NCCR CHEMICAL
biology

NEWSLETTER

SWISS NATIONAL CENTER OF COMPETENCE IN RESEARCH CHEMICAL BIOLOGY • JULY 2016 • ISSUE Nr3

EDITORIAL

CONTENT

2

EDUCATION & OUTREACH

2

Chemical Biology:
an educational challenge?

3

Master students’ portraits

6

Debate: How technology
shapes learning?

8

Soft skills also matter!

10

Why academics should get
involved in outreach

12

PORTRAIT OF A SCIENTIST

13

GOOD READS

14

#MyChemBioSci

Dorothea Fiedler

A selection by A. Adibekian

IN SHORT Retreat 2016		
Some of the master’s students in Chemical Biology 2015-2016, at NCCR retreat. © NCCR Chemical Biology

“Nam non solum scire aliquid, artis est, sed,
quædam ars etiam docendi.”

16
17

VISUALLY CELEBRATING
CHEMICAL BIOLOGY		
NCCR CHEMBIO NEWS

Not only is there an art in knowing a thing, but also a certain art in teaching it.
I think this quote from the Roman philosopher
and orator Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 – 43 BC)
nicely sums up the education theme covered in
this third NCCR Chemical Biology newsletter.
Although teaching may, at times, seem like a
distraction, it is nevertheless a fundamental
responsibility of scientists. Indeed, the
importance of education has not escaped
the notice of the Swiss National Science
Foundation, evidenced by the fact that
an entire chapter of our NCCR mandate is
dedicated to this topic. In this vein, in this
issue, you will find out how we in the NCCR
are striving to better deal with the Sisyphean
task of teaching and other important aspects
of knowledge transfer.
In the cover piece, penned by Nicolas
Winssinger, you will read about our successes
in educating the next generation of chemical
biologists, in particular how we overcame the

challenging task of training students in topics
that lie outside of traditional subject areas, i.e.
in topics that are interdisciplinary. Indeed, and
much more importantly, great appreciation
for our MSc programme can be also found in
the several short interviews with our current
master students.
The occasion to ponder on the future of
university teaching: “what you teach” and
“how you teach” are equally important and the
“how” is next addressed in a debate between
two distinguished professors from the EPFL on
the impact of new teaching technologies on
the efficacy of learning.
But not all teaching is done to an informed
audience: knowledge transfer also takes
place between researchers and the lay public
(outreach). In this regard, it is important to bear
in mind why academics need to present their
research, and science as a whole, to the general

public. (Makes me wonder if a GMO crop will be
planted in Switzerland in my lifetime…).
One also must not forget that education is not
only about developing hardcore knowledge,
but also about training one’s “soft skills”, an
essential trait to succeed and survive in the
future job market of the 4th industrial revolution!
Finally, don’t miss the feedback and photos
from the last NCCR retreat and, wait for it, our
new segment entitled “#MyChemBioSci” –
an entertaining cross between chemical biology
and video interview. Enjoy the knowledge that
awaits you!
Robbie Loewith
Professor in the department of
Molecular Biology, UNIGE
Head of the NCCR Chemical Biology
Education Committee
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Chemical Biology:
AN educational
challenge?
At the intersection of several disciplines, chemical biology calls for a new
generation of researchers who speak the language of chemistry and biology with
equal fluency. What are the educational challenges, if any, behind this training?
Nicolas Winssinger, Professor in Organic Chemistry at UNIGE and member of the
NCCR Education Committee, gives his opinion.
What is your definition of chemical
biology?
Your question reminds me of a 2015 article
in Nature Chemical Biology which presented
a selection of responses given by prominent
scientists in the field and highlighted the
challenge of a precise definition. It is hard to
define chemical biology because the scope of
the field is changing with the emergence and
evolution of technologies. For me, it is first and
foremost a different approach to research centered on the recognition that chemistry has a
lot to bring to biology and vice versa.
Do you consider that more and more
scientists should be trained in this
cross-disciplinary expertise?
Yes, there is a clear demand for researchers
with a chemical biology training both in academia and industry. While there has always
been a demand in academia, the shift in industry from a background predominantly in
synthesis a decade or two ago to more diverse
backgrounds including chemical biology is
very pronounced.
Would it be important to develop a
broad-based educational initiative
in chemical biology already at the
graduate level?
To excel in chemical biology, it is imperative to
have a strong foundation in a given discipline
and build onto that foundation. I would not
recommend fundamental changes in our undergraduate teaching model, even if chemical
biology educational initiatives have received
increasing attention at the graduate level.
The Master in Chemical Biology at the
UNIGE was launched two years ago.
How does the programme manage to
get all students to study and work
2

in chemical biology when they have
different or limited background in
chemistry or biology?
Indeed, we train graduates from diverse academic background. Our programme has many
strong points. I would mention the curriculums of students and lab rotations that are tailor-made based on their background, interests
and specific objectives. Next, there is a strong
focus on practice, hands-on, research-driven
training. This tailored programme is possible
because of the high staff to student ratio. We
create a uniquely engaging and interactive
learning environment. In addition, we have a
phenomenal seminar programme with opportunities for students at all stages of their career
to interact with the speaker. Finally, thanks to
the Excellence fellowship from the University
of Geneva (we are part of it) and our Merit Stipend fellowship, we are able to attract excellent students that give high standards to the
programme.
Is there a perfect profile to start a PhD
research in Chemical Biology?
There is no optimal profile to start a PhD
in Chemical Biology; the field it too broad.
The most important requirement is the
intellectual curiosity to venture outside of the
comfort zone and learn to communicate with
researchers from other disciplines.
Do the cultural differences between
chemistry and biology departments
represent a challenge for Chemical
Biology educational programmes?
This is not a hurdle at present; it was a challenge at the onset of chemical biology, but the
field has yielded advances that have unified
chemistry and biology departments.

MASTER STUDENTS’
PORTRAITS
An insightful glance to the programme, as witnessed by some of our recent
master’s students in Chemical Biology.

Alexander Kozintsev
“I found that the master program could provide me with
exactly the opportunity I had begun looking for - an environment of groundbreaking research that would allow
me to pursue my academic interests.”

THE MASTER IN CHEMICAL BIOLOGY
IN A NUTSHELL
Jointly organised by the University of Geneva
and EPFL, the Master degree program in
Chemical Biology was launched in 2014 by the
NCCR Chemical Biology. The major goal is to
train in interdisciplinary science, with emphasis
on chemistry, biophysics and biology.
Students have the opportunity to gain diverse
theoretical knowledge in the new field of
chemical biology, to perform research in
different labs pushing the state-of-the-art and
to access the NCCR network resources. It is
ideally suited to young scientists that envision
themselves following a career in research.
The number of students is kept small (an
average of 9 by year) to ensure a low student
-to-staff ratio and a strong emphasis is put on a
hands-on, multidisciplinary training.
Duration
Full-time one and a half-year programme.
Beginning month: September.
Admission criteria
Holders of a Bachelor of Science (chemistry,
biology, biochemistry, biophysics or equivalent),
wishing to orient their career toward chemical
biology, whether in an academic or industrial
setting. Only above-average students are
selected and students should receive permission
by the NCCR Education Committee.
Language
All courses are taught in English.
More info
www.nccr-chembio.ch
www.unige.ch

