
“The Festival 
strives to raise 

awareness among 
the young, the old 

and everyone in 
between about 

the importance of 
science, not only in 
the classroom but 
in everyday life, 

and as an economic 
engine.”
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Fayetteville youth services 
librarian Melissa Lang has 
mastered the engineering 
concepts behind catapults. She 
knows about the torsion and 
leverage required to hurl heavy 
objects through the air with 
su�  cient force to knock down 
castle walls, and she intends 
to impart that wisdom to 21st-
century teenagers during the 
North Carolina Science Festival. 

Instead of boulders, she says, “I 
have super bouncy balls and ping-
pong balls,” and each catapult will 
be made of household items and 
o�  ce supplies — four clothes pins, 
nine popsicle sticks, three binder 
clips, rubber bands and tape. 

“To make this safe for our age 
group,” Lang says, “I did buy 
goggles, so we are taking it 
seriously.”

The goal will be to see how many 
balls each youngster can propel 
into a cardboard castle. “I don’t 
want the kids shooting at any 
human shapes,” she says. But 
what she does want is for them to 
have fun and, in the process, learn 
how to put things together, make 
mistakes and try again. That, 
she noted, “is part of any kind of 
science.”

In addition to the two-hour 
catapulting sessions, Lang 
says, the Festival activities in 
Fayetteville include beaded DNA 
bracelets (aka “crafty things”) 
and “we’re going heavy on the 
LEGOs.”

Lang and her collaborators at 
the Cumberland County Public 
Library system comprise one 
of the many groups that have 

400-plus events planned for the 
second North Carolina Science 
Festival, slated for April 13–29, 
2012.

Proudly produced by UNC-
Chapel Hill’s Morehead 
Planetarium and Science Center, 
the Festival strives to raise 
awareness among the young, 
the old and everyone in between 
about the importance of science, 
not only in the classroom but in 
everyday life, and as an economic 
engine for the state.

 

“We celebrate beer, Greek food, 
art,” notes Denise Young, Festival 
co-founder and Morehead’s 
director of education. “We should 
also celebrate science. It’s the 
backbone of our economy here in 
North Carolina, and it’s a critical 
part of our curriculum in schools.”

The initial idea for the Festival was 
limited in scope, encompassing 
only North Carolina’s Research 

Triangle. But the concept met with 
so much enthusiasm, Young says, 
that it quickly grew to include the 
entire state. 

Whether it was supporting the 
festival fi nancially or with in-kind 
contributions, or putting on an 
event, she says, “No one said ‘no’ 
to us. The idea just clicked and 
resonated, and everyone was 
cheering us on.”

The fi rst North Carolina Science 
Festival, which took place in 

September 2010, attracted 85,000 
people. The second one will 
coincide with Earth Day, which 
is April 22, and organizers said 
they expect an estimated 150,000 
people to attend one or more of 
the many events scheduled during 
the Festival’s two-week span.

“We want the state to be excited 
about the future and all the 
science and innovation going on 
in North Carolina,” says Jonathan 
Frederick, director of the North 
Carolina Science Festival. “We 
want to have an impact with 
school children. We want to 
have an impact on workforce 
development. We want to see an 
impact on tourism. We want North 
Carolina to be seen as the state 
that does science.”

Acknowledging that it’s an 
ambitious endeavor, Frederick 
says, “We want the North Carolina 
Science Festival to be a 21st-
century version of the state fair.”

By Lucy Hood

Two Weeks, 
400 Science Events!
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With more than 
400 choices, 
there’s sure 
to be a North 
Carolina Science 
Festival event to 
suit nearly every 
science tastebud.  
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Much like a state fair, there 
is something for everyone, 
including three high profile 
signature events featuring 
Animal Planet TV host Je� 
Corwin; astrophysicist and host 
of PBS’s “NOVA scienceNOW” 
Neil deGrasse Tyson; and Adam 
Savage and Jamie Hyneman, 
hosts of Discovery Channel’s 
“MythBusters.” 

In addition, there are hundreds of 
events large and small that will 
be taking place all over the state. 
And organizers say they’re not 
just about science. They’re about 
food, history, fashion, art and 
many other things, including the 
end of time – all underscoring the 
Festival’s emphasis on science as 
a part of everyday life.

On the Festival’s opening day, 
April’s “Friday the 13th,” Woodrow 
W. Grizzle III will address several 
of the doomsday scenarios 
pegged to the Mayan calendar 
(each calling for the world to end 
on Dec. 21, 2012) in a program at 
the Elizabeth City State University 
Planetarium. Grizzle, an educator 
with the planetarium, will talk 
about Mayan calendar cycles 
and what they truly represent. In 
addition, he says, “We will o�er 

six or eight theories about how 
the world will end in 2012, and the 
audience will get to choose what 
they see and what they experience 
in the show.”

In the end, he promises, “We will 
provide assurances that no one 
need worry.”

The following day, a basketball-
playing robot will be on display in 
Chapel Hill. It’s the main feature 
in a day-long series of activities 
planned by the Mathematics 
Science Education Network 
(MSEN), a college-prep program 
aimed at encouraging grade 
school students to take an interest 
in math and science.

Built by student members of 
MSEN, the robot’s foundation 
is a cart with wheels. “Within 
that cart,” says Dianne A�eck, 
coordinator of the UNC-MSEN 
program, “there’s a conveyer belt. 
The ball is collected at the bottom, 
o� the floor, and the conveyer belt 
moves it into a shooter.” 

The UNC-MSEN group of 
students who made the robot 
is known as the Tarheel Robots 
Team, thereby begging the 
question: Can the robot do what 
the best of its two-legged, Tar 

Heel brethren can do — shoot  
a three-pointer? “Possibly,”  
A�eck says. 

