
  

UAA’s planetarium is the 

crown jewel of the new 

ConocoPhillips Integrated 

Science Building

         B Y  J E F F  O L I V E R

     magine viewing the earth during an eclipse while

     standing on the moon. Imagine traveling with blood 

cells through arteries and veins in the human body or 

imagine navigating across the tundra with only the stars 

to guide you. Imagine that soon you’ll be able to experi-

ence these, and other visually immersive environments, 

on the UAA Anchorage campus.

        This fall, the first building conceived, designed, and 

built at UAA with environmental and fiscal sustainability 

in mind, opens on the Anchorage campus. The 120,000 

-square-foot ConocoPhillips Integrated Science Building 

(CPISB) will integrate the sciences across the curriculum 

that will enable UAA to prepare Alaska’s students for the 

technological demands of the global economy and 

enable cross-disciplinary collaboration that will create 

the 21st century’s most innovative and relevant science.

I  

“ The most exciting thing about the planetarium 
is that technology has changed so much in the 
past several years…we’re not thinking of it as 
just a planetarium, it’s a digital visualization 
theater—an immersive theatre.”
 – Dr. Travis Rector, 

    Assistant Professor of Astronomy 

    and Physics continued on next page

                      
Sky’s the Limit
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        “The concept of integrated sciences is that the division we put on the 
sciences is ultimately artificial. Modern science, more and more, requires 
that you have expertise in multiple fields and disciplines that might look, 
on the page, like they’re very different,” says Dr. Jocelyn Krebs, Associate 
Professor of Biology. Dr. Douglas Causey, Professor of Biology explains, 
“The field of biochemistry didn’t exist 80 years ago. Biologists were asking 
questions that chemists had the answers to and from that interplay and 
integration we got the fields of biochemistry, molecular biology, biophysics, 
and bio-medicine.”

        UAA is one of the first universities in the nation to design and build a 
building with the idea to physically integrate the teaching, study and re-
search of the sciences into one space. The CPISB physically brings together 
the disciplines of astronomy, biology, biochemistry, biomedical studies, 
chemistry, environmental sciences, geology, physics and WWAMI (Alaska’s 
Medical School). Dr. Kim Peterson, Associate Dean for Research, says, 
“UAA is a leader. We’re really on the leading edge of the wave to integrate 
the sciences.” Kim says the new facility, which includes a DNA sequenc-

ing lab, a vivarium and a nuclear magnetic resonance lab, will enable our 
faculty to conduct even more National Science Foundation and National 
Institute of Health funded research on campus.
        The ConocoPhillips Integrated Science Building features sustainable 
design solutions to foster a warm and collaborative learning environment. 
Stan Vanover, UAA Facilities, Planning and Construction Project Manager, 
says, “There has been an emphasis on sustainability since the beginning 
of the project, down to even the site work such as electrical and plumbing 
fixtures made from recycled materials. The interior finishes include carpet 

made from 25 percent recycled materials and its backing 
from 40 percent recycled materials. The interior wall tile is 
made from 55 percent recycled glass.” Stan explained design 
elements intended to keep operational costs sustainable such 
as occupancy sensors for the LED lighting and radiant in-slab 
heat throughout the building.
        The CPISB is designed as three modules linked by a 
massive glass atrium that will be the hub of the building, a 
welcoming central space where students, faculty and staff can 
interact and share ideas. Kim Peterson explained, “Our stu-
dents taught us this in The Spine that connects the buildings. 
They would move tables and chairs into The Spine to study 
together. They invented interaction spaces. There’s just as 
much, if not more, learning that happens in these spaces as in 
the classroom. We wanted to integrate this idea into the design 
of the CPISB, to create a space where people could go to get 
out of their offices and away from their computers and really 
have these conversations.”
        The crown jewel of the CPISB will be the planetarium, the 
first for the University of Alaska system. “The most exciting 
thing about the planetarium is that technology has changed 
so much in the past several years…we’re not thinking of it as 
just a planetarium, it’s a digital, visualization theater—an im-
mersive theatre,” says Dr. Travis Rector, Assistant Professor of 
Astronomy and Physics.
        The 66-seat planetarium includes an advanced digital 
technology projector that will project a brilliant, seamless 
image over the surface of the 33-foot dome for an immersive 
experience of a full-hemisphere of video. Travis says, “If we 
were building a planetarium five years ago, we would have 

