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Ravyn Lenae performs at MIT for SpringFest 2026

The pop artist, famous for “Love Me Not,” took to the stage in Johnson Ice Rink

By Jada Ogueh

NEWS EDITOR

On May 2 at 8:30 p.m., singer-son-
gwriter Ravyn Lenae took to the stage
in Johnson Ice Rink for SpringFest
2026. The annual concert, organized
by the MIT Student Events Board
(SEB), attracted hundreds of people,
both within and outside the MIT
community. The opening acts were
all bands composed of MIT students:
Burnt Sugar, Performative Brother
Ensemble (PBE, a play on the actual
fraternity), and The Deuce.

Just the day before, SEB held the
SpringFest Carnival, which included
an obstacle course bouncy house,
fried dough, and student booths with
free food and prizes.

Kennedi Jackson 29 got a front
row seat to Lenae’s performance. She
was impressed by SEB’s hard work
and everything from the DJ to the
headliners. “I can’t wait to see what
they have in store for next year,” she
said.

Meagan McFadden 29 attended
with Jackson and also loved the per-
formance and the SpringFest carni-
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Headliner Ravyn Lenae performing at MIT SpringFest on Saturday, May
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Burnt Sugar performs at MIT SpringFest on Saturday, May 2, 2026.

val the day before. “Ten out of ten,
would recommend,” she said.

The Tech reached out to SEB for an
inside look at the concert’s logistics.
SEB Co-President Sydney Smith 27
found the event a huge success and
was “thrilled” by the quality of Le-
nae’s performance. The event went
smoothly, due to collaboration with
MIT Student Organizations, Lea-
dership, and Engagement (SOLE),
Campus Activities Complex (CAC),
Department of Athletics, Physical
Education and Recreation (DAPER),
SEB’s production managers GBMS6,
and Red Bull, who provided drinks at
the concert.

This year, SpringFest was held in-
side the Johnson Ice Rink for the first
time, since Field A, the usual venue,
was not available due to renovations
on the Fran O’Brien Baseball Field
and Briggs Softball Field. The cheaper

venue freed up money for production
upgrades, including a background
screen and lighting enhancements,
according to Smith. “Being inside
also guarantees a concert even if
there are weather concerns,’ she
noted.

While she said that Johnson Ice
Rink was a great venue, Smith added
that the board hopes to gain access
to larger spaces such as Killian Court
in the future. “Its iconic architecture
that is so central to the MIT expe-
rience is really what we need to take
this event to the next level and ce-
ment SpringFest as a must-see an-
nual tradition,” she said.

Smith also mentioned a few diffi-
culties in organizing SpringFest this
year. Aside from the unexpected ve-
nue change, the main challenge laid
in the delay in funding information.
While SEB had selected an artist by
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October, they could not confirm
contract details until December.
Despite everything, Smith said the
contract was eventually signed by
SEB’s internal deadline “without too
much trouble”

In terms of improving Spring-
Fest for next year, Smith pointed to
an increase in student feedback and
budget. While she noted it was im-
possible to please everyone, gaining
more student input helps SEB to pick
a genre, venue, and inform the final
artist choice. A larger budget would
give SEB “more freedom” to pick an
artist that “truly resonates with the
student body” and improve produc-
tion, according to Smith.

“I would strongly urge any stu-
dents who want to see a bigger
SpringFest to voice their concerns
to the UA or directly to admin,” she
concluded.
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SENIOR SIDE NOTES

On luck
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Reflections on chance, support, and the debts that can only be paid forward

By Kanna Pichappan
CAMPUS LIFE STAFF WRITER

“Iam because we are.” — Ubuntu proverb

When I look back on my life, I find that
the extraordinary, selfless support of count-
less individuals and astonishing good luck
have played a large part in it.

Beautifully, many such
people never seem

to think of what they
do as extraordinary.
To them, itis simply a
way of life.

People often celebrate the “self-made”
individual — the one who works evenings
and weekends, misses vacations, and wills
their success into existence. While it is ab-
solutely true that immense effort on one’s
own part is necessary to realize a goal, be-
coming too immersed in the idea of “self-
made” success can lead us to accidentally
lose sight of how profoundly conditional
our lives are on the support of the people
around us.

Beautifully, many such people never
seem to think of what they do as extraor-
dinary. To them, it is simply a way of life.
I think of my seventh-grade math teacher,
who stayed with me after school until five
in the afternoon, multiple days a week for
several months, to help me get up to speed
with algebra. I think of my research mentor,
who, if I ask, will Zoom call with me even on
evenings and weekends to help me practice
a presentation.

Some of these moments of generosity
were quiet — a desk lamp lent by a floor-
mate for every one of my medical school
interview Zoom calls, friends in New Jersey

FROSH FILES

who offer rides before I even have to ask
because they know I will need one, friends
who pick up the phone even when they're
busy. Others were more unexpected.

During my MISTI India internship, a
medical student I was working alongside
noticed that I had been unenthusiastic
about what I was eating for lunch. When
they learned the reason — that I was too
nervous to cross the chaotic streets of
Bangalore, which operate with nearly no
enforced traffic regulations — they imme-
diately stopped what they were doing and
walked me across the street. My high school
science teacher let me run experiments in
her classroom any day, all day, without a
second thought. My Course 6 suitemates
stayed up until midnight to fix my laptop,
which unexpectedly stopped working the
night before I had to leave town for a medi-
cal school visit, despite both of them hav-
ing exams the next day. The Tech welcomed
me and let me write even though I arrived,
rather late to the game, in my senior spring.
At Addir, MIT’s interfaith dialogue pro-
gram, my peers sat with me in the middle of
the night when I unexpectedly fell ill during
our retreat at Cape Cod.

Realizing how much
my life has not only
benefited from but is
genuinely contingent
upon so many

other people and
communities is deeply
humbling.

And where do I even begin with my fam-
ily, neighborhood, and community?

As much as my ego may want to indulge
the thought that I am “self-made,” realizing
how much my life has not only benefited
from but is genuinely contingent upon so
many other people and communities is
deeply humbling. And yet, even this doesn'’t
tell the whole story.

Alongside the support of others runs
another powerful force: luck. I think about
every application I submitted — the way
someone on the other end happened to
read it on a day it resonated with them and
there happened to be a spot that hadn’t yet
been filled. Every time I showed up to ex-
ams and found problems I could actually
solve — knowing full well that on another
day, with a different set of questions or with
a less clear mind, the outcome might have
looked very different. The random housing
lottery that placed me with not only a great
roommate and friend, but someone I could
look up to and be inspired by — a small ad-
ministrative coin flip with tremendous ef-
fects on my college experience and life. The
experiments I ran that yielded meaningful
findings, when so many didn’t. The men-
tors I landed with by chance, whose guid-
ance shaped me in ways I am still discover-
ing. While luck often only becomes possible
and meaningful when met with effort and
dedication, when I look back, it is impos-
sible to deny how large a role chance plays
in how our lives unfold.

Iraise all of this not to place responsibil-
ity on others or luck, nor to lift the weight
from our own shoulders. Rather, I've no-
ticed that sitting with these realizations
can be useful. First, recognizing how con-
tingent my life is on others and on luck cul-
tivates humility. Second, it offers a kind of
clarity — a reminder that there are almost
always external forces that must align for
an outcome to be possible. Applied to suc-
cess, this keeps the ego in check. Applied
to failure, it can keep self-esteem from col-
lapsing. While failure almost always holds

What | did with my dingle this year

Perhaps surprisingly, nothing much

By Shelly Yang
CAMPUS LIFE EDITOR

As a freshman moving into the newly-
renovated dorm East Campus, I expected
a pretty nice room that I would be happy
with coming back to after a long day of
work. What I did not expect, however, was
the additional plus of my room being a
dingle.

Before coming to college, I had never
heard of the term “dingle,” a portmanteau
of “double” and “single,” but apparently, it
means a room for two people with only one
assigned occupant. It sounds silly, but per-
haps less so than “souble” (or maybe “din-
gle” sounds less silly just because it’s used
more). Nonetheless, I was very surprised
to not end up having a roommate, because
not only was I in a new building, but also I
was on Fifth West, a popular floor.

In the end, | ended up
doing nothing.

Needless to say, I had very few com-
plaints about living in a dingle. From what

I'm aware, it is pretty uncommon for fresh-
men to have a single (unless you're liv-
ing in MacGregor, a dorm with predomi-
nantly single rooms), so a lot of people
were pushing me to do something with
that extra space. Perhaps I could push the
two mattresses together! Or maybe loft my
bed so I could have a cozy couch (sourced
from Facebook Marketplace) underneath.
I could decorate the room to my heart’s
content.

But in the end, I ended up doing
nothing.

I think this choice speaks to who I
am; my room just ended up being a place
where [ went to sleep. The most decor  had
was on my door: over two dozen (empty)
CharlieCards, an embroidery project, Po-
laroids of me and my friends, and an as-
sortment of memes. Inside my room, all I
had were birthday cards from friends and
family, along with wall art of cardstock but-
terflies — also a birthday gift.

I took pride in the bareness of my room.
Every time I invited friends over, they
would always be quite surprised that the
room looked like I was preparing to move
out the next day. Sometimes, the people

I hosted — whether for Math Prize for
Girls or for CPW — brought more items
than the possessions I had outside my
wardrobe and cabinet. While I sometimes
wished I had fairy lights, posters, or other
decor, I would always think about how I

When | opened my
door to the outside,
I'd see the Silksong
mural | was working
on with my friends;
the LEDs lining the
walls, installed by
our legendary Course
6-2 senior; and the
cats that were always
so friendly and
approachable.

lessons about what we can do differently in
the future, knowing that luck is part of the
equation can help us keep rolling with life’s
challenges in a more bearable way.

Finally, there is something beautiful
about recognizing the roles others play in
our lives, because there is sometimes very
little I can do to pay back the people who
helped me — not directly, anyway. My sev-
enth-grade math teacher who stayed after
school multiple times a week for several
months to work through algebra with me
needs very little from me now. I have writ-
ten cards to him and visited his classroom.
But there is no apparent way to repay, in
kind, what he gave me.

There is something
simply beautiful in
the realization that,
sometimes, the only
way to pay it back is
by paying it forward.

