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For many people the end of the school term marks 
a time celebrate and take a break. So it is a fitting 
time for Genome BC to reflect on its various 
outreach activities during the last school year.

On the education front, a total of 19,000 students, 
parents and teachers from Burns Lake and Dawson 
Creek to Castlegar and Cortes Island and 24 
other locations in between, 
came into contact with 
the world of genomics via 
several different activities. 
“Geneskool on the Road”,  
created by Genome BC’s 
Education Specialist Dr. 
Catherine Anderson 
and implemented with 
assistance from Let’s 
Talk Science participants, 
provided hands-on learning 
and train-the-trainer 
sessions. These sessions 
were attended by 5,600 people in nine venues 
from Dawson Creek to Prince George to Vancouver. 
Response from participants was positive as a 
teacher from Prince George noted,”…three of my 
students announced that the most memorable 
moment for them in high school was our 
Geneskool workshop at UNBC (University of 
Northern British Columbia)…four of my students 
have decided to go into genetics as a result of your 
visit.”

Meanwhile, three traveling suitcases focused 
on the concepts of genetics and genomics have 
logged thousands of miles as they toured science 
classrooms, Community Science Celebrations (in 
collaboration with Telus World of Science) and 

23 other education venues. Geneskool and the 
traveling suitcases and the Genome BC education 
website (www.genomicseducation.ca) are 
designed to supplement the secondary school 
science curriculum with activities and materials 
that assist in understanding the fundamentals of 
genetics and genomics.

Another activity of 
education outreach works 
with drama and science 
teachers to examine 
potential uses of life 
sciences technology. “A 
Number” is a provocative 
two-person play about 
cloning by the respected 
British playwright Caryl 
Churchill. During the 
2007/2008 school year 
Genome BC supported the 
production of “A Number” 

in five high schools so that 980 science and drama 
students could view the play starring Peter Wilson 
and Charles Siegel and then engage in dialogue 
about it.

On the public outreach side, eight public fora 
attracted almost 1,300 people to hear news about 
the uses and impacts of genomics technologies 
presented by 22 scientists, genetics counselors, 
social scientists and humanists. Topics ranged from 
Solving Family History Mysteries to Nutrigenomics 
to Gene Doping.

The suitcases are being refurbished and the PCR 
machine is taking a break but plans are already 
well underway for the next season of outreach 
across the province.
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Could it be in the genes?
As a bright young scientist, Clara 
Westwell-Roper descends from 
a line of independent thinkers 
who are perpetually curious, ask 
“Why?” - and seek to find the 
answers. She finds inspiration 
from her grandfather who was an 
amateur cosmologist; from her 
mother, a philosophy professor at 
Capilano College, and her father, 
a software engineer in the private 
sector. Dinner conversations 
at home are often interesting  and spirited with 
questions and discussions. 

Clara developed a love for science in grade six and 
enthusiastically participated in her first science 
fair. The next year she received an honourable 
mention at the Canada-Wide Science Fair. Science 
fairs “provided an opportunity to ask questions 
based on theoretical knowledge of science, test 
theories and learn about the natural world in an 
experimental setting” she said. 

In grade 10, she attended physics and genetics 
summer camp run by Genome BC’s Education 
Specialist Dr. Catherine Anderson. This camp 
facilitated hands-on research which helped 
her develop a basic knowledge of molecular 
techniques and provided another opportunity to 
fuel her curiosity about cell biology. Among other 
awards, she received a $5000 Genome Canada 
scholarship for her grade 12 project which focused 
on the role of p38 mitogen-activated protein 
kinase in macrophage nitric oxide production.

Fast forward to 2008. Finishing her BSc (Hons) in 
Microbiology and Immunology, Clara has just been 
accepted into the combined MD/PhD program 
at UBC. This highly competitive and unique 
seven-year program integrates coursework and 
research training in the basic sciences and clinical 
disciplines. Clara will be doing graduate-level 

work with Dr. Bruce Verchere at 
the Child and Family Research 
Institute focusing on the role 
of innate immunity in diabetes 
development. “I want to be able 
to help patients understand why 
they are experiencing a given set 
of symptoms – to feel more in 
control and to benefit from an 
approach which integrates basic 
science with diagnostics and 
treatment,” says Clara. 

Experienced science students, 
such as Clara, often have a great appreciation 
for mentorship as it is difficult for a bright high 
school student to find a lab where they can 
create experiments and stretch their knowledge. 
She emphasizes the important role of academic 
support from instructors, supervisors, coworkers, 
and peers. As a member of the Board of Directors 
of the Science Fair Foundation of BC, Clara 
established the BC Science Fair Alumni Mentorship 
Program to help motivated high school students 
access resources to pursue questions that interest 
them.

One might think Clara has a very full schedule but 
when not in the lab, she enjoys many different 
activities including running, snowshoeing, reading 
19th century English literature, playing the piano, 
and volunteering with St. John Ambulance Brigade. 
“I spend a lot of time working with programs 
to help students identify goals which they are 
passionate about – both inside and outside the 
classroom,” says Clara. “We are fortunate here 
in BC to have world-class research facilities and 
excellent outreach programs, particularly in 
science and technology-related disciplines. To 
be able to share a bit of what we are learning 
about how the world works with those outside 
the research environment is so important to our 
growth as a community, to our appreciation and 
understanding of everyday life.”
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Everywhere we turn, we keep 
hearing about the lack of students 
taking science and technology 
courses in our colleges and 
universities. With this comes the 
looming crisis of there not being 
enough future scientists as all of 
the baby boomers gradually retire.

The first experience of real science 
for most children is when they 
enter the K-12 school system. 
As they start to learn about the 
science of the world around them 
most young children become excited by their 
new knowledge. There is a direct connection 
between what they are learning and their personal 
experiences. It is at this age that we need to 
nurture their interest in science and then work to 
keep it alive throughout their schooling.

It is an unfortunate reality, like any other 
government funded organization, that there are 
major financial constraints within the education 
system. Science is one of the more expensive 
things to teach properly. Lab equipment and 
materials are costly and larger class sizes give 
rise to safety concerns. As a result, most students 
in our province are not exposed to enough real 
hands-on, lab based science. Instead they do too 
much written work and the passion for science 
starts to die. This is where Science Outreach has a 
very large and important role to play.

The BC Science Teachers’ Association has been 
working with the BC Innovation Council, NSERC 
and several other organizations, which offer 
science outreach in British Columbia, to better 
promote the concept of Science Outreach.

There is no doubt that if 
students are exposed to real 
science and are able to talk 
with real scientists, they 
are going to remain more 
interested in science. 

Science Outreach not only 
helps to fill the gaps left 
by the education system, it 
provides something much 
better: student exposure to 
real scientists and examples 
of the applications of science. 

It puts the science they learn school into context 
and increases their interest level. Some of those 
students may then be encouraged to pursue a 
career in a scientific field. 

Genome BC has been one of the leaders in 
Science Outreach aimed at K-12 education, with 
its excellent Genomics Education website (www.
genomicseducation.ca), the Geneskool program, 
scientist in the classroom visits, public lectures, 
traveling exhibits and its continued sponsorship 
of our Catalyst science teacher conferences. The 
organization’s work serves as a good model for 
others to follow.

It is my hope that everyone in the scientific 
community can work together to help provide all 
students in British Columba better access to real 
life science situations, through science outreach, 
and increase the passion for science among our 
future generation.

Grahame Rainey is President – BC Science Teachers’ 
Association and BC Director – Council of Science Educators 
of Canada. 
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