I come from
California’s Silicon
Valley in the US.
Originally I was born in
the Russian Federation
but we emigrated in 1995
to Illinois. I got my Bachelor’s
degree at the University of California Berkeley in 2014
where I studied Chemical Biology. My academic interests
revolve primarily around nanoscientific applications in
analytical/bioanalytical chemistry. I love traveling and am
making it a point to see as much of Europe as I can while I
am studying in Switzerland.
What motivated you to inscribe?
Immediately after I graduated my Bachelor program at
Berkeley I began working at a nano-chemistry startup as
an analytical chemist. Though it was with a great group
of people that provided a fun working environment after
some time I could no longer see myself progressing any
further either intellectually or career-wise while at this
position. Thus, I began looking into graduate degree
opportunities and by chance my father’s old friend came
to hear of my search and introduced me to the NCCR
Chemical Biology. After some research into the various
groups and projects that were part of the NCCR, I found
that the master program could provide me with exactly
the opportunity I had begun looking for - an environment
of groundbreaking research that would allow me to
pursue my academic interests.
How was the transition between your Bachelor
and the Chemical Biology Master?
Due to the year-long break I took between my bachelor and
this master program I came to Geneva very enthusiastic
about the educational aspects of the program. I would

say that the only knowledge gaps I found
myself having to fill were those related
to practical skills in biochemistry
laboratories, owing to the fact that
the chemical biology part of my
bachelor program had been very
centered around theory. In any
case, I had not expected nor
wanted the master program
to match the structure of my
bachelor and was very happy to
experience the rotating laboratory
placements and current state-ofthe-art discussions that the NCCR
had us undergo in our first semester.
Having to travel between UNIGE and
the EPFL for laboratory placements and
classes was an adventure rather than a burden, in
that it exposed my colleagues and I to the larger part of
academic collaboration that was the NCCR.

The strongest point of this master?
The rotations through the laboratories of
various groups: it required us to go outside of
our practical knowledge comfort zones by
asking us to choose laboratories in fields that
we were not necessarily familiar in.

>>
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Nour Mozaffari
“We had discussions and presentation during a
full semester: very intensive but really great!”

Luosi Zhou
“I only had a chemistry background, but an internship
in two biological labs before starting my master study
helped me to adapt to this situation.”

I come from China and obtained
my Bachelor degree in Chemical Engineering & Technology
(pharmaceutical engineering). After graduation, I did my
internship in the Shanghai Institute of Organic Chemistry, Chinese Academy of Sciences. In general, I am curious about how to apply chemical approaches to get a
better understanding of biological problems.
What motivated you to inscribe?
On the one hand, I am interested in the field of chemical
biology, so I was willing to join a master’s program related
to this subject. On the other hand, the NCCR Chemical
Biology has unique resources that can provide chemical
biology training in UNIGE. The master has an attractive
program aiming to offer students the opportunity to
gain diverse theoretical knowledge of chemical biology
and provide practical training.

What motivated you to inscribe?
I decided to study Biochemistry at UNIGE because I’m interested in the detailed mechanisms of “life” on the molecular and cellular level. As the NCCR professors were
really good and inspiring during their Bachelor courses,
I decided to take the Master in Chemical Biology. Also
important to me was that this master is strongly directed to academic research and has a strong practical
character.

How was the transition between your Bachelor
and the Chemical Biology Master?
There were huge differences between my bachelor and
chemical biology master studies, such as different subjects, languages, culture backgrounds and educational
ways. The most challenging problem was to fill up my
knowledge gaps, since I only had a chemistry background. But an internship in two biological labs for two
months before starting my master study helped me to
adapt to this new situation. I also did the IELTS exam before applying.

How was the transition between your Bachelor
and the Chemical Biology Master?
There was a considerable change in dynamics from the
Bachelor in Biochemistry at UNIGE to the Chemical Biology
Master. The bachelor was rather like high school and the students
had very similar backgrounds. The master is much more individual:
we have very different backgrounds and each of us has to work hard
to fill up our knowledge gaps. The master is strongly directed to
studying scientific literature: discussions and presentation during a
full semester – very intensive but really great!

The strongest points of this master?
• The duration (1 year) that gives us
enough time to learn various techniques
• The collaboration between labs of
chemistry, biology and biophysics
• The freedom to choose in which lab to
do our projects.

The strongest points of this master?
• We learn a method to work with scientific literature
and not just accumulating facts
• The lab rotations give a good view of the topics and
subjects in different labs
• The individual coaching and the adapted cursus for each

Maxime Mivelaz
Lluc Farrera Soler
I come from Spain and I did a Bachelor in Chemistry at
the University of Barcelona. During my undergraduate studies, I was fascinated by how the human body is
able to do a lot of different things so precisely. I wanted
to understand them and be able to control and modify
them, at the molecular level, in order to improve people’s
health.

The strongest points of this master?
• Bidisciplinary master that mix students from different
backgrounds
• The possibility to do an interdisciplinary master project in an NCCR group
• Place for really interesting discussions
4

How was the transition between your Bachelor
and the Chemical Biology Master?
It was not difficult as we had a similar structure in my
previous university, but I had to improve my biological
knowledge in order to be able to follow some lectures.

“Their lectures were some of the most
exciting of the Faculty of Sciences!”

I am Swiss, born in Hong-Kong and lived for
17 years in Asia, mainly in Singapore where I
attended a British international school. After
High School, I studied for one year Mandarin in
Beijing. Then, I did a Bachelor in Biochemistry
at UNIGE. Prof. Riezman mentioned the NCCR
Master in Chemical Biology during the 3rd year’s
biology and biochemistry lectures.
What motivated you to inscribe?
Initially it was the panel of NCCR Professors in Geneva that
motivated me. Their lectures were some of the most exciting of
the Faculty of Sciences. Also, the multidisciplinary character of this
master was unique. Intending to do a PhD, the 1-year master thesis
was very attractive.

The strongest points of this
master?
• Being a small number of
committed students with
different backgrounds
• The emphasis on current lab
techniques
• The 1-week internships in
different labs during the first
semester
• The 1-year master thesis
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DEBATE

Our thinking about digital technology in higher education is steadily shifting
away from as just an IT infrastructure towards seeing it as a digital learning
environment, shaping a new era in education. Our distinguished guests have
a strong acumen in higher education teaching and as pedagogues. Their
stimulating points of view tumble some of the a priori usually conveyed and
offer a more integrative view of the debate.
PIERRE DILLENBOURG, PROFESSOR IN LEARNING TECHNOLOGIES
Do you identify learning practices of
digital native students that witness a
gap between them and an institution
created before the era of new
technologies?
The notion of “digital natives” is a common
place but if you randomly select two 25-years
old students and two 50-years old professors,
you will often find greater differences within
generations than across generations. For
instance, people claim that MOOC lectures are
shorter (< 10 min.) than on-campus lectures (50
min.) because the digital natives have a short
attention span, but, when we (Professors)
attend a boring conference talk, do we have
a longer attention span? Nonetheless, it is
true that the context has evolved: today, if
an explanation is not clear, students will find
a better one online; if the professor makes a
suspicious claim, some students will google
this statement to verify. The classroom is more
open than before.
Numerous IT tools have emerged that
revolutionize the way we learn. Do
you think that these new technologies
enhance long-term learning?
Journalists like to talk about revolutions for
selling newspapers. It is true that, even if I
have been in the field of learning technologies
since 1984, I did not anticipate what happened
recently. If, four years ago, somebody had
predicted that 300’000 persons located in the
US would register to an EPFL MOOC, I would
have laughed. That’s amazing... but education
evolves slowly, without revolution. Nowadays
students have simply many more resources
for learning than a decade ago. I am not only
talking about the possibility to re-watch
lectures at your own speed, but also the rich
set of simulations, modeling tools, shared
6