If I can’t pay it back, the next option is to
pay it forward — to give to others what was
given to me, even if not to the same people.
There is something peaceful and gratifying
in this act of kindness: the sense of return-
ing to the world the generosity that was
once extended to you. There is also a fleet-
ing glimpse of self-transcendence in the act
of giving without expectation of return — a
dissolution of the boundary between self
and other — that many seek. Finally, there
is something simply beautiful in the real-
ization that, sometimes, the only way to pay
it back is by paying it forward.

I wonder, too, whether for many of the
people who help us along the way, the only
repayment they ever seek is for us to do the
same for someone else.

would have to pack these items up when I
later moved out. Hence, I lived vicariously
through my friends’ rooms, who had a fur-
nished shelf just for shoes, snake plushies
adorning their window, or vines taped up
neatly along their wardrobe.

Despite not having to pack too much
at the end of the year, the bareness did get
to me sometimes. Eventually, I felt a little
lonely whenever I was in my room, to the
point that whenever I tried to work in it, I
would spiral and crash out from staring at
the barren, white walls.

But when I opened my door to the out-
side, I'd see the Silksong mural I was work-
ing on with my friends; the LEDs lining the
walls, installed by our legendary Course
6-2 senior; and the cats that were always so
friendly and approachable.

Which is why I'm so excited for a room-
mate next year!

Maybe I will still barely decorate my
room. Perhaps my only contribution to
the door of me and my future roommate’s
door will be the overwhelming number of
CharlieCards. Or we'll end up going all out,
causing a complete character shift in me.
Only time will tell.
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The turning point of my college career

The News Department made me more connected to my community

By Vivian Hir
SENIOR EDITOR

When I reflect on my time at The Tech, 1
divide my time into two stages: before and
after I joined the News Department.

My introduction to News was very late, as
I didn’t write my first article in the section
until the summer after junior year. Up until
then, I mainly wrote personal essays for my
column in Campus Life; when I joined The
Tech in my freshman fall, I was not interest-
ed in writing news articles. I enjoyed reading
these pieces, but I considered news writing
to be dry and uncreative. On the other hand,
I saw personal essays as an opportunity for
me to be reflective and expressive.

2024 was a critical
year in MIT’s history
that was defined

by pro-Palestinian
protests and the
student encampment;
| couldn’t let these
events simply pass by.

As I wrote more articles for my column,
I gradually rose through the ranks in The
Tech, from staff writer in freshman year to
V143 Campus Life Editor in sophomore year
to V144 Executive Editor in junior year. Al-
though I became involved in other depart-
ments such as Arts and Copy in my junior
year, I still remained in my comfort zone. It
wasn't until I joined News that I underwent
a seismic shift in my career at The Tech.

My interest in the News Department
comes from wanting to learn more about is-
sues that not only affected MIT, but also the
greater Cambridge/Boston community and
higher education in the U.S. 2024 was a criti-
cal year in MIT’s history that was defined
by pro-Palestinian protests and the student
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encampment; I couldn’t let these events
simply pass by. I had to do something and
report on them.

As News Editor, | had
the opportunity to
report on countless
topics through various
angles — the sky was
the limit.

As a result, I decided to join the News
Department for the first time. My first as-
signments were about the impact of post-
affirmative action rulings on MIT, from the
decline in Interphase enrollment to changes
to Sin LiMITe. My first drafts of those articles
were so poorly written that the then-Pub-
lisher rewrote most of them. The frustrations
I had with my writing made me question
whether I could ever become an actual news
writer. Yet at the same time, I didn’t want to
give up. There were problems I wanted to
investigate further, even though that meant
having difficult conversations, something
that Iwasn’t used to doing.

In my senior fall, I decided to devote
more time to news. As I took on more assign-
ments, I became more comfortable engag-
ing in dialogue across differences. Reporting
on challenging topics such as the Israel-
Gaza War allowed me to have meaningful
conversations with various members of the
MIT community, from the rabbi of Hillel to
pro-Palestinian student activists. By doing
so, I not only learned about different per-
spectives, but also became a better listener.
Instead of entering a conversation with pre-
conceived assumptions, I entered with an
open and curious mind.

When elections for The Tech came around
in December, I ultimately decided to run for
News Editor. Although I enjoyed writing
these articles, I admittedly had some hesita-
tions about the role because of its demand-

ing responsibilities and large time com-
mitment. I wasn’t sure how I was going to
manage the department alone. Fortunately,
I quickly grew to love this position and got to
work with Sabine Chu '26, the best Associate
News Editor I could ever ask for.

My time as V145 News Editor was very
stressful, but also incredibly enriching. My
passion for news writing grew significantly
during this time, as I started viewing News
as another form of storytelling, albeit much
more formal and objective. I quickly realized
how much room there was for experimenta-
tion and exploration in News. Contrary to
my early assumptions about news writing,
News wasn'’t just merely summarizing press
releases, administrative letters, or annual re-
ports. As News Editor, I had the opportunity
to report on countless topics through vari-
ous angles — the sky was the limit.

Although | already
understood the
importance of The Tech
for campus coverage
and accountability,
being News Editor
reinforced this idea
even more.

If T had a burning question about a cer-
tain topic, I would enter internet rabbit
holes, scrolling through pages and docu-
ments until I found interesting information.
I also did this for data, analyzing existing
data to create figures that told a story. As
someone who likes to be at the scene of ac-
tion, I reported on a diverse range of events,
from keynote speeches at MIT to protests in
Boston. Besides event coverage, I enjoyed
interviewing people, from everyday folk to
senior-level administrators. For me, News
was a vibrant and dynamic environment
where things kept moving and changing.
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Overall, writing for News has signifi-
cantly transformed how I view MIT. It made
me see MIT as a large, complex system with
many hubs and spokes, and I was a tiny
part of it; what I knew was just the tip of the
iceberg. There was so much institutional
history and knowledge I needed to learn
more about, which includes MIT’s more
complicated side.

Although I already understood the im-
portance of The Tech for campus coverage
and accountability, being News Editor rein-
forced this idea even more. We reported on
the Institute through a more critical lens,
bringing light to certain issues that the MIT
News Office certainly would not have men-
tioned, such as the Epstein files and the in-
stallation of security cameras. As a result,
our articles helped inform the community
about the issues affecting MIT and foster
community-wide discourse about these
problems.

On a greater scale, being News Editor
has made me more connected to the great-
er Cambridge/Boston community. Report-
ing on city news forced me to leave the
MIT bubble and grapple with societal and
political issues affecting people’s everyday
lives, such as ICE deportations and science
funding cuts. For me, ignorance and indif-
ference were not options: if there was one
thing that 2025 taught me, it was the im-
portance of being informed about current
events.

Being News Editor had its challenges,
but I look back on my time in The Tech with
great fondness. The weekly deadlines and
late nights were hard, but what kept me go-
ing was how meaningful and fulfilling the
work was. Journalism made me be part of
something bigger than myself: through
writing, I was doing something for the
community, from raising awareness about
issues to documenting important mile-
stones. Writing for The Tech was one of the
most impactful and memorable things I did
during my time at MIT; I hope that you also
consider becoming part of the organiza-
tion’s rich and storied history.

Do you like looking for funny typos?

The Tech is looking for copy editors!

E-mail tt-join@mit.edu

Do you have a knack for finding mistakes?
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Getting dumber, in a good way

Re-joining News in my junior year forced me to confront my ego

By Sabine Chu
SENIOR EDITOR

I have an admission, and it’s humiliating.
Still, I'd guess that it’s relatable to many read-
ers here, so here goes: For a very long time, one
of the things I liked most was for other people
to think I was smart. Obviously, I cared about
how my instructors, mentors, and supervisors
viewed me; pretty reasonably, I hoped that
their favorable opinions would translate into
high grades. Less normal was the way that my
craving for academic validation seeped into
my social life.

I often found myself reveling in the rush of
finding an answer faster than my friends. The
first time was in the fifth-grade Math Bowl, my
greasy bob flipping and Harry Potter glasses
rolling off my nose as I slammed the buzzer
to answer the question. Later, after spending
a good chunk of my prefrosh summer vaca-
tion reviewing classical mechanics, I chased
a similar high in 8.012, whose psets I proudly
wrote in pen.

Even more embarrassingly, I liked to sit in
a dorm lounge while my Bic pen and I worked
out the nuts and bolts of momentum conser-
vation, so other people would glance over my
shoulder and think — and you're allowed to
groan as you read this part, because I definite-
ly am as I remember it — Wow, she’s not just in
the advanced version of the class, but she’s so
confident in her knowledge that she’s not using
a pencil? [1]

The news department,
it turns out, is a good
place for someone
with a lot of questions.
Your job as a reporter
isn't to be clever.

Maybe the examples I've given make some
sense: I'm a mathematics major who thought
she’d double in physics, so of course I wanted
to seem good at those subjects. More gener-
ally, though, I felt a need to excel at technical
classes, and more importantly, to be known as
someone who excelled. On my MIT applica-
tion, I'd written that I planned to take organic
chemistry, not because I wanted to synthesize
molecules for a living or because I hoped to

ALOR’S LORE

On exiting

pursue a career in medicine (like many of
my future colleagues in The Tech), but rather
because I had gotten a B in tenth-grade Ad-
vanced Chemistry and I felt I had to correct
that mistake.

While 1 didn’t end up tackling 5.12 (Or-
ganic Chemistry I) in my junior fall, I decided
to take 8.05 (Quantum II) and 18.226 (Proba-
bilistic Methods in Combinatorics, a graduate
course) without the prerequisites for either,
mostly because they seemed like the sort of
courses a really intelligent person would waltz
through. Predictably, my understanding and
I were, as the kids say, chopped and cooked.
I was miserable while studying and perma-
nently confused in the rare moments that I
attended lecture.

Moreover, I found myself completely di-
rectionless regarding where the skills I was
supposed to be learning — in these classes,
in my research, in the technical interviews I
kept bombing — were meant to lead. Noth-
ing made sense, and when people expressed
their shock that I was taking Quantum IT with-
out Quantum I, the secretly-hoped-for balm,
i.e. an insinuation that I'd have to be sooooo
smart to be doing that, didn’t do much.

LEVY LE—THE TECH
Sabine Chu ‘26, the Vol. 145 Associate
News Editor, stands outside of The Tech
office one last time.

