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NCAR Receives NSF Educational Grant

NCAR recently received a grant from NSF’s Informal Science Education Program to help inform America’s 
public about the wind-shear hazards that affect the safety and efficiency of the aviation industry.

The $649,988 grant, supported with a $623,351 cosponsorship by NCAR and the Federal Aviation 
Administration, will be applied to the development of two interactive weather and technology-transfer 
exhibits, one for science museums, the other for airports throughout the country. The exhibits will be true 
to the name “Burstbusters: Taming Weather Hazards to Aviation” by relating wind shear to thunderstorms 
and addressing new technological methods of detecting microbursts and then alerting pilots to their 
potential development and location.

Called terminal Doppler weather radar (TDWR), the advanced technology will be installed at 47 major 
U.S. airports by the FAA through the mid-1990s. The proposed exhibit highlighting the TDWRs will open 
in June 1993 and then travel to approximately 20 airport terminals and science museums as the systems 
are installed and become operational across the country.

Under the direction of Steven Davis, NCAR’s exhibits coordinator and Burstbusters project director, 
surveys are being conducted to assess the appropriate level of technicality for the exhibits. Exhibit 
information will be divided into eight content areas, each including a concise take-home message.

The interactive facets of the eight content areas will give the visitors the opportunity to become fully 
engaged in the activity. They will be able to manipulate thunderstorm dynamics by responding to menu 
prompts to change key thunderstorm parameters. An interactive microburst chamber will allow visitors to 
simulate the basic vortex pattern that occurs when a mass of air cooled by evaporation descends through 
the atmosphere to become a downburst or microburst. They will be able to walk into a simulated air traffic 
control tower where tower-to-aircraft briefings are relayed through the controller to the pilot.

The displays will illustrate how grid patterns are used to detect ground-level wind patterns, how Doppler 
radar can look at storms from three dimensions both inside and out, how mathematical algorithms can 
interpret huge amounts of data automatically and extract the information desired by the system, and how 
the use of these tools facilitates communication between system users. One message of the exhibits will 
be that both men and women and a diversity of races contribute to the ultimate success of the team effort. 
Finally, visitors will see a forecast of future weather-forecasting technology.

A “Storm Watchers Guide” targeted to middle-school students will be available through the exhibit to 
provide parents and teachers with a set of activities related to the physics and behavior of thunderstorms. 
Articles about the exhibit and the development of TDWRs are expected to appear in the in-flight 
magazines of several commercial airline companies.

Two million people are expected to attend the exhibits in 20 locations throughout the country from 
summer 1993 through summer 1995.
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