databases, etc. We found that if an EPFL
course includes the MOOC, the students from
that course who intensively use the MOOC
succeed better their exam than those who
scarcely use it. It does not imply that MOOCs
increase learning outcomes but rather that the
best students get benefit from any opportunity
for learning. Don’t expect anyone to prove that
MOOCs in general (or any technology) is good
for learning: good MOOCs will enhance longterm learning, bad MOOCs won’t. What’s is a
good MOOC? High quality content followed
by intensive problem solving or vice-versa!
What key issues do you see in
integrating IT tools in education today?
We are constrained by the existing organization
bound to traditional practices, the rules for
credits and exams, the weekly schedule, the
room features, etc. For instance, it is possible
(yet non trivial) to implement the “flipped
classroom” approach (watch the videos before
the class-contact hour devoted to interactive
problem solving) with 50 students in a flat
room; it is extremely difficult to do it with
300 students in a lecture theatre. Another
constraint is how much the efforts invested in
education are valorized in the academic career.
However, MOOCs have changed a bit the
status of teaching, making it more visible, more
public, a bit like your h-index.
What is your vision of the future of
learning?
Would you say that you have done chalkbased teaching at the end of a lecture on a
blackboard? No. I guess the same will happen
for digital tools; they will become so genuine
in education that we won’t even mention it
anymore. When I came to EPFL, students
where asking if they could get our slides,

while now they take for granted they will
be in MOODLE (“Modular Object-Oriented
Dynamic Learning Environment”, an open
source course management system). In three
years, they won’t ask you if you recorded the
videos of you lectures, they will simply ask
“where are the lectures”?

Former teacher in elementary school,
Pierre Dillenbourg graduated in
educational science (University of
Mons, Belgium). He started his research
on learning technologies in 1984. He
obtained a PhD in computer science
from the University of Lancaster (UK)
in the domain of artificial intelligence
applications for educational software.
He has been Assistant Professor at the
UNIGE, then joined the EPFL where he
is currently Full Professor in learning
technologies at the School of Computer
& Communication Sciences and Head
of the CHILI Lab (Computer-Human
Interaction for Learning & Instruction).
He is also the Academic Director of
Center for Digital Education.
Contact: pierre.dillenbourg@epfl.ch
chili.epfl.ch | http://moocs.epfl.ch

© EPFL - Alain Herzog

how technology
shapes learning?

ROLF GRUETTER, PROFESSOR AT THE EPFL AND DIRECTOR OF THE CIBM
Do you identify learning practices of
digital native students that witness a gap
between them and an institution created
before the era of new technologies?
New technologies are double-edged. The
perception of our past, remembering how
we were as students, is not always accurate.
I think that basically nowadays students are
not different than what we were: one or
two generations is too short to cause any
biological changes. Students are still curious
and competitive, which is in the human
nature, and they are good. However, several
external factors have changed. Firstly, social
status and peer pressure play a big role, which
can lead to significant gender differences.
Secondly, there are nowadays more portable
distractions whereas in the past the physical
separation between activities was bigger as
things were at different places. At last, taking
notes, or the ability to do so, has diminished.
Strikingly, “good” students are more able
than the other ones to separate work from
distraction and they do take notes. For a
student to succeed it is very important to
be able to directly start with a good study
method, be organized and know where to
get the information needed, be constantly
hard working as the pace is intense. Lifeexperience leading to maturity is also an
important factor.
Numerous IT tools have emerged that
revolutionize the way we learn. Do
you think that these new technologies
enhance long-term learning?
What
makes
someone
remember
something? There are three ways: a strong

emotion, a relation (with a topic or a teacher)
and repetition. A good teacher has to convey
emotion, be inspiring and enthusiastic. But
also demanding and, if needed, selective
(giving insufficient mark when the student
is not good). I have my courses filmed since
2006, and they are freely accessible on the
Internet. Despite of it, many of the students
come to the courses as well! Filmed courses
or MOOCs represent to me great additional
resources. Look at the famous physics
courses from Walter Lewin (MIT), available
on YouTube, it has received many thousands
views. However, it is clear that only the wellorganized students do fully benefit. “Liking”
is not “learning”. Virtual “reality” tools, e.g.
Labster, can be a support, but the real world
is far more motivating, and thus will have a
longer lasting impact.

worlds! On the one hand, good old liveteaching conveying emotions, sparkling the
mind. On the other hand, courses recorded
as simple movies or MOOC’s to be available
to all as a virtual support. Also, films and
MOOC’s might be more cost effective and
could be a way to attract students.

What key issues do you see in integrating
IT tools in education today?
The focus of a teacher should be local (his
own students), but should be accessible for
all, which is especially useful for those in
regions with no or poor teaching. MOOC’s
and films are fine as long as the teacher is
comfortable on stage. Interactions and
contact with students are important,
especially on a one-to-one basis or in small
numbers. A small room is better than
a big auditorium. I am asking: how will
certification be regulated and verified with
students from all over the globe?

Rolf Gruetter concluded his thesis in
1990 at the ETH Zürich, with Prof. K.
Wüthrich as referent. After a stay at the
Department of Molecular Biophysics
and Biochemistry of the Yale University,
he became in 2002 Associate Professor
at University of Minnesota. In 2006,
he became Full Professor at the EPFL,
heading the Laboratory for Functional
and Metabolic Imaging. He is the Director
of the Centre d’Imagerie BioMédicale of
the UNIL, UNIGE, HUG, CHUV and EPFL.
He received in 2011 the Teaching Award
of the Life Science Section.

What is your vision of the future of
learning?
My vision is to combine the best of both

Contact: rolf.gruetter@epfl.ch
www.epfl.ch | www.cibm.ch |
http://lifmet.epfl.ch/
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Soft skillS
also matter!

How about managing
time and stress?
A successful and useful workshop about mastering working time and stress took place on
April 2016 as part of the NCCR Chemical Biology training in soft skills programme.

Success in any field demands years of studies, training and acquisition of
experience. Academia is good at training in the “hard skills” – or professional
skills required for a specific job. But what is lacking from most formal
curriculums is training in the “soft skills”.
Complementary skills, the so-called
soft skills, represent a person’s
behavioral competencies. These include
communication skills, conflict resolution
and negotiation, personal effectiveness,
team building and many more covering
self-management skills and people skills.
No matter what type of work one does,
one will find value, advancement and
fulfilment in developing one’s soft skills in
his/her career. Conscious of this need, the
NCCR Chemical Biology is regularly offering
training on soft skills to its members.
Here, we address a few questions on
the importance of soft skills to Dimitra
Karatolou, an Executive, Career & Life
Coach and HR consultant whose services
NCCR members benefited greatly recently.
Could you outline the essential soft
skills you consider critical at each step
of an academic career, i.e. from PhD,
through post-doc, to group leader?
Soft skills or hard skills? Perception is
reality and the labels we put consciously or
unconsciously affect our behaviour. If I put
flexibility into the soft skills (the “nice to

aren’t front-and-center because
building knowledge/hard skills is
still considered far more important.
Could you suggest strategies an
institution could implement to
improve in an efficient and effective
way its student’s and researchers’
soft skills, generate awareness and
achieve a cultural change?
An organization must understand, embrace
and promote the importance of personality
management and social skills. So the
first step is to communicate this vision
of development and then take actions to
create a culture of growth.

have”) category and get trained on a new
chemical biology method into the hard skills
(the “must have”) category, which one will
be my first priority? On which will I invest
more time and energy?
I consider the term “soft skills” misleading.
Skills like adaptability, self-control, resilience,
self-confidence, assertiveness, empathy, optimism, initiative, conflict management, open
communication, leadership are so crucial that
they are anything but soft. They belong to the
competences included in Emotional Intelligence, thus the ability to recognize, understand and manage our own emotions and the
emotions of others.