Reflecting with hard-earned optimism

By Alor Sahoo

SENIOR EDITOR

As 1 exit MIT after four long years, I
internalize one specific message that The
Tech has instilled in me, regardless of my
specific title in any given year: that you
can just do it. Go write about that topic.
Cover that event. Interview that Nobel
Laureate. Do that cool thing. To anyone
reading, this seems obvious, and I can
already picture you rolling your eyes. But
for me, as a sophomore, seeing articles
that I either worked on and edited appear
in print biweekly — courtesy of our amaz-
ing production staff, copy staff, and many
others — served as a constant reminder of
my autonomy.

As V144 Campus Life
Editor, | also had the
distinct pleasure of
editing other people’s
work and learning so
much about their lives
and creative process.

At first, that manifested as writing
both silly and less-silly Campus Life ar-
ticles, sharing tidbits about me with the
amorphous world — some more polished
than others. As V144 Campus Life Editor,
I also had the distinct pleasure of editing
other people’s work and learning so much
about their lives and creative process. In
fact, I found writing “in public” so addict-
ing that I took a bunch of literature and
writing classes and wrote (part of ) an MIT

campus novel for my 21W major thesis!
This absolutely would not have been pos-

But more generally,
The Tech taught me the
value of being friends
with people who stick
together when times
are tough, but the
regularly scheduled
show must go on.

sible without the support of every single
individual in The Tech. So for that, I'm
very thankful.

To be clear, it hasn’t been all fun and
games. My experience at The Tech had its
fair share of staffing and fiscal issues, but
those problems have made me a stronger
person. The Tech taught me to chase what
I want and empowered me to declare my

The highs that we
embraced and lows
that we weathered
created a tight-knit
group of student
journalists who are
connected by a rather
beautiful experience.

It was in this state that I re-joined The Tech.
Yes, re-joined: I'd started in Copy as a fresh-
man but dropped after I decided I needed to
devote more time to my classes. This time,
somewhat unsure as to who else was in the
club, how much of a time commitment it
would be, or even what a college newspaper
reported on — but knowing that I needed to
do something that wasn’t about being cracked
and technical and smart — I landed in News.

That department, it turns out, is a good
place for someone with a lot of questions.

But somehow, as time
went on, | was able

to let go of more and
more fragments of ego.

Your job as a reporter isn’t to be clever. Frank-
ly, it’s better if your interviewees think you're
dumb; they’ll walk you through their thought
process more thoroughly. Conversely, if you
seem too knowing, you might strike them as
incurious or biased. Asking “smart,’ tricky
questions is important, but so is getting the
who-what-where-went-why correct. While
working on a piece, you empty your brain of
assumptions because you need to make room
for the facts. Especially if you were like me at
the time, your self-image is constructed from
a million guessed-at outside opinions.

Tamping down my desire to seem in the
know wasn’t always easy for me. I wasn't
plugged into campus events, so I didn’t pitch
my first few articles, unlike many Tech pro-
spectives. Instead, I received assignment
ideas from the editors. One of my earliest
pieces concerned a unionization attempt at a
nearby coffee shop. I spent the morning of the
walkout reading as much as I could about the
chain and the legal ramifications of unioniza-
tion. Once I walked into the shop, I proceeded
to ask customers highly specific questions,
but not their last names. When my editors
pointed out the issue, it was mortifying to re-
alize that I hadn’t taken the time to carefully
read the paper’s requirements for attributing
quotes because I had assumed I would just
know how to do it.

But somehow, as time went on, I was able
to let go of more and more fragments of ego.
Accordingly, my reporting grew stronger.
My first independently pitched article came
out of a talk I attended on a whim, based on

writing major — even though it’s a road
less traveled by. The Tech taught me to
persist, problem-solve, and always ask
“what if?’, a mindset that helped me get
career opportunities that I never would've
dreamed of before. The Tech taught me
to handle embarrassing mistakes — both
my own and others — with grace. But
more generally, The Tech taught me the
value of being friends with people who
stick together when times are tough,
when deadlines are quickly approaching,
when problem sets are piling up, but the
regularly scheduled show — whether the
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a recommendation from a professor whose
class I took on another. An interview arose
from a visit with MIT’s Science Policy Initia-
tive, which I joined in hopes of forcing myself
to confront my intellectual weak points, to
the Massachusetts State House. Even a short
emerged from a “tell me more” rather than
an “oh, I heard” in an informal conversation
about a shut-down program.

As Associate News Editor, working with at
least four other writers and editors each week
reined in my needs to be smart and right. Ear-
ly on, I accepted that Vivian Hir '25, The Tech
veteran supreme, knew more than me about

Ask dumb questions,
as many as you can

to as many people as
possible, curiously
stupid and stupidly
curious and okay with
being known for it.

how the paper worked. Quibbles with report-
ers over method or structure often resolved
in a realization that the other person was cor-
rect. You make so many mistakes as a first edi-
tor that at some point, you stop caring wheth-
er the copyeditor thinks you're even literate.

I'm proud of my work at The Tech as a re-
porter and editor over the past year and a half.
As a department, News has covered some of
the most important issues facing MIT and the
globe; as an organization, we've tightened up
our systems and strengthened our commu-
nity. But, selfishly, my biggest point of pride
isn’t about a single article or even the quality
of the newspaper as a whole. Somewhat para-
doxically, I'm most proud that The Tech has
made me realize how little your pride matters.
It’s fine, and even commendable, to want to
be smart. But you — or atleastI — will be alot
smarter, and a lot happier, if you forget about
seeming that way, or even being that way, and
ask dumb questions, as many as you can to as
many people as possible, curiously stupid and
stupidly curious and okay with being known
for it.

[1] Current Sabine’s note: the class in ques-
tion is a GIR, so I don’t know why I thought
people would care.

newspaper or something in your personal
life — must go on.

So, when I become old and look
through my yearbook, I'm not going to
feel bitter that The Tech has a much small-
er group photo than other organizations.
Because I know that the highs that we em-
braced and lows that we weathered creat-
ed a tight-knit group of student journalists
who are connected by a rather beautiful
experience. And I'm so blessed to have
been a small part of that.

PS: In case you're wondering — I have
always used em-dashes a lot!

The Tech

MIT’s oldest and largest newspaper, since 1881

thetech.com
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Alor Sahoo ‘26 was the Vol. 144 Campus Life Editor of The Tech.
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Learning what it means to be an “editor”

The most important things |'ve done for "The Tech’ came when the paper had to choose
between the easy route and the hard one

CAMPUS LIFE

By Geoffrey Enwere
SENIOR EDITOR

If you message me, you may notice that
I always respond with correct grammar and
punctuation, which apparently disturbs
others. I still don’t know why people think
it’s strange — I just hold myself to a high
lexical standard! So, when the opportunity
came to judge other people’s writing as a
copyeditor for MIT’s student newspaper, I
had to go forit.

As a copyeditor, I immediately felt the
importance we brought to the quality of
the paper. While I wasn’t much of a writer
(hence why this is my first Campus Life arti-
cle), I felt fulfilled using the power of precise
language to draw out the full potential of an
authorv’s message.

It was upon my
election as the new
Managing Editor that
| truly understood the
meaning of the term
“editor.”

As Co-Copy Chief, I got a taste of what
it meant to be an “editor” for The Tech. I
aligned the newspaper’s copyediting stan-
dards with the Chicago Manual of Style and

got to train a new generation of pedantic co-
pyeditors. However, it was upon my election
as the new Managing Editor that I truly un-
derstood the meaning of the term “editor”
As V145 Managing Editor, I managed the
chaos and complexity of the newspaper’s
organizational logistics. Because being an
“editor” for The Tech is more than just check-
ing other people’s work. It is to harness the
vast and roughshod potential we had and to
harness it for the best ends possible.

A student newspaper
is not very different
from an established
publication. We have
the same standards,
the same rules, and the
same goals.

Along the way, I've been fortunate (or
unfortunate) enough to wear even more
hats. I've helped with breaking stories
when the News Department needed a
hand. When the Photography Depart-
ment needed me, I donned a camera and
became a mediocre photojournalist. I'm
now helping the Technology Department
rebuild our server infrastructure. All these
roles have been in service of making The

Tech a better-run organization. I've never
been afraid to poke and prod at a system
to see if I could make it better, even if the
result wasn't perfect.

However, all that was not the true rea-
son I joined The Tech. I joined because
The Tech is such a core part of the fabric of
MIT. A student newspaper is not very dif-
ferent from an established publication. We
have the same standards, the same rules,
and the same goals. We have a responsibil-
ity to hold the powerful accountable and
report the truth however we see it. As the
saying goes, “If someone tells you it’s rain-
ing, and another tells you it’s dry, it’s not
your job to quote them both. It’s your job
to look out the window and find out which
is true.”

The most important things I've done
for The Tech came when the paper had to
choose between the easy route and the
hard one. I've always considered myself
relatively good at standing my ground. The
principles I hold are important to me, and
I'm willing to be unpopular in order to ad-
here to them. It was Atticus Finch who said,
“Before I can live with other folks I've got to
live with myself. The one thing that doesn’t
abide by majority rule is a person’s con-
science” On many points I have disagreed
with the actions of others at The Tech, or
with the newspaper’s previous stances. For
example, I wish we could’ve taken a stron-
ger stance on the genocide in Gaza when
the discourse was more prominent on
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campus and that we could’ve gone harder
against the MIT administration on sev-
eral issues. I've once wondered if the right
move for my conscience was to step away.
But I came to understand that the disagree-
ments I had with The Tech were proof that I
needed to be there. If I forfeited my place
in the sphere that is a newspaper team,
who would take it? What stories get buried
because there’s no one to push for them?
What perspectives go unheard?

At the best of times and the worst of
times, I've never regretted joining The
Tech. I would encourage anyone who hates
or loves some part of our newspaper (or

Itis when we forfeit
our participation in the
public sphere that we
truly betray our own
ideals.

some part of our world) to engage with it
It is when we forfeit our participation in the
public sphere that we truly betray our own
ideals. We work best with people who will
debate and wrestle with the hard choices
to make for the newspaper. To be strong in
the face of opposition, even from MIT. Plato
said it best: “One of the penalties of refus-
ing to participate in politics is that you end
up being governed by your inferiors.”

Are you dying to tell someone
your latest epiphany?

Write about it!
Join Campus Life @ The Tech!

E-mail tt-join@mit.edu

Do you like telling stories about
your life?

