NOVA scienceNOW – Episode 405
Taste: The Science of Picky Eaters: Why is it that some kids will eat broccoli while others won’t even take a bite? It turns out it has a lot to do with their genes. Host Neil deGrasse Tyson sets out to find out more about the science behind our sense of taste. Along the way, he finds out that you can’t understand taste without also getting into smell — the two senses go hand in hand when we eat — and both have pathways that lead directly to the brain. Just when Tyson thinks he’s got it, HHMI scientist Bob Margolskee throws him a curve ball, laying out his new discovery that receptors on taste cells are turning up in parts of the body no one ever imagined finding them. This knowledge of the inner workings of taste is leading to the development of new types of drugs to treat obesity-related diseases such as diabetes. The new work is also helping researchers understand what makes some kids such picky eaters and how we can help them swallow those bitter components — like broccoli and many medicines — that are so important for their health.

Earthquakes in the Heartland: Some of the most dramatic earthquakes to strike North America haven’t been in California or Alaska — they’ve hit in the heart of the country, an area centered on New Madrid, Missouri. In 1811 and 1812, a powerful string of earthquakes struck New Madrid with such force that they shifted the course of the Mississippi river and created a new lake, the Reelfoot, in Tennessee. The quakes were felt in Canada and rang church bells in Boston. But were these earthquakes freak events or could another chain of quakes strike near New Madrid? Using new data from cave stalagmites and the Mississippi riverbed, scientists are converging on a startling new understanding of how and why earthquakes strike in the heartland.

Sea Lions: Sea lions and walruses are often dismissed as circus clowns, but researchers are now finding that these animals are remarkably intelligent. Scientists have shown that sea lions are capable of higher order reasoning that few other animals have demonstrated. Studies of walrus and sea lion vocal and intellectual abilities are also shedding light on the evolutionary roots of human language.

Neurosurgeon Alfredo Quiñones-Hinojosa (profile): It’s been two decades since Alfredo Quiñones-Hinojosa jumped the border fence separating Mexico and the U.S. and established himself as a farm worker in southern California. His goal: to earn enough to feed his family. Today, he’s achieved considerably more. “Dr. Q,” as his patients and students know him, is an assistant professor of neurosurgery and oncology at Johns Hopkins University, where he is in hot pursuit of a breakthrough in the treatment of brain cancer. By day, he operates on tricky brain cancer cases. By night, he researches how tumors grow and migrate. The extraordinary journey is straight out of a storybook — or a storyboard, since Hollywood is interested in making a movie about him. NOVA scienceNOW visits the energetic young brain surgeon at work and at home to reveal a personal story that is both moving and full of remarkable achievement.

