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60-SECOND SCIENCE COLLECTED BY  

April 1, 2009 

Caffeine Cuts Workout Pain 

A study in the International Journal of Sport Nutrition and Exercise Metabolism finds 
that caffeine cuts the pain of exercise. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Coffee before biking? You may have to stop on the side of the road sooner, but new research 
suggests that caffeine can help you get more bang from your workout buck, because it keeps 
you from feeling the burn.  
 
Competitive cyclists and other athletes often consume caffeine before a competition, 
presumably because they feel like the buzz helps them push a little bit harder. But a study 
published in the April issue of the International Journal of Sport Nutrition and Exercise 
Metabolism suggests that the reason caffeine allows athletes to push themselves farther is 
because it makes exercise hurt that much less.  
 
Researchers had 25 subjects engage in two bouts of high intensity cycling. Before each 
session, they gave every subject a pill. One time, the pill contained the equivalent of two or 
three cups of coffee. The other time it was just a placebo. The participants all said they felt 
less pain in their leg muscles during the caffeine-assisted workout than they did with the sugar 
pill. And it even worked for subjects who already chug a couple thermoses of joe a day. So, 
the barista can help your biking. Java can boost your jogging. And, of course, enjoy those 
lattes before your Pilates. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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April 2, 2009 

Mussel and Printer in Time Saves 9 

A study in the Journal of Biomedical Materials Research B talks about the possibility of 
replacing sutures in surgery with bioadhesives produced by mussels and applied 
using inkjet technology. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

The common method of closing a surgical incision is simply to stitch the patient up. There are 
some issues, though. Good stitching can be challenging, and a poor job can lead to tissue 
warping. Synthetic adhesives have been tried instead of sutures, but they also have problems. 
So researchers at North Carolina State University have turned to two totally unrelated 
objects—mussels and inkjet printers. They published their research in the April edition of the 
Journal of Biomedical Materials Research B.  
 
Mussels attach themselves to rocks in the ocean with a biodegradable glue. Scientists 
extracted the sticky proteins and made them even stickier by adding iron. Then the scientists 
thought, we need a precise way to add iron and then apply the glue. The answer: piezoelectric 
inkjet printers. They spit out droplets at a time in a precise fashion without heating up. So 
researchers used inkjet technology to carefully mix the mussel solution and iron together and 
then deposit the glue in a chosen design. They say they still have work to do to make the 
solution even stickier. But they imagine a future small hand-held printer-like system that will 
stitch you up with biodegradable glue deposited in a perfect line. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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April 3, 2009 

Cell Phones Relatively Safe from Viruses... For Now 

A study in the journal Science notes that viruses remain a small threat to cell 
phones--but only because not enough users are on the same operating system. Karen 
Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

We can get viruses from the Internet. But can we catch viruses on our cell phones? A new 
study in the journal Science says yes, but the spread of such malicious mobile software won’t 
reach epidemic proportions until more cell phones are on the same operating system.  
 
Computers are vulnerable to viruses because they share data, especially over the Internet. Of 
course, nowadays, more people are using their cell phones for email, text messaging and 
downloading annoying ring tones. So it stands to reason that cell phone viruses are a threat, 
as well.  
 
Scientists used anonymous call data from more than six million cell phone users to help model 
a potential outbreak. And they concluded that viruses that spread from phone to phone by 
Bluetooth are not much concern, because users have to be in close physical proximity for 
their phones to “see” one another. However, viruses that spread through multimedia 
messaging services—so they’d come disguised as, say, a cool tune sent by a friend—can 
move much faster. The good news is that to be effective, these viruses need their victims to all 
use the same operating system. Which not enough of us do. Because there is no Microsoft 
Vista for mobile phones, yet. Thank goodness. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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April 6, 2009 

Viruses Make a Battery 

A study in the journal Science illustrates how genetically engineered viruses can be 
used to assemble an anode and cathode to make a new kind of battery. Cynthia Graber 
reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Batteries of the future need to deliver more energy, and they need to be smaller. Researchers 
at M.I.T. think they have developed a technology that can, as they say, pave the way for these 
batteries of the future—using viruses. The development was peer-reviewed in the April 3 
issue of the journal Science. 