Are you dying to share your latest
discoveries?

Join Campus Life @ The Tech
and share your stories with our
15,000+ readers!

E-mail tt-join@mit.edu

Have something to say?

Write opinion for The Tech!

tt-opinions@mit.edu
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Observing the magic

Reflecting with gratitude on the organization that brought

By Claire Mao

SENIOR EDITOR

When I started at MIT, I was a mosaic
of the arts and sciences. I prided myself in
exploring the creative pursuits of music,
art, and of course, writing. Then, the excite-
ments and novelties of freshman fall gave
way to courseroading and future-planning,
p-setting and studying. Everything else was
moved to the margins.

| was no longer a

mere observer of MIT
life, but an active
participant in shaping
how the Institute is
represented and how it
is perceived.

I don’t think I joined a single club in my
freshman fall, though I wanted to. It seemed
to me that the best way to set myself up for
the next four years was to throw myself
into my academics and then build up from
there. Despite enjoying new friends, new
classes, and essentially a whole new life, I
felt something was missing. And then I got
an email in February:

The Tech Open House - free dinner!

I didn’t go to the Open House, but that
email is the reason you're reading this ar-
ticle today. I became a copyediting pro-
spective in my freshman spring, hoping to

A special chapter of my |

read others’ work as more of an observer
while being too shy to write myself. On
Tuesdays, I read almost every single arti-
cle that ended up in print issues. Our team
of three Copy staff was small but mighty;
we’d take tours through the News, Arts,
Science, Sports, and Campus Life sections
that color MIT and debate anything along
the scale of punctuation to paragraphs. I
found surprises and learnings in every
corner of the paper, reading articles about
professors, research, concerts, and the
current events that impact a global com-
munity far beyond Cambridge. My time
as Copy staff expanded my perspective of
myself. I was no longer a mere observer of
MIT life, but an active participant in shap-
ing how the Institute is represented and
how it is perceived.

Just when | thought

| had to just figure

it out on my own, |
experienced one of the
things I'll miss most
about this Institute —
community.

Last year, I was honored to step into
the role of Publisher for Volume 145 of The
Tech. My goal changed from seeking errant
typos to defining the direction of the news-
paper in an especially turbulent year. Such
a nebulous task was daunting, especially as
I had never written for The Tech before and

Finding meaning in journalism

By Alex Tang
SENIOR EDITOR

I grew up a forgetful kid. I could not
keep track of hats, water bottles, and books.
My mind wandered a lot in school too:
I dreamed of things but didn't have the
means, knowledge, or intellect to make
them happen.

Then, I found writing.

| discovered what
drive was, and what
it means to be part of
something so much
bigger than myself.

With a pencil and paper, I could let that
wanderer in me manifest in words. I even
turned it into a game by stringing together
massive sentences (that were barely or not
grammatically correct at all) as a way of
pushing myself to think about language and
whatI could create — it was fun.

MIT seemed like the place where that fun
would come to die. Fortunately, The Tech
changed that. Well, kind of. My writing has
gotten much drier, shriveled like a tomato
left out in the sun for too long (but sun-
dried tomatoes are still fire). I came to real-
ize that fun encompasses things far beyond
the scope of writing. I discovered what drive
was, and what it means to be part of some-
thing so much bigger than myself.

I have shared these thoughts using simi-
lar terms during my Year-In-Review reflec-
tions as the V144 Editor-in-Chief and V143
News Editor, but my feelings remain the
same for years since. There were a myriad

of other things that I could have done at
MIT. But I choose to be at The Tech and work
alongside phenomenal, fascinating, and
passionate people. There is joy and accom-
plishment alongside struggle and hardship,
and we got to go through it together. I will
always appreciate my colleagues for being
vulnerable and honest about the complexi-
ties we navigated as young people in a world
that is spinning a bit too fast.

I'am not going to write a whole spiel about
how we climbed out of operating in the red
and were woefully understaffed. To this day, I
am thankful to everyone who bought into our
ethos when the going was tough. And with
time, they made this paper their own. Dur-
ing this time, I also surprised myself with how
badly I wanted to recruit new members de-
spite not even having gotten a Brass Rat yet.
Surely there was a hint of desperation, but I
do think that was sheer drive.

| hope that journalism,
as we have done at
The Tech, is a levee
against tidal waves

of misinformation and
lies. Believe it or not,
people will notice
when good journalism
is done.

Drive and creativity are uniquely hu-
man qualities, but are being harnessed by
forces both good and evil. I worry about
the future. In particular, I am a bit of an
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Claire Mao ‘26 was the Vol. 145 Publisher of The Tech.

felt unfamiliar with certain black boxes in
the content pipeline. I felt like an impostor,
and that maybe I should have remained an
observer. Just when I thought I had to just
figure it out on my own, I experienced one
of the things I'll miss most about this Insti-
tute — community. It’s corny to say, so bear
with me, but I have been so grateful for this
community, mentorship, and friendships
I've found within our office in Stud 4. To ev-
ery managing board member who support-
ed and challenged me, every staff member
who responded to my Discord messages at
odd hours, and every prospective I've talk-

ife

ed to at events: thank you. The people make
the place, and in a place that has so much
potential to represent, reflect, and inform
our campus, having you alongside me has
made all the difference.

I'm very proud of the work that The Tech
has produced these past years, and I know
the next leadership team will continue im-
proving on what we left behind. I am equally
grateful to have had the opportunity to de-
vote time to the arts through the paper. It has
made me feel more like myself.

Thank you, 77, for letting me observe
some of your magic.

The Tech

MIT’s oldest and largest newspaper, since 1881
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AlexTang "26 was the Vol. 144 Editorin-Chief and the Vol. 143 News Editor of The Tech.

alarmist regarding Al: it distorts the truth,
and itis horrible that very powerful people
in this world are using it for manipulation
and deceit. I hope that journalism, as we
have done at The Tech, is a levee against
tidal waves of misinformation and lies.
Believe it or not, people will notice when
good journalism is done. I am lucky to
have been a part of several of these efforts,
and it is the greatest feeling to work and
edit those pieces at ungodly hours know-
ing that it can (and will) make a differ-

ence. I am proud that current editors and
staff continue to ask hard questions about
MIT and are stimulating debate within
our community, from our students to the
faculty and the highest echelons of Insti-
tute leadership. As student journalists, we
are both blessed and cursed with the op-
portunity to grapple with these issues at
such a young age, but the process makes
us mature.

Being at The Tech was the defining expe-
rience of my time at MIT. Join up.

PO YOU LIKE DOODLING DURING CLASSY ARE YOUR
PSETS COVERED wWITH DRAWINGS? \F SO0,

BECOME A TECH \LLUSTRATOR!
ErMAIL TTrJOINGMIT.EDV
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| volunteered for a year

And not just because my mom wanted free shirts

CAMPUS LIFE

By Katherine Liu
COPY CHIEF

My mom’s been disappointed in me
since the day I came home from CPW.
She’d seen the WeChat photos of merch
hauls from the club fair (Midway) and
had been ready to proudly share her own
daughter’s grabs — surely, at least a shirt
from MIT Poker Club!

But I had none.

Not one new item of clothing gained
from my visit to MIT.

Had | suddenly

locked in, competing
ferociously with the
prefrosh for merch at
their Midway? No way.

My return during winter break was
slightly better received! I could offer my
mom the PE & Wellness shirt from the
swim test and the Class of 2029 Orienta-
tion shirt. But the first week had passed
by, and with it, another Midway. Still, the
same question remained — where were
my club T-shirts??

Then finally, finally, when I got home
last week for the summer, I could at long
last fulfill my mom’s dreams. I'd even
called her about it ahead of time, too ex-
cited to leave my gifts a surprise. The glo-
rious bounty of shirts was the first thing
I unpacked when we arrived home from
the airport, each one beautifully branded
with a club name: MIT Science Olympiad
(Scioly), Ring Committee (RingComm),
MIT Science Bowl, and MIT Educational
Studies Program (ESP).

But what happened? Had I suddenly
locked in, competing ferociously with
the prefrosh for merch at their Midway?
No way. Did I somehow balance all these
clubs and extracurriculars on top of my
first semester off P/NR? Absolutely not.
The answer lies elsewhere. Intertwined in
the threads and cheap print of every shirt
I'd collected was a story, the secret to my
success: volunteering, my favorite side
quest.

I love volunteering. I volunteer that
we take a tour of my (and my mom’s) new
closet! We have many shirts and memories
to wade through and rate.

MIT Scioly

Shirt - 7/10. Cute art on the back but
I've never worn it out.

Experience - 9/10. Some of my dearest
memories from high school are from Sci-
ence Olympiad competitions (like MIT
Scioly 2025!), so I love any chance to con-
tinue being a part of it. I got to proctor and
grade my favorite event, Codebusters, and
talk to some former teammates from my
high school.

Harvard University Science Olympiad

Shirt - 9/10. The long-sleeve shirt had
so much aura; I loved the art as well but I
messed it up while doing laundry so I've
also never worn it :(

Experience - 8.5/10. Same nostalgia as
MIT Scioly but a slightly less cool school
running it, you know what I mean?

/

ke food

Class of 2028 Brass Rat

Shirt - 7/10. Super cool to have this shirt
as a class of 2029, but slightly uncomfy.

Experience - 7.5/10. I got this shirt while
volunteering to set up for the sophomores’
ring premiere; a bunch of us created an
assembly line to pack over a thousand gift
bags with shirts, stickers, and... shot glass-
es? They said it would take around four
hours, but we got it done in one!

MIT Science Bowl

Shirt - 10/10. So incredibly comfy and
cute, I wear it to sleep all the time.

Experience - 8/10. I never did Science
Bowl in high school, but I was always in
awe of the kids who did because they were
so smart, and it was no different here. I
kept score in the morning (including for
the eventual winning team!) and got to
watch the team from my high school com-
pete live in the afternoon.

ESP Security

Shirt - 0/10. White block letters on a
bright red shirt; it was embarrassing to
wear.

Experience - 6/10. I was volunteering
for Splash! The first day, I stood in Building
26 for hours to offer directions to lost high
schoolers, which wasn’t the most exciting
thing to do. The second day, I got to teach a
walk-in lesson on spinning a pencil around
your thumb, my favorite party trick — if you
consider taking notes at school a party —
since sixth grade. I really like teaching, and
I was super happy that so many of my stu-
dents got it by the end!

