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Scientists claim tlie body not all human
Kristin Feeney
Reporter

Iht 'v cannot bo seen. The> 
cannot always be felt. Without 
them , h u m a n s  would not exist. 
Microbes are microscopic 
o rgan ism s  tha t profoundly 
shape th is  p lanet and  life on it.

Despite being non-hum an 
in origin, scientists  have found 
that even w ith in  the  hu m a n  
body, m icrobes are es tim ated  
to ou tn u m b er  h u m a n  cells by 
a factor of lO-to-one. This ratio 
would m ean  90 percent of the 
average h u m a n  be in g ’s body 
is com posed  of an entirely 
u nk n o w n  array  of microbial 
com m unit ies .

To be t te r  u n d e rs tan d  jus t 
how im p ortan t  m icrobes are, 
the National Ins ti tu tes  of 
Health has  launched  the  H um an 
Microbiome Pro.ject. The five- 
year, SI 15 million initiative is 
set to identify and  analyze  the 
h u m a n  microbiota and  its role 
in h u m a n  heal th  and  disease.

Researchers have four 
objectives: To de term ine
w hether  individuals share  a 
core h u m a n  microbiome, to 
u n d e rs tan d  w hether  changes 
in the form of the hu m a n  
microbiome can be correlated 
to changes In h um a n  health, 
developing new technologies 
to suppor t  th is  initiative and 
address ing  ethical, legal and  
social implications raised by 
h um a n  microbiome research.

.Antonio Izzo, ass is tant 
professor of biology, looks 
forward to the implications of 
the  project.

“We always like to th ink

MICRO DEFINTIONS

MICROBIOME
A term used to describe the 
entire grouping of microbes, 
their genetic elements (called 
genomes), and environment 
interactions. Microbiomes are 
usually comprised of microbiota 
and tfieir complete genetic 
elements.
MiCROBIOTA
The microscopic living organism 
that typically inhibit a Dodily 
organ or part called a flora.

MICROBES
A single microorganism.

of th is  notion of space and 
th ink  we're not alone in this  
universe ,” Izzo said. “The 
realit> is we’re not even alone 
in ou r  own body.”

Izzo, whose own research  
specializes in microbial ecology 
and  how it im pacts  the  health  of 
plants, sees the opp o r tun ity  for 
parallel g row th  in the  field.

“The sta tistic  is tha t 99 
percen t of what exists  we can’t 
even cu l tu re ,” Izzo said. “In the 
past, we have always collected 
inform ation  via cultivation 
(evaluating an individual 
bacteria s t ra in  tha t has  been 
grow n in a laboratory) ... i t ’s a 
challenge.”

To combat th is  problem, 
researchers  have developed 
the m etagenom ic approach. 
This is a form of genetic 
material analysis derived from 
natura lly  harves ted  complete 
microbial com m unities .  This 
approach, when com plem ented  
w ith  the analysis  of know n 
isolated s tra ins ,  a im s to make 
unprecedented  grow th  in
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Biology professor Antonio izzo, left, assists freshman Lauren Schilke and her lab group with their experiment.

u n d e rs tan d in g  the  complexity 
of the  h u m a n  microbial 
com m unit ies .  Researchers hope 
it will provide insight into how 
m icrobiomes actually  exist in 
the  env ironm ent  and  how such 
in terac tions can im pact h u m a n  
health.

In iden tify ing  characteris tics  
of microbiomes, scientis ts  are 
able to fully u n d e rs ta n d  the 
sim ilari ty  of sequence  and  
the b e t te r  g rasp  role of these

part icu lar microbiomes.
“You're looking at a two fold 

question here: Who are (these 
microbiomes) and  what are 
they doing?” Izzo said. “You 
might not universally explain 
the  differences between types 
that emerge, but it definitely 
explains the potentia l to 
unders tand  how p a t te rns  
emerge."

Though the H um an  
Microbiome Project is years

away from  p rod uc ing  this 
k ind  of data, th e  potentia l for 
u n d e rs tan d in g  a n d  growth 
w ith in  microbiology and 
microgenetics is rich.