Training is excellent, in order to enhance
team spirit and equip groups with new
skills and a shared mindset. Coaching
provides the opportunity to dive deeper on
an individual level and identify strengths,
weaknesses and aims. The goal-setting
and the performance appraisal systems of
an organization must also be aligned with
the values and skills that are considered
important. Moreover, team building events
reinforce the desired competences.

The aforementioned skills are essential
at each step of any career. They can be
specifically defined and measured. Most
performance appraisal systems in the
corporate world are based on them.
Research evidence shows that Emotional
Intelligence skills are synergistic with
cognitive ones. Top performers have both!
Teaching soft skills in science fields

Last but not least, in order to create and
maintain a culture of development, top and
senior management members must act as
change catalysts.

8
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Picking up soft skills “on the fly” seems
to be the general practice. Based on
your experience, what are the pitfalls
of such an attitude?
Learning by doing, as well as the fundamental
trial and error method, have definitely a
strong self-development value. They provide
us with valuable data. However, what we do
with those data is equally crucial.
In order to use the observations of our
own and others’ behaviours constructively,
we need to establish first of all a coaching
mindset. If we treat ourselves in a judgmental
way, engaging into negative thoughts and
a demotivating self-talk, then we cannot

The 6-hours workshop, which was held by instructor Dimitra Karatolou, an Executive, Career
& Life Coach and HR consultant, more than met
the expectations of the 15 participants (PhD and
Postdoc students). Indeed, the topic reflected the
numerous concerns on how to efficiently manage
their working time and stress and improve productivity and self-organizational issues. It’s expected to feel overwhelmed and anxious at times,
especially in academia, but having a plan to help
you get organized and set priorities undoubtedly
helps ease the tension.
The aim of the training was thus to address some
of the main questions that a researcher has to
deal with on a daily basis like how to distinguish
between urgent and important, set the right
priorities and schedule effectively.
Soft skills training organized by the NCCR Chemical Biology at UNIGE © Shem Johnson

change. Establishing a coaching mindset
means that we are willing to recognize both
our strengths and our weaknesses, enhance
the first and improve the latter ones. The key
is a positive attitude that focuses on what we
want. The willingness to learn and explore is
essential in this process.
In addition, we also need a strategic
development plan. If we pick up bits and
pieces “on the fly”, our pace may be slow and
we won’t be able to unfold our full potential.
“Dream, plan, act!” is my coaching motto
and it fully reflects the processes needed to
achieve our goals.
Inherent versus acquired soft skills:
how far can people improve through
training?
Some skills require more effort than others.
They are all related to behaviours we have
observed and absorbed until the age of 6. We
have created our own model of the world,
which includes values, stereotypes, beliefs,
behavioural patterns. But we were not born
with them. We learned them as children and
we can un-learn them as adults. The moment
we realize that we are responsible for our
development and for our lives is a moment
of truth. It sets us free and at the same time
it places personal responsibility fully in our
hands. Emotional Intelligence competences
can be developed. We all have examples
of people who achieved the “impossible”.
How? They set their minds on their goal and
worked with great determination towards it.

Nurturing your soft skills is about
living better and being more happy.
Would you agree with such statement?
Self-awareness is the prerequisite of
managing our personality and developing
our skills. As a result, we realize which choices
really serve us and which don’t because
they are toxic. Making healthy choices
and engaging in empowering behaviours
has always been the way to success and
happiness!

Dimitra Karatolou holds a BA in
Communication and Mass Media by
the University of Athens and an MSc in
Social and Organizational Psychology
by the London School of Economics.
She began her career as a journalist,
but soon turned to psychology. She
has worked in senior human resources
roles in multinational companies in
Germany and in Greece. In 2007 she
created her own company Lifepassport
– dream, plan, act! Until today she has
designed and delivered more than
700 training hours and 1.000 coaching
hours. Moreover, she regularly writes
articles for business magazines
about professional and personal
development.

Through self-tests, theory and interactive sessions
during the workshop all the participants shared
their personal experiences and speculations.
They aimed to find their personal “magic recipe”
that would provide to their research work the
necessary time through increased efficiency and
energy.
Throughout the workshop, Dimitra Karatolou
discussed extensively with all the participants
and proposed helpful techniques which anyone
can adopt in his daily working life to circumvent
any “time-sabotage strategies”. Furthermore,
she drew participants’ attention to ways to be
smarter in scheduling one’s program, gave them
highlights through which more energy can be
saved while avoiding in parallel any waste of time.
The workshop was undoubtedly very constructive
and helpful for everyone. It also offered the
motivation to the participants to realize that
being more efficient and productive is a matter
of management and not a time and energy
consuming process.
Learning how to manage your time so that you
can accomplish what you set out to accomplish is
a skill that will be helpful throughout your life. It is
particularly helpful when you are a student as you
have deadlines and many competing priorities
that need your attention.
Maria Tsemperouli
PhD Student
Department of Physical Chemistry, UNIGE

Contact: info@lifepassport.gr
http://lifepassport.gr
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WHY academics
should get involved
in outreach?

The power of outreach

Hérisson sous gazon

The astronomer, astro-physicist and science communicator Carl
Sagan co-founded the Planetary Society, wrote several books
and directed a successful television series “Cosmos A Personal
Voyage”. Α brief passage of his book “Pale blue dot: A Vision of
the Human Future in Space”, related to the photo of the same
name, taken by Voyager I on February 14th 1990, gives us a flavor
of the power of outreach:

7’000 visitors each year make « Hérisson Sous Gazon » one
of the biggest children’s open-air festivals in the Frenchspeaking part of Switzerland. The cultural programme
filled with music, theatre performances, acrobats and
street artists is complemented by a multitude of workshops
offered by more than 50 local associations which cover the
whole spectrum of a child’s reality: from the fire fighters to
the sports clubs, music, handicraft, painting, recycling, and
science.

Within the scientific community performing outreach is often regarded as an
add-on to a scientist’s day job, rather than an integral part of it. How relevant is
this point of view? Why should academics get involved in outreach?

