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San Francisco Chronicle

Making contact: A kid from Harlem reachestoward extraterrestrials, and science reachesfor
another recruit

By Chris Colin, Specia to SF Gate

Wednesday, May 27,2009
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Theothe day, in abegecubicle at the SETI Ingitute in Mountin View, a scientist named Kamau
Hamilton tapped some numbersinto a computer. A giant radio telescope 300 miles away swiveled
clockwise in respong -- the better to detect a possible extraterrestrial tranamission. Kamau watched the
telescopeon avideo feed for amoment. Then he pushed back from thedesk, pulled up hisjeans ran
over to theothe side of theroomand began playing with some other cool SETI stuff.

Kamau is 11. Thiswasnotafield trip, or Take Your Child to Work Day. The sixth grader from Harlem
had been flown outto hdp the venerable astrobiology inditute communicate with aliens

"My idea was to send soundsof naure into space. Thunde, lightning, theocean, rain. | thoughtaliens
might hear them and recognize them," he said. Kamau aso made other recordingshe thoughtwould
offer little glimpses of ourworld: a man grilling chicken on the street, a crow's caw being drowned out
by an airplane overhead and so on.
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Kamau was oneof six winne's of theKids Science Chdlenge anew naionwide competition funded by
the Nationd Science Founddionin which third throughsixth graders submit experiments and problems
for working scientists and engineers to solve. Kamau pod the question, "How can we communicate
with extraterrestrials if we don® know if they have alanguaye similar to ours and if we do not know
thar communication system?"

Asawinng, hegotto spend severa dayswith actud SETI scientists, who chew on queieslike tha for
aliving. Kamau gave a presentation, played therecordingshéd made and generally caughtafirst-hand
glimpse of wha acareer in science lookslike. Hisvisit coinaded with a new effort by SETI to gaher
messages from the general popuktionfor a potential trangmission to whoever might belistening out
there. DougVakoch, director of interstellar message compostion, said the project was a particularly
goodfit for someonelike Kamau.

"Kidshave anaura tendency to want to undestand things and that's the founddion of science,”
Vakoch said. "Thechdlengefacing eductors and parentsis to tap into tha inherent curiosty, allowing
children to beactive guidesto ther own learning."

At amoment when SETI istrying to figure out how to communicate with bangsfrom other planets, it's
also working to communicate with beingsfromthis one-- younge bengs in paticular, a ssgment of
the popuktion of great concern to the science community and busness leaders alike in this county.
Decades ago, American children scored significantly better in standardized science tests than today, and
went onto careersin science far more often. In away, alarger question hoveed over Kamau'stime at
SETI: How, in an eraof budgé cuts and No Child Left Behind, is enthusasm and talent like thisto be
nurtured and sugained?

Missy Norquist handles globd staffing for Nationd Semicondudor. It'sajob tha puts her face to face
with America’s shrinking pool of scientists.

"It'snotthat there aren't [new PhDs| out there. There are -- butthey're not Americans” shesaid.
"There'salot of noise outthere aboutgiving away American jobs butit's because we can't find
Americansto dothos jobs Here in the semicondictor indudry, we need to hire the best and the
brightest. These days, sadly, the best and the brightest were bom somewhere else.”

Norquist, aformer elementary school teacher, has become an advoate for improving science education
in American schools -- indeed, for produang more Kamaus, and keeping those Kamaus hooked.

"There are definitely alot of great programs outthere. But we've gotto move away from scattershot
approaches tha are well-intentionad but don'treally movetheneedle," shesaid. "Teachers are
ovaewhdmed jug getting kids up to speed with thebasics. Science is always oneof those 'Oops we ran
out of time' subjects.”