“W'e like to th in k  of 
every th ing  th a t ’s microscopic as 
bad, bu t the  m ore  we learn, the 
m ore we rea l ize  th a t  they're the 
exception to the  ru le ,” Izzo said. 
“It's no t ju s t  u s  by ourselves — 
we're in  an  in t im a te  relation 
w ith  the  world a rou nd .

E-patients turn to Internet for checkups, 
seek more self-help medical databases
Hannah Williams
Senior Reporter

Sixty-one percent of .American 
adults  seek health  inform ation  online, 
according to a December 2008 Pew 
Internet and  .American Life Project 
survey, up from 23 percen t in a s im ilar  
s tudy  in 2000.

“Searching online shou ldn 't  be a 
subst i tu te  (for health  care),” said Elon 
Director of Health Services k i t ty  Parrish. 
“It should  jus t be an en ligh tenm ent .” 

The Pew surve> asked part ic ipan ts  
to identify the ir  behaviors concerning 
health  topics ranging from inform ation 
about a specific disease, a certa in  
t rea tm ent,  al ternative medicine, health 
insurance, doctors, hospita ls  and wa>s 
to sta> healthy and  te rm ed  those  who 
search  for health  in form ation  online 
“e-patients.”

“I’m usually try ing  to self-diagnose,”

said sen ior biology m ajor Lisa Bodine. 
“Or I’m  looking up inform ation  about 
d iseases  tha t  so un d  in teres ting  or 
unusual."

While m any  people are  tu rn in g  to 
the Internet, 86 percen t of all adults  
surveyed said they still tu r n  to health  
p rofessionals  for in form ation and 
ass is tance  in dealing with health  or 
medical issues, according to the study.

It a lso repor ted  younger and  more 
educated adults  were more likely to 
use  the Internet for health-related 
queries th a n  older and less educated 
individuals.

Bodine said Googling health  queries 
and  scann ing  the resu lts  for legitimate 
in form ation is faster and  more efficient 
th a n  contacting  her doctor in Maryland. 
She nam ed  PubMed, the  U.S. National 
Ins titu tes  of Health’s free digital archive 
of biomedical and  life sciences jo u rn a l  
li terature, as one of her t ru s ted  sources.

THE REBUTTLE TO THE E-PATIENT
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“I can get an  im m edia te  answ er 
online," Bodine said. “I don’t really know 
my doctor, and I don’t h a \e  my own 
medical books."

•Asking friends and  family was 
survey responden ts’ second most 
popular source for health  inform ation  
and  assistance, with the Internet and 
prin t media tied for third.

“People are bet ter  consum ers  now' 
and want to have a lot of inform ation,” 
Parrish said.

She said the Internet was a good 
source for patients who have been 
d iagnosed by a medical practit ioner 
and  want more inform ation about their 
diagnosis.

“You jus t  have to be careful about 
believing every th ing you read,” Parrish 
said.

Sixty percent of e-patients said 
they or someone they know have been 
helped by following medical advice or

heal th  in fo rm ation  found online, while 
3 percen t said  it was h a rm fu l ,  according 
to the Pew survey.

Parr ish  said the  sites o ffering health 
in form ation  are  often  incomple te  and 
unverif ied  an d  w arned  ag a in s t  using  the 
Web as a d iagnostic  tool.

“There are so m a n y  th in g s  with 
s im ilar  sym ptom s: the  sym ptom s of 
a cold, the sy m p to m s  of the  flu, the 
sym ptom s of so m eth ing  far more 
ser ious,” she said. “The d an g e r  would be 
ignoring som eth ing  tha t  is m u ch  more 
ser ious th an  you th o u g h t  it was from 
looking online.”

Bodine said she is likely to seek 
medical a t ten t ion  if h e r  symptoms 
m atched  a se r ious  i l lness  or persisted 
longer th a n  usua l .  She sa id  she monitors 
her  health  fairly well.

“When I know  I need  medicine or 
w hen I’m confused  I’ll seek  professional 
help,” Bodine said.
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