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ABSTRACT 

If you spend most of your life as a robot, how do you become a human? Quite simple really. Between 
creating a language for a world in my books, founding a company, teaching classes, and learning 

Japanese sprinkled with anime—the trick is to find something you care about and let it drive you forward. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When I hear people tell their stories about why they became an engineer, there always seems to be a 
trend that their life was on track to become one anyway. One (or both) of their parents was an engineer 
or high up in their academic field. They were part of the high school robotics team. They had the 
fortunate chance to learn programming. For me – it was different. I was always that person who did 
everything, could become anything, and would be good at anything I ever did. People always told me 
that. People always bragged about that. In fact, I have always wanted to be in the realm of “everything.” 
But I was always alone on the boat and when it came down to it, I was not ambitious. I was actually 
bored. 

My brain had long stopped processing emotions, if it ever did, meaning passion was a mystery and life 
was to-do list to distract me from that fact. Everyone had the impression that I would grow up to be a 
writer because I avidly wrote and read every book I could get my hands on. Or a doctor because of my 
knack for science and analysis. Or a lawyer because of my impulse to point out logical flaws. Or the list 
goes on. The point is, there was nothing I knew how to care about and I knew that. 

So when people ask me why I became an engineer – saying it was because one day I was building a card 
tower on an Alaskan cruise and a man sitting at the table made the suggestion I should be one. “That 
sounds like a good idea. Why not?” Was my thought. It never crossed my mind before. And if there is 
one thing that is bait for boredom, it is introducing something new. I really had no idea what an 
engineer was beyond the context of needing to be good at math. Math was my best subject at school, I 
used the computer a lot, so somewhere in the context of engineering, those were my qualifications. 

Why I came to Olin is not much different. But I will expand on a possible reason for the impulse: I was 
looking for something. Trying to solve a mystery I had been searching for my whole life. Growing up I 
was socially isolated to an extreme, and any interest I ever showed in reality was made with the 
intention of figuring out how I could apply that reality to books. I never really got why there was this 
thing called happy. I never could figure out why passion gave people such a powerful ability to drill 
through life. I never got why everyone except me had friends even though there were many who 
offered and I could never see them as anything but another person. I tried and I tried, but I could never 
quite figure out why I was a robot and everyone else was human. 

So when I came to Olin, I wanted to know what it was like to care about something. I wanted to know 
what it was like to go off with a group of friends and have this thing called “fun.” I wanted, more than 
anything to know what it was like to be alive. Everything I have ever done in my life barely deviates from 
these reasons. There is no big world changing dream, no passion to solve all the world’s problems, no 
underline goals for the future—nothing but an empty shell of a selfish, bored robot who wanted to be 
real. 

Olin College of Engineering seemed like the place to do it. Filled with passionate people, interdisciplinary 
classes that were as much about doing as they were about learning, customizable education and 
resources to explore anything and everything I could ever do or be.  
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So, I came to Olin… I have since started a company, will be publishing my first book early this summer, 
am pushing to publish a second, have built a reputation around campus as a web developer, get along 
great with my teammates, do improv, regularly enjoy lunch and dinner conversations with my peers, 
and much more. I do not know where I will be in a few years from now, or how much I will change the 
world – but if there is one thing I do know, it is that I have a lot of things I want to do.  

Maybe I still am a robot. I do not know, and I certainly will agree with anyone who refers to me as one. 
Maybe I will never be human. All I really know is how to be me, which I have begun to realize after my 
four years here, is a pretty nice thing to be. 

 

GRAND CHALLENGE PROJECT AND INTERDISCIPLINARY – LINGUISTICS 

Linguistics and language has always been an immense fascination to me; for one, because it was the 
root of communication, could be manipulated to sway people’s opinions or make people think a certain 
way, held a foundation in the construction and identity of entire cultures, was heavily interdisciplinary 
and was an equal fascination in almost every academic field, and was something my brain consistently 
had problems with. Connotation scales far too big when your mind does not have the proper filters, 
especially emotional and social. But I believe what drew me to linguistics the most was how complicated 
it was and we were still only beginning to understand it. 