Last week at SETI, Kamau did notrunout of time. On the contrary, hefoundhimself in a collegial,
respectful and patient intellectud embrace. It looked like, well, science -- Hamilton tossing out thoudts
and Vakoch listening intently, chdlenging him now and then to elaborate on an idea.
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"If our planet needed to be evacuaed, maybethey'd let usmovein with them,” Kamau suggested at one
point, when asked wha we stoodto gan from contact with other beings

"Maybethey're looking for us" heoffered at another. "Maybethat's why there are so many UFO
sightings”

(Here the conveasation took a brief detour into theirresistible subject of alien abdudions Vakoch was
not dismissive, thoughhe nated the consstent lack of hard evidence from these encounters. "If you get
abduded, bringusan ashtray,” headvised.)

By Kamau'spdpable excitement at bang onthe SETI premises, onemightinfer tha all of thiswas
happening for his sake. But as Vakoch says, SETI benefited, too. In thinking aboutwhat we'd say to
another civilization, hewrote to me, we mightlearn more aboutourselves.

"At theend of theday, there may beno extraterrestrials out there to talk with, and theonly intelligence
we make contact with throughSETI may be othe humans” Vakoch said. "After spending a couple days
learning a bit better to hear theworld as Kamau experiencesit, I'd say tha's enough

A couple days after Kamau returned to New Y ork, | asked OrundunDaCoga-John®n, his teacher and
thedirector of the Central Harlem Montessori School, to describethe youngman. DaCoga-Johngon
laughead and called Kamau "the picture of the absent-minded professor.”

"He's notinterested in remembering his shoes, or hislund, butwhen it comes to science, hismemory is
fantastic. Ask him thedistance between the sun and the moon and héll tell you,” shetold me. "No
matter where we go -- an art show, a museum -- heknows something aboutit. He's afascinaing child.
These are thekindsof people tha might changethe world."

Kamau'smother, Karimu Hamilton, says her son has been a scientist since the age of three, when he
began reporting back every fact he could gather oninsects and dinosaurs and rodks. A few years ago, he
turned his sights on space.

"Kamau was completely ingired,” Hamilton said of Kamau'strip to SETI. "He's so hgopy now -- hesin
bliss."

To hear Norquist describeit, tha blissis a special and ddicate thing. According to statistics, Kamau is
nearing acritical point in the development of yourg scientistsin this county.

"Middle school level isapivota time, where kidslose interest entirely, or there's not enoughof a
program in place to suppot thar interest, and get them at thelevel they need to be so they're prepared at
thecollegeleve -- indead of getting there and dropping out," she said.

Kamau would seem to bein goodshgpe DaCoga-John®n, Kamau'steacher, says science is woven into
thefabric of her schools curriculum, notjug an occasiond unit.



San Frandsco Chronicle - Making contact page4 of 4

"We start out by saying,'Wha is science? A lot of times kidsthink science is abig experimentin a
laboratory, butredlly it can jud start with jug aleaf, or apenny. By thetime some of thechildren leave
me, they've donefive or six goodscience projects,” shesaid.

Asfor hdping Kamau hold hisinterest over the cruda hunp of middle school, Vakoch says the most
important thing is taking a budding scientist serioudy.

"When | was 15,1 did a science fair project oninterstellar communication. | wrote to different scientists,
and they redly took me serioudy,” hesaid. "l remember [SETI scientist] JohnBillinghan wrote mea
two-page single-spaced reply.”

Kamau'smother hopes Kamau will spend more time at SETI in thefuture -- maybe an internship at
some point, shesaid, anything to stay in thecompany of rea scientists engaging the kindsof questions
Kamau asks. As Vakoch can attest, those relationships are sometimes paticularly meaningful. Two
decades after that science fair project of his own, the same JohnBillinghan ended up hdping him g&
hired at SETI.

At onepoint the conveasation last week turned toward tha other kind of contact, and why an 11-year-old
might be particularly well-suited to interstellar communication. Vakoch reminded usof howlongsuch a
trangmission might take.

"Of al of us Kamau'sthemod likely to actudly get arespon®,” hesaid.

Chris Colin istheauthor of "Wha Really Happened to the Class of '93" and co-author of "The Blue
Pages," adirectory of companies rated by ther politics and soda practices. He has written for the New
Y ork Times, Mother Jones, Smithsonian, McSweeney's Quarterly and other publications and works out
of the San Frandsco Writers Grotto.



