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Cool Jobs: Moved By Life
By Sharon Oosthoek [1] / June 19, 2013

This is one in a series [2] on careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics
made possible by support from the Northrop Grumman Foundation.

When Dan Goldman was 12, lizards were pretty much the center of his universe. He was
fascinated by how they looked, how they behaved — and especially how they moved.

Now a physicist at the Georgia Institute of Technology in Atlanta, Goldman still loves lizards,
which explains his latest work. He is studying the locomotion, or movement, of the sandfish.
Despite its name, this animal is a lizard. It lives in the deserts of North Africa.

Goldman is particularly interested in the way sandfish avoid predators: They dive under the
sand and “swim” away.

“They can dive in half a second,” says Goldman. “If you blink, you’ll miss it.”

Even if you do glimpse a sandfish dive, you won’t see this critter swim. Exactly how it moves
beneath the sand had remained a deep mystery — until Goldman and his students took an X-
ray peek.

Their X-ray movies revealed the sandfish wiggling smoothly. That inspired them to build a
sandfish robot. It, in turn, has helped the researchers test theories about why the lizard’s
movements are so efficient.

Goldman is one of three researchers we’ll meet here who study animals for their moves. Each
of their subjects has perfected a style of locomotion over millions of years.

But these three engineers don’t just analyze how animals move. They also are using what they
learn to build robots. This design of new technologies based on nature is known as
biomimicry.

The goal of mimicking some biological adaptation may be simply to better understand how a
living thing has mastered its world. Other times, researchers want to use what they learn from
animals to make robots that can do important and useful jobs — ones that people can’t do.

For the full article, please click here [3].
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