Pie a Pi Phi

Shirt - 10/10. Unfair competition be-
cause it’s a soft hoodie.

Experience - 7/10. My friend smashed
a shaving cream pie into my face and then
rubbed two more into my hair, so it would
definitely be weird to say I enjoyed the ex-
perience more than a mere passing grade.
However, I loved supporting my sorority’s
philanthropy, Read > Lead > Achieve, so it
was very much worth it! T wasn’t able to at-
tend our spring event, Arrowspike, or else
I'd have a shirt for that as well.

Honorable mention to the Math Prize
for Girls competition, which I didn’t ex-
plicitly include because it's not an MIT
club. From them, I not only received two
Jane Street-branded T-shirts, but also
a water bottle, backpack, and stuffed
animal.

| remember sitting in
the same iconic seats
when | was younger
(Walker Memorial!
10-250!) struggling
over some insane math
problem, knowing that
a successful solution
could change my life.

Other organizations that I've volun-
teered for this year, but didn’t receive a
shirt from, are the Massachusetts State Ac-
ademic Decathlon, MIT’s English Partner

2
=

We have free dinneron-"

_ Pr. WedneSdays at 5-6 PM!

"t%ém about our departments by

- <, s

A

-emailing tt-join@mit.edu or

“coming to dlnner in W20-483!

THURSDAY, MAY 28, 2026

DEShawaCo o

KATHERINE LIU—THE TECH

The back sides of the shirts accumulated throughout the year.

invitatiopa/

KATHERINE LIU—THE TECH

The front sides of the shirts accumulated throughout the year.

Program, Brigham and Women’s Hospital,
MIT Theater Guild, and Y2Y, the youth
homeless shelter in Harvard Square. I wish
I'd found the time to help out at SpringFest
and HMMT as well, among others.
Regardless, I'm extremely satisfied with
the way I've spent this past year, waking up
at 7 a.m. on Saturdays as often as I could
(thank god Dunkin’ opens that time as
well). Many of the jobs that called to me
from the endless slew of dormspam op-
portunities involved proctoring for high
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school competitions; I remember sitting
in the same iconic seats when I was young-
er (Walker Memorial! 10-250!) struggling
over some insane math problem, knowing
that a successful solution could change
my life. (And it did; I'm an MIT student
now, aren’t I1?) I love doing my tiny part to
make these competitions run as smoothly
as possible, hoping that a kid in the crowd
is securing their future like I was lucky
enough to do. I hope you're proud of me,
Mom.
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JOJO'S BIZARRE MUSINGS

Freshman year: On falling down, again and again

Lessons from trying to be that charming, doing-everything man

By Jojo Placides

CAMPUS LIFE STAFF WRITER

It was Aug. 23, 2025 when I packed my
bags and traveled from innocent, coastal
Maine all the way to Boston, Massachu-
setts. “Finally,” I had thought to myself,
straight from years of working my ass off in
high school. “I can finally wear that badge
of honor and call myself a student of illus-
trious MIT!” I stepped forward with opti-
mism and hope for the future, unable to see
what lay ahead but excited anyway.

“Here it comes,” I whispered. “Here
comes the rest of my life”

At the beginning of
freshman year, | tried
to be the charming,
doing-everything man
who never really stays
in the same place.

Then came orientation week, the first
day of classes, Pumpkin Drop, Halloweek-
end, Rocky Horror, IAP, a New Hampshire
retreat, iFair, first-year formal, and finals
week. Thousands of pages of psets, lecture
notes, reprimands, and emails to SA3 flew
by. Hundreds of faces, some eager to see
me, some not. The friends I made, then the
friends I lost.

The moments in between. How the
dark, sacred night enveloped street lights
after long rehearsals in the theatre. How
the slush and salt on the gray road echoed
the hopelessness of finals week. How
rime blanketed the Charles River and how
streaks of fuschia lined the Esplanade.

At the beginning of freshman year, I
tried to be the charming, doing-everything
man who never really stays in the same
place. I ran for vice president of the Class
of 2029 student council. I made music. I
painted murals. I did theatre. I learned the
electric guitar. I wrote several Tech articles.
I made films. I took up photography. Every-
thing under the sun, basically.

When I look back at freshman year, I
see a whirlwind of memories, events, faces,
scenes, you name it. All this time, I had
begged for the hands of the clock to just
stop and give me some rest, even for a sec-
ond. And yet here I stand, at the end of my
first year, already a quarter of a way through
my journey at the Institute.

And yet in being the “charming, doing-
everything man” came the biggest realiza-
tion of my life: I don’t know how to do...
any... of this. I'm just a big, clueless, floun-
dering idiot.

In trying to be the man that does every-
thing, I didn’t feel like I did anything well.
In the midst of all the great guitarists who
can perform the solo from “Stairway to
Heaven” by Led Zeppelin or “Free Bird” by
Lynyrd Skynyrd, I couldn’t hold a candle,
only hardly putting together a barre chord.
In the midst of all the phenomenal actors
in theatre, I could barely deliver (or even
remember) a line or a monologue.

And my average day at the Institute
was never that of someone who was at the

“top of their game.” On an average day,
I'd wake up at 12:14 p.m., hair as messy
as fractals, having missed around three
lectures already. I'd enter 5.12 (Organic
Chemistry I) visibly disheveled, armed
only with a notebook and a lousy pen,
while everyone else with their neat iPads
had already learned the mechanism for
hydrohalogenation.

Whenever my friends talked about
events and clubs they were excited about,
I'd be sitting on the opposite side of the
table trying to decipher lecture notes with a
billion vague terms. Whenever they talked
about how displacement current affects
Maxwell’s equations, I'd stare at them, con-
fused, still behind learning what “Maxwell’s
equations” even were. Whenever I tried to
crack some problem about reporter genes
or Dijkstra’s algorithm, my friends called it
trivial because they covered it in the recita-
tion that I slept through.

So... is that it? Have

| fallen off from the
ambitious, all-star
champ | was in senior
year of high school?
Have | squandered my
one chance of showing
everyone what I'm
made of?

On top of these things, I've been reject-
ed by many organizations this year, even
more so than last semester (I wrote about
it in a previous article), whereas everyone
else got accepted to prestigious consulting
groups and great UROPs.

Overall, I've learned from freshman year
that I don’t think I know how to live. Every
day is a battle to be fought while, for others,
each day seems like a walk in the park.

So... is that it? Have I fallen off from the
ambitious, all-star champ I was in senior
year of high school? Have I squandered my
one chance of showing everyone what I'm
made of?

If you can relate to anything that I've
said, then it’s my pleasure to tell you that
you're definitely not alone in feeling this.
Three things to end this on a positive note.

One: don'’t be too cruel to yourself. You
may have ended senior year of high school
with all As, but you haven’t “fallen off”
when you've ended this year with a cou-
ple Bs and a couple Cs. Ask yourself this:
would junior or senior year you really sur-
vive what you're going through right now?
If those past versions of yourself wore your
shoes, they'd disintegrate within a day or
so. Therefore, in a sense, you are currently
probably the best version of yourself. More-
over, at the end of the day, we're all teenag-
ers trying to find our way in the world, fail-
ing and stumbling along the way. Did you
really think you'd have it all figured out at
such a young age?

Ultimately, you are still the person who
fought tooth and nail to get you to the high
doors of MIT. You are capable of the most
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Depiction of me trying to be the “charming,

unimaginable things, and you've already
proven that when you made it here, wheth-
er you expected it or not. So be grateful to
yourself!

Two: it’s a mere illusion to think that
everyone around you has it all figured out.
Here’s a big revelation: nobody knows what
they're doing! It’s easy to forget that your
peers are only one or two years ahead of
you. Often, the ones who appear most “on
top of things” are the ones who can hide
their problems the best.

You never know if the person who al-
ways seems to be ahead of you in problem
sets — whom you've idealized — is also
struggling with finding a UROP. Or if the
person who’s doing world-changing re-
search is struggling to keep up with their
classes or social life.

You have the privilege
to look at yourself in
the mirror. Despite
everything, it's still
you.

Three: the best kind of student is the
salvage man. Those who can recover
themselves from perceivably hopeless
situations are often the ones who succeed
the most. To me, people who bounce back
after falling hard are always more impres-
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doing-everything man.”

sive than those who never fell in the first
place.

Because a basic fact of life is this: every-
one falls down inevitably. In the great halls
of the Institute, there’s no shortage of fall-
ing down to be had. The more you famil-
iarize yourself with the feeling of fucking
up, the more you'll bounce back when the
times get rough again.

In a way, if you've struggled heavily this
semester, then you're doing something
right. If every day was a brutal battle to you,
if each psetis a mountain to climb and each
midterm is a volcano to jump over — if
you've survived this semester with nothing
more than a bloodied head — then you're
more ahead than you think.

So wear that blood on your head as a
crown of honor. You've toiled, you've lost
sleep, and you've almost lost hope. But
through it all, you've made it to the other side.

You have the privilege to look at yourself
in the mirror. Despite everything, it’s still
you.

Entering MIT, I thought I'd get it right
from the get-go, being that charming, do-
ing-everything man. But I tried a billion
things and failed at almost all of them. In
such a large, diverse, and busy place, I've
made myself look like a fool. And yet com-
fort comes from knowing this: the rest of
my life still awaits me, and with it, comes a
lot of chances to get it right.

So, in the next three years, who knows?
Anything can happen.
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Richard Sutton talks vision for superintelligence
in Dertouzos Lecture on May 13

The 2024 Turing Award winner and “father of reinforcement learning” is an outspoken

SCIENCE

critic of LLMs

By Samuel Yuan
NEWS EDITOR

On May 13, a packed Kirsch Auditorium
(room 32-123) welcomed Prof. Richard Sut-
ton for the Dertouzos Distinguished Lecture.
Sutton, widely regarded as the “father of re-
inforcement learning,” spent the hour speak-
ing about his vision for superintelligence and
the architecture that he believes can make it
possible.

A contrarian in his field, Sutton has re-
cently gained notoriety for criticizing “large-
scale pretraining” and Large Language Mod-
els (LLMs). He has asserted that while these
methods have enabled breakthrough mod-

Opening remarks for the lecture were de-
livered by MIT Computer Science & Artificial
Intelligence Laboratory (CSAIL) Director and
Professor of Computer Science Daniela Rus,
who praised Sutton’s work and noted his abil-
ity to challenge the status quo.

