GENETICS:  Fun Facts

You have more in common with your best friend — or a chimp — than you might think. Scientists estimate that 99.9 percent of the DNA of most humans is identical. Your genetic differences in physical appearance, behavior, or biochemistry (such as a tendency for a particular illness) account for only 1/1,000 of your DNA. In fact, when it comes to genes, chimps and humans are about 98 percent identical.

Identical twins aren't completely identical. About one-third of all twins are monozygotic, or identical, meaning they came from a fertilized egg that separated into halves. These twins, who have the same chromosomes and DNA, usually look very much alike. But no one in the world has the same fingerprints, not even identical twins. Besides fingerprints, physical differences in identical twins may include height and weight.

Along for the Ride. 
Every person carries about 100 billion miles of DNA in his or her body. Try to imagine it. Do some research on the diameter of the solar system. If you could stretch this DNA into a single strand, how far could you ride around the system? How many times could your travel back and forth to the sun or to Pluto?

Build Your own DNA.
In 1963, a group of scientists won the Nobel Prize for its work studying deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA)-the genetic material of cells that carries their genetic code. The scientists built models of all the elements known in DNA to figure out how the molecules would best fit together. Thanks to their work, we know that DNA consists of two long chains of nucleotides twisted into a double helix. Find illustrations of DNA, and use them to create your own 3D model of the double helix.

Genes Are for Keeps.
Genetically altered animals are bred with others in controlled situations. Yet, if a recombinant gene were to escape into the wild, a species could be changed forever. Hold a classroom debate about the benefits and drawbacks of genetic engineering. Is it ethical to change other organisms to help humans? If you were a genetic engineer, what things you want to improve or change through genetic engineering?