Scientists genetically engineered a bacteriophage—a virus that infects bacteria but is 
harmless to humans. A few years ago the team created a virus that coated itself in cobalt 
oxide and gold and self-assembled into a nanowire for the battery’s anode. The cathode’s a 
little more complicated. In the most recent publication, the team created viruses that coat 
themselves in iron phosphate and then grab onto carbon nanotubes. This creates a powerful 
cathode. 

The working cathode and anode make the virus-battery comparable to more expensive 
existing battery technologies. The team is now preparing to look into using other materials 
such as manganese phosphate that could lead to higher voltage. They say this could hold the 
promise of relatively inexpensive, nonpolluting, lightweight powerful batteries—a holy grail for 
an energy revolution. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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April 7, 2009 

Heart Keeps Pumping Out New Cells 

A study in the journal Science used changing carbon 14 levels--from nuclear bomb 
testing--to show that the adult human heart does continue to produce new muscle cells, 
albeit in small numbers. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

The heart-stopping news from Stockholm is that the heart never stops—growing, that is. 
Because researchers have shown that the human heart continues to produce muscle cells, 
even in adults.  
 
Scientists have long debated whether the heart was capable of regeneration. They could 
make heart cells divide in a culture dish. But no one knew whether the cells could do the same 
in a living organism.  
 
To find out, the Swedish scientists literally took advantage of fallout from the Cold War. The 
testing of nuclear weapons in the 1950s spewed a lot of radioactive carbon 14 into the air. 
That C-14 then got incorporated into the cells of every plant and animal on earth. When 
testing was banned in the ‘60s, C-14 levels dropped.  
 
Those changing levels of radioactive carbon could be used to estimate when individual cells in 
the body, and in the heart, arose. Using this C-14 dating, the scientists found that a 
25-year-old replaces about 1 percent of his heart cells a year, and a 75-year-old about half 
that, data published in the journal Science. The turnover is a tad slow but it does offer hope 
that damaged hearts might someday be made to mend themselves. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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April 8, 2009 

Chimps Barter Burgers for Bonks 

A study published online in the journal Public Library of Science finds that male 
chimps who provide meat for females double their chances of mating over the long 
term. Steve Mirsky explains, with reporting by Adam Hinterthuer  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Male chimpanzees often compete aggressively for mates. Now researchers have observed a 
friendlier behavior that males use to woo potential partners: they exchange meat for sex. The 
findings appeared online in the Public Library of Science. 

The “sex for food” hypothesis suggests that a male ups his reproductive odds and a female 
gets calories and the genes of a good provider, without the risks involved with hunting. But 
previous studies found little correlation between sharing and mating success. 

One explanation, the researchers say, is that such studies focused on males looking for a 
quick payoff by giving only to females actively in estrous and ready to mate. This new study 
followed males that shared food with their lady friends long before things got physical. And 
this long-term generosity doubled a male’s chances of taking his relationship to the next level. 
It’s more proof, the researchers say, that our closest relatives act with consideration to both 
past occurrences and future plans. And maybe that tall, hairy and handsome can’t compete 
with a free lunch. 

—Steve Mirsky, with reporting by Adam Hinterthuer 
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April 9, 2009 

Women Smell Better Than Men 

Research at the Monell Chemical Senses Center finds that women have keener senses 
of smell than do men, and that men's body odors are harder to cover up than are 
women's. Christie Nicholson reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

A woman friend of mine recently commented about her guy: “He’s such a boy. His towels are 
stinky. And he doesn’t seem to notice!” Well, maybe he can’t smell the stinkyness. According 
to recent research from the Monell Chemical Senses Center, women have much sharper 
noses.  
 
