IFOM: A YEAR IN REVIEW

The first year of the new
IFOM Science & Society
program

by Giorgio Scita

The aim of YouScientist is to widen the bridge
connecting science with society by allowing a
lay audience to live and experience the world of
molecular biology firsthand, to hold test tubes
and restriction enzymes. Participants work side-
by-side with scientists and experience not only the
passion and enthusiasm, but also the difficulties,
frustrations and limitations of scientific research.

For centuries, science has been considered an
activity driven primarily by curiosity on the part
of the scientist. This attitude is at the heart of the
mission at institutions like IFOM. At IFOM, the
need to “understand cancer in order to treat it”
translates into creating the conditions for individual
researchers to develop instincts, passion and an
unstoppable desire to explore and to go beyond the
limits of current knowledge. Overturning dogmas,
calling apparently acquired knowledge into question,
taking the road less traveled - there are things that
drive research, and especially cancer research.

YouScientist:

a live research
program for science
conscious citizens

This aspect is encoded in IFOM’s genome, where
another aspect has also gradually taken root: awareness
that the link between the world of science and
society has become increasingly intimate. There
is increasing awareness that scientific discoveries
influence everyday life, changing the lives and
health of the public.

There is a growing need for researchers who are
supported by public funds or donations to explain
their activities and results. It follows that science
must continually inform about the benefits that
society can draw from its activities. Finally, there
is a growing awareness among scientists that, along
with their knowledge comes the responsibility to help
solve public health, environmental, economic and
educational problems. The stereotype of researchers
hidden among test tubes on the bench has been
replaced by that of 21st century scientists, aware
of their role and above all their responsibilities
towards society.
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IFOM has established YouScientist
in response to these needs and to
theissues that scientists and society
need to understand.

Leveraging decades of experience
in communicating their science to
students at high schools and others,
2012 was marked by efforts to expand
this extraordinary audience.

The philosophy and strategy of the
first initiatives was to transfer the
training role typical of a school to
a society thirsting for information.
The strategy involved the use of
methods and issues that rely on empathy, emotion
and enthusiasm, which are the primary drivers
of scientific activity, involving both rational and
emotional spheres, gaming and entertainment.

Two new initiatives were
launched in the context of
the Researchers’ Night.

IFOM was chosen as the institutional partner of “Meet
Me Tonight” the Milan edition of Researchers’ Night
2012, held on September 28, 2012. Researchers’
Night is a European Commission initiative to promote
contact between citizens and the world of research
by involving them in games, lessons, experiments,
competitions, demonstrations and seminars.

For IFOM, participating in Meet Me Tonight was an
important opportunity to consolidate relationships
with institutions and learning centers in the territory
and a chance for greater openness towards society
in general.

The first of these initiatives focused on projection of
the documentary “The dark side of the sun” which
was followed by a debate at the Spazio Oberdan,
organized in collaboration with the Department
of Culture of the Province of Milan.

This documentary
by Carlo Shalom Hintermann, which received a
special mention at the 2013 edition of the Rome
International Film Festival, was sponsored by IFOM
because of the high scientific and social interest of
the topics discussed: Xeroderma pigmentosum,
a rare disease that forces affected children to live
in isolation, away from the daytime world of their
peers. “The dark side of the sun” documents the
positive experience of Camp Sundown, a summer
camp established in upstate New York by the parents
of an XP patient that receives patients from all
over the world.

The event opened with an introduction by Novo
Umberto Maerna, Commissioner for Culture for
the Province of Milan. Viewing of the film was
followed by a discussion stimulated by insights
that had emerged, with topics ranging from the
relationship between rare diseases and society, to
effective advancement of knowledge in these areas
of science, and the social and cultural contribution
that a film can provide.

YouScientist:
a live research program for science conscious citizens
by Giorgio Scita
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The debate, moderated by Eliana Liotta, Director
of OK Salute, involved the film’s director Carlo
Hintermann, IFOM scientist Giorgio Scita, psychologist
and director of IRIDe Gabriella Pravettoni, director
of the Filmmaker Festival Luca Mosso, and director
of the “Vedere la Scienza” Film Festival Pasquale
Tucci.

There was a very lively exchange of views among
the participants in the debate. Film critic Morando
Morandini was among the 70 spectators in the
audience.

The second organized event was LAB GAME. This
initiative is part of a project that aims to explain
complex molecular biology concepts to the public
by inviting people to improvise a performance of
song, dance, mime, or acting. LAB GAME relies
on the most recent advances in the cognitive field,
which show that cognitive, emotional and creative
involvement improves the capacity to learn and
explain information, including scientific topics.

LAB GAME participants learned the scientific basis
of biological phenomena important for cellular
development and for the life of the organism. They
also explore the correlations between lifestyle, genetic
predisposition to the risk of a disease and health.
This developed new awareness of their lifestyle and
at the same time an unexpected interest in research,
its discoveries and their impact in daily life.

Youscientist, IFOM Science & Society program

During “Meet Me Tonight”, the public was offered
a LAB GAME that involved the process of DNA
replication and the health consequences of the
damage that can occur during this process. LAB
GAME had a great impact on the 9o participants,
who also had fun playing it.

