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The Putnam Prize Is a
Launchpad for Al & Quantum

Elite math talent from Caltech fuels breakthroughs in tech innovation.
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THE DATA

$150,000

Endowed Fund Size

Caltech alumni Hui Jin and Yingying Liu have established a

$150,000 endowed fund to support undergraduate participation
in the Putnam Competition.

This fund is not just about prizes—it's an investment in cognitive
infrastructure. The fund’s emphasis on engineering students reflects

a growing recognition that quantum and Al systems require not just
math, but physical intuition.

Source: California Institute of Technology - Published November 07, 2026
https://giving.caltech.edu/news/Promoting-the-Next-Generation-of-Putnam-Competition-Winners
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Math Competitions Train Quantum Thinking

The Putnam Competition’s structure—solving abstract, non-routine problems under time pressure—
mirrors the cognitive demands of quantum algorithm development. Just as quantum circuits require
novel ways of decomposing problems, Putnam participants learn to reframe unfamiliar challenges with
minimal prior knowledge. This mental agility is not taught in standard curricula but is essential for
debugging quantum entanglement models or optimizing Al loss landscapes. The Caltech fund
institutionalizes this insight: elite problem-solving is not a side skill—it’s core to innovation.
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Al and Quantum Need
'Unconventional' Talent

The story of Hui Jin—discovering the Putnam in a Chinese
newspaper clipping, later co-developing error-correcting codes
that shaped Wi-Fi—is a blueprint for Al and quantum talent
pipelines. His success came not from formal training alone, but
from early exposure to creative problem-solving. The new
fund targets this exact edge: students who think beyond
standard methods. In Al, where overfitting to known patterns
is a major failure mode, and in quantum, where noise
sensitivity demands novel approaches, the most valuable
researchers are those who can ‘find an angle no one has tried.’
The fund is a strategic bet on cognitive diversity as a
competitive advantage.
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