
UIUC 2010 Bioware Team – Human Practices Overview 
 

The field of Synthetic Biology is growing – and quickly at that! Scientists all over the 

world are coming together to contribute to this emerging interdisciplinary field, and this 

generation is lucky enough to bear witness to the beginnings of a practice that will change the 

way we see “life” on Earth. The iGEM competition has certainly been a part of that growth as 

more students discover their passions in synthetic biology, and more teams across the world 

are being formed to take part in the annual iGEM Jamboree. This is a truly exciting time, and we 

are proud to be a part of a process that will push synthetic biology into the future! 

  

There is, however, an issue that needs to be taken on as fervently as the science itself – 

and that is the need to educate and inform the public about synthetic biology. There are settings 

in which casual conversation about synthetic biology can occur regularly and comfortably, but 

daily life experience can tell you that this is not the norm in our society. A significant portion of 

the world population is unaware, or even afraid, of advances in synthetic biology. We, the 

members of the 2010 Illinois Bioware iGEM team, have made it our goal to change an attitude 

that is enervating and fearful of synthetic biology to one that accepts and embraces it… but we 

can’t do it alone! 

  

We believe that all iGEM teams, present and future, should make it an integral part of 

their efforts to reach out to the public. Here, we shall detail how you can do that by citing 

examples of what we’ve done in the past year: 

 

Ways to Publicize 

 

Creating a face for your iGEM team is important. This is how you represent your team, 

university, and the iGEM competition. So it is important to reach out to the public professionally. 

Some ways to do this are outlined into the following topics: 

 

● How to Get Started    

● Word of Mouth (Outreach to Professors, Peers, Community) 

● Information Forums and Events (Conferences/Professional Events/Seminars/Open 

Houses/Quad Day/GAMES/Library,etc.) 

● Media Outlets (TV, Newspaper, Newsletter, Blog, etc.) 

● Fundraisers 

  

How to Get Started 

 

Team Establishment and Formation 

 

The best thing we have going for us is a solid foundation as a team on campus, and 

within the actual structure of our team. However, these guidelines can be varied to suit your 



team more aptly. How we went about organizing and structuring our team ultimately helped us 

decide who we are as a team, as well as how we would approach iGEM in general. 

  

In the beginning stages, it was essential for us talk to anybody and everybody who was 

willing to listen – and even those who were not willing to listen. Starting an iGEM team requires 

the support of advisors, a space to do labwork in, and money. Establishing solid connections is 

key if you want to build a good foundation for your team. Get in contact with your professors, 

fellow students, and even companies who could have an interest in sponsoring your team. At 

this point, it’s all about determination. 

  

Our iGEM team is composed of eight undergraduates and four advisers. Each student 

on the team has a board position and has responsibilities separate from his/her work done in 

the lab. These board positions are as follows: 

  

Director - Responsibilities include scheduling and leading team meetings, maintaining contact 

between students and advisers, overseeing the team’s progress over time, making sure other 

members follow through on all responsibilities, and being the main go-to person in times of 

trouble.  

Secretary - Responsibilities include taking notes at every meeting, writing the monthly 

newsletter, keeping track of important contacts, being in charge of general meetings when 

recruiting, and helping with anything outreach related. 

Treasurer - Main responsibility is to keep track of iGEM funds and keeping everyone updated on 

money-related issues. 

Lab Director  - Responsibilities include training new members in lab techniques, making sure 

everything in lab goes smoothly, trouble-shooting protocols, and being the main go-to person for 

anything and everything lab-related. Responsibilities also include making sure research-phase 

of project goes smoothly, finding new literature related to project topic, and directing the 

progress of the project. 

Publicity Director - Responsibilities include organizing for team to appear at public events, 

coordinating team participation at events, advertising for iGEM recruitment, being main contact 

for collaboration with other iGEM teams, taking advantage of any and every opportunity for 

public outreach. 

Funding Director - Main responsibility is to be in contact with potential sponsors for the team, 

ensuring there is enough support to keep iGEM funded, writing grant proposals, applying for 

funding, and networking with other individuals capable of aiding the iGEM team. Also is 

responsible for planning and coordinating “odds and ends” fundraising events, advertising such 

events, and thinking of new ways to encourage active fundraising from team members. 

Technical/Wiki Director - Main responsibilities of this position include being in charge of 

coordinating organization of lab notes online and overall management of the team’s website. 

Other responsibilities includes to create and design wiki, training other members of the team to 

use wiki, updating wiki, and making sure page is finalized before wiki-freeze. 

  

In terms of publicity and outreach to the community, the three positions that play the 

biggest roles are the Director, Secretary, and Publicity Director. In our case, it is also extremely 



helpful to have at least one adviser who is especially interested in helping us find new ways to 

reach out to the community. However, ultimately everyone plays an important role when it 

comes to reaching out and educating the public about iGEM and synthetic biology. We believe 

that by having everyone have specific responsibilities that are not necessarily related to the 

work we do in the lab, we are ensuring iGEM is a strong presence here on campus as well as 

the larger surrounding community. There is a strong emphasis on the extent to which our iGEM 

team is student-run. If there is one key thing to take away from the organizational structure of 

our team, it is the fact that each of us has an indispensable role, and that fuels our motivation 

and passion for iGEM. 