Scientists collected microdroplets of perspiration, and had men and women sniff the vials. 
According to both, the odors were equally rich. Subjects were then asked to rate odor strength 
when sniffing the sweat mixed one by one with 32 different fragrances. Only two of the 
fragrances stopped women from smelling the sweat. But 19 fragrances successfully blocked it 
from male noses.  
 
Body odor is special—the authors note that in previous studies men’s and women’s scent 
detection did not differ when it came to other aromas. The researchers also concluded that 
men’s odor is harder to mask than women’s, regardless of who sniffs. Only a fifth of the 
fragrances could cover up male odor. But half of the scents masked female odor. The 
researchers suggest that for women there may be important biological information contained 
in male sweat. So maybe don’t wash those towels just yet. 

—Christie Nicholson 
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April 10, 2009 

Birds and Bugs Use Same Flight Manual 

A report in the journal Science shows that seven different types of flying animals all 
turn using the same technique, and that those with similar wingspan-to-body-lengths 
need the same number of wing flaps. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Thrill-seeking stunt pilots spend years learning to perform maneuvers that birds and bees 
know how to do from birth. Now a new study in the journal Science shows that, although birds 
and bugs don’t go to flight school, it’s like they’re reading from the same manual when it 
comes to making turns.  
 
If you’ve ever watched a hummingbird or seen a bat chase after a moth, you know that critters 
that flap their wings to fly are amazing aerial acrobats, capable of hovering near a flower or 
turning on a dime. But how do they do it? And does the tiniest fruit fly use the same tricks as a 
hummingbird or a bat?  
 
The scientists studied videos of seven different kinds of winged beasts, from bluebottle flies to 
a cockatoo. And they found that they all used a technique called flapping counter-torque to 
recover from a turn. So, when a bird banks right, its left wing moves faster on the downstroke 
while the right is faster on the upstroke, which slows the animal’s rotation. And no matter what 
their size, critters with a similar wingspan to body length ratio, like a fruitfly and a hummingbird, 
need the same number of flaps to finish a turn. And you thought such aeronautical insights 
would remain hidden until pigs fly. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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April 13, 2009 

Breathing Easy Thanks to the Great Oxidation Event 

A report in the journal Nature reveals one of the reasons why Earth's atmosphere went 
from oxygen-poor to habitable 2.4 billion years ago--a drop in oceanic nickel killed 
microbes that produce methane. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

The Earth’s original atmosphere would have been unpleasant—deadly in fact—to any 
organisms that breathe oxygen. There wasn’t any. Not until about 2.4 billion years ago 
anyway. That’s the time of what scientists call the Great Oxidation Event. Now researchers 
believe they’ve found clues as to what may have caused the change. They published their 
report in the April 9 edition of the journal Nature.  
 
Researchers analyzed trace elements in sedimentary rock from dozens of sites. Turns out 
nickel was 400 times more abundant in primordial oceans than in today’s waters. 
Microorganisms called methanogens love nickel-rich water, and they release methane into 
the atmosphere. Methane prevents a buildup of oxygen.  
 
Scientists testing the rocks saw that around 2.7 to 2.4 billion years ago, ocean-dissolved 
nickel dropped off. This corresponds to the Great Oxidation Event. Lack of nickel could have 
killed off methanogens and left room for algae and other life forms that release oxygen during 
photosynthesis.  
 
Researchers don’t know exactly why nickel decreased—possibly because of the cooling and 
solidifying of the Earth’s mantle. But the nickel disappearance is one more clue about how the 
planet went from suffocating to a place where a terrestrial tetrapod could take a deep breath. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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April 14, 2009 

Nice Guy Gets Some Sugar 

A study in the journal Nature found that yeast that did a little extra work for their colony 
also got a little reward, in the form of access to a wee bit of additional sugar. Christie 
Nicholson reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Altruism poses a problem for the theory of “survival of the fittest.” If we help others at a cost to 
ourselves, nice-guy behavior should die out, because we are giving others a leg up in 
competition. 

