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The center, part of the university’s journalism school, offers courses and workshops 

including improvisation sessions for scientists; Mr. Alda sometimes shows up to help teach. 

The goal is not to turn the participants into Second City troupe members, but to help them 

interact with an audience without using jargon — “to connect better,” said Elizabeth Bass, 

the center’s director.  

The old question about the flame came back when the journal Science asked Mr. Alda to 

write an editorial about communicating science. His article began with the anecdote.  

Then he thought, why not also create a contest where anyone — including scientists — could 

offer an explanation of a flame, and recruit 11-year-olds to judge which one is the best?  

That is what he and Stony Brook did, setting up a Web site, http://flamechallenge.org, to 

collect entries, which can be video, graphics or just words.  

The deadline is April 2.  

“We’re really hoping this will bring attention from a different direction to the question of 

communicating science,” Mr. Alda said. “And it will be fun. What scientists entering this 

contest will realize is it isn’t that easy.”  

The winner will receive a V.I.P. pass to the World Science Festival, from May 30 to June 3 in 

New York City. At the festival, Mr. Alda plans to host a live version of the contest, perhaps 

asking about flames again, perhaps posing a different question.  

“I hope what we will have is 11-year-olds saying, ‘I don’t get it,’ ” he said. “We might see 

some interesting techniques evolve during that event.”  

Sixty-five years after he asked his teacher, how would Mr. Alda answer today? What is a 

flame?  

“It’s oxidation, actually,” he said, laughing.  

A version of this article appeared in print on March 6, 2012, on page D7 of the New York edition with the headline: A 
Challenge to Make Science Crystal Clear. 