“Beyond the technical contributions,
Richard has been a consistent and provoca-
tive voice on the big questions in AL’ Rus
said. “He’s really one of those rare scientists
whose work is both foundational and still ac-
tively agenda setting.”

“The Bitter Lesson”

Sutton began his talk by framing his quest
for an Al agent architecture, a system for how
an Al can perceive, reason, and act, as one

SAMUEL YUAN—THE TECH

Professor Richard Sutton delivers the Dertouzos Distinguished Lecture in the
Kirsch Auditorium (32-123) on Wednesday, May 13, 2026.

els like ChatGPT, they are a “dead end” for
superintelligence. Rather, he contends that
agents capable of learning “continually” and
“from experience” at runtime (when they are
deployed) hold the key to true Al His lecture
explored how to do the latter type of learning.

“Progress eventually
arises by the opposing
approach based on
scaling, computation,
by searching, learning."

Sutton is currently a professor of comput-
er science at the University of Alberta. He won
the ACM Turing Award in 2024, and his publi-
cations have more than 180,000 citations.

He is also the author of “The Bitter Les-
son,” an influential essay on historical trends
in Al that has informed how many research-
ers think about their work. In the essay,
Sutton argues that models that scale with
computing power ultimately perform much
better than models that use knowledge pro-
grammed in by researchers.

that respects “the bitter lesson” — namely,
an architecture that minimizes the amount of
human knowledge built in and instead scales
intelligence from experience.

“My quest is to design an Al agent’s mind
that is general, domain-independent, con-
tains nothing specific to the world, and learns
from experience,” Sutton explained. “An in-
telligent agent has to be able to tell herself
that it’s doing well”

His aversion to “domain knowledge”
comes directly from the historical trends in
models for chess and vision that he docu-
mented in “The Bitter Lesson.” For instance,
he noted that vision models that learned
their own image processing strategies per-
formed better than models where humans
programmed skills like edge detection.

“In the short term, it is personally satisfy-
ing to the person building in his knowledge to
his agent.” Sutton said. “But in the long run,
this building-in approach plateaus and even
inhibits further progress. Progress eventually
arises by the opposing approach based on
scaling, computation, by searching, learning”’

LLMs are both an example and coun-
terexample to his essay: while they scale on
massive computation, they also rely on hu-

man domain knowledge from their training
datasets.

“We just have to see whether [LLMs] will
eventually be superseded by an opposing ap-
proach,” he said.

In sketching a skeptical picture of LLMs,
Sutton joins other Al pioneers — including
Yann LeCun, who has recently raised over a
billion dollars for a research lab that ditches
language models for other methods — who
have been critical of scaling LLMs as an end-
all, be-all to reaching superintelligence.

Abstract and learn

Sutton then discussed his “big-world per-
spective” and why it makes learning during
deployment, rather than at training time, es-
sential for any truly intelligent agent. He ex-
plained that even setting aside the physical
world, truly modeling other people or agents
is intractable because their minds are just as
complex as your own.

“You build a value function, a policy, and
a little transition model of the world. You try
to even represent the states of the world. [But]
it’s too much, it’s too big,” Sutton said.

"Each feature produces
a sub problem. Each
sub-problem produces
an option. Each option
produces a part of the
transition model."

The complexity of the world means that
the model will need to have hundreds of
moving parts; therefore, models must be able
to discover abstractions on the fly rather than
having them engineered in advance.

“It's not enough to just have to learn. You
have to be able to get more complex [at run-
time],” Sutton said. “Sure, we can build do-
main knowledge in, but you should also be
proud of what your agent can do in itself at
runtime. This is an essential part and a some-
what stronger statement.”

With that in mind, Sutton introduced
the OaK architecture, short for “options and
knowledge,” as his proposed solution.

“In the OaK architecture, the agent will
have many options, and it'll learn knowledge.
The knowledge is what’s in the transition
model; knowledge is a belief about options,”
Sutton said. “We're going to learn this high-
level transition model of the world. Each
feature produces a sub problem. Each sub-
problem produces an option. Each option
produces a part of the transition model”

A central goal of this architecture is to en-
able “open-ended abstraction” by letting the
agent generate its own sub-problems in pur-
suit of reward.

To illustrate the idea, Sutton played a
video of a baby exploring a set of toys, moving
from one to the next.
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“What can I do with this toy, with this
piece of string? Can I get that toy’s sound
to occur again?” Sutton said, narrating the
baby’s actions. “We have to create our own
sub-problems. In no way are all possible
sub-problems built in”

He explained that this kind of play, which
is found in all types of animals, is not ran-
dom; instead, it represents a core part of
what intelligence is, and it is something that
a general Al agent would need to replicate.

“I think this is really an obvious insight.
It's an insight into what our mental life is like.
We set some goals. We set problems for our-
selves,” Sutton said. “We learned to play soc-
cer, or we learned to ride a bike, we learned
to use a foreign language — we set some
problems for ourselves, and then we worked
on achieving them”

The road ahead

To make the implementation of OaK ar-
chitecture possible, researchers will need to
solve the technical challenges of continual
learning — how neural networks can learn
new things without forgetting old ones —
and generating state features from new state
features.

“OaK will require reliable continual
learning,” Sutton said. “We needed to do this
for 40 years, literally, 40 years. [And] if you
do conventional deep learning it can just fail
catastrophically, either [due to forgetting] or
loss of plasticity.”

But he added that solutions, such as
continual backprop and meta-learning
techniques, are beginning to take shape.
Still, Sutton claimed that the field isn’t there
yet.

“I just want to acknowledge we don’t
have it yet, and that’s the principal reason
why I can’t show you large scale examples of
the OaK architecture,” he said.

Despite these gaps, Sutton remains op-
timistic that a simple, elegant architecture
for a generally intelligent agent remains in
reach.

“We have a vision. It’s possible,” he said.
“I think it’s possible to imagine achieving
Al so that the core architecture [could be]
something like five pages of code, [and] not
like Windows that takes many books to write
it down”

Sutton added that he felt “The Bitter Les-
son” and this new agent architecture would
ultimately be vindicated in future textbooks.

“Years from now, we will understand Al,
and [part of] the textbooks on Al will [say],
‘Sure, we should build in some good domain
knowledge,” Sutton predicted. “But the [rest
will say], you want to grow knowledge, com-
plexity, and conceptual structures in an in-
dependent and open-ended way, like we see
in the OaK architecture.”

A recording of the talk at MIT has not been
made public, but a recording of a similar talk
Sutton delivered on the OaK architecture is
available online from the Alberta Machine
Intelligence Institute.
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By Veronika Moroz
SCIENCE EDITOR

Anyone who's ever walked around Boston
orlooked at a map of car crashes in Massachu-
setts knows that when you cross the street in
urban areas, you should look both ways like
your life depends on it. However, organizing
pedestrian traffic injury data by victim demo-
graphics reveals a story that goes much deep-
er than basic road safety.

According to a paper published in Cities &
Health last summert, people living in predomi-
nantly Black and Latino neighborhoods are
about four times more likely to be hit by a car
while walking or biking in Boston than their
counterparts living in predominantly white
neighborhoods. This risk of being hit by a car,
which the authors of the paper call “mobility
risk)” is elevated for people living in predomi-
nantly Black and Latino neighborhoods both
when they’re close to home and in other parts
of Boston.

“It wasn't surprising
that we found
something, but [what]
was surprising [was]
the extent of what we
found.”

“It’s not quite proving that the sun rises in
the east, but it's also not too much more sur-
prising than that great revelation,” observed
civil rights and transportation journalist Robin
Washington. When he lived in Boston, Wash-
ington wrote about transportation for his
Roads Scholar column at the Boston Herald.

“The obvious factor is that people of color
own fewer cars,” Washington said. A 2019 Na-
tional Equity Atlas study found that 17% of
Black households don’t own a car, compared
to only 6% of white households. Black house-
holds are also more likely to be financially
burdened by vehicle ownership, with Black
households in poverty spending over $1,000
dollars more per car than their white peers.

Without a car, commuting can be difficult
and considerably expensive, forcing those
who don'’t have access to public transporta-
tion to walk to work or school every day. The
length of these commutes and the times they
occur — including early in the morning and
late at night, when it might be dark — puts
walkers and bikers at a higher risk. Worse, ris-
ing housing prices in urban areas may force
people to seek more affordable homes in the
outskirts of the city they work in, creating a
longer walking commute that increases their
exposure to questionable driving.

The problem is compounded by the fact
that people who can't afford to drive might
need to spend a bigger fraction of their in-
come on medical care if they do get hurt. And
as cars get larger, injuries become more se-
vere, according to Urban Studies and Planning
Professor Justin Steil, one of the authors of the
mobility risk paper. Larger cars “have more
mass, more momentum, are slower to decel-
erate, and also a higher front angle, which can
lead to worse damages to the core and to the
head,” he explained.

As a paramedic and researcher in resi-
dence with Boston Emergency Medical Ser-
vices (Boston EMS), Steil has often treated
pedestrians and cyclists who've been hit by
cars. He also has a deeply personal reason
for caring about safe streets: for the past nine
years, Steil has been running-commuting his
daughters to school in a jogging stroller. One
day, he was walking across the crosswalk with
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his daughter in the stroller when a car went
through the red light at full speed. If he had
been standing even a little bit closer, Steil re-
called, it “would have killed her” Both father
and daughter emerged unscathed, but that
close call serves as a painful reminder of the
health risks associated with having to walk or
bike long distances.

To analyze traffic accident demographics,
Steil teamed up with Mark Brennan SM 16
PD ’20 PhD 20 and Yonah Freemark MCP '13
SM ’13 PhD 20, as well as Boston EMS Chief
of Staff Laura Segal, now-retired Boston EMS
Deputy Superintendent James Salvia, Deputy
Chief of Staff Erin Serino J.D., and Boston Uni-
versity Professor of Emergency Medicine and
Boston EMS medical director Sophia Dyer.
However, the story of this particular project
actually began in January 2016, when Boston
EMS began putting notes on pedestrian and
cyclist traffic accidents in what is now a large
database.