The success of a researcher is however
seldom measured by its ability to diffuse his
results towards the general public. Rather
the number of papers produced in renowned
magazines, the projects and collaborations
established and the extend of funds obtained
for competitive research projects are the
crucial criteria. The wider benefits to society
beyond academia like promoting public
awareness and understanding of science and
making informal contributions to science
education, come as marginal actions. Worse,

“Could you please explain simply why it’s complicated?”
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scientists who communicate their work to
the media or the public have often the view
that they are wasting valuable research time.
They might even be stigmatised as to be not
so successful researchers.
But what are the benefits for scientists to
get involved in outreach and science communication?
Outreach improves one’s skills in
communication. Popularisers acknowledge
that outreach is a way to enrich one’s
communication skills, critical thinking,
writing skills which can in turn firm up their
ability to prepare scientific papers, lectures,
or construct arguments1. Scientists report
often not to engage in outreach activities
that involve a public because they feel
unprepared to effectively interact with the
audience. However, in most cases, when no
contentious material needs to be presented2,
one doesn’t need to be a professional science
communicator to do valuable outreach.
Outreach is not a second class activity.
A quantitative study3 on the relationship
of scientists to outreach suggests
popularisation is an activity of the senior
scientific elite, especially for the most
“prestigious” media (press, radio, television).
There are many different directions to take,
especially now in the digital age (via blogs,
social media) which effectively facilitate
knowledge exchange4. The idea that “wider
dissemination is carried out by those who
are not good enough for an academic
career” doesn’t stand.
Outreach makes you a better advocate of
science. Scientists which engage in wider
audiences seem, in most disciplines, to be
more active academically3. Dissemination
activities seem to have marginal effect on
promotion and almost no impact on their
careers, but they contribute to expand their
base of knowledge. This remains important,

as shown by a recent study on “What the
American Public knows or does not know
about science” which even more illustrates
the broad patterns of differences in science
knowledge according to education and demographic groups5. Furthermore, beyond
increasing awareness of their work, outreach fosters between the researchers and
the general public something precious: “mutual trust and a shared understanding of the
relevant science”6.
Outreach contributes to your happiness.
One of the main reasons to perform outreach
is the pleasure of interacting with the public,
of going out of the lab. It is “fun and rewarding
to see people with an interest in science learn
new things, gain a new level of understanding
and appreciation for science, and inspire the
next generation of scientists”1.
We have a starting point to pause and reflect
on ways to do outreach, how proclaimed priorities could better translate into concrete
measures and whether we should invent ways
to reward and encourage scientists who are
engaged in outreach events.

J.T.H.
“From this distant vantage point, the Earth might
not seem of any particular interest. But for us, it’s
different. Consider again that dot. That’s here. That’s
home. That’s us. On it everyone you love, everyone
you know, everyone you ever heard of, every human
being who ever was, lived out their lives... To me, it
underscores our responsibility to deal more kindly
with one another and to preserve and cherish the pale
blue dot, the only home we’ve ever known.”
Carl Sagan

3 questions

to Nolwenn Chavan, Science Communicator
Why does the NCCR Chemical Biology undertake outreach activities?
The NCCRs aim to strengthen Swiss research in
areas of strategic importance for the future of
Swiss science, business and society. As such, it
is part of our mission to maintain links with the
potential end-users of our research results and
make a contribution to knowledge transfer.

Phaedra Simitsek
COO NCCR Chemical Biology
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Most funding agencies and research
institutions recognise the value of opening
academic research through outreach and
engage with society on which they depend
for funding. They value to a different extend
not only the intellectual merit of research
but also its broader impacts, including the
benefits towards society such as tackling
societal challenges, or advancing the public
understanding of science. With that respect,
researchers are encouraged to produce
scientific outreach work and share their own
research with wider public audiences.

The University of Geneva and the Chimiscope are
represented by the NCCR Chemical Biology which offers
small experiments in biology and chemistry to the children
to stimulate their natural curiosity and nurture their
interest in investigating the world around them. Preserving
and nurturing this in-born curiosity will assure the next
generation of scientists in Switzerland.

Contact
Nolwenn Chavan
NCCR Chemical Biology
nolwenn.chavan@unige.ch

What are the outreach activities of the NCCR
Chemical Biology?
We develop and run workshops for schoolchildren
in collaboration with the existing outreach
platforms in chemistry and biology of our home
institutions: Chimiscope, BioScope, BiOutils
(UNIGE) and the Service de Promotion des
sciences (EPFL). We also participate in public
events: in science fairs such as La Nuit de la
Science or career and studies fairs such as La
Cité des Métiers in Geneva. Our activities have
two main goals: to allow people to experiment
by themselves and be amazed by the beauty and

fun of science, and to give them an opportunity to
meet actual scientists and discuss what science is
really like “from the inside”.
As an NCCR member, how can I get involved
or contribute?
If you are interested in sharing your passion for
science, there are three ways you can contribute:
> Send us your ideas of experiments to show to
the public. Next time you are excited about what
you see on your lab bench, or you come across a
cool video, please share it! Do not worry about
writing a full protocol, we can work on that as long
as we get your ideas!
> Be available to answer technical and precise scientific questions: we need your unique expertise!
> Come meet the public by participating in one of
our outreach activities!
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PORTRAIT OF A SCIENTIST

GOOD READS

DOROTHEA FIEDLER
Professor of Chemical Biology and new Director at the Leibniz-Institut für
Molekulare Pharmakologie (Berlin), Dorothea Fiedler reveals a bright personality
and how she found her way through the challenges of her recent career!
Why are you active in the field of
chemical biology?
My education is in inorganic chemistry, but
I have always had a fascination with the
molecular basis of biological systems. It
is still incredible to me how signaling and
metabolic networks operate in a cellular
setting with such high precision. As chemical
biologists we have the opportunity to now
create tools – complementary to traditional
molecular biology methods – to interrogate
these complex questions with great molecular
detail.
Describe the most intense moment of
your career.
Moving my lab across the Atlantic Ocean from
Princeton to Berlin. I was very fortunate to have
strong support from my graduate students,
but the many weeks during which all our lab
equipment (and all our household goods) were in
a container somewhere on the ocean were very
unsettling.
Which is the best idea you ever had?
To have children.

Do you have a role-model or a drivingforce?
I really enjoyed working with my PhD advisors
Ken Raymond and Bob Bergman, and my postdoc advisor Kevan Shokat. All of them are phenomenal scientists and are wonderful people
and mentors. In difficult situations, I always wonder what they would do (and then I call them).
The philosophy along which lines you
lead your lab?
I expect scientific excellence and open-mindedness from my co-workers. I give them enough
freedom to develop their own ideas and approaches, but ensure they keep their overall goals
well defined.
Can you shed light on the relevance
of inter-disciplinarity for scientific
breakthroughs?
I think everybody in the field of chemical biology appreciates the importance of
multi-disciplinarity and collaboration to
tackle the most challenging problems. For
example, the power of an interdisciplinary
approach is showcased well by the advancements in the area of phosphoproteomics

over the past two decades.
Define research in just three words.
Curiosity – endurance – fun!
How do you match the words beauty
and science?
They can be matched in many different
ways. But the most beautiful moments in
science for me are when you are doing an
experiment, you think you know the answer,
but you get something completely different
and unexpected. Then you realize there is still so
much to be discovered.
A piece of advice you’d like to give to
the young generation of researchers?
There are many, many different ways of being
a successful scientist, so in my opinion there
is no general advice for starting your career.
Just study what really interests you and do it
with passion. And carefully evaluate whether
unsolicited advice suits your situation.
A book, song, poem, music or painting
that you spot out and get inspiration
from?
My favorite band is “Fettes Brot”, but claiming
that their music helps me to map out the next
set of experiments for the lab is somewhat
questionable.