But a team at M.I.T. published a paper in Nature that shows one loophole that gives the nice 
guy a benefit over exploiters. Their experiments were done with yeast. With no yeast 
emotions to take into account, scientists can get a clear biological look at the workings of 
benevolence. 

Yeast eat table sugar, but they need to secrete an enzyme to break it down into simple sugars, 
like glucose, their preferred food. Through this process the simple sugars become freely 
available for other yeast to consume. So, the best strategy might be to never secrete the 
enzyme—just let your benevolent brothers do all the work. 

Scientists showed, however, that the helpful yeast get special access to a small amount of the 
sugars produced. And this benefit outweighs the cost of helping their neighbors. Good to hear 
there’s something in it for the good guy, even if the guy’s just yeast. Let’s raise a beer to that. 

—Christie Nicholson 
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April 15, 2009 

Less Taxing BP Monitoring 

M.I.T. researchers have developed an easily wearable blood pressure monitor that fits 
on the hand and can provide constant monitoring. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

It's April 15th. Like many people around the country, you might be feeling your blood pressure 
rise as you deal with everyone's favorite activity—filing taxes. Now there's good news if you 
want to know how bad your heart is suffering from the stress: M.I.T. researchers have built an 
easily wearable blood pressure sensor. It works around the clock to provide an accurate 
24-hour read of blood pressure.  
 
Some people have so-called white coat hypertension—their blood pressure spikes in the 
doctor's office. Also, there are natural changes in blood pressure over a day's cycle, and a 
one-time reading won't catch that.  
 
The device doesn't use a cuff, like the kind that cuts off the circulation in your arm at the 
doctor’s office. It sits over the wrist and index finger and measures the pulse at two locations, 
checking the velocity of the blood flow. The information gathered could assist doctors in 
figuring out the best medication, or even in telling a patient when during the day to take that 
medicine—or a deep breath. The device should be available to the public in a few years. In 
the meantime, many happy returns. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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April 16, 2009 

Sugar Rinse Raises Performance 

A study in The Journal of Physiology finds that just rinsing and spitting with drinks 
containing sugar or carbohydrate can improve endurance. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Hard-training athletes boost their performance with a variety of popular sports drinks. These 
drinks do work. But not in the way you’d think. That’s according to research just published in 
The Journal of Physiology.  
 
Researchers tested three drinks. One contained glucose, a sugar. A second had maltodextrin, 
a tasteless carbohydrate. The third was plain water. All three were laced with artificial 
sweeteners until they tasted identically sweet.  
 
Endurance athletes rinsed their mouths with one of the three drinks during a tough workout. 
Surprisingly, athletes that rinsed and spat out the glucose and maltodextrin performed 2 to 3 
percent better than those who got the artificial sweetener. They said they didn’t feel like they 
were working any harder. Then they had their brains scanned by fMRI. The drinks that had 
real sugar and carbs lit up areas of the brain connected to pleasure and reward. But the fake 
sweet water did not.  
 
So maybe experiencing pleasure helps override some of the challenge of the workout. And 
scientists say this means there are receptors in our mouth other than for simple taste, 
receptors that communicate directly with the brain. Kind of gives new meaning to the term 
muscle-head. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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April 17, 2009 

Iron Will to Live for Antarctic Microbes  

A study in the journal Science shows that microbes have long survived under glaciers 
in Antarctica making do with nothing but sulfates and iron from the bedrock. Adam 
Hinterthuer reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

At Antarctica’s Blood Falls, the ice is stained red by ancient, iron-rich water pouring out of 
subglacial lakes formed millions of years ago. The cascading water is extremely saline, has 
almost no oxygen and no real nutrients to speak of. But that hasn’t stopped life from finding a 
niche. According to a report in the April 17th issue of Science, a population of microbes has 
called the frigid place home for millennia.  
 
