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ABOUT
TTU’s iCube is a place where 
students and faculty Imagine, 
Inspire, and Innovate. We are a 
leader in advancing collaborative solutions 
for business, community, and economic 
development. With extensive experience in 
commercialization of public policy 
marketing campaigns, our center’s core 
competencies include developing, 
marketing, and maintaining projects 
through leveraging partnerships, building 
unique relationships, and implementing new 
technologies, such as virtual reality head 
mounted displays. Students work alongside 
iCube mentors to learn the 3D modeling 
software and game engines required to 
create content for virtual environments, and 
complete interdisciplinary projects in 
collaboration with other students and faculty 
throughout campus. At iCube, collaboration 
is key, and our center provides the facility, 
technology, and personnel to exceed 
expectations on every endeavor that comes 
our way.
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Virtual Reality Ecosystem
Connect, a publication of the Association of Zoos & Aquariums, 
featured the Tennessee Aquarium and how iCube has used 
Oculus Rift to immerse users in a 3D virtual reality Conasauga 
River to see how pollution effects an ecosystem.

VISITORS
APP

Our first adventure with the Tennessee Aquarium was 
the development of their visitors app, available for 
download in both the iTunes and Google Play stores.

in the
NEWS

The app allows visitors to learn more about the exhibits and animals 
within them, view schedules for special events, and share their experience 
with friends and family via social media. This first successful project with 
the Tennessee Aquarium won a gold Horizon Award in the educational 
mobile apps category, and led to our involvement in a second project: 
animal tracking.

aquarium
TTUICUBE.COM
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BEACONS

Tweeting Electric Eel
Reddit featured a story on the Tennessee Aquarium’s electric eel who 
sends out tweets from his twitter account whenever he emits a high 
enough amount of energy.

in the
NEWS

In 2014, the Tennessee Aquarium became the first 
aquarium to use tiny transmitters called Beacons to
track the position of guests in relation to exhibits
equipped with this Bluetooth technology.

Working with the CloudBeacon company that created the technology, 
iCube integrated the experience with the visitors app. Kids can use the 
app to become “High-Tech Animal Trackers” and experience the life 
of a wildlife biologist and “track” endangered species throughout the 
exhibits, receiving notifications when they approach “tagged” animal 
habitats.

animal  
    tracker
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BEACONS

ELECTRIC EEL

Virtual Life A Reality
Times Free Press features the Tennessee Aquarium
and how iCube is helping make virtual life a reality.

in the
NEWS

Once the Tennessee Aquarium learned they were getting 
an electric eel for a new exhibit, they decided they wanted 
to do something special.

Discussions with the iCube team lead to the creation of Miguel Wattson, The 
Tweeting Eel. Using a computer-coded fuse box written, ironically, in the 
Python programming language, @EelectricMiguel is able to send a “tweet” to 
the Twitterverse whenever he emits significant voltage.

When the BusinessMedia Center became iCube and 
acquired virtual reality technology and a team of 
developers, the Tennessee Aquarium provided the 
inspiration for our first simulation.

Working with the educational and promotional team at the Aquarium, 
we brought Environmental Science students, educators, artists, 
and programmers on campus together to create River Ecosystem 
Conservation, an educational adventure through a stream with 
indicator species modeled after the Conasauga River. Using the Oculus 
Rift head mounted display, students at the Aquarium, and players at 
home via the WEARVR website, are able to be completely immersed in 
a river as they watch pollution impact the underwater ecosystem, then 
make decisions on how to solve the polluting problems. The story of 
this game’s creation and educational application has been publicized in 
the Chattanooga Times Free Press, The Atlantic, and the Association of 
Zoos and Aquariums CONNECT magazine.

tweeting

ecological

Every time my family piles 
into the Toyota, my wife 
thumbs around on her iPhone 
and cues up the song “Auto-
matic” by country music star 
Miranda Lambert.

She plays it so often I have 
begun to memorize the lyrics, 
which are dripping with nos-
talgia for simpler — presum-
ably happier — times.

If you don’t know the song, 
the hook is:

“It all just seemed so good 
the way we had it, 

Back before everything 
became … automatic.”

The hit song, co-written by 
Lambert and Nashville song-
writer Natalie Hemby, 
is obviously meant 
to pull at the heart-
strings of baby boom-
ers and Gen Xers by 
evoking such beloved 
old-fashioned objects 
as cassette tapes, 
Polaroid cameras, pay 
phones and handwrit-
ten letters.

Any songwriter 
who can build a song 
around words that rhyme with 
“automatic” deserves mad 
props. The hook of “Automat-
ic” is almost — but not quite — 

as good as my all-time favorite 
song line embedded in a Lyle 
Lovett tune: “Honey, put down 
that flyswatter and pour me 

some ice water.”
If there is a more 

pitch-perfect song lyric 
than that, I’d like to hear it.