After receiving a Diplom in Chemistry
from the University of Wuerzburg,
Dorothea Fiedler conducted her
graduate work at the University of
California, Berkeley, under the guidance
of Kennth Raymond and Robert
Bergman. Following postdoctoral
work in Kevan Shokat’s lab at UCSF,
she became an Assistant Professor
in the Department of Chemistry at
Princeton University in 2010. In 2015,
she moved to the Leibniz-Institut
for Molecular Pharmacology (FMP)
and the Humboldt University, Berlin
(Germany), where she is now a full
Professor and Director. She continues
to investigate cellular signaling
pathways and metabolic networks,
using a combination of chemical and
biological approaches.
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A selection OF GOOD READS
by ALEXANDER ADIBEKIAN
Assistant professor in the Department of Physical Chemistry
at the University of Geneva

AIG1 AND ADTRP ARE ATYPICAL INTEGRAL MEMBRANE
HYDROLASES THAT DEGRADE BIOACTIVE FAHFAS
The serine hydrolase family of enzymes consists of several subclans
that are sequentially rather distantly related to one another. A common
feature that is almost universally shared by members of this enzyme
family is the chemical reactivity between their active site Ser or Thr
residues and the so-called fluorophosphonate (FP) probes. Thus, FP
probes can be used to identify by chemical proteomics previously
undiscovered hydrolases. The groups of Cravatt and Saghatelian
investigated the reactivity of FP across several human cellular proteomes
to identify an uncharacterized multipass transmembrane protein AIG1
as well as its sequence-homologous protein ADTRP as a mechanistically
novel class of Thr-dependent transmembrane hydrolases. Using in
vitro lipid substrate hydrolysis assays the authors discovered that both

AIG1 and ADTRP hydrolyze fatty acid esters of hydroxy fatty acids
(FAHFAs) but not other major classes of lipids. Moreover, the authors
screened libraries of electrophilic serine hydrolase inhibitors to identify
a β-lactone and a carbamate compound as nanomolar and cell-active
inhibitors of human AIG1 using the competitive activity-based protein
profiling (ABPP) methodology. Finally, the authors utilized these newly
identified pharmacological tools to confirm the function of AIG1 as
principle FAHFA hydrolase directly in cells. Overall, this work nicely
demonstrates how ABPP and chemical proteomics can be used to
identify entirely novel classes of mammalian enzymes.
www.nature.com/nchembio/journal/v12/n5/pdf/nchembio.2051.pdf

FLUORESCENCE PROBES TO DETECT
LIPID-DERIVED RADICALS
Lipids in our cells are easily oxidized by reactive oxygen species (ROS) to
form electrophilic lipid peroxidation products such as 2-hydroxynonenal
(4-HNE) or malondialdehyde (MDA). These electrophiles bind
afterwards to proteins or DNA and induce inflammation, angiogenesis
and apoptosis. Because lipid peroxidation produces hundreds of
different electrophilic species, it is challenging to detect and quantify
all of these products in vivo. One possible solution to this problem
would be to establish a method for detection of the so-called lipidderived radicals (LDRs), the initial and most upstream products of
lipid peroxidation, that would provide information on the mechanism
of diseases and accelerate the development of new therapeutic
strategies. KenYamada and coworkers describe the first highly selective
and sensitive fluorescence probe for lipid radicals, NBD-Pen, that is

suitable for cellular imaging but also staining of tissue sections. They
demonstrate that NBD-Pen is capable of directly detecting and imaging
LDRs in living cells and even in an animal model in which hepatocellular
carcinoma (HCC) was induced by administration of carcinogenic
diethylnitrosamine (DEN). Furthermore, the authors found that NBDPen reduces inflammation at the early stages of carcinogenesis as
well as after the induction of tumor formation by DEN. Overall, this
paper documents the development of the first selective fluorescence
probe that not only enables imaging of lipid radical formation, but
also provides therapeutically relevant effects on DEN-induced HCC
formation.
www.nature.com/nchembio/journal/vaop/ncurrent/pdf/nchembio.2105.pdf

MITOCHONDRIAL DNA REPAIR AND REPLICATION PROTEINS
REVEALED BY TARGETED CHEMICAL PROBES
Mitochondria are energy-producing organelles in eukaryotic cells that
contain a small, circular genome (mtDNA). Just like any other DNA
molecule, mtDNA can be damaged e.g. by reactive oxygen species
(ROS), hazardous chemicals or radiation. In contrast to the nuclear
DNA, where the repair mechanisms are well studied, the mitochondrial
DNA repair processes are rather poorly understood. It is known that
mitochondria contain some components of the base-excision repair
(BER) pathway that repairs small adducts produced through oxidation
of DNA bases by ROS, but it is much less known about other crucial
DNA repair pathways in mitochondria. To address these questions,
Shana Kelley and coworkers developed peptide-based transporters
that translocate DNA-damaging agents into mitochondria. By
simultaneously conducting a targeted siRNA screen of known nuclear
DNA maintenance factors and monitoring synergistic effects of genetic

inactivation and pharmacological mtDNA damaging, the authors
identify a number of proteins previously not known to contribute to
the DNA repair mitochondria. The identified hits include proteins
functioning in pathways of oxidative DNA damage repair and dsDNA
break repair and a novel mitochondrial DNA polymerase, POLθ, that
promotes efficient DNA replication in a redox-sensitive environment.
Overall, this work is a nice example for a combined chemical and genetic
approach that led to system-wide discovery of proteins contributing to
mtDNA maintenance and repair.
www.nature.com/nchembio/journal/v12/n7/pdf/nchembio.2102.pdf
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#MyChemBioSci

NCCR ANNUAL RETREAT

Snapshots of chemical biology ( Episode 1)

The concept

Facing a camera, one young researcher
presents in 2 minutes his recently published
work and gives emphasis on the biological
problem behind it. Another one comments
with a few lines to explain the chemistry
approach used to solve the problem. Both are
from different disciplines but meet through
chemical biology.

The audience

Scientists from different disciplines rapidly learn
how to think in a chemical biology way, i.e.
how tools taken from chemistry can help solve
problems in biology.

The Protagonists

Laurent Holtzer, Postdoctoral fellow in M.
Gonzalez Gaitan’s lab, UNIGE. Biophysicist.
Marcello Anzola, PhD student in N.
Winssinger’s lab, UNIGE. Chemist.

Watch the video

2

Put into perspective

To image biomolecules or biological
processes inside cells or living organisms,
chemists have developed so-called
bioorthogonal reactions that do not
interfere with the biochemistry of the living
matter. These reactions allow to control
the timing and localisation of the reaction
inside cells or organisms by turning on
the chemistry with either an enzyme or a
pulse of light. Here, we use a bioorthogonal
templated reaction, the miRNA acting
as a template, to track and visualise the
expression of several microRNAs in a live
vertebrate without interfering with the
development of the animal.
Three pairs of oligonucleotide probes
targeting specific sequences on three
different microRNA expressed in particular
tissues at distinct developmental stages
were designed. These oligonucleotide

TESTIMONIES FROM
		
PARTICIPANTS

It was really interesting to see how new collaborations and
ideas have sprung up between participating laboratories since
last year. I particularly enjoyed to see how chemical methods
developed in pure chemistry labs are now being employed
in biology focused labs to answer real biological questions,
combing these two sets of expertise. It is not often one can
go back to the lab that made a reagent to ask them to tweak
aspects of it to fit your experimental conditions.

This play: Shining light on miRNA localisation in zebrafish

1

			

templates were modified with reacting
partners to perform a ruthenium-catalysed
azide reduction. The proximity between the
reacting partners is achieved by hybridisation
of the two probes with the oligonucleotide
template and in our case the complementary
microRNA sequence, to ensure selectivity:
these reactions are performed under
conditions in which the bimolecular reaction
should not occur, thus shutting down any
possible background signal.

