
In addition to garments,

Industrial Design Technology

students are developing the 

prototype of a vehicle resembling

a mountain bike that will allow

CARA researchers to traverse the

snow- and ice-covered terrain

of Antarctica. The 

vehicle will be

produced for 

scientists and

then marketed to 

winter sports resorts.
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he wind-swept ice fields

of Antarctica are a long

way from the sun-baked

city sidewalks where Chris

Cowen makes his way to

Industrial Design classes 

at The Art Institute of Pittsburgh

(AIP). But with each passing day,

Cowen is moving toward the jour-

ney of a lifetime to the planet’s

frozen southernmost continent.

Following his graduation in December,

Cowen will travel to Antarctica to test

the Institute’s clothing and equipment

designs for astronomers establishing

an observatory there for CARA, the

Center for Astrophysical Research in

Antarctica.

Based in Wisconsin, CARA is a

research center funded by the

National Science Foundation. In its

five-year history, CARA scientists 

have installed several telescopes at

the South Pole, but not without 

discovering that existing equipment

and cold-weather clothing do

not meet their needs in such

an extreme environment.

Cowen’s ability to

analyze and

DESIGNS FOR THE BIG CHILL

IS A CLASSROOM
Education at The Art Institutes International is a global

experience that brings real world perspectives into 

the classroom. In this issue of Connections, we look at the 

far-reaching impact that AII students have made as 

they prepare for creative careers in a changing world.

In one of the most hostile

environments on Earth,

scientists are warming

up to the ingenuity of 

AII students who are 

creating design solutions

for research at 100

degrees below zero.

Garment and face mask designs

created by students at The Art

Institute of Pittsburgh allow

researchers in the Antarctic 

to work more comfortably and

safely in extreme weather 

conditions.

creatively solve complex industrial

design problems was evident early

in his studies at The Art Institute of

Pittsburgh. He became involved

with the CARA projects almost two

years ago when the Center began

searching for assistance to produce

outerwear and accessories that

would stand up to temperatures

ranging from minus 30 degrees to an

insufferable minus 110 below zero.

Through communication with

Astrophysicist Don Alvarez, a 

visiting scientist at Carnegie Mellon

University in Pittsburgh, CARA

researchers were directed to the

Industrial Design Technology

department at AIP. Students quickly

became engrossed in designing

boots, gloves, upper and lower 

garments, goggles and masks that

would accommodate scientists 

working in the frigid temperatures.

At age 29, Cowen has found himself

heading in the career direction he

has always hoped for after years of

dissatisfaction in other professions.

“ I knew in grade school that I

wanted to do special effects after I

saw Star Wars,” he says.

Alan Assad, director of Industrial

Design Technology at The Art

Institute of Pittsburgh, notes that

the department differs from those at

other schools because of its emphasis

on model design and special effects

for films.

“Students learn a lot by adapting

ideas that otherwise might

be used to design fanci-

ful gear for fictional

space adventures,”

says Assad. “Now they are

transforming these ideas into

practical tools and clothing

for an environment that’s

probably the nearest thing

to outer space on Earth.”
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nne van Leynseele vivid-

ly recalls her first

impression when she

arrived in the Slavic

republic of Belarus,

just north of

Chernobyl where the

world’s worst nuclear plant disaster

had occurred 10 years before. As

part of a five-member video crew

from The Art Institute of Seattle

(AIS), she was there to document

the plight of children burdened with

the legacy of birth defects, immune 

system disorders and cancer caused

by their exposure to radiation.

“I was ready for the kids to tug at

my heart, but I was taken aback 

by the strength of the adults who

were dealing with huge

problems of their own,”

says van Leynseele, a Multimedia

student at AIS. “I knew then that

the accident at Chernobyl was a

global catastrophe that hasn’t

received enough attention.”

For van Leynseele, the path from

Seattle to Belarus began a year ago

when the Institute began to create

promotional materials for the

Belarussian Charitable Fund for

the Children of Chernobyl. 

A non-profit organization, the

Children of Chernobyl locates U.S.

families that host Belarus children

who come to this country each year

for a seven-week break from their 

contaminated environment.

Research has shown that a clean

environment for even a few weeks

helps to cleanse the childrens’ systems.

Traveling halfway

around the world to

Eastern Europe, Art

Institutes International

students and instruc-

tors capture the

strength of the human

spirit on film as they

tell the stories of the

youngest survivors

of a global tragedy.
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As the 10th anniversary of the disaster

approached in April, the Institute

offered to send a team of two 

students and three instructors to

Belarus to record first-hand the 

conditions in the area. The footage

they have since collected is being

used to produce a documentary, a

multimedia production and public

service announcements that are

intended to educate the public

about the organization’s efforts.

Reed Thompson, team member and

Video Production student at AIS,

notes that the documentary does

not emphasize the political aspects

of the disaster. “The focus is on the

kids,” he says. “We just wanted to

show what has happened there.”

A Slavic republic about the size of

Kansas, Belarus received more than

70 percent of the radioactive fallout

that exploded into the sky on April

26, 1986. By some calculations, the

radiation released in the area was

200 times greater than that produced

by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima.

At least 31 people died

in the immediate

aftermath of

the acci-

dent,

and

allegedly

thousands of 

radiation-related

deaths have been reported since.

Today, 40 percent of the territory

around Belarus is still contaminated

and it is estimated that 2 million

residents, including 600,000 

children, continue to live there.

The plant explosion lay total waste

to some of the country’s richest

farming communities. It is anticipated

that the area within an 18-mile radius

of the plant site will remain unin-

habited for centuries due to the level

of contamination there.

During their one-week stay in

Belarus, the Seattle crew visited

orphanages, hospitals and a 

relocation village that housed some

of the former inhabitants of the

Chernobyl area. 

At the hospital, the team videotaped

a ward of children, all of whom

were diagnosed with thyroid cancer.

They also encountered orphans with

a range of birth defects and radiation-

induced cancers. Some of their parents

were dead and others had been

abandoned by mothers and fathers

unable to care for them.

“Each child seemed so enamored, so

much wanting to know us, smiling

forever. You would have never

guessed that these kids had somehow

been abandoned in life,” says Mike

Zittritsch, team coordinator, 

alumnus and staff member at The

Art Institute of Seattle.

The team also took part in the Third

International Congress, “The World

After Chernobyl.” Held in Minsk,

Belarus, the summit brought 

together scientists, doctors and 

government representatives from

around the world to discuss the

responsibilities of the

international

community

and

nations

with

nuclear

capabil-

ities.

“It’s really

refreshing — at a time when

education can be so far removed

from the real world — to have a

school support such a phenomenal

experience for its students,” van

Leynseele notes.

Tom Dyer, a team member and

director of the Video Production

department at The Art Institute of

Seattle, acknowledges that the trip

opened his eyes to the full impact of

the disaster and underscored his role

as an educator and communicator.

“It was an honor to be invited to 

tell their story,” he says. “For me,

‘real world’ education doesn’t get

much more real than this.”TH
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Team member Tom Dyer visits with orphaned six-year-olds

THE 
WORLD 

IS A
Art Institute of Seattle documentary presents new perspectives 

on the Chernobyl nuclear accident

     