I read in the newspa-
per that “Automatic” took 
“Song of the Year” honors 
at the Academy of Country 
Music Awards last Sunday. 
It set me to thinking about 
baby boomer nostalgia and 
how it is destined to be a 
cultural force in the next 

couple of decades as the gener-
ation of Americans born after 
World War II begins to retire 
and acquires more free time to 

romanticize the past.
I guess it’s inevitable that 

people will have warm, fuzzy 
emotions about the old days, 
and that those memories will 
become attached to objects. But 
if you really think about some 
of the old-fashioned things that 
people hold dear, you can only 
wonder if all this sentiment 
is justified. It also makes you 
wonder if, 50 years from now, 
our kids and grandkids will get 
all weepy about the good-old 
days of iPads and Instagram.

Just because something is old 
doesn’t “automatically” — par-
don the pun — make it better.

Here, let’s break down 
the some of the cherished 
mid-century references in 

“Automatic,” and see if they 
hold up to scrutiny.

› Cassette tapes. Yes, 
let’s by all means go back to a 
non-searchable, analog system 
for storing music. And wasn’t 
it delightful when those tapes 
broke and coiled up like Silly 
String? And that lovely hiss 
that accompanied all your 
cassette-tape recordings was a 
real bonus, too, right? Simple 
question: Sony Walkman vs. 
iPod? You make the call.

› Pay phones. Yes, wasn’t 
it a joy to feed coins into a 
public phone inside a putre-
fying, Plexiglas closet? And 
making long-distance calls was 
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Hold on ‘Automatic,’ is older stuff really better?

VIRTUAL  A
REALITY
Making

check it out
On Monday, representatives from Tennessee Technological University will be at the Tennesssee 
Aquarium to show off the River Ecosystem Conservation virtual reality experience. A demo unit 
will be set up in the lobby of the River Journey Building from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.

BY CaSEY PhiLLiPS
Staff writer

With wave of digital simulation 
tech incoming, aquarium pilots 

project to promote virtual  
river conservation

after checking to ensure her snorkel is securely 
attached, Andree Herbert pauses on the edge of the 
Conasauga River to glance down at the grass sloping 
into the water.

“Look at all the little mushrooms,” she murmurs 
appreciatively, turning her gaze in a slow pan along 

the horizon before stepping off the bank.
A surprisingly fast moving current immediately sweeps her 
downstream. Unconcerned, she allows it to carry her, peering 

around as lush vegetation and trout flow past.
But something isn’t quite right. The sky is too blue, 
the water too clear. Above the surface, the greenery 

seems so eye-poppingly lush that it can’t possibly 
be real.

It isn’t.
Herbert isn’t snorkeling. She’s sitting, 
completely dry, miles from the Conasauga 

in a classroom in the Tennessee Aquar-
ium’s IMAX 3D Theatre. Outside the 
windows, a low bank of weepy gray 
clouds are a far cry from the azure blue 
she’s seeing. The cherubic cumulus 
puffs above her head are the product 

See ViRTUaL REaLiTY  › E6
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See us in our new location! Introducing New Staff!
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Top: Chelsea Rancudo, Amanda McCraine, Mallary Jenkins, Sara Soltau, Megan 
Walker, and Erin Jones Bottom: Candi Mathis, Alanah Simmons, Meg Long, Madison 
Vickers, and Jay Somvang  Not Pictured: Carly Griggs

VIRTUAL REALITY
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KIOSK
After receiving one of the 2014 Hollings grants 
from the National Marine Sanctuary Foundation, 
the Tennessee Aquarium asked iCube to create 
a new kiosk system for their largest saltwater 
tank, the Secret Reef exhibit.

Using the same Unity engine responsible for our virtual reality 
development and our marketing background, we created an 
app to replace the old kiosk. Visitors to the Aquarium will use 
iPads to find their favorite fish in the tank, discover how their 
watershed can affect the ocean, learn more about National 
Marine Sanctuaries, and learn about coral reefs by playing a 
game to protect them.

interactive
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KIOSK

identifying

Immersive Education
Nooga.com features a story on Chattanooga’s place in virtual reality and the 
work Tennessee Aquarium is doing to use virtual reality to educate students 
and visitors about the regions aquatic environment. 

in the
NEWS

 The Tennessee Aquarium Conservation Institute (TNACI) 
is developing a database of the southeast to provide 
maps, species’ information, and photographs based 
on the identified location of imperiled fish species.

iCube designed the website for TNACI’s Fish Identification Network 

(FIN) using mapping technologies like GIS for displaying species locality 

and collection data based on information from universities and museums. 

The site was created to be both an educational resource for the public and 

a site for environmental researchers to document their findings as they 

add to the growing database.

TNACI
FIN

TTUICUBE.COM

TNACIFIN.COM
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