Helen Farrants, Postdoc, Johnsson’s lab, EPFL

The talks of all five projects were very interesting and I was
particularly impressed by the NCCR projects developing a
high-throughput platform for super-resolution microscopy
and the progress of cell-penetrating poly-disulfides. Further
highlights were the two invited guest speakers from Basel and
Strasbourg giving lectures about their latest research.
Tim Kükenshöner, Postdoc, Hantschel’s lab, EPFL

By shining blue light on the whole zebrafish
embryo, the ruthenium catalyst gets
activated and in turn reduces the azide in
the proximate rhodamine-PNA conjugate,
leading to an increase of fluorescence
exactly localised where the target microRNA
is expressed.

1
The retreat was a great insight into how the world of academic
conferences work. Two highlights were the presentations of Prof.
Beat Fierz, featuring his work in single molecule dynamics of
chromatin binding, as well as recent work from the Nicolai Cramer
lab in expanding the length of di-sulfide bonds by introducing
methodology for the introduction of dithiols of varying lengths.
Both expressed the rigor and standards to which the NCCR holds
its members, as well as being excellent speakers.

Attending the NCCR chemical biology retreat is first of all a
great experience in science! The retreat provided a wonderful
occasion to know more about the colleagues working in related
fields. As a PhD student easily immersed in the smaller world
of my own project, I was able to look outside and discover very
helpful people, mind-set and expertise.
Qiuliyang Yu, PhD student, Johnsson’s lab, EPFL

3

Go further!

Gordon Brown, master student, Johnsson’s lab, EPFL

Holtzer L., Oleinich I., Anzola M., Sadhu K. K., Gonzalez-Gaitan M., Winssinger N., “Nucleic-acid templated
chemical reaction in a live vertebrate”, ACS Central Science, 2016, 2 (6), 394-400.

Having joined Loewith lab in April 2016, the retreat provided
a great opportunity to get to know what the NCCR is all about
and which other projects are pursued. The 27 scientific talks
covered a wide range of topics in chemical biology, from such
more focussed on chemical synthesis to others emphasizing
biological aspects. I found particularly exciting to hear about
the tremendous progress in lipid probes to visualize membrane
voltages, compartmentalization and trafficking and about the
range of compound screening capabilities within the NCCR. I am
also pleased that our own talk on peptide mass spectrometry
that I gave with Wendi Hale, another PostDoc from our lab, has
already started to trigger new collaborations with other NCCR
labs.

IN SHORT

LOOKING BACK AT THE RETREAT 2016
The NCCR Chemical Biology Annual Retreat
2016 took place last June and was held, just
like the previous years, at the Eurotel Victoria,
Villars-sur-Ollon, in Vaud. Over 90 members
at all career stages came together over the
three-day event to learn and exchange on
their research, take the opportunity to get to
know other scientists from the network and
share in a convivial manner.
The retreat proved once more to be a
valuable knowledge transfer exercise.
Academic members were keen to listen to 25
contributed talks and attend over 40 posters
by our junior research members. The invited
“keynote speakers” were Andrey Klymchenko
(Research Associate, Lab. of Biophotonics &
Pharmacology, Strasbourg University) and
Prof. Matthias Wymann (Dpt. of Biomedicine,
University of Basel). They respectively
presented interesting insights of their work
relative to the development of fluorogenic
14

probes for lipid and proteins in biomembranes
or the complexity of phosphoinositide
3-kinase signaling and targeting pathways.
The Knowledge and Technology Transfer
session held presented the activities of
the Swiss Commission for Technology and
Innovation (CTI) - represented by Lan Zuo
Gillet, Program Director, and Marine Favre,
CTI Administration and Marketing Officer, to
cover the CTI training opportunities. Coach
Sébastian Dubuis further expanded on the
coaching programmes available while Dr
Lavinia Alberi acted as a “testimonial” and
gave insights on her career path as both an
entrepreneur and a researcher.
The outreach activities of the NCCR and
the multiple ways researchers can actively
contribute to it were presented by our
Scientific Communicator, Nolwenn Chavan. An
afternoon dedicated to team building activities

is always part of the programme. We set for
an excursion to the impressive Salt mines of
Bex, which hold the Swiss market exclusivity
on culinary salt production. A most interesting
moment through history and a glimpse on a
declining craft of courageous men.
Finally, the format of the strategy session was
inverted compared to previous years. We implemented in advance a bottom-up approach
and intended to “shake the box” by soliciting
the involvement and creative thinking of the
students and postdocs from the network. PhD
student Qiuliyang Yu (Johnsson’s lab) co-lead
the session with maestria together with our
Director Howard Riezman, and many new directions and initiatives were risen.

Michaël Plank, Postdoc, Loewith lab, UNIGE

2
I really enjoyed my first NCCR retreat! It was interesting to
visualize the same project under different aspects as it was
presented by both biochemists and chemists. I liked the fact
that PIs, postdocs, PhDs and master students could easily mix
and argue on their work. The poster sessions allowed us to talk
about the on-going projects but at the same time offered the
possibility to create new links between groups and, why not,
start new collaborations.
Eline Bartolami, Postdoc, Matile’s lab, UNIGE

Watch the video of the retreat
Pictures: © Sofia Barluenga
1. Presentation of Wendi Hale and Michaël Plank
2. Presentation of Prof. Matthias Wymann (University of Basel)
3. Poster session
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NCCR CHEMBIO NEWS

VISUALLY CELEBRATING CHEMBIO

A selection of images that highlight topics in the field of Chemical Biology or are
just meant for visual entertainment.

Recently completed - or almost completeD PhD thesIs
“Exploring dynamic organellar shape using live-cell fluorescence super-resolution microscopy” by Lina Carlini (Supervisor: Suliana Manley, EPFL)
“Lewis acid catalyzed Annulations of Donor-Acceptor Aminocyclopropanes and Aminocyclobutanes” by Sophie Racine (Supervisor: Jérôme Waser, EPFL). Defense on September
14th, 2016.

Nominations and Awards received by NCCR
Chemical Biology members or alumni

BEST POSTERS AWARDS
Over 40 posters where presented at the two poster sessions
covering all fields of research of the NCCR. The NCCR’s jury
composed of NCCR Professors Suliana Manley, Stefan Matile
and Aurélien Roux selected the poster of Maria Tsemperouli,
(PhD student at Kaori Sugihara, UNIGE), Gordon Brown (Master student at Kai Johnsson, EPFL) and Ninad Agashe (PhD
student at Beat Fierz, EPFL) as winners of this year’s Best
Posters Awards.

Sophie Racine (Jérôme Waser’s lab) received a Early Postdoc.Mobility grant of the Swiss
National Science Foundation to join the group of Prof. Neil Garg at UCLA.
Stefan Matile is now member of the Editorial Board of the relaunched Helvetica
Chimica Acta.
Stefan Matile has been elected President of the School of Chemistry and Biochemistry
of the UNIGE.

Beautiful chemical structures

A group of talented 3D artists in Shanghai created
this short animation to express their impression of
chemical structures. This animation also features an
original music composed by Lisa Elisabeth.
www.beautifulchemistry.net
© 2014 Institute of Advanced Technology, University of Science and Technology of China
© 2014 Tsinghua University Press

Jérôme Waser has received the Springer Heterocyclic Chemistry Award on July 6, 2016.
Suliana Manley has been promoted to Associate Professor of the EPFL in April 2016.
The Rectorate at the Faculty of Sciences (UNIGE) has approved the nomination of Prof.
Karsten Kruse as Full Professor at the Department of Biochemistry (50%) and the Department of Theoretical Physics applied to Biochemistry (50%).