At Appalachian State University 
in Boone, North Carolina Science 
Festival event hosts say there’s 
“tons of stu�” slated for a 
science expo on April 16. ASU’s 
convocation center will have 
at least 30 booths showcasing 
everything from wind energy to 
the human brain. “There will also 
be student athletes majoring in 
science to show kids science is 
cool,” says physics professor and 
expo coordinator Tonya Co�ey.
“Pretty much everybody with  
a dog in the fight is going to be 
there, showing what they do and 
advertising their programs,”  
she says.

In addition, those attending the 
expo will be able to visit other 
parts of the campus and, among 
other things, look at the surface  
of the sun through telescopes, 
watch a laser demonstration or 
write their names on a magnified 
piece of hair. 

Co�ey said she is expecting 1,000 
children from nearby schools, 
and she wants them to know 
that if they retain an interest in 
science, there’s a lot in store for 

them when they go to college. 
“What I hope will happen is that 
the kids will get excited about 
science,” she said, “and they will 
take that excitement back to their 
classrooms.”

At the Natural Science Center 
of Greensboro, the character 
“Indiana Bones” will be on hand  
to fend o� a rival paleontologist 
who wants to take over the 
center’s zoo. The interactive skit, 
one of several events taking place 
at the science center, calls on the 
audience to help Bones solve  
a series of riddles.

Indiana Bones is the brainchild 
of Ron Settle, the center’s curator 
for public programs, who says 
kids become very engaged in 
the storyline. Young visitors are 
“really dedicated to the idea of 
saving [Bones] and saving the 
zoo,” Settle says. “They are not 
lackadaisically trying to answer 
the questions. They are shouting 
out their best guesses for the 
answers.”

When children get involved in 
science like that, Settle says, they 
are very likely to retain what 
they learn. “You can tell kids 
a bunch of facts, and they will 
either remember them or not,” he 

says. “But if you include them in 
a storyline, they will remember it 
much more readily.”

In the Charlotte region, there 
will be more than 100 events, 
said Mary Bures, manager of 
volunteer services for Discovery 
Place, a strategic partner helping 
to organize this year’s North 
Carolina Science Festival.
Bures says a future goal for 
the Festival is to have an event 
within 60 minutes of every North 
Carolinian. To that end, there will 
be several options to choose from, 
not only in and around Charlotte 
but in many outlying community 
centers and schools.

One event will use innovative 
and creative ways to highlight the 
importance of nutrition. Activities 
include the Zucchini 500, in 
which wheel-borne zucchini will 
race down a 20-foot track, and a 
vegetable symphony, in which 
musical instruments will be made 
out of vegetables and used to 
make music. Both activities will 
take place at the North Carolina 
Research Campus in Kannapolis.
This event, like the Festival as a 
whole, Bures says, “is in line with 
our mission, and that’s about 
something very important — 
helping people recognize that 
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During the North 
Carolina Science 
Festival, hands-on 
activities provide 
a glimpse into 
real-life science 
challenges.



science is a part of our everyday 
life and it can be a lot of fun.”
Fun is also on the agenda at 
the U.S. National Whitewater 
Center in Charlotte, which boasts 
Olympic canoeing and kayaking 
trials, whitewater rapids and a 
manmade river.

Charlotte native Jeff  Wise decided 
a few years ago that he wanted 
to make it as easy as possible 
for people to have outdoor 
adventures and still get home 
in time for dinner and a movie, 
says center spokesman Stephen 
Youngblade. So Wise built a river 
and developed guided activities 
that include biking, hiking, rock 
climbing and rafting. 

“The idea was to bring the water 
to the horse, so to speak — not to 
replace those natural experiences, 
but to make it as easy as possible 
to be outside and active,” 
Youngblade says. 

The river has two channels, and 
it works because of seven high-
powered water pumps that can fi ll 
an Olympic-size swimming pool 
in 20 seconds. The water starts out 
in a pond; it’s then pumped into a 
smaller, elevated area. From there, 
it cascades into the channels until 
it makes a complete loop. 

By fl ipping switches and pressing 
buttons, the keepers of the river 
can alter the width, depth and fl ow 
of the water, creating rapids of any 
dimension — strong ones for the 
experienced rafter and mild ones 
for the beginner. 

In April, two special events 
are slated to take place at the 
whitewater center — the U.S. 
Olympic trials and a behind-the-
scenes tour, which was created 
specifi cally for the Festival. The 
tour will showcase the science that 
makes the river work.

“We will turn the river on,” 
Youngblade explains. “We will 
turn on the pumps, the rapids will 
begin to fl ow slowly ... and we will 
walk the channels as the water is 
making its way down [the river].”
The whitewater center tour, 
as well as the Zucchini 500, 
the ASU science expo, the 
ECSU Planetarium program 
and Fayetteville’s catapulting 
ping-pong balls represent a 
tiny — microscopic, if you will 
— sampling of what the North 
Carolina Science Festival has in 
store.

All in all, Festival organizers 
estimate there will be more than 
400 science events scattered 

throughout the state. There’s 
probably one close to just about 
every school, says Festival co-
founder Denise Young. Some are 
for children and families; there 
are also programs (beer making, 
movie going and a wide range of 
scientifi c talks) that are especially 
for adults. The North Carolina 
Science Festival, notes Young, 
is at its core “an opportunity to 
highlight all the great science that 
exists in North Carolina.”  ■

Announcing 
the 2013 
North Carolina 
Science Festival 
dates:

If you are interested in 
participating in the 2013 
North Carolina Science 
Festival OR in sponsoring 
the 2013 Festival, contact 
us at ncscifest@unc.edu.
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Families work 
together at North 
Carolina Science 
Festival events to 
experience the 
value of science 
education.