  

Word of Mouth 

 

Information Forums and Events 

 

Outreach to Peers 

 

One of the easiest ways for iGEM teams to find ways to get in touch with their 

community is by reaching out to their peers. We were able to participate in events regularly held 

by the university simply by contacting event coordinators and signing up! iGEM students can 

participate in similar events that take place at their college or university, especially if theirs is a 

large campus. For every event, we made sure to have a few essential props:  

 

1. A large poster about iGEM 

2. Pamphlets, flyers, other handouts 

3. An example from past iGEM projects (we used the scented and colored E. coli biobricks 

    developed by the MIT and Cambridge iGEM teams respectively)  

4. Computer for taking survey, playing synbio related videos, etc... 

 

Here are the ways in which we were able to reach out to our peers: 

 

Engineering Open House 

One of the greatest aspects of UIUC is its large population of engineering students - 

why? Because it means we get to have one heck of a science fair once a year. During the 

spring semester, students and organizations affiliated with the College of Engineering 

participate in Engineering Open House where they showcase cool demos and projects that are 

related to science. It is open to all students, as well as the general public. iGEM was one of 

these organizations, and we took this opportunity to talk to current students, prospective 

students (as well as their parents!), and members of the general Urbana-Champaign 

community.  

 

Biology Open House 

 The Biology Open House is held during the spring semester every year. Members from a 

biology related club on campus make posters and advertise the event to the general public as 

well as students on campus. We took this opportunity to make another appearance to inform the 



public about synthetic biology, and students about iGEM as an opportunity to gain research 

experience. Even though typically the only presenters at this open house are from one 

organization only, we contacted the coordinator for this event and asked to be a part of it. Of 

course, they were happy to have us work with them and make that year’s Biology Open House 

unique from previous years. This shows that a big part of publicizing is looking for opportunities 

that are not immediately presented to you, and to assume that other clubs and organizations 

that are related to biology are willing to collaborate. 

 

Quad Day 

At the beginning of every school year, Quad Day is held at the University of Illinois. The purpose 

of this event is to give every student organization a chance to recruit new members and foster 

more interest in their organization. We saw this as a major opportunity to speak to students 

about iGEM/synthetic biology. Some things that really caught students’ interest is the fact that 

iGEM is a almost completely undergraduate-run research team 

 

MCB Research Seminar 

 

IGB Fellows Symposium 

  

Outreach to Younger Students 

 

 Children are our future! This well known adage is as important now as it ever was. 

Informing the next generations of young scientists about new emerging fields in science could 

yield huge success in the future. Outreach to younger students can impact the way iGEM 

influences the scientific community, and is important to the longevity and sustainability of the 

program, competition and field in general. 

 

 Outreach to younger students can be done in a variety of ways. Some of which are as 

easy as implementing demonstrations held at local children’s museums and schools. Other 

venues can be through already established groups that  

Science Olympiad National Tournament 

G.A.M.E.S. Camp 

 

Outreach to the General Public 

 

 Typically, outreach to the general public can be done in a variety of ways. However, one 

effective way to inform them is through a public forum or event. This is a great way to have 

human interaction with the public and be able to present structured information in a way they 

would understand. Also, this is an easy way to field any questions that may arise and address 

them then and in future situations. These forums can take place via public libraries, general 

meeting places, community sponsored events and other various occasions that would be 

appropriate to inform the public about iGEM. 

 

Public Engagement Symposium 



 

Media Outlets 

 

 Due to the fast paced world we live in and the 24 hour news cycle impacting the way we 

obtain our information, media is an effective and vital implementation to your team’s successes 

in publicity. As discussed previously, reaching the general public through community forums and 

events is important; however, a more effective way to reach them is through mass/local media 

outlets in and throughout the community. To encourage thought and discussion on a larger 

scale information can be sent through the following outlets: 

 

● Newspapers 

● Internets - Blogs 

● Television 

 

Newspapers 

 

Daily Illini 

 

Internet - Blogs 

 

iGEM Documentary Filmed by Francis Lee (2009-2010 iGEM participant) 

 

Television 

 

Surrounded by Science 

 

Fundraisers 

 

 Fundraisers are an excellent way to complete multiple goals through a single event. 

Through these specific venues you can raise money while informing the public about iGEM and 

synthetic biology. 

  

What Information to Present 

 

It is important that you cover as much information as possible. When you are in a tight pinch you 

just have to cover the more important facts you wish to contribute to the community. These 

areas usually are: 

 

● Who You Are 

● iGEM 

● Synthetic Biology 

● Your Current and Future Projects 

● Effects of the Field 

 



Who You Are 

 

iGEM 

 

Synthetic Biology 

 

Your Current and Future Projects  

 

Effects of the Field 

 

Bioethics Survey 

 It is important to find your own way to determine how to go about gathering information 

and informing the public about the endeavors in synthetic biology. However, the most common 

way to perform both of these tasks is by conducting a bioethics survey. 

 

In the spring semester, our team released a survey meant to be taken by members of 

our community. Methods of distribution included Facebook and public events such as 

Engineering Open House and Biology Open House. The idea was to familiarize ourselves with 

how students and other members of the community thought of synthetic biology. 

  

Questions and Results: 

 Please see http://2010.igem.org/Team:UIUC-Illinois/Survey for more information. 

http://2010.igem.org/Team:UIUC-Illinois/Survey