When I began writing books as a child, the fantasy worlds I created just *had* to have a language to go 
with it. In venting words, in venting alphabets – it was just a typical part of world building. And oddly, it 
was also my own adapted means for learning and figuring out how my own world I lived in was 
supposed to work. In the past four years however, my interest became more focused, from natural 
language processing in computing to the intricate influences it had on the mental development on a 
child’s perception of reality – I wanted to know more. I wanted to know why. And I wanted to, more 
than anything, make a language that worked. That had a reason for being what it was; that was perfectly 
functional; that was more than those childhood games of making something “different” for the sake of 
being different. This language I dubbed Kral. It was the primary language spoken by characters in my 
book who lived on a distant planet, Areth. 

To begin, I had to start deconstructing English, Latin (which I had previously studied in high school), 
Japanese(which was a language I was starting to learn), and NLP(Natural Language processing, a hot 
topic in computer science). These languages represent very different grammar structures, cultures, and 
continents. True, while Latin is considered one of the base cores of the English language, it barely 
qualifies as an origin as we are talking about over 2 thousand years of development and a whole mesh 
of other Europeans languages, on top of the addition of American culture and Information/Internet Era 
of technologies. More of English’s Latin roots can be found in prefixes, root words, suffixes, and 
colloquial references (i.e., mythology) – which we have used to invent words like “the internet” (from 
Latin word: inter) and “databases” (from Latin word: data/datum). In Kral, these evolutions are useful as 
Areth is far more technologically advanced, and have such base words to go off of is essential to 
developing words for their world. Japanese, while different, has similar patterns of speech development 
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when it comes to kanji characters. Natural Language Processing went far too perfectly with Japanese 
since it is far more structured than English, and allowed me to really consider what sentence fragments 
and phrases were, and how much of a lego puzzle it could be. I will admit, some of my initial sentence 
structures were ripped right out of NLP trees. 

Other factors I have had to consider when inventing Kral is who are the people speaking it – as in what is 
the biological make up of my characters? Can they say the same syllables as humans? If they cannot say 
the same syllables, then why? What about their brains and mental development makes them different? 
If their primary speech processing took place in their right brain instead of their left, how would they 
choose to write their words? If they had 8 or 12 fingers, how would that affect their entire system of 
math and calculations? How would that affect their mythologies and religions? How would that affect 
their perception of evolution? What diseases would they have? If the people were a set of two 
completely different species, how would that affect their social structures? Their prejudices? Their 
politics, ethics, and economy? You can get a variety of insults and world view of stereotypes by 
answering these questions. 

I can go into so much detail about Kral and the planet it is spoken on (as one of several languages); 
however that is not important for the context of this reflection. Kral, perhaps more than any other 
project I have worked on, has been an inspiration to look at the world around me and ask questions 
about why it was the way it was. It encouraged me to explore across several academic fields, and forced 
me to make connections between them – connections I could not so easily find online nor in text books. 
It helped me to realize how interconnected everything truly was, as, in my experience, people tend to 
shove wedges between academic fields. Companies have “departments,” departments have “specialists,” 
and while there is an advantage to having people know a lot about one thing, the world itself cannot be 
divided so easily. 

Most importantly however, making this language has helped me understand what an engineer is and 
what being an engineer means. The complexity. The interconnections. The fascination with the world 
around pooled into building something you think this world might need. Maybe I am not driven by 
boredom after all. Maybe I am an engineer at heart with the constant impulse to create and to 
understand and to understand by creating.  

 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP – WRIGET 

Growing up, I had always wanted to start a business. When I came to Olin in fact, one of my goals was to 
launch one before I graduated. That goal was finally met when I made Wriget, a creative facilitation and 
mental organization app that allowed writers to create a database for their books. With no coincidence, 
it was in an area I knew a lot about. But this goal largely rides on a common misinterpretation that 
entrepreneurship is about “starting a business.” In fact, it is much more than that, and while starting a 
business can be part of entrepreneurship, it is not just that. 
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Entrepreneurship encourages finding a problem, and making something to fix it. Making something 
better than what is out there by actually sitting down, talking to people about why something is not 
working, and striving to innovate. Alternatively, you can make something to solve a problem for yourself 
and think, hey, this is awesome—other people like me might just find it useful as well. That is what I did 
with Wriget. 

