STEM is the future: Students see where their genes fit - NY Daily News

1 of 4

http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/stem-future-students-...

Like

NYC CRIME

BRONX

BROOKLYN

QUEENS

UPTOWN

EDUCATION

WEATHER

OBITUARIES

NEW YORK PICS

Follow @NYDailyNews

DN PHOTOGRAPHERS

STEM is the future: Students see where
their genes fit
City College undergrads are tracking their geneology through DNA and human migration
patterns.
BY ERICA PEARSON , BARRY PADDOCK / NEW YORK DAILY NEWS / Monday, March 31, 2014, 11:36 PM
238

59

1

A

AA

SHARE THIS URL

nydn.us/1hu9kWe

Socialite squatter
finally booted from
actress' co-op
A socialite squatter and her
mother have been booted
from the Fifth Ave…

Boy, 3, died after he
was pushed on swing
for 2 days
A 3-year-old boy was
pushed on a swing for two
full days and died of…

NY education
commissioner slams
teachers backing
opt-out
Tiffany Leung, 24, looks at her DNA-tracking results in CCNY's cutting-edge genomics class in the

Stroke of genius: 92nd
Street Y’s STEM
program gets help
from Einstein
STEM program gives
public school a leg up
with Lego
NYC schools STEM
tide of unemployment
with science, math

City College student Thomas Hurt pointed at a computer screen showing a
breakdown of his own DNA and said, “That right here, this is me.”
Hurt, 26, and dozens of other City College undergraduate students are
reconstructing their own ancient family histories as part of coursework for
biology professor Michael Hickerson’s Anthropological Genomics class.
“The majority of my DNA comes from sub-Saharan Africa, but I also have 12%
Mediterranean, 9% Northern European. I know my great-great-great-grandfather
on my father’s side is Caucasian. This sheds more light into my lineage,” Hurt
said during class last week in the college’s Marshak Science Building.
Hurt is also 3% Native American, which he attributed to family lore about his
great-great-grandmother’s heritage.
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“I wish we could trace what tribe,” he said.
Hickerson’s class — offered for the first time this spring — is just one component
of the professor’s New York City Student Ancestry Project, which kicked off in
February as his students and undergraduates at several other colleges took
cheek swabs at the American Museum of Natural History.
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The results of a student's DNA-tracking show what parts of the world his ancestors are from.

Through Hickerson’s project, 200 college students are participating in a global
research initiative run by National Geographic called the Genographic Project,
which uses DNA to map human migration throughout history.
Hickerson secured a National Science Foundation grant to purchase 200
National Geographic Geno 2.0 kits — which test for nearly 150,000 DNA
markers — one for each student.
Hickerson and his students will present results from the initiative — one of the
most recent examples of the City University of New York’s commitment to
STEM, or science, technology, engineering and math — on April 23 at a second
American Museum of Natural History event.
“Everybody has an idea of where in the world their ancestors come from,”
Hickerson, who looks like a rumpled hipster with a beard and horn-rimmed
glasses, told students during last week’s anthropological genomics class. “For
some of you, it’s going to be very complex.”
In class, they used a Web-based tool called Admixturemap to explore historical
moments where different populations in their genomes came together to create
shared DNA.
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Thomas Hurt, 26, is another student reconstructing his family's genetic history.

“The admixtures we’re going to be exploring here happened 600, 700, 1,500
years ago,” he said.
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Kai Van Vlack, 24, a senior who lives in Murray Hill, said he is invested in
discovering his family’s genetic anthropology.
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keeping. This is interesting to me personally because we have no family history
on one side and very little on the other,” Van Vlack said.
His genome testing revealed he was 31% Mediterranean, 23% Native American
and 25% Northern European. He was surprised to find that he was 4%
sub-Saharan African.
“That means there’s got to be a relatively recent ancestor from there,” he said.
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Results from the initiative will be presented on April 23 at an American Museum of Natural History
event.

Van Vlack is thrilled to be part of the course.
“We talk a lot about the latest technology — and this represents a piece of that,”
he said of the genome tracing.
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Tiffany Leung, 24, a senior who emigrated from Hong Kong to Bensonhurst,
Brooklyn, as a teen, learned from her genomes that 67,000 years ago, she had
ancestors in east Africa.
“I read my results and they said I have some Vietnamese in my genetic
information and also 5 to 10% from Finland . . . I always thought I don’t have a
Chinese face structure,” Leung added.
In several weeks students will compare Hickerson’s raw DNA data with his
father’s — and try to predict who is taller without seeing the elder Hickerson.

Azucena Fuentes, 23, is another student in biology professor Michael Hickerson’s Anthropological

“There are about 200 places in the human genome that can predict height,”
Hickerson said.
In weeks ahead the class will also run their own analyses on the raw data from
their DNA tests.
“We’re learning about the complexities underlying human history and how that
can show up in our genomes personally,” Hickerson said.
“People have been surprised to have a certain level of Denisovan ancestry,” he
said referring to a Paleolithic-era, sister species of Neanderthals.
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“Other people are surprised to have results that don’t corroborate their family’s
oral history.”
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Very cool.....I think there will be a waiting list for this class next semester.
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