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Scholarship Committee
Astronomy Foundation for Excellence
2230 Colorado Avenue, Suite 401
Los Angeles, CA 90041
Dear Scholarship Committee,
With profound enthusiasm and unwavering dedication, I submit this Scholarship Application Letter as a passionate applicant for the prestigious Astronomy Research Fellowship at the heart of scientific innovation in the United States Los Angeles region. As an aspiring Astronomer whose life has been shaped by celestial wonder, I write not merely to apply for financial support, but to express my commitment to contributing meaningfully to Southern California's vibrant astronomical community and advancing humanity's understanding of the cosmos from the unique vantage point of Los Angeles.
My fascination with astronomy began in childhood under the star-drenched skies of rural New Mexico, where my father—an amateur telescope maker—introduced me to Jupiter's moons through a homemade refractor. This early experience ignited a lifelong quest to decipher cosmic mysteries, leading me to pursue a Bachelor of Science in Physics at UCLA with honors. My academic journey has been marked by rigorous coursework including Advanced Astrophysics, Stellar Evolution, and Computational Methods for Astronomical Data Analysis. I maintained a 3.9 GPA while conducting independent research on exoplanetary atmospheric spectroscopy under Professor Elena Rodriguez, whose work at the Mount Wilson Observatory in Los Angeles profoundly influenced my path.
What sets my application apart is my deliberate focus on Los Angeles as the epicenter of astronomical advancement in the United States. The city's unique combination of world-class institutions—Caltech's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, UCLA's Department of Physics and Astronomy, and the Griffith Observatory—creates an unparalleled ecosystem for discovery. I have actively engaged with this community through volunteer work at Griffith Observatory's "Night Sky" programs, where I guided over 500 visitors in stargazing events across Los Angeles County. These experiences reinforced my conviction that astronomy must transcend laboratory walls to inspire public engagement, particularly in underserved communities like South Central Los Angeles where light pollution obscures the night sky for too many residents.
My research project, "Urban Sky Quality Mapping Using Citizen Science Networks," exemplifies my commitment to Los Angeles-specific astronomical contributions. Partnering with LA's Office of Sustainability, I developed a mobile app that aggregates citizen-collected data on light pollution across 15 neighborhoods. This work directly supports Mayor Bass's "Starlight Initiative" and has been cited in two peer-reviewed papers published by the American Astronomical Society. As an emerging Astronomer, I recognize that my role extends beyond discovery to public education—especially crucial in a metropolis where astronomical literacy remains low despite our proximity to major observatories.
Financial considerations have necessitated my pursuit of this scholarship. While awarded need-based funding for undergraduate studies, the $45,000 cost of graduate research at UCLA (including access to the W. M. Keck Observatory's telescopes in Hawaii) presents a significant barrier without additional support. My family's dual-income household struggles with medical expenses following my mother's recent cancer diagnosis, making this scholarship not merely an academic opportunity but a lifeline enabling me to focus entirely on research rather than part-time work. The Scholarship Application Letter I present today reflects my understanding that this investment will yield exponential returns: as an Astronomer trained in Los Angeles, I will contribute directly to the city's scientific economy while mentoring local youth through initiatives like "Stellar Futures," a program I co-founded to bring astronomy education to 12 Los Angeles Unified School District high schools.
My vision for the future integrates cutting-edge research with community impact. In my doctoral work at UCLA, I will specialize in studying galaxy formation within the cosmic web surrounding the Local Group, utilizing data from Los Angeles-based projects like DESI (Dark Energy Spectroscopic Instrument). Crucially, I plan to establish an LA-centric public observatory partnership—leveraging Griffith's infrastructure—to host monthly "Community Night Sky" events that demystify black hole research and gravitational wave discoveries for Angelenos. As an Astronomer rooted in Los Angeles, I aim to transform this city from a mere location of astronomical institutions into a beacon of inclusive scientific engagement where students from Boyle Heights can study the same stars as Caltech researchers.
Los Angeles' unique position as a global hub for both scientific innovation and cultural diversity makes it the ideal setting for my development. The city's 10% annual growth in STEM jobs (per Los Angeles Economic Development Corporation) underscores our strategic importance, while its multicultural fabric—where 45% of residents speak a language other than English—demands astronomy communication that transcends linguistic barriers. My fluency in Spanish and Korean, developed through community service at the East LA Community Corporation, will allow me to bridge this gap during outreach programs across diverse neighborhoods. This scholarship would empower me to develop multilingual educational materials tailored for Los Angeles' vibrant immigrant communities, ensuring astronomical wonder is accessible to all.
I am particularly inspired by the legacy of pioneering Astronomers like Vera Rubin (who conducted foundational work on dark matter in California) and George Ellery Hale (founder of Mount Wilson Observatory). Their contributions demonstrate how Los Angeles has shaped global astronomy, and I aspire to continue this tradition. The scholarship would enable me to present my urban sky mapping research at the 2024 AAS Conference in Pasadena—a critical step toward securing a postdoctoral position at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, where I hope to contribute to Mars Sample Return mission planning.
As I stand on the cusp of becoming a professional Astronomer, I recognize that this scholarship represents far more than financial aid. It is an affirmation of my potential to transform Los Angeles' relationship with the cosmos—making astronomy not just a discipline studied in universities, but a shared human experience celebrated across our city's diverse landscapes. I pledge to honor this opportunity through relentless research excellence and unwavering community commitment, ensuring that every dollar invested in my education fuels progress for Southern California's astronomical future.
Thank you for considering my application. I welcome the opportunity to discuss how my vision aligns with your mission and would be honored to contribute as a future Astronomer representing the United States Los Angeles scientific community. I have attached all required documentation, including letters of recommendation from Professor Rodriguez and Dr. Michael Chen of JPL, along with my full research proposal.
Sincerely,
Isabella Vega
Undergraduate Research Fellow, UCLA Department of Physics & Astronomy
Los Angeles, CA 90095
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