cassandra Follett, coordinator for geographic information systems 
(GIS) in the Department of Geography.

Silver Lining 
Playbook

SATURDAY, APRIL 29

9 A.M. On my way to the NASA space 
hackathon! It focuses on earth science, 
and I think it will be cool to apply what I’ve 
learned at DePaul about geotechnology. But 
I forgot to get coffee—hope I can get some! 

10:30 A.M. After orientation, we split 
into teams and started coming up with 
ideas. My teammates are students and 
researchers from all kinds of disciplines at 
area universities.

10:59 A.M. We’ve got our project! We’ll 
map severe weather conditions against 
the presence of local atmospheric aerosols 
to identify potential connections. We’re 
building an online visualization tool that lets 
users lay different types of emission data 
over intensive weather patterns so they can 
see correlations and impact. 

12:52 P.M. Just got back from lunch. We’re 
brainstorming about data sets and what we 
want to include in the final project.

It’s been an exhausting two days, but I’ve learned a lot, met some pretty great 
people and found out about some new spatial software systems. It definitely 

piqued my interest in learning more about computer programming. I plan to do 
more hackathons!

2:44 P.M. We’ve decided to focus on 
Chicago and the Great Lakes for our 
analysis of aerosols and precipitation. Now 
we’re looking for 2014 precipitation data. 

3:25 P.M. Part of our group is still seeking 
2014 precipitation data. You’d think this 
data would be more accessible than it 
actually is.

4 P.M. My teammate found the precipitation 
data set! Now two of my group members 
are running a regression analysis. 

SUNDAY, APRIL 30 

9 A.M. Decision time. Right now we have 
15 different data layers in the user interface. 
Should we keep them all?

10:32 A.M. We’re keeping all 15 layers, and 
my teammate and I just finished defining 
each one. Now our group has to decide 
which spatial regression tools to add.

11:55 A.M. We order pizza and discuss all 
that we have left to complete. I’m tired, but 
we still need to make the front end of our 
app visually appealing.

2:10 P.M. We’re calling our project Silver 
Lining. I’m working on the video for our 
project page while my teammate is looking 
for songs for the soundtrack. We end 
up picking a song by Icelandic composer 
Jóhann Jóhannsson.

3:03 P.M. We’ve compiled all our data and 
research on aerosols. Now we’re writing the 
project description for our web page.  

4:01 P.M. One hour left! Time to finalize the 
user interface on the front end of our app. 

5 P.M. We present our work! Our project 
was sent on to the global competition. Check 
it out at bit.ly/DePaulSpaceApps. 
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