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D25: Fascination of Plants Day, 18th May 2019 

 

 

The fifth international “Fascination of Plants Day” was launched by plant scientists across 

the world under the umbrella of the European Plant Science Organisation (EPSO).1  

Across 51 countries over 800 events took place with the goal to get as many people as 

possible fascinated by plants and enthused about the importance of plant sciences.2 

 

School class workshops on Genome Editing 

The PlantHUB programme office would like to showcase the seven “Genome Editing” 

Discovery Workshops for together 145 pupils in seven senior classes at schools in and 

around Zurich. The workshop was developed in collaboration with scientists from Prof. 

Bruno Studers research group3 at ETH Zurich and organized by the Zurich-Basel Plant 

Science Center. 

 
The workshops took place between 12th of April and 20th of June 2019 and aim at teaching 

school students on how to use the cutting-edge CRISPR/Cas9 method in the context of 

increasing genetic diversity in agriculture. The workshops also provide a platform to 

discuss together with plant scientists the underlying ethical and regulatory considerations. 

 
The “Genome Editing” Discovery Workshop4 consists of three parts. Part I comprises 

lessons that are delivered by the teacher, in part II scientists from the Zurich-Basel Plant 

Science Center (PSC) visit the class and perform the workshop with the school students 

and part III is one lesson managed again by the teacher.  

                                                 
1 https://epsoweb.org/ 
2 A list of all events organized under the umbrella of the Fascination of Plants Day 2019 can be found at: 

https://plantday18may.org/ 
3 https://mpb.ethz.ch/ 
4 The PSC Discovery Workshop series for school classes currently counts 8 workshops on diverse topics 

in the field of plant sciences. See: https://www.plantsciences.uzh.ch/de/outreach/discovery.html 
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The development of all learning materials was coordinated by Dr. Manuela Dahinden 

(PlantHUB programme manager and director of the Zurich-Basel Plant Science Center) 

in collaboration with the MINT Learning Center of the ETH Zurich.5 

 
During part II of the workshop the school students get to know the whole process of 

genome editing with CRISPR/Cas9 in a plant. Moderated by a plant scientist the students 

themselves identified suitable single-guide RNAs using a software.6 

 
The objectives of the workshop are, that the school students: 

- Can explain the term biodiversity in connection with crops. 

- Know common plant breeding methods and can name the differences between them. 

- Are able to explain the function of the individual components of CRISPR/Cas9 and the 

process of genome editing with CRISPR/Cas9. 

 
The scientists are available for questions from the students and also show them the social 

relevance and critically reflecting with them the pros and cons of genome editing. 

 
Since wet lab work was considered unsuitable due to the length of time it would require, 

the workshop was developed in such a way that it can be performed in the classroom 

without the need for sophisticated equipment, making it accessible to all interested 

schools. 

 
What do young people think about Genome Editing? 

Afterwards, the students were asked to complete a feedback form regarding the complete 

workshop. The overall feedback has been positive. While most students did not have any 

knowledge of genome editing before the workshop, following the workshop they stated 

that the topic of genome editing and plant breeding is important to and relevant for young 

people. They mostly enjoyed working with a software that is used regularly by scientists 

                                                 
5 Parts I and III were developed by Iren Schürmann, biology teacher for secondary school, ETH MINT 

Learning Center, Part II was developed by Dr. Simon Bull, plant scientist, ETH Zurich, Dr. Alexandra 
Rosakis and Dr. Manuela Dahinden, Zurich-Basel Plant Science Center. 
6 The students are working with CHOPCHOP. See: http://chopchop.cbu.uib.no 
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in order to identify suitable sgRNAs and the rather limited practical work seems to have 

been fully compensated by the scientists’ visit.  

Within and across classes the perceived level of difficulty of the workshop was variable, 

reflecting the different levels of the individual students. Also varying were the questions 

asked by the students ranging from basic molecular biology to the regulatory status of 

genome editing, such as: 

- What are the risks of genome editing and geneticly modified organisms? 

- What are the pro and cons arguments of genome editing? 

- How do you handle the fact that genome edited plants can not be distinguished from 

natural mutations? 

- Do poor countries profit from genome editing? Do they depend on big international 

agriculture companies? 

- How fast does genetic engineering evolve? 

- What is your opinion on genetic engineering? 

- Why are plants derived by mutagenesis (i.e. induced by nuclear radioation) not 

considered as genetically modified? 

- Can genome editing be used to increase biodiversity beyond agriculture? 

- Why is there so little diversity in the supermarket? 

- How is a specific sequence made and inserted into a plasmid? 

- Why does a sgRNA with a mismatch still bind DNA? 

- How does a scientist’s daily work look like? 

- How is a scientist paid? 

- What tools do you use in the lab? 

 
All in all, the workshop was perceived by teachers and school students as a good 

opportunity to learn more about a topic most relevant to them with the moratorium on 

growing genetic engineered plants expiring in 2021 and a decision on how to handle 

genome edited plants in Switzerland still pending. 
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Other members of the PlantHUB consortium also participated with further diverse 

activities around the Fascination of Plants Day 2019: 

 

DSV zaden Netherlands has participated in a series of interactive activities from 16-18 

May 2019 in a large green house on the Plein in Den Haag with fascinating stories about 

plants and seeds.7 

Interested people could come and listen, research, experience, taste, learn, admire, 

experience, discover and feel why plants and seeds are so fascinating and important. 

During this event an EU agriculture and horticulture debate was organized with eight 

candidate MEPs. 

 

 

 

 

 

*** 

 

 

                                                 
7 See: https://www.fopd.nl/ 
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PlantHUB fellow Florian Cueni from the University of Basel performed a discovery 

workshop8 on climate change at a secondary school in Muttenz near Basel. The workshop 

was part of the public exhibition “Klimagarten 2085” organized by the Zurich-Basel Plant 

Science Center.9 

In this context the school has received small greenhouses in which the school students 

have grown various plants such as corn, peas and tomatoes in a control plot outside and 

in the green house. The aim of the experiment was to simulate drought and heat stress 

on the plants, as it is expected to be in 2085. 

 

During the workshop in June 2019 Florian Cueni together with the 25 school students 

measured and described the impact of drought on the physiology of plants using simple 

experiments (measurement of net photosynthesis with CO2 sensors and measurement 

of stomatal conductivity). 

In addition, Florian Cueni presented his research project within PlantHUB on a dynamic 

isotope model to trace the geographical origin of agricultural products at the University of 

Basel together with Agroisolab GmbH10, Germany as industrial partner.11 

At the end of the day, he then discussed with the school students and teachers the results 

of the experiments, the lessons learned and the effects of future drought on plants in 

Switzerland, Europe and worldwide. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 The PSC Discovery Workshop series for school classes currently counts 8 workshops on diverse topics 

in the field of plant sciences. See: https://www.plantsciences.uzh.ch/de/outreach/discovery.html 
9 See: https://www.plantsciences.uzh.ch/de/outreach/klimagarten.html or 

https://blogs.ethz.ch/klimagarten/ 
10 http://www.agroisolab.de/ 
11 https://www.plantsciences.uzh.ch/en/research/fellowships/PlantHUB/projects/descriptions.html 

https://www.plantsciences.uzh.ch/de/outreach/klimagarten.html
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