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Mathematics People

Spielman and Teng Awarded 
Gödel Prize
Daniel A. Spielman of Yale University and Shang-Hua 
Teng of Boston University were named recipients of the 
Gödel Prize of the Association for Computing Machinery 
(ACM) at the International Colloquium on Automata,  
Languages, and Programming (ICALP), held July 6–13, 
2008, in Reykjavik, Iceland. The Gödel Prize for outstand-
ing papers in the area of theoretical computer science 
is sponsored jointly by the European Association for 
Theoretical Computer Science (EATCS) and the Special 
Interest Group on Algorithms and Computing Theory of 
the ACM (ACM-SIGACT). The prize carries a cash award 
of US$5,000.

Spielman and Teng were recognized for their work in 
developing a rigorous framework to explain the practical 
success of algorithms on real data and real computers 
that could not be clearly understood through traditional 
techniques. Their technique, known as “smoothed analy-
sis”, relies on deep mathematical analysis and insight. 
It has been used as a basis for considerable research, 
confirming its importance to scientific computing. In a 
paper titled “Smoothed Analysis of Algorithms: Why the 
Simplex Algorithm Usually Takes Polynomial Time”, the 
authors address a fundamental question about how algo-
rithms function. Their research explains why the simplex 
algorithm, an important tool used by computers to solve 
a broad, basic class of optimization problems, works ef-
fectively in many practical areas, especially in business. It 
also represents a huge advance in addressing the challenge 
of predicting the performance of algorithms, which are 
clearly specified procedures guaranteed to give the correct 
answer, and heuristics, which are methods of solving prob-
lems through intelligent trial and error. Understanding the 
mathematical structure of these problems is necessary to 
designing efficient algorithms and software. The findings 
of Spielman and Teng were published in the Journal of the 
Association for Computing Machinery in 2004.

Spielman was awarded the ACM Doctoral Dissertation 
Award in 1995 and was honored with the Best Student 
Paper award at the ACM Symposium on Theory of Comput-
ing in both 1994 and 1995. He received his Ph.D. from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and is a recipient of 
the Beckwith Prize in mathematics. Teng is an active par-
ticipant in industry and collaborates with engineers and 
scientists in developing real-world products. He received 
his Ph.D. degree from Carnegie Mellon University.

The Gödel Prize is named in honor of Kurt Gödel, 
an Austrian-American mathematician and philosopher  
who had a major impact on the foundations of computer 
science.

 
—From an ACM announcement

AMS Menger Awards at the 
2008 ISEF
The 2008 Intel International Science and Engineering Fair 
(ISEF) was held May 11–16, 2008, in Atlanta, Georgia. This 
was the fifty-ninth year of the ISEF competition. More than 
fifteen hundred students in grades 9 through 12 from over 
fifty countries participated in the fair. Student finalists 
who compete at the ISEF go through a multistep process 
to qualify and have won an all-expense-paid trip to the 
fair. They qualified by winning local, regional, and state 
fairs in the United States or national science fairs abroad. 
In addition to numerous grand awards presented by the 
ISEF, sixty-seven federal agencies and professional and 
educational organizations, including the AMS, participated 
by giving special awards. Prizes given by the AMS included 
cash, certificates, books, and tote bags.

For the AMS this was the twenty-first year of participa-
tion, and it was the nineteenth year of the presentation of 
the Karl Menger Awards. The members of the 2007–2008 
AMS Menger Prize Committee and AMS Special Awards 
Judges were Edward Connors, University of Massachusetts; 
Doron Levy, University of Maryland; and David Scott, 