“Imagine the first row in that dataset,’
Brennan, the corresponding author of the mo-
bility risk paper, exclaimed. “You have to really
be playing a data-driven long game to think
it's worthwhile to enter that first row basically
adecade ago”

Diving into the data

When paramedics arrive at a car crash
scene, they ask questions to figure out what
the patient needs: What'’s your name? Where
do you live? Do you have any pre-existing con-
ditions? In Boston, paramedics write up the
health-relevant data in a care report, which
is uploaded to the central EMS facility, where
someone types the patient’s age, gender, and
residential address into a free-form text box
for a new entry in the traffic injury database.

Though U.S. cities have been analyzing
their car crash data for years to inform trans-
portation policy, paramedics don’t explicitly
write down what patients look like, so this is
the first time it's been possible to analyze what
the patient's race could be.

“This would not even be a project if it
wasn't for the hard, quiet work of people over
the past decade making sure that this dataset
is good,” Brennan said.

“I think MIT is playing
a positive role in doing
what it does best,
which is cast[ing] a
data-driven light on
factors that society
and government need
to respond to.”

Since all the residential information is en-
tered as unstructured text data and can take
on many forms with varying degrees of speci-
ficity, picking out the residential neighbor-
hoods for thousands of complex data points
took a lot of trial and error. To determine the
neighborhood demographics of each approxi-
mate home address, the researchers turned
to regions called block groups, which the U.S.
Census defines through physical landmarks
like rivers, highways, factories, and main
streets.

Block groups are small (Boston alone has
about 550), so when researchers zero in on
one, they are looking at a community that is
specific enough to make some generaliza-
tions. Brennan, who worked with undergrad-
uate students during his PhD as a teaching
assistant for several classes, offered a familiar
example: “If we look at the MIT dorms and its
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Residents of predominantly Black and Latino
neighborhoods are about four times more likely to
get hit by a car while walking or biking in Boston

Researchers from Boston Emergency Medical Services and MIT Urban Studies and Planning
analyzed ambulance data to give policymakers more options for targeted interventions
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A bar chart of pedestrian car accidents using data from the Cities & Health study,
showing a big difference in the number of people hit by cars between Boston's whit-
est and least-white neighborhoods. Neighborhoods with intermediate racial breakdowns
have been omitted but can be found in the original paper.

one or two block groups, everybody in them is
not going to be making much money, prob-
ably doesn’t have a car, and probably shops at
Trader Joe’s,” he said.

“Investing in streets
where crashes happen
is time-tested, smart,
needs to happen, and
does happen in Boston
at really substantial
levels."

By picking through the entries in the EMS
database containing unstructured notes and
medical information like patients’ residential
addresses, the researchers were able to iden-
tify the block group for 19 out of every 20 pe-
destrian or cyclist victims of traffic incidents.
They then used demographic data from the
U.S. Census to piece together what the victims’
block groups looked like.

To Brennan, the size of the disparity be-
tween majority Black and Latino block groups
and majority white block groups offered an
inflection point. “All the health equity and
public policy and social science research tells
us that this issue is probably at play,” he said.
“Itwasn't surprising that we found something,
but [what] was surprising [was] the extent of
what we found”

Offering a new tool

According to MIT Transit Research Con-
sortium Director and former assistant Mas-
sachusetts attorney general Jim Aloisi, the
type of analysis carried out by the mobility risk
researchers matches up with Boston’s push
for data-driven public policy. “Under Mayor
[Michelle] Wu, there’s been a focus on trying
to figure out how to leverage data better,” Al-
oisi said, later adding, “I think MIT is playing a
positive role in doing what it does best, which
is cast[ing] a data-driven light on factors that
society and government need to respond to””

However, both Aloisi and Washington
warn that truly addressing this problem re-
quires more detailed research. For example,
the study couldn’t explain why residents
of neighborhoods home to predominantly
people of color are more likely to be hit by a
car. Though Steil, Brennan, Aloisi, and Wash-
ington all suspect that class dynamics and
walking distance are important factors, other
reasons, like quality of traffic signals or street
design, might play a role as well. The paper

also didn’t compare across communities of
color in Boston with different levels of traffic
density or driving speed. Without this infor-
mation, it’s difficult to get a full picture of what
makes walking so dangerous for people from
these communities.

Though Brennan is now an Assistant Pro-
fessor of Operations Management at Rut-
gers University, he and Steil have continued
working on follow-up papers, including one
describing the project’s impact on transporta-
tion safety in Boston.

“On the policy level, I think one of the use-
ful aspects of [the original] paper is it shows
that it’s really important to address where
crashes are happening,’ Brennan said, “but it
also reminds us that we have other tools in the
policy toolbox that could be well-suited to try-
ing to improve health by residential neighbor-
hood!” For instance, handing out free bicycle
helmets to communities whose residents are
more likely to get hit by a car while biking
could prevent serious injuries.

“And to be clear, investing in streets where
crashes happen is time-tested, smart, needs
to happen, and does happen in Boston at re-
ally substantial levels,” Brennan explained.
“This just gives policymakers another degree
of freedom.”

In a follow-up paper published last
month, the researchers explained how reor-
ganizing their data highlighted that children
in Boston’s poorest areas are disproportion-
ately likely to get hit by a car while walking
or biking to school. The findings helped Bos-
ton’s Department of Transportation refocus
their efforts on educating students about pe-
destrian and bike safety, launching six proj-
ects and organizing outreach programs in
seven schools.

It’s a small victory, but interventions like
these are an important step towards reduc-
ing pedestrian and cyclist injuries. For Steil,
this reduction is just as possible as past in-
terventions, such as using seatbelts to make
passengers safer or building better fire alarm
systems to keep people safe from fires. “As
we improve the infrastructure of streets for
pedestrians and cyclists, hopefully, we can
reduce injuries from people’s mobility,” Steil
said.

Through collaboration across many city
departments, detailed analysis, and data-
driven interventions, mobility risk research
from MIT is becoming part of the story of
battling the racial disparity in traffic injuries.
Though progress so far seems promising,
the consequences of this research will de-
pend on which people see it and what they
do with it.
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Zachary Abel on finding the factorial of 1/2

Assuming only a pre-calculus math background, the answer circles surprising connections

SCIENCE

By Elizabeth Li

SCIENCE STAFF WRITER

You may recognize the concept of the fac-
torial of a nonnegative integer n, denoted as n!
=n-(n-1)-(n-2)-...-2-1, from an intro-
ductory combinatorics or probability class. For
instance, the number of ways to shuffle a stan-
dard 52-card deck is 52! — 52 choices for the
first card, multiplied by 51 (52 minus the first
card we already chose) for the second card,
and so on. But it turns out that it’s also possible
to compute the factorial for some non-integers.

On April 28, 2026, the Undergraduate Math
Association (UMA) invited Zachary Abel PhD
’16 to speak on finding the factorial of 1/2. This
talk, originally planned at an advanced high
school level for students attending the Cana-
da/USA Mathcamp, provided an innovative
perspective on the topic: it uses only a funda-
mental knowledge of functions without calcu-
lus, analysis, or ideas from complex analysis
like the Gamma function T(z), a continuous
extension of the factorial function that takes
a domain of positive real numbers instead of
nonnegative integers.

Since obtaining his graduate degree from
the Department of Mathematics in 2016, Abel
has worked as a Principal Lecturer in the MIT
Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence
Lab (CSAIL). His research in computational
geometry lies in the intersection of discrete
geometry and algorithms, with applications to
origami or reconfiguration algorithms.

Throughout the talk, Abel provided anima-
tions to present every key aspect of the argu-
ment without losing any details of its nuance.
More importantly, by defining what kind of
math could be used in the talk, Abels indirectly
demonstrated the nature of mathematical re-
search, which often involves many good ideas
and attempts rather than advanced theory.

Quest for the factorial of 1/2

The recursive form of the factorial formula
n!=n- (n- 1)! can still be applied to any posi-
tive half-integer, assuming that some closed-
form expression c exists that is exactly the val-
ue of (1/2)!. For example, we can write (3/2)! =
(3/2)-c=(3/2)- (1/2)..

This discrete formula for the factorial un-
fortunately breaks down when we consider
(1/2)!itself, as numbers in the factorial expan-
sion cannot go into negative numbers (which
(1/2 - 1)! would require). Consequently, this
problem calls for a different approach. Abel
proposed plotting the function f{x) = In(x!)
over two sets of points, the integers and the

half-integers, before adjusting ¢ so the two
sets of points interpolate to lie on one smooth
function (see Figure 1). In this case, the graph
is convex (meaning that it has a “U” shape),
which guarantees its continuity.

Convexity is important because it implies
that the slope increases as the input increases.
Therefore, for any half-integer point (m, f{m))
where m = (2n + 1)/2 such that n a nonnega-
tive integer, we can simply compare the slope
between this half-integer point and points ad-
jacenttoitto getan upper and lower bound on
¢ (see Figure 2).

f(m) — f(n)

- Sin+1)— f(m)

12 = 1/2
fOm) = f(n) _ f(n) = f(m—1)
12 = 1/2
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Figure 2. Slope equations that produce the
upper and lower bounds of ¢ respectively.

As n approaches infinity, these two
bounds converge to the exact value of c. How-
ever, this calculation-intensive approach, de-
spite producing the right answer and provid-
ing some early intuition about the goal of this
problem, requires some use of the Central
Limit Theorem (typically taught in a proba-
bility class), which is material beyond the as-
sumed background of this talk. This is where
Abel pivoted to finding the limit through a
reinterpretation of the bounds with a proba-
bilistic game.

Imagine a bag with one blue ball and one
red ball. On each turn, you pick a ball with re-
placement from the bag, note the color of the
ball you picked, and then add two identical
balls of the same color into the bag. This can
continue for any number of draws, where balls
of the same color are indistinguishable.

For example, suppose you want to draw
two red balls consecutively. Drawing the first
red ball has probability 1/2, and drawing the
second red ball (after replacing the ball you
drew on the first round and adding two more
red balls to the bag) is 3/4, so the total prob-
ability is (1/2) - (3/4).

In fact, the probability of drawing n red
balls consecutively is defined as P(n) = (1/2)
- (3/4) - ... - (2n-1)/(2n). The bounds we have
from earlier (see Figure 2) allows us to approx-
imate c = 1 /(2 4/n - P(n)) by simply manipu-
lating the expression.