I had the fortunate experience of knowing a few startups which had come from Olin, which I kept track 
of to see how they did what they did for my own personal reference. The combination with two Olin 
courses, User Oriented Collaborative Design and Human Factors in Design, gave me an affinity for user 
interfaces and actually sitting down with users for co-designing and feedback. All of these gave me 
different angles to look at projects from, emphasized how important it was to interact with users and 
not assume your vision was always the best one – a.k.a. you had to be willing to pivot and seek the non-
obvious, because if the solution was obvious, someone already came up with it.  

A large takeaway I got from observing my fellow startups and classes, however, was that there was a 
heavy emphasis on caring. Caring, as you may already know, is my life long dilemma—I knew how to 
solve problems, how to dedicate myself to hours to solve it, how to go through all the “business starting” 
movements, but never had I ever been able to care about something so much I was willing to pour my 
life into it. Passion was something I have sought for years to achieve—the ability to wake up in the 
morning and be excited you have another day to work on something you loved. This type of passion 
cannot be temporary curiosity or a spurt of energy—it has to be an almost obsessive desire. Working on 
a startup requires both “will and want” (to quote a startup event that I attended). 

Wriget was my first experience ever, merging my life long hobby of writing with my obsessive making 
websites—which I spent the last 4 years scraping to learn every way I could from auditing classes to 
signing up for student-taught classes to tinkering with CSS art in an attempt to better my design skills. 
The match was too perfect, and I wanted more than anything to make Wriget the best it can be. I want 
everyone to know its name and use it, and I have a giant to-do list of additions, improvements, and user 
feedback that always sits at the back of my mind, ready to pounce whether I am in the middle of class or 
not. Wriget has been live online for a year as of the writing of this portfolio, and I have unfortunately not 
been able to work on it partially because I have been committed to finishing my senior year of college, 
and partially because I know if I start working on it again—even just a little bit, I will not want to stop. 

 

SERVICE LEARNING – TEACHING WHAT I WAS NEVER TAUGHT 

In all my times teaching, I have found that there is no greater appreciation for what you have learned 
when you do teach. Like with writing and language, it is something I began pre-Olin, in forms of tutoring 
and random classroom lectures. Maybe I just liked talking. However at Olin, I have not only been a tutor, 
teacher’s assistant (NINJA), and host of a few tutorials, but I have had the chance to teach classes of my 
own: Olin Web Literacy and Design and Mobile Prototyping. Granted, I consider very few of these to be 
good experiences because my mental list of what I would do better “next time” is several times longer 
than what I believe other people got out of it. 
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Last semester, I took a class called “Teaching and Learning” which helped me to really look at why I 
taught the things that I did—or why I taught at all. Ultimately it was because of 2 reasons. The first was I 
taught classes no one else was teaching even though they offered valuable skills that needed to be 
taught. The second was I taught classes with knowledge which was unavailable to me when I sought it, 
or had poor experience in learning, and much self-teaching was involved. Maybe it was just because I 
liked the topics; maybe it was because being able to teach something I knew gave me affirmation that I 
was capable, and that I was useful. Or maybe I just liked talking. A funny observation I’ve had about 
knowledge is that it is very hard to keep to yourself. You have to share it. Somehow, someway, and who 
better to share it with than people who want to learn. Much more fun and far more useful. 

That said, Olin Web Literacy and Design (or OWL for short) and Mobile Prototyping (Mobile Proto) were 
full semester long classes which I taught, and both very different in their levels of success. OWL suffered 
badly from adequate people dedicated to make it a success, a clash of vision and goals, misdirected 
market of interest (i.e., Oliners wanted to know how to make websites, not just design them which led 
to a lack of motivation for the workload), and an endless list of things I could have done better to make 
the class more engaging. My co-teacher dropped out last minute, and another student who was helping 
dropped out when it was revealed we would not be paid. Within three weeks of the semester, the class 
dropped from ~15 students to just 2. While I cringe to remember it, there is much I learned from the 
experience – namely the value of planning and commitment, to focus more on doing, and an emphasis 
on excitement for what I was teaching in both myself and students. 