Even though carbon-based nutrients are missing, these microbes thrive in pockets of water 
trapped under the glacier by making do with what they have—which is lots of sulfates and iron. 
The microbes use iron molecules that the glacier scours from the bedrock to react with 
available sulfate, which lets the microbes then metabolize it into a useable form.  
 
The report suggests this is one way life could have survived past eras when Earth was 
covered in ice. It also shows that life will spring up in the most unlikely places using some very 
clever chemistry. So when we’re looking for life on Mars, focus less on little green men and 
more on little red microbes. 

—Adam Hinterthuer 
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April 20, 2009 

Eating Healthfully at the New Yankee Stadium  

The new Yankee Stadium has healthful food choices and encourages recycling. Steve 
Mirsky reports reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

The new Yankee Stadium has opened in the Bronx. I went to a game Saturday, and it’s a 
much friendlier place for anyone trying to eat healthfully and maintain some environmental 
awareness.  
 
When I entered the park I stopped at the produce stand—the produce stand!—and bought a 
couple of fresh pears. Later I went to the Noodle Bowl stand, where for $8.50 I got a bowl of 
noodles, veggies and tofu. Tofu at the ballpark. The snack was listed on the menu board at 
240 calories. All the food choices have calorie counts posted now, so you can avoid, or still 
indulge in, the almost 1,100 calorie Moe’s Homewrecker Burrito at La Esquina Latina. I also 
had a caramel apple. Which as junk food goes is still pretty good.  
 
Every few yards you find a trio of disposal cans. For regular trash, plastic and compost. Which 
you may actually have items for, with a produce stand on site. And which may eventually 
foster a garden in which more fresh vegetables take root, root, root for the home team. 

—Steve Mirsky 
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April 21, 2009 

Affirmations Improve Minority Student Grades 

A study in the journal Science finds that an affirmation exercise improved the grades of 
African-American middle school students, and the effects lasted for at least another 
two years after the test period. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

It sounds too good to be true–help kids feel good about themselves, and they’ll l do better in 
school. But it apparently worked for African-American middle school students who engaged in 
a simple self-affirmation writing exercise. And the benefits extended well after the regimen 
ended. The results of the study appeared in the April 17th issue of the journal Science.  
 
More than 400 black and white students took part in the research. Half of the students wrote 
about any neutral topic over the course of a year. The other half were asked to write about 
why they cherished certain values. The grades of African-American affirmation kids improved 
about a quarter of a point on a four-point scale, compared with the control group. And the 
lowest initial African-American performers upped their scores more than four-tenths of a point. 
Two years later, the scores continued to track higher among the group that practiced 
affirmations. White students who engaged in the affirmation exercise showed no improvement. 
A study author said that ethnic minorities feel particularly anxious that doing poorly could 
confirm other people’s negative expectations about them. And the affirmations may help 
alleviate those fears. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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April 22, 2009 

Ear Cells Actively Amplify Sound 

A study in the journal Public Library of Science ONE reveals that the ear's hair cells act 
like tiny motors and respond to sound by swaying and driving electrical currents that 
cause positive feedbacks, which amplify sound. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Just when you thought you’d heard everything, scientists have found that the reason you can 
hear everything—including things that are very quiet—is because your ears have tiny tubelike 
motors that mechanically amplify sounds.  
 
You’ve probably heard that it’s the hair cells in your ears that allow you to hear. These cells 
sport tufts of spiky hairs that are like little molecular mohawks. When sound waves enter the 
ear these hairs vibrate, and that motion then gets translated into an electrical message that 
tells your brain that there’s something worth listening to. But the movement of those hairs is 
not passive, like tall grass swaying in the breeze. The electrical signals they produce feed 
back on the system, causing the hairs to tilt even more. It’s that so-called “flexo-electric effect” 
that basically boosts the audio signal and amplifies the sound, findings published in the April 
22nd issue of the journal Public Library of Science ONE.  
 
