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Malaria Research 
Under Scrutiny 

The U.S. effort to combat 
malaria has been in upheaval 
for several years. ever since a , . 
vaccine research program at the 
U.S. Agency for International 
Development (AID) ran into 
severe management trouble 
(Scietlce, 29 July 1988, p. 521). 
Now, in hopes bfregaiiing bal- 
ance and direction, the three 
major federal sponsors of ma- 
laria research are giving the In- 
stitute of Medicine (IOM) 
$600,000 to do a comprehen- 
sive review of the field. 

"We're going to look at ev- 
erything, the whole kit and ka- 
boodle" of U.S. malaria preven- 
tion and control programs, says 
Stephanie Sagebiel of the IOM. 
Sponsors of the study, in addi- 
tion to AID, are the National 
Institute of Allergy and Infec- 
tious Diseases and the Depart- 
ment of Defense. A committee 
of 17  to 20 experts, with a staff 
of three, will review various 
strategies for controlling malar- 
ia. assemble information on 
cutting-edge research, and rec- 
ommend future government 
strategies. A draft due in 18 
months. The chairman has not 
been selected yet. Jay Sanford, 
president of the U.S. Uni- 
tbrmed Services University in 
Bethesda, Maryland, is one of 
the candidates under consider- 
ation. 

Probing the Big Bang 
A dramatic flow of new in- 

tbrmation on cosmic back- 
ground radiation-ssentially 
the afterglow of the Big 
Bang-is expected from the 
Cosmic Background Explorer 
satellite (COBE), to be 
launched from California's 
Vandenberg Air Force Base on 
9 November. 

Cosmic background radia- 
tion is a faint whisper of micro- 
wave and infrared photons that 

impinge on Earth from every 
direction. It yields the only di- 
rect evidence of what the infant 
universe was like. 

The $230-million COBE, 
under development at NASA 
for 7 years, is designed to im- 
prove the quality of ground- 
based data by factors of 100 to 
1000, depending on the wave- 
length monitored. Indeed, it 
will allow scientists to study far 
infrared wavelengths for the 
first time, opening a brand new 
window on space. 

COBE will map the sky twice 
during its 1-year mission, look- 
ing at-whether the temperature 
and brightness of the radiation 
are uniform in all directions 

verse. Variations in brightness 
would indicate nonuniformity 
in the density of matter in the 
aftermath of the Big Bang. 
Higher density areas are pre- 
sumably the precursors of mod- 
ern galaxies. COBE also might 
be able to detect a faint 
from the very first stars and 
galaxies. 

Originally scheduled for 
launch on the space shuttle, the 
probe was delayed a pear by the 
Challenger disaster. A slimmed- 
down version was redesigned 
for launch by a Delta rocket. 

Women (Not) in Math 

I The New Moon Race' I 

from Earth. Variations in tem- 
perature could mean that ener- 
gy sources other than the Big 
Bang, such as black holes, were 
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Efforts to get more women 
into math have a long way to 
go, judging by the results of the 
latest William Lowell Pumam 
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100 winners, only one is a 
woman. 

The Pumam contest, now in 
its 50th year, is the premiere 
math contest for undergradu- 
ates in the United States and 
Canada. Administered every 
December, it is a grueling 6- 
hour affair involving 12 essay- 
type questions that put a premi- 
um on ingenuity, speed, and 
creative problem-solving. Stu- 
dents enter individually or in 
teams of three whose scores are 
combined. 

About 2100 students from 
360 institutions took the test 
last year. All the top winners 
were men, with Harvard in the 
lead. The lone female winner 
was 22-year-old Paulina Chin. 
now a graduate student in com- 
puter science at Waterloo Uni- 
versity in Ontario. 

Officials of the contest, run 
by the Mathematical Associa- 
tion of America, have expressed 
distress over the low female 
showing. Loren Larson of St. 
Olaf College in Northfield, 
Minnesota, w h o  helps design 
the questions, says they don't 
know what proportion of en- 
trants are females because gen- 
der is not designated on the 
test. But the NSF has reported 
that 40% of mathematics un- 
dergraduates are women. A far 
smaller proportion go on to do 
graduate work in the field. 

Larson says that although 
doing well on the test is a good 
indicator of mathematical tal- 
ent. it doesn't tell the whole 
story because it doesn't reflect 
such qualities as persistence and 
depth of thinking. Larson him- 
self says, "I don't think I would 
do well on a Putnam exam." 

Software Solution 
With Japanese companies 

threatening to surge into the 
lead in the supercomputer race, 
U.S. manufacturers are whip- 
ping themselves into a frenzy 
with new hardware: bigger 
memories, faster processors, 
and more and more processors 
working in parallel. If they 
want to stay ahead, they have 
no choice-right? 
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