March 2018
The Genes Zone was a themed zone supported by Wellcome. Yinka is studying the DNA of cows in Africa to improve
the amount of milk they can produce, Stéphane is researching the effect different lifestyles have on human sperm
quality and Matt is a bioinformatician making pictures to explain patterns in gut microbes. Juhi is a PhD student
researching genetic causes of pregnancy complications, Gemma teaches NHS staff about genetics and how it can
help them provide better care for patients and David, the winner of this zone, is a postdoctoral research fellow
studying the genetics of depression.
Students were very engaged with the zone theme and over 50% of questions in ASK were about science topics,
relating to all things genetics. The scientists were great at explaining things in a way students could understand and
often provided videos and links to support their answers.
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Bloomfield Collegiate
Sandymoor (WP/U)
Bay House School (U)
Hampton Court House
Berkshire College of Agriculture
Dundee and Angus College
Redborne Upper School and Community College
Prendergast School (U) *
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Sir Roger Manwood's School (U)
Kilkeel High School (U)
The John Henry Newman Catholic School (U)
Perth Academy (U)
Reepham High School and College (U) *
Wigan and Leigh College
Willows High School *

We want to increase the participation of under-represented groups going into STEM careers. Find out what
we mean by our under-served (U) and WP schools (WP), and how you can support us in working with more
of these at about.imascientist.org.uk/under-served-and-wp/
* Students were able to join other zones than their own to join open live chats and ASK questions.
Students at these schools joined from other zones in the March event.
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Scientist activity
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Key figures from the Genes Zone and the averages of the March zones
PAGE VIEWS
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Total zone

19,465

19,571

916

1,625

CHAT page

1,542

1,691

VOTE page

1,159

1,422

ASK page

Popular topics
Students in the zone were very interested in the
theme, with questions about a huge variety of
things to do with DNA and genetics. Students
wanted to know about disease, inheritance and
how genes affect your outward appearance,
Many students were concerned with the ethics
behind topics such as genetic editing and stem
cell research, and the scientists were great at
discussing controversial topics openly and
honestly.
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Students logged in

401

437

387

% of students active
in ASK, CHAT or VOTE
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There was a lot of interest in the individual research areas of the scientists. David received lots of questions about
mental health, with students asking how much of mental health issues are caused by environment and how much is
due to genetics. Stéphane and Juhi were asked about reproductive systems in humans and animals, as well about as
how genetic traits are passed from parents to children.
All the scientists were asked careers based questions, with interest in their experiences at University and whether
they enjoyed being geneticists.
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Keywords from live chats in the zone, size of the word represents its popularity

Top Keywords of questions approved in the Zone
Area represents frequency of use

 Being a scientist

 Science
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Question themes and example questions in the Zone
If you were stuck on a desert island what
10 things would you take with you?

What would be your
top tip for becoming a
scientist and what is
the hardest thing you
have encountered in
your career so far?

When a parent has a
specific condition that
impedes their life, why
does the baby receive
this trait, because surely
the baby would take the
healthy gene from the
other parent?

Is Wikipedia
correct?

3%
11%

Science topics

I would like to know
what you think the
boundaries should
be ethically for gene
alteration? Should
we be able to modify
the 'perfect' human?
Or just leave the
human race to live
naturally?

14%

How science works
Careers and Education

51%

Personal

Why do animals
develop to split as a
means of
reproduction, and
others go through
sexual intercourse?

Event/other

How do genes know to
adapt/evolve?

21%

How important is it that you explain your theories accurately?
Can the explanation of a theory affect its likelihood of people
supporting the idea?

When identical twins procreate with
another set of identical twins, are
their offspring are both genetic
siblings and social cousins?

Find out about how we’ve coded the questions at about.imascientist.org.uk/2017/student-question-coding

Examples of good engagement
There were great discussions in chats about the ethics behind different processes, such as genetic editing.
“do you believe genetic editing as a whole is unethical?” – Student
“No – but it depends what you are editing and why. There was a kid who had a skin condition (basically skin
didn't attach to body properly, a deadly condition). Recently, they grew up some skin and edited it and then
transplanted it to treat him - I think that's ethical.” – Gemma, scientist
“Is IVF gene editing ethical?” – Student
“I think editing an embryo so that the baby doesn't have a devastating genetic condition is ethical” –
Gemma, scientist
“Is screening for genetic disabilities ethical, would you do it for your children?” – Student
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“These are very personal decisions. I did screen for some conditions when I was pregnant. Some conditions
are devastating. I think we should always ask those with genetic diseases and their families as they are best
placed to know what it is like to live with a condition. I don't think societal approaches are a good idea but we
should preserve individual right to choose” – Gemma, scientist
Students were very interested in the scientists’ individual research areas.
“Do you think experiencing seasonal depression has a great impact on sperm quality?” – Student
“Seasonal depression is definitely something to study carefully. However, antibiotics and some antidepression drugs have impact on sperm production. Reproduction function is an optional function for the
body.” – Stéphane, scientist
“do you think the general people are aware of this side effect?” – Student
“Mental health issues are common in Europe and I don't think we are enough aware about it. Anxiety is very
prominent in students.” – Stéphane, scientist
Students showed a good awareness of mental health issues, especially when talking to David about his work.
“how does genetics influence depression?” – Student
“We are using big data, to see if the people with depression are more likely to carry certain genes” – David,
scientist
“That’s interesting i thought depression was solely caused by environmental factors” – Student
“Depression is caused by both genes and the environment. And sometimes it is certain genes that interact
with certain environments that increase the risk of depression” – David, scientist
“Do u think people with depression are more likely to carry certain genes?” – Student
“Yes, people with depression are more likely to carry certain genes. I am currently trying to work out what
these all are.” – David, scientist

Scientist winner: David Howard
David’s plans for the prize money: “I plan to use the money to encourage a wider range of
school kids to consider a career in science. I will speak to a number of different people working in
different areas in science (including journalists, technicians, public relations experts and
coordinators) and produce a pack that provides more of the non-typical scientific careers to
distribute to schools.” Read David’s thank you message.

Student winner: AnimalLover
For great engagement during the event, this student will receive a gift voucher and a certificate.

Feedback
We’re still collecting feedback from teachers, students and scientists but here are a few of the comments made
during the event…
“The scientists involved initiated great
conversations with the students which really
helped them get involved” – Teacher

“I've learnt that scientists aren't all massive
nerds and that they are very down to earth
which I didn't expect” – Student
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