The scientists behind the study also note that the length of the hairs in different species 
explains why animals like bats can detect such high frequency sounds. It doesn’t, however, 
explain why your kids can hear their cell phone vibrate two rooms away, yet they never seem 
to hear a word you say. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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April 23, 2009 

Rare Designation May Not Be Well-Done 

A study in the journal Public Library of Science ONE found that calling an endangered 
species "rare" may focus the kind of attention on it that could speed its demise. 
Christie Nicholson reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Which would you rather see: a rare Nepalese gharial or a common vole? Even without 
knowing what these animals are, you might be more intrigued by the gharial, simply because 
it is rare. This is the conclusion of research published in the journal Public Library of Science 
ONE. 

The researchers say that labeling endangered animals as “rare,” may harm the species, 
raising its value and so putting it at greater risk of being exploited within the illegal pet-trade, 
for either medicines or exotic zoos. 

Scientists created a Web site where users could view images of either “rare” or “common” 
animals. When users clicked on one of the two options, up popped a progress bar showing 
the images in the process of downloading. But, irritatingly, the download took a whopping six 
minutes (although users did have the option to cancel). When the download finally completed, 
the images were designed not to show up! 

Well, significantly more users chose the rare slideshow, waited for it to download and often 
tried again after it didn’t work. So, maybe to save the endangered gharial, we ought to just call 
it just a tired, ugly crocodile. 

—Christie Nicholson 
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April 24, 2009 

Metal Strengthens Silk's Mettle 

A study in the journal Science shows that adding a bit of metal to silk makes the 
gossamer but strong-as-steel natural fiber even stronger. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

When you think about silk, you probably think of gossamer fibers woven into lustrous 
garments or decadently soft bedsheets. But silk is also prized for its strength. Mechanically 
speaking, silk fibers are as tough as steel. But in the April 24th issue of Science, German 
researchers report that a dusting of metal makes silk even tougher. 

In nature, lots of insects and animals use a touch of metal to harden body parts such as jaws, 
claws, and stingers. So the scientists got to wondering whether they could take a similar tactic 
to make silk even stronger. Such reinforced fibers could prove useful for making really sturdy 
medical devices, like surgical sutures, or even artificial tissues like bone or tendon or even 
arteries.  
 
The scientists used a process called atomic layer deposition to coat some spider silk with zinc, 
titanium or aluminum. In addition to covering the outside of the silk, some of the metals 
seeped into the material, incorporating into the structure of the fiber. And, it will probably come 
as no surprise that the fibers infused with titanium or zinc or aluminum are much harder to 
break than Original Recipe silk. As the old adage almost goes, O, what a stronger web we 
weave, when bits of metal to the silk we cleave. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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April 27, 2009 

More Fronts in Fight against Malaria 

World Malaria Day brought awareness of the unorthodox biomedical ideas that are 
joining the search for a vaccine. Cynthia Graber reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

April 25th was World Malaria Day. The mosquito-borne disease is still one of the biggest 
killers in developing countries with a death toll of a million each year. But there’s an 
international push for a multi-front war on malaria, ranging from cheap and effective bed 
netting to the development of a vaccine. The Gates Foundation has bet on vaccines, but is 
also funding less conventional scientific approaches. 

For example, a scientist at Colorado State University is working on making human blood a 
mosquito killer. Some drugs already distributed in the developing world to combat parasites 
such as hookworm are also toxic to the malaria-transmitting Anopheles mosquito. The 
mosquito bites, and the drug in the blood kills it. Researchers are investigating how this 
approach could be applied and expanded. 

Another team from the University of Washington discovered that the malaria parasite in Asia 
outsmarts drugs and develops resistance much more quickly than in other parts of the world. 
They’ve been investigating the mechanism of action to be able to figure out a way to block 
that resistance. 

There is hope: in recent years, the Maldives, Tunisia and the United Arab Emirates have 
eliminated malaria. 