YouScientist:
a live research program for science conscious citizens
by Giorgio Scita
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Activities and numbers

YouScientist program activities in 2012 included
consolidation of a series of historical initiatives
aimed at schools: educational workshops, scientific
conferences, guided tours of IFOM research
laboratories, Summer School and special events
in the framework of national scientific events.

In particular, in 2012 YouScientist conducted 40
activities involving 2,633 people and 125 schools
participated in these IFOM initiatives.

Among the program activities, note in particular
the following projects:

“The student researcher”, the IFOM summer
school, now in its eighth edition and for the first
time promoted nationwide. The project is aimed
at students in the fourth year of secondary school.
Selection is based on performance on school
curriculum and scores on a particularly selective
test. In 2012, of 313 applications from 202 schools
in 70 Italian provinces, we selected 17 outstanding
students, who completed a two-week internship
in the IFOM research laboratories and attended
a science communication training program.

The project concluded with the event “Poster Day,
Science is an experience to communicate” during
which the students discussed their scientific posters
in front of an audience of non-experts. The project
led to the publication of an e-book “Because I Have
Experienced Research”) and the promotional video of
the YouScientist program. The project also received
ample coverage in the local and national media.

The educational workshop “Discover
your own DNA!” was aimed at thirty
legal experts and implemented under
the Advanced Training Course in
Forensic Genetics, sponsored by the
Superior Council of the Judiciary,
by the Criminal Chamber of Milan,
the European School of Molecular
Medicine and the European Institute
of Oncology. During the workshop,
the legal experts undertook the
purification of their own DNA from
the buccal mucosa cells, exploring
the scientific aspects of this procedure and its
implications for genetic analysis.

The change in communication paradigms in science
requires increasingly direct involvement by scientific
research institutes, while maintaining their founding
mission, which in the case of IFOM is the acquisition
of knowledge on cancer as a step towards effective
cancer therapy.

YouScientist:
a live research program for science conscious citizens
by Giorgio Scita
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Giorgio Scita
YouScientist program

A cell biologist and expert on
the dynamics of cell movement,
Giorgio Scita directs the
Mechanisms of Tumor Cell
Migration research unit at IFOM.

Born in 1963 near Parma, Scita
enrolled in the Faculty of Biology
at the University of Parma in 1982
with a precise intention: to study
animal behavior alongside the
famous Italian ethologist Danilo
Mainardi.

However, this was the time of

the great explosion of molecular
biology: “They began to identify
and clone genes, to move from
genes to proteins, to study their
functions. It was impossible not to
be fascinated.”

Therefore, Scita focused on the
behavior of proteins, graduating
in 1986 with a thesis on the
biochemistry of the metabolism
of one of the most powerful
antioxidants that protect cells
from damage induced by free
radicals: vitamin A.

In 1989, at the same University,
he specialized in Chemistry and
Food Technology and then left for
the United States. There, in the
laboratories of the Department
of Nutritional Sciences at the
University of California at
Berkeley, he continued his studies
on the effects of vitamin A and its
derivatives - particularly beta-
carotene and retinoic acid - on cell
adhesion.

The author:
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YouScientist: a live research program
for science conscious citizens

It was becoming increasingly
apparent at the time that retinoic
acid functions as a powerful
molecular signal capable of
influencing gene expression.

Scita discovered that the cellular
response to this signal could be
altered following the activation
of genes that promote tumor
transformation.

To study these issues further,

he left California in 1994

for Maryland to work in

the Laboratory of Cellular
Carcinogenesis and Tumor
Promotion at the National Cancer
Institute in Bethesda.

Meanwhile, in Milan, Italy

a project to create a new
organization was taking shape:
a Department of Experimental
Oncology at the European
Institute of Oncology (IEO). Two
scientists, in particular, were
advocates: Pier Giuseppe Pelicci
and Pier Paolo Di Fiore.

Attracted by the idea of studying
beside them, Scita returned to
Italy in 1995 to work on the staff
of Pier Paolo Di Fiore.

In 2001, he left the IEO, accepting
the offer by IFOM to develop

his own line of research there.

He established a new group to
investigate how cancer cells
acquire mobility, a feature
essential for the spread of cancer
in the body. This gave rise to

the Mechanisms of Tumor Cell

Migration research program at
IFOM.

In 2006, after five years of
significant contributions to

the advancement of scientific
knowledge, making important
discoveries in his field, was
confirmed as director of research
at IFOM.

In the same year, he became
Associate Professor of General
Pathology in the Faculty of
Medicine at the University of
Milan.

He is also associated with

various studies that deepen our
understanding of the mechanisms
by which cells perceive their
external environments and
transduce signals, in response to
which they change their behavior,
especially that of migration.

In particular, he was responsible
for the discovery that highlighted
the fundamental connection
between tumor cell mobility

and the cellular process of
endocytosis, traditionally
considered to act in quite different
cellular events.

Author of over 80 publications,
Scita is among the more
productive and cited Italian
scientists.