Mobile Proto was a “take 2” of being a student instructor, and fared much better. The class focused on 
teaching students to design and build mobile apps in Android, with that heavier emphasis on doing, 
exploring resources, and presenting actual project prototypes. I also had a great team of two other co-
teachers to assist and bounce ideas off of. I will not say the class was perfect, it had its ups and downs, 
and I was honestly a bit overcommitted so I could not be as much of a resource for students as I would 
have liked. But once again, it was a learning experience where I could pivot away from the faults in OWL. 

It seems rather masochistic that I keep putting myself in situations to teach if one accounts for the 
simple fact that I actually do not particularly like teaching. I do not dislike it either, but this past 
semester I became the temporary cofounder for a startup focused on teaching programming to new 
comers who have never seen a line of code before. I ultimately left because teaching was not something 
I was actually interested in, and I had only intended to assist the startup temporarily because I had 
experience. It was not my shtick. But I will reiterate the question: why would I teach anything at all if I 
shy away from calling myself a teacher?  

This goes back to the “Teaching and Learning” class, where I also investigated the question of why do 
teachers teach. My conclusion was that they teach because they care. They care a lot about their subject, 
so much that they want to share it with the world. They want to talk to people about it. They want 
others to understand how awesome what they do is. Taking this definition into context, maybe the 
reason I have been teaching what I have is because some part of me does care. Thinks that what I teach 
is important. Wants to see other people understand it as much as I do, and the only way to do that is to 
share. 
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GLOBAL ASPECT – JAPANESE, ANIME, AND THE QUEST FOR SOMETHING DIFFERENT 

My fascination with Japanese culture has grown immensely ever since I watched my first anime back in 
high school. Growing up, I had a mother who made every opportunity to travel both in the US and 
abroad. But there was never anything more frustrating than the fact it was all Euro-centric. Watching 
media from Eastern origins was a breath of fresh air – different ways of thinking, different cultural 
expectations, different languages and mythology, different standards for technology. But like with any 
forms of media, interpretation is skewed. 

In the American internet culture, there is a stereotype that if anything weird or absurd comes from 
Japan, you should not be surprised. It is Japan. They are “weird” over there. This mentality sadly 
dismisses the fact that there are things that come out of America that the rest of the world sees as 
weird. For example, I once went couch surfing at an apartment of a Japanese medical student in Boston 
area. I asked him what he thought of Boston, and his primary comment was that we were obsessed with 
our own history. I could not disagree, as Boston itself was a tourist hub town—and much of my travels 
all over the US were very much history oriented. 

Another point is that there are things that happen in anime/Japan that Japanese people think are weird 
too. This was especially revealed when I took a Japanese course at Babson College, where we learned 
not just Japanese as a language, but about the customs and culture as well. That said, there is a huge 
difference between learning something for the sake of learning and being immersed. Our teacher was 
originally from Japan and often told stories about her life, invited us over for a traditional Japanese 
dinner on one of Japan’s holidays, and even showed us how to use a few Japanese instruments. I began 
to realize there is a huge distinction between knowing about and actually experiencing a culture. True, I 
could have gone online anytime to look up facts about Japanese culture. I did, in fact. There are quite a 
few video blogs of people studying abroad. But: 1) I would have never sought to watch them if it had not 
been for my Japanese class, and 2) Watching a video will never be a substitute for sitting down and 
actually trying to play a koto. Real world experience makes you see things a whole lot differently than 
just knowing route facts. And you value it a lot more. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, I have discovered it really helps to put things into perspective. I can honestly say I still do 
not know what it is like to care about something, because I still could not tell you if I did. Part of me has 
lived most of my life expecting some divine epiphany to come. To quote Charles Dickens, something like 
“his heart grew three sizes that day.” But I now know that is not how I work, not how I learn, and 
definitely not what drives me forward. If I was anything else, I would not be me, nor would I have done 
anything I have. Through this reflection, I can confirm that there are things in this world I value, things in 
this world I prioritize and obsess over and keep coming back to. I just think about things differently than 
most people. Maybe that makes me a robot. Or maybe that is why I am human. 
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