—Cynthia Graber 
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April 28, 2009 

Handedness Could Reveal Aliens 

Researchers at the National Institute of Standards and Technology are developing a 
way to measure the directionality of compounds on other planets--which could reveal 
the presence of life, because biomolecules tend to twist in only one of two possible 
directions. Karen Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Many of the key molecules for life have a specific direction, or handedness: DNA twists to the 
right, amino acids to the left. Now scientists at the National Institute of Standards and 
Technology (or NIST) aim to take advantage of this so-called chirality to search for signs of 
extraterrestrial life.  
 
When chemists synthesize organic compounds in the lab, they often wind up with a mix of 
molecules: half are right-handed, and half are left. But cells are a bit more particular. When life 
arose, our ancestors made some choices. They went with the right-handed sugars, and the 
left-handed amino acids, a tradition still in effect.  
 
The scientists at NIST have come up with a gadget that can see the polarized light that 
bounces off of molecules that show a preferred handedness. And in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, they report using the device to detect the signature reflection 
that comes from the chlorophyll in plant leaves. If this handedness meter works well at a 
distance, they could load it onto a space probe—a preponderance of right- or left-handed 
biomolecules could mean a planet has at least simple life forms on it. And we might even find 
out if ET is a southpaw. 

—Karen Hopkin 
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April 29, 2009 

Figuring Out Movies You'd Really Like  

Netflix is offering $1 million to any group that can improve its user recommendations 
accuracy 10 percent, according to the May issue of IEEE Spectrum. Adam Hinterthuer 
reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Netflix isn’t satisfied with the way its system recommends new movies to customers based on 
their viewing habits. So the mail-order DVD rental company has offered outside teams prizes 
to improve its accuracy. A group from AT&T Laboratories has already won $50,000 for 
figuring out a formula that’s 8.43 percent better at telling a film buff what to rent. And Netflix is 
sweetening the pot—the team that can improve recommendation accuracy by 10 percent will 
get a cool million.  
 
The contest requires that recommendations be made using the ratings customers give other 
movies they’ve rented. But the researchers say whether or not a person explicitly rates their 
returns, their rental history can be used as an “inferred rating” of things like genres or actors. 
What’s more, the preferences of other customers can predict how someone with similar rental 
histories would score a film. The research is explained in the May issue of the journal IEEE 
Spectrum.  
 
There are certainly bigger problems to solve these days than recommending movies. But it 
would be nice to know why Netflix keeps insisting after I’ve returned Slumdog Millionaire and 
Delicatessen that I’d really like Annie. 

—Adam Hinterthuer 
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April 30, 2009  

Birds Bop to Beat  

Some birds, especially parrots, can actually move in sync with a musical beat, a rare 
ability in the animal world, according to research published in Current Biology. Karen 
Hopkin reports  

[The following is an exact transcript of this podcast.] 

Forget “Polly wanna cracker.” Polly wants to boogie. Or so say scientists in a pair of papers in 
the April 30th issue of the journal Current Biology. They found that some birds, especially 
parrots, can bob their heads, tap their feet and sway their bodies to a musical beat.  

It’s long been thought that dancing is a uniquely human hobby. Chimps don’t move to the 
groove. And when was the last time you saw Fido or Fluffy shake their furry booties? But 
Snowball the cockatoo is another story. That bird’s got rhythm. Researchers found that 
Snowball can adjust the tempo of his dance moves to coincide with the speed of the music. In 
this study, the tune was “Everybody” by the Backstreet Boys, one of the cockatoo’s faves.  

But Snowball’s not the only bird who likes to boogie. In a separate study, researchers 
searched YouTube for videos of dancing animals. Of the 1,000 they turned up, only 15 critters 
actually moved in sync with the beat. Fourteen of those were parrots, one was an elephant. 
Pachyderms, parrots and people are all vocal mimics. So the neural circuits for vocal learning 
may also enable moving to the beat.  

—Karen Hopkin  
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