Publications from APRIL to JULY 2016

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cell carousel

3D reconstruction based on immunofluorescence images
of epithelial cells (MDCK II) growing with cable-like shape
between round pillars (top view). The same picture is repeated
and slightly rotated in cyan, red, green and magenta. Colors
mark cell membrane. This image of Caterina Tomba (Roux
Lab) won the March Image competition of the Biochemistry
department, University of Geneva (https://twitter.com/rouxlab).
This competition is sponsored by Nikon.
© Caterina Tomba
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•
•
•
•

Alessandri K., Feyeux M., Gurchenkov B., Delgado C., Trushko A., Krause K. H.,
Vignjević D., Nassoy P., Roux A., “A 3D printed microfluidic device for production
of functionalized hydrogel microcapsules for culture and differentiation of human
Neuronal Stem Cells (hNSC)”, Lab Chip, 2016,16, 1593-1604.
Cotelle Y., Lebrun V., Sakai N., Ward T. R., Matile S., “Anion-π Enzymes”, ACS Central
Science, 2016, 2, 388−393. Press release by UNIGE and NCCR Chemical Biology.
Holtzer L., Oleinich I., Anzola M., Sadhu K. K., Gonzalez-Gaitan M., Winssinger N.,
“Nucleic-acid templated chemical reaction in a live vertebrate”, ACS Central Science,
2016, 2 (6), 394-400. Press release by UNIGE and NCCR Chemical Biology.
Kirkpatrick C. L., Martins D., Redder P., Frandi A., Mignolet J., Chapalay J. B.,
Chambon M., Turcatti G., Viollier P. H., “Growth control switch by a DNA-damageinducible toxin–antitoxin system in Caulobacter crescentus”, Nature Microbiology,
2016, 16008.
Lascano S., Zhang K.-D., Wehlauch R., Gademann K., Sakai N., Matile S., “The third
orthogonal dynamic covalent bond”, Chem. Sci., April 2016.
Morelli P., Martin-Benlloch X., Tessier R., Waser J., Sakai N., Matile S., “Ethynyl
benziodoxolones: functional terminators for cell-penetrating poly(disulfide)s”,
Polym. Chem., 2016, 7, 3465-3470.
Nasu Y., Benke A., Arakawa S., Yoshida G. J., Kawamura G., Manley S., Shimizu S.
Ozawa T., “In Situ Characterization of Bak Clusters Responsible for Cell Death Using
Single Molecule Localization Microscopy”, Scientific Reports 6, Article 27505 (2016).
Tanasescu R., Lanz M., Mueller D., Tassler S., Ishikawa T., Reiter R., Brezesinski G.,
Zumbuehl A., “Vesicle Origami and the Influence of Cholesterol on Lipid Packing”,
Langmuir, 2016, 32, 4896-4903.
Wallabregue A., Moreau D., Sherin P., Moneva Lorente P., Jarolímová Z., Bakker E.,
Vauthey E., Gruenberg J., Lacour J., “Selective Imaging of Late Endosomes with a pHSensitive Diazaoxatriangulene Fluorescent Probe”, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2016, 138 (6),
1752-1755.
Wojcik J., Lamontanara A. J., Grabe G., Koide A., Akin L., Gerig B., Hantschel O.,
Koide S., “Allosteric Inhibition of Bcr-Abl Kinase by High Affinity Monobody Inhibitors
Directed to the Src Homology 2 (SH2)-Kinase Interface”, J. Biol. Chem., 2016, vol. 291
(16), 8836-47.
Xue L., Prifti E., Johnsson K., “A General Strategy for the Semisynthesis of Ratiometric
Fluorescent Sensor Proteins with Increased Dynamic Range”, J. Am. Chem. Soc.,
2016, 138 (16), 5258-61.
Zhao Y., Cotelle, Y., Sakai N., Matile S., “Unorthodox Interactions at Work”, J. Am.
Chem. Soc., 2016, 138, 4270-4277. Perspective on the currently unfolding interest in
integrating unorthodox non-covalent interactions into functional systems. Spotlight
on this perspective was published: Herman, C. “For Progress in Functional Systems,
Think Outside the Box”, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2016, 138, 4693.
Lagoutte R., Serba C., Abegg D., Hoch D. G., Adibekian A., Winssinger N., “Divergent
Synthesis and Identification of the Cellular Targets of Deoxyelephantopins”, Nat.
Commun. 2016, accepted for publication.

Best Posters Awards: Ninad Agashe and Maria Tsemperouli, two of the winners
© Sofia Barluenga

THE RELAUNCHED HELVETICA
The journal Helvetica brings a
new focus on full papers, a new
scope and a new editorial board
to one of the oldest and most
prestigious journals in the chemical
science. The journal is accepting
new submissions from now on.
Accepted articles will be published
online within a week.

And now
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UPCOMING EVENTS
Seminar: Dr. Joanna Andrecka

July 20, 2016, 11:00, Room 352 – UNIGE (Geneva)
Department of Chemistry, University of Oxford
“Interferometric scattering microscopy - a new camera for the
nano-world”

Conference: Peptides & proteins

July 22-26, 2016, Sciences II – UNIGE (Geneva)
“Peptides and proteins: structure, function and biotechnology”
This conference is organized by Menicon Co. Ltd. and MIT. An event
where the NCCR is a partner. Among other speakers: Jean-Marie
Lehn (Louis Pasteur University, Nobel Prize co-winner in Chemistry
1987), Ada Yonath (Weizmann Institute of Science, Nobel Prize cowinner in Chemistry 2009), Alan Fersht (University of Cambridge),
Ed Boyden (MIT Media Lab), Daniela Rhodes (MRC-LMB &Nanyang
Tech University), Aurélien Roux (UNIGE), Nicolas Wissinger
(UNIGE), Robbie Loewith (UNIGE), Kai Johnsson (EPFL), Karl-Heinz
Krause (M.D. Geneva Medical Faculty and University Hospitals), etc.
More info on the event’s website.

Seminar: Professor Philip Cole

July 25, 2016, 16:15, SV17.17A – EPFL (Lausanne)
July 26, 2016, 16:15, A100 – UNIGE (Geneva)
Johns Hopkins University, School of Medicine, Director of the
Department of Pharmacology and Molecular Sciences
”Chemical approaches to sorting out protein post-translational
modifications”

Seminar: Jeremy W. Thorner
August 30, 2016, Room and time to be confirmed – UNIGE (Geneva)
Professor of Biochemistry, Biophysics and Structural Biology,
UC Berkeley. “A protein kinase network controls plasma
membrane lipid homeostasis”

The NCCR Chemical Biology
is a Swiss research initiative
of excellence which brings
together highly skilled chemists,
biochemists, physicists and cell
biologists from the Universities
of Geneva, Fribourg and EPF
Lausanne to develop new
chemistry tools and approaches
to visualize and manipulate
biochemical activities in living
cells.

Workshop: high throughput screening

Postponed to : October 3-5, 2016, ACCESS Geneva – UNIGE
Organised by Dimitri Moreau. Number of participants limited to 8.

workshop: intro to lab methods, bioactive
compounds screening
November 21-25, 2016, BSF-ACCESS – EPFL – Lausanne
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Happy summer holidays!
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