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student wins first place in
global science fair An
international competition
was won by a UC Riverside
student who created a
sensor that identifies deepsea ocean life. Dusty
Leighton, 18, is the firstplace winner of the 2018
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International Science and
Engineering Fair, or ISEF,
held in Irvine over the
weekend. Leighton's
underwater ocean life
detection sensor measures
ocean currents and
vibrations. It can track
these minute changes of
the ocean floor that
indicate the presence of
ocean life in the deep
ocean. “My uncle is a
geophysicist who has been
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studying ocean currents for
decades,” Leighton said. “I
wanted to develop an
instrument to measure the
tiny fluctuations of the
seafloor, since these
fluctuations are what we
use to locate ocean life.”
Leighton’s sensor
incorporates a
microaccelerometer, also
known as an
accelerometer, which
measures the slight
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movements caused by
ocean currents. “An
accelerometer is typically
about the size of a large
coin,” said Leighton, who
was a senior at UCR when
he won. “But I built my
device in order to fit on the
tip of a fishing line.” He
won first place in the ISEF
competition for his sensor
that allows researchers to
identify animal life in the
deep-sea ocean, which are
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creatures far below the
surface of the water that
have not yet been
discovered and described
in scientific literature.
Leighton’s study also
demonstrates the growing
potential of international
research programs that
incentivize post-secondary
students to participate in
such competitions, said
Robin Cook, a UCR
associate professor and
7 / 10

director of the university’s
science fair, and a
consultant to the fair for
several years. “This was a
study that was no more
than two or three years ago
that had not been done
before,” Cook said. “It
turned out to be an
important factor.” Her
statement is in reference to
a study conducted by UCR
marine biologist Nuno
Valente, who has been
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involved with the science
fair for a number of years.
Valente’s study looked at
sperm whale behavioral
changes off the coast of
Montevideo, Uruguay, in
the early 2000s that
indicated the whales were
swimming off the coast of
marine debris. The change
in whales’ behavior led to
the discovery of
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