To visualize the problem, Abel defined a
grid where the width of each box was exactly
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Figure 1. f(x) plotted over nonnegative integers (blue triangles) and positive half integers

(orange circles).
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Figure 3. The quarter circle visualization for the calculation of c.

P(0) =1, P(1), ..., P(n) (see Figure 3). Here, the
difference between consecutive increments
X(n+1) - X(n) by definition equals P(n), so we
can relate the two by X(n) = 2n - P(n). Define
Y(n) in the same way.

Now, using the Pythagorean Theorem, we
can find the radius R, which is the hypotenuse
of a triangle with sides X(k) and X(n-k). Spe-
cifically, R = v/n/c.

In terms of the probabilistic game, the area
of the boxes on each diagonal (the highlighted
boxes are on the fifth diagonal) is the sum of
the probabilities of all possible combinations
of red and blue balls drawn given a fixed num-
ber of total draws. Naturally, it sums to one.

Therefore, these two ways of calculating
the area of the quarter circle, one using the
approximate radius R and the other as a char-
acteristic of the game we have defined, are set
to be equal to solve for ¢, which is of course,
(1/72)!.

An expert in engaging the audience

Abel, who is also a longtime lecturer of
6.1200 (Mathematics for Computer Science),
is no stranger to giving talks to math enthusi-
asts. From his experience teaching, he finds
that visualizations that clearly demonstrate
conceptual properties will instantly capture
more attention.

“Honestly, anything to break the monot-
ony of writing on a chalkboard,” he quipped.

A memorable demonstration that Abel al-
ways does for his 6.1200 students is perform-
ing a merge sort with stuffed animals of vari-
ous heights, which he brings from home. By
first arranging randomly in a line and sorting
them, “the movement [of]| doing an exchang-
ing in merge sort and seeing the stuffed ani-
mals switch positions, instead of erasing and
writing a new number on the board, makes
the learning experience more visceral,” Abel
said.

While this was Abel’s first time speak-
ing as part of the UMA Lecture Series, the
organization has invited over half a dozen
speakers over the course of the past semes-
ter. UMA Academic Committee Co-Chairs
Joy Ren '28 and Tiffany Zhang '28 shed more
light on the behind-the-scenes organiza-
tional process.

“I think it'’s a really cool opportunity for
students to be able to gain a little insight into
the current research questions of the field, be-

cause it’s quite different from what they could
learn in an undergraduate class or project,’
Ren said.

For those interested in learning more
about what professors are working on (or in
doing research in particular), there are further
opportunities beyond these biweekly lectures.
On May 1, the UMA hosted a faculty dinner
with Shen Shen SM ’14 PhD ’20 PD 21, a lec-
turer in the EECS department at MIT whose
research specializes in optimization and ro-
botics. This event, which arose out of a prior
talk that Shen gave at the UMA, was open to
any students interested in having a more in-
depth conversation with the speaker.

As to how the speakers are selected, those
first considered are usually former or current
professors who have taught classes that UMA
staff members have taken or are taking. To en-
courage the diversity of topics and lecturers,
there is ideally a one-semester gap before the
same speaker is invited again.

With regards to the noticeable increase in
machine learning and artificial intelligence
topics, Zhang noted that the potential bias
could have arisen from many of the UMA staff
being double majors in Course 18 and Course
6. “All the people we contact are in Course 6
or Course 6-adjacent math classes, so in that
sense, the speakers would inevitably talk more
about Al,” Zhang explained. “We usually try to
prioritize people who are not in Course 6, but
we also want to make sure we have as many
speakers as possible."

Given the diversity and frequency of
UMA professor talks, those looking to en-
rich their math experience outside of class
or satisfy their curiosity about interesting
math facts may find these events worth-
while. Updates about additional talks will be
announced by the UMA throughout the next
academic year.
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Figure 4. Using the area of the quarter
circle to find the value of c.
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From cell biology to tessellations

Raymond Goldstein blurs the line between math and biology in the 2026 Simons Lectures

By Joy Xie

If you stepped foot into room 2-190 be-
tween April 27-29, you would find yourself in
the middle of an immersive discussion that
jumped between disciplines, taking you from
swimming microorganisms to tessellations.
At the front of the lecture hall stood the sec-
ond speaker of the Simons Lectures, Profes-
sor Raymond Goldstein ‘83 of the University
of Cambridge, bridging the gap between pure
math, biology, and physics.

Goldstein gave three lectures in total:
“Stirring Tails of Evolution,” “The Geometry
of Multicellular Life,” and “Decision-Making
Without a Brain” The topics of these lec-
tures were interdisciplinary. On one slide, he
showed attendees videos of spherical cells
moving and inverting themselves; on the next,
he pointed to a model of a phase oscillator —
an oscillating system, much like the classic
spring on a mass — and its associated differ-
ential equations. Further into the lectures, he
explained how tessellations in pure math play
arole in the geometry of how cells distributed
themselves.

Although miniscule in
size, these appendages
have more than just
miniscule effects.

When asked about why the intersection
of biology, applied math, and physics inter-
ests him, Goldstein pointed to the relatively
unstudied nature of biology compared to
mathematics.

“In mathematics, there are plenty of peo-
ple who will have as their life’s work proving
things that others have conjectured,” he said.
On the other hand, biology is “so open com-
pared to so many of the areas in physics that
formulating the questions is the most difficult
and challenging thing”

The Simons Lectures Series, financially
supported by MIT alumnus, mathematician,
and investor Jim Simons ’58, is held every
spring at the Institute, featuring one week of
lectures in pure mathematics and one week
in applied mathematics. Past topics in pure
math include sphere packing and graph the-
ory, while past topics in applied math include
quantum complexity theory and the mathe-
matics of private data analysis. Goldstein, who
graduated from MIT with a double major in
chemistry and physics in 1983, is the first lec-
turer since 2006 to cover biological systems.

“So, it's this kind

of back and forth
between theory and
experiment, which is
the scientific method,”
Goldstein said. “That's
what we use.”

He’s particularly interested in problems
related to non-linear systems and complexity.
One such example concerns flagella, microm-
eters-long lash-like appendages that help or-
ganisms swim. When green algae swim, their
flagella undergo a phenomenon in which they
synchronize and desynchronize.

Although miniscule in size, these append-
ages have more than just miniscule effects.
In fact, the spinning direction of a different
type of appendage, the hair-like cilia, is what
causes the placement of the heart on the left
side of the body for most humans and other
vertebrates. Goldstein said that researchers
confirmed this by taking developing mice
embryos and manually swirling the fluid in
the other direction, and voila — the mice de-
veloped with their hearts on the right sides of
their body.

Do you have
a question
for Presiden
Kornbluth?

Researchers noticed the appendages syn-
chronized most of the time, like a swimmer’s
arms during breaststroke. However, around
10% of the time, there would be durations —
called phase slips — where the flagella briefly
fell into an asynchronous swimming pattern,
and then resynchronized. Even more rarely,
around 5% of the time, the flagella could oscil-
late at different frequencies altogether, before
going back into their synchronous swimming
style. Goldstein’s goal is to solve the mystery of
why the flagella behave this way.

The behavior of the flagella involves fluid
dynamics and complex systems — systems
that are composed of many interacting com-
ponents and are hard to predict based on
individual pieces. Goldstein approaches this
complex problem with a mix of a theoretical
and an experimental approach. He combines
a physicist’s reductionist perspective of look-
ing for the simplest physical or mathematical
realization of the system — a lesson that was
ingrained in him in his undergraduate studies
at MIT — with a biologist’s experiments and
observations.

“It’s a matter, partly, of doing experiments,
sometimes without a clear hypothesis, but just
saying, let me see for myself what’s going on,”
Goldstein said. “There’s no substitute for star-
ing through the microscope at something”

Goldstein compared balancing theory and
experimentation to painting. “If you make
a painting, you may have a sketch of where
things are roughly on the canvas’ he ex-
plained. “And as you put material down, you
end up refining it and fiddling with things and
going back over things.”

“So, it’s this kind of back and forth between
theory and experiment, which is the scientific
method,” Goldstein said. “That’s what we use.’

This approach was very evident in Gold-
stein’s research on flagella synchronization.
First, he connected the swimming motion of
the flagella to a model of two waving sheets
synchronized in a fluid, originally conceived
by British physicist G.I. Taylor in the 1950s to
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describe the swimming of microorganisms.
By analyzing models where the sheets had
separation distances from one another, Gold-
stein's team deduced that energy dissipation
was minimized when the sheets were waving
in phase — in other words, the synchronizing
of the flagella could be nature’s way of mini-
mizing energy loss in the fluid.

The most interesting
results come from
deliberately blurring
these lines.

Next, Goldstein conducted his own ex-
periments using a high-speed camera to film
the beating of the flagella in both the original
organism and a mutant organism that dis-
played antiphase synchronization; instead
of the flagella moving in a breaststroke mo-
tion, they moved in a freestyle motion. These
experiments, combined with analysis of an-
other physical model, showed that the syn-
chronization was affected by another factor:
the internal structure of the flagella. The wild
type organism had its two flagella essentially
connected on the inside of the organism — as
Goldstein put it, elastically coupled — while
the mutant type did not.

Goldstein’s lecture not only gave attend-
ees valuable insight into the intersection of
the world of math, physics, and biology, but
also connected the research of his lab in Cam-
bridge, England, to the attendees in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts halfway across the
world.

In academia, it can often feel like there are
rigid barriers between different fields, where
the “Department of Mathematics” lives not
only in name but also physically apart from
the “Department of Biology” Goldstein’s
research, however, is a reminder that some-
times, the most interesting results come from
deliberately blurring these lines.
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ENTERTAINMENT

A WEBCOMIC OF ROMANCE,
SARCASM,; MATH, AND LANGUAGE

by Randall Munroe
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A WEBCOMIC OF ROMANCE,
SARCASM, MATH, AND LANGUAGE

by Randall Munroe
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From all of us at MIT Professional Education

CONGRATULATIONS
to the Class of 2026!

Wishing you a lifetime of learning
and a future full of possibility.

I I I u B Professional
l l Education

NEVER STOP LEARNING

You've reached an important milestone.
Now it's time to build on it. Wherever your
path leads, MIT Professional Education
offers 100+ high-impact programs
designed to help you stay ahead—
covering everything from leadership and
sustainability to machine learning and Al.

Learn more at
professional.mit.edu






