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Idle machines may aid medical work 

By Chris Kenning
ckenning@courier-journal.com 
The Courier-Journal

 How it works 

"Grid" or "distributed" computing 
strings together individual computers to 
create a virtual supercomputer. 

Data is sent from the district's 
computer network through the Internet 
or wire connections to idle work 
stations. 

The computers analyze the data and 
send the results back to a central 
location for collection. 

If someone begins using one of the 
computers, analysis at that work 
station pauses until the user is finished. 

  School Board meets tonight 

The Jefferson County Board of 
Education meets at 7 tonight in the Van 
Hoose Education Center, 3332 Newburg 
Road. 

Agenda items: 

Action on an agreement to allow the 
James Graham Brown Cancer Center to 
use school computers to aid cancer 
research. 

Public input: 

The public can sign up to speak before 
the meeting. Public comment on 
nonagenda items will be heard at the 
meeting's end. 

On the Web: 

More information is available online at 
www.jefferson.k12.ky.us/JCPS/BOE.
html 

Jefferson County Public Schools soon could give laboratory 
researchers access to thousands of idle classroom computers to 
help them develop new drugs to battle cancer. 

The unusual partnership would let scientists at Louisville's 
James Graham Brown Cancer Center tap into the school 
computers when students aren't using them, harnessing them to 
operate collectively as a virtual supercomputer. Jefferson 
County could join two smaller districts that have volunteered 
their computers to the research project. 

The combined processing power can cut in half or more the 
time it takes to screen millions of molecular combinations for 
possible cancer-fighting therapies, officials said. 

"We can translate basic science into potential drugs much 
faster," said John Trent, a computational biologist with the 
cancer center who is part of the project. 

Up for approval by the school board tonight, the partnership 
also would bring scientists and professors such as Trent into 
classrooms to tell students about the research. 

Jefferson County board chairman Joe Hardesty said he knew of 
no major objections to the agreement, which has the 
administration's support. 

It's part of a statewide initiative led by Louisville-based 
company Dataseam, which has worked with universities, 
schools, research companies and state officials to develop the 
technology for research, said Brian Gupton, Dataseam's CEO. 

So-called "grid" or "distributed" computing — linking the 
unused processing power of individual computers to create an 
inexpensive supercomputer — isn't new. 

One of the best-known uses of grid computing is the SETI 
project, or Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence, which uses 
personal computers volunteered by individual users across the 
nation to help analyze huge amounts of electromagnetic signal data from space. 

Subscribe!
Click here to 
get the C-J 
delivered to your door 
each morning. 

 

http://www.courierjournal.com/localnews/2004/08/23ky/B1-school0823-5711.html (1 of 3)9/13/2004 4:34:08 AM

http://www.courier-journal.com/localnews/
http://gcirm.customcoupon.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/gci-ky-louisville.com/featured/22004/Top/Huggies/HUG_bsfsi_468x60_ani_04.gif/34323230383835323431343539333330?pid=10273&zid=ty02&nid=4
http://www.courier-journal.com/index.html
http://www.courier-journal.com/localnews
http://www.courier-journal.com/cjsports/index.shtml
http://www.courier-journal.com/business
http://www.courier-journal.com/features
http://www.louisvillescene.com/
http://www.velocityweekly.com/
http://classifieds.courier-journal.com/
http://courier-journal.gannettonline.com/careerbuilder/index.html
http://www.cars.com/courier-journal
http://www.courier-journal.com/reweb/hso/
http://www.shoplocal.com/courier-journal/new_user_entry.aspx?CityStateZip=40202
http://www.courier-journal.com/cjconnect/index.html
http://www.courier-journal.com/cjconnect/search/index.html
http://www.courier-journal.com/localnews/
http://www.c-jmoney.com/cgi-bin/mailer.cgi
http://www.c-jmoney.com/cgi-bin/mailer.cgi
mailto:ckenning@courier-journal.com
http://www.jefferson.k12.ky.us/JCPS/BOE.html
http://www.jefferson.k12.ky.us/JCPS/BOE.html
http://www.courier-journal.com/cjconnect/subscribe/index.html
http://gcirm.courier-journal.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/news.courier-journal.com/stories/localnews/23908/x03/HA120_x03/virtually_everything120.gif/34323230383835323431343539333330
http://gcirm.courier-journal.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/news.courier-journal.com/stories/localnews/10836/Right/SSwope_Skyscrapers01/swope_infiniti_skyscraper.gif/34323230383835323431343539333330
http://gcirm.courier-journal.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/news.courier-journal.com/stories/localnews/10836/Right/SSwope_Skyscrapers01/swope_infiniti_skyscraper.gif/34323230383835323431343539333330


Scientists may use schools' computers 

But the school-cancer research project is the first of its kind in Kentucky, Gupton said. 

Schools were chosen partly because their computers often are underused and many are on controlled 
networks, he said. 

Dataseam has identified 12,000 school computers in Kentucky districts that ultimately might be available, 
he said. Caldwell and Warren county school districts already are participating. 

The Brown Cancer Center's ongoing research — analyzing millions of molecular combinations as a first 
step in developing drugs targeting proteins related to tumor growth — requires crunching overwhelming 
amounts of data. 

The work also could help reduce the side effects of chemotherapy. Trent said that's important work because 
there are few effective anti-cancer drugs available. 

While researchers say they'll be greatly helped by the school computers, students won't notice any 
disruption, said Alan Whitworth, director of technology for Jefferson County Public Schools. 

A network will send data to about 3,400 computers that are turned on but not being used. Eligible 
computers will require the Apple OS-X operating system, which includes many laptops. That number will 
grow once planned upgrades to other computers are made, officials said. 

The computers will analyze the data and return the results automatically when their applications aren't being 
used, such as during lunchtime, between classes or after school. 

"It doesn't sound like much" time, Whitworth said. "But it adds up." 

According to a copy of the proposed agreement, the district also would leave designated computers on 24 
hours a day, seven days a week, to be used at night and on breaks. 

Whitworth said the added cost of electricity wasn't available but would be "negligible" and worth the 
benefits to science education and cancer research. 

Rocky Sears, a technology official for the 1,900-student Caldwell County schools, said about 100 of their 
school computers are used during the day, at night and on breaks. Students didn't notice when it began this 
spring, he said. 

And they got to hear first-hand from scientists about their biomedical research, and hear about how the 
technology was making it happen. 

"Students were exceedingly interested," Caldwell High biology teacher Dale Faughn said. 

SCHOOL BOARD 

Members tonight will discuss using computers for cancer research. B3 
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