been stuck with one of the old star-ball designs. We’re going to be one of the 
first universities in the country to have one of these digital systems, almost 
as nice as the system at the American Museum of Natural History in New 
York which is the best planetarium in the country.”
        Travis is excited to have the opportunity to take students into the 
planetarium to illustrate the relationships of the size and location of celestial 
objects. “One of the most difficult things in teaching astronomy is the sense 
of perspective. Teaching the seasons is difficult because you need to under-

“The CPISB physically brings together the disciplines of astronomy, biology, 
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and WWAMI (Alaska’s Medical School).”  – Dr. Kim Peterson, Associate Dean for Research

Artist’s concept of CPISB atrium with planetarium in background.

The ConocoPhillips Integrated Science Building (CPISB) will open in the Fall of 2009. 
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stand the relationship between the earth and the sun. With the planetarium, 
you can take someone into space and show them what the sky looks like in 
December in Anchorage. Viewers can also see why we get so little sun in 
the winter here.”
       As the digital visualization theatre technology matures and becomes 
more affordable, more universities are able to build planetariums. UAA has 
established a collaboration with the Denver Museum of Natural History 
which received a grant from the National Science Foundation to develop 
curriculum for teaching astronomy using a planetarium. Travis says, “For 
years we’ve been teaching astronomy in the classroom, now we’re going to 
be teaching in the planetarium—how do we do it right so that students are 
really benefitting from it?”
        The planetarium will not be limited to the study of astronomy. The visu-
alization theatre software can display three-dimensional models of anything 
and allows users to “fly” through and around the objects. The software 
comes with 3-D catalogs of the stars and solar system as well as 3-D models 
of molecules and DNA. Biology students will be able to travel in and around 
molecules. Chemistry students will be able to travel inside Bucky balls and 
carbon chains to see how these are structured.
        “The most exciting thing about the facility is that every department 
on campus can use it. We’re planning to visit every department and show 
them, this is what you can do, now how do you want to use it,” Travis says, 
“If anthropology had a full-dome image of a site, then students could see 
the relationship between different things and you can’t show that in a flat 
picture.”
         One of the things that’s exciting about the planetarium is that UAA has 
a lot of expertise on campus to share with the public, whether it’s astronomy, 
biology, chemistry, anthropology or Alaska Native studies. One of the goals 
is that each of these departments have access to learn how to use the 
visualization theater for instruction and public-interest shows. For example, 
Travis is already working with the Alaska Native community on two shows.
One show will feature a Yu’pik elder who knows all of the constellations as 
seen by the Yu’pik. The show will present the Yu’pik and Greek constella-
tions, and the audience will hear the stories about how the Yu’pik interpret 
the night sky. Travis states, “And that’s, of course, something no one’s ever 
done before. And because of this theater, we can show the sky as other 
people see it.” Travis wants to create another show that demonstrates how 
Alaska Native people use the stars and celestial bodies to navigate the 
tundra. Once these shows are created, they can easily be shared with other 
digital visualization theaters around the world.
        Other shows might include low-orbit views of the earth as a backdrop 
for public forums or discussion on climate change or geopolitical topics. 
Travis says, “When you see earth as this dot off in the distance, and you 
realize there’s nothing else around, you might have a different perspective 
on taking care of the thing.”
       The ConocoPhillips Integrated Science Building also represents another 
important integration—the high-level integration of community partners with 
UAA. ConocoPhillips contributed $15 million to the success and sustainabil-
ity of the CPSIB. This is the largest single gift ever made by ConocoPhillips 
to an organization.
        Through the CPISB, UAA is integrating the sciences as well as sustain-
able building practices, industry and community partnerships, and its role 
in the Anchorage and Alaska communities as a space for community. Travis 
said it best, “UAA is a public campus, and we want people to think this is a 
reason to come to campus. I hope people will wonder, ‘What’s going on at 
the planetarium this week?’”


