My experiences at the London International Youth Science Forum 2006

Kathryn Ferris, Northern Ireland

To be able to say that I was one of the two hundred and fifty young scientists who formed the London International Youth Science Forum (LIYSF) 2006 brings me great honour. All my expectations of LIYSF were met and exceeded over the two weeks and I had the most amazing, exciting and breath-taking two weeks of my life! It was two weeks that have impacted my life in more ways than I thought possible and it was two weeks that I will never forget!

During the LIYSF opening ceremony I had the honour of being the flag bearer for Northern Ireland. It was an unbelievable sight seeing the many flags from all over the world being proudly carried by fellow students from those countries. It was a very moving event as the reality of all that I was about to experience began to sink in.

The principle lectures and demonstrations were my first insight into the scientific route of discovery that lay ahead for me over the two weeks. I thoroughly enjoyed all the lectures but in my opinion two of them stood out above the others. “Hello, who have we here?” presented by Professor David Lowe gave me an insight into forensic medicine and a opportunity to test my detective skills in determining the sex of humans through images of bones, X-rays and DNA samples. “A Vision of the Future: New Technologies in the Science of Sight” presented by Dr Keith Martin was in my opinion, the most thought provoking and moving lecture. I learnt about the new technologies available to restore vision, the successful use of ocular gene therapy and the use of stem cells in rewiring the optic nerve.  The real-life footage shown highlighted the huge impact both scientists and clinicians have on changing lives for the better. This lecture motivated me to not just sit back and watch but to get involved, to fulfil my potential as a scientist and to make my mark on the work. It highlighted the impact that we can all make and moved me to push my boundaries and to strive for all my goals. To believe that I can achieve the things that sometimes seem unachievable and to never given up even when faced with barriers or setbacks because with perseverance comes results, and results bring hope for the future!

Through specialist lectures and seminars I was challenged and encouraged further. I learnt many new and exciting things about fossils and evolution, congenital disorders, tissue engineering and heart surgery. It was fascinating to explore areas of science that I may be involved in, in the future. The lectures were an insight into the demands, challenges and excitement of science. They further fuelled my desire to study medicine and gave me a deeper grasp of understanding of material that I will cover at University. The most inspiring seminar was “How to Mend a Broken Heart” presented by Dr Joo-Young Chun. It was overwhelming to see how cardiac surgery has advanced over the years and it was so exciting to be able to discuss the possibilities that lie ahead for the future such as robotic surgery.

A ‘student topics’ night allowed us to debate the challenge of bioethics. The debate focused on the use of embryonic stem cells. The evening allowed us all to share our views, to challenge each other’s views and to extend our trains of thought. That night I witnessed the impact culture and religion has on our viewpoints, which was something I would not experience in normal, everyday circumstances. I felt it was a vital opportunity for us all because the decisions we make as scientists in the future will affect the whole world and we need to take on board different cultures and religions and work together!

On our scientific visits I had the opportunity to visit the Old Operating Theatre Museum and Herb Garret, The Royal Marsden, Addenbrooke’s Hospital and the National History Museum. I thoroughly enjoyed all the visits especially The Royal Marsden and Addenbrooke’s. At the Royal Marsden I was overwhelmed by the levels of care they offer to all their cancer patients. The enthusiasm, passion and openness of all the staff was fantastic. They were a totally inspirational team of people and were a perfect example of the importance of teamwork from the labs through to all levels of care administered in the hospital. At Addenbrooke’s, I experienced planning 3-dimensional conformal radiotherapy for several patients which was incredible. Addenbrooke’s was also a perfect example of the importance of scientists and clinicians working side by side- this particularly appealed to me as in the future I hope to be both a clinician and a scientist.

Aside from the science there was also a huge social programme arranged for us. With a welcoming party, an international cabaret, a “songs of home” night, an underground train race and a farewell party to name but a few- there was always plenty to keep us entertained and lots of opportunities to make many new friends. I also had the opportunity to visit Windsor Castle and Hampton Court as well as attending three west-end plays and a Shakespeare play in the Globe Theatre- an experience I won’t forget! It was therefore not surprising that by the end of the two weeks I was extremely tired!

Living in an international community of like-minded young scientists was an experience that I will never forget. I was encouraged and challenged by everyone I met and I had the privilege to meet truly inspirational young people. I also made many friends- friends who I’ll have for life. Friends who shared similar hopes, dreams and aspirations and who care about changing the world in which we live for the better! Within two weeks those friends had impacted my life more than I thought possible. Now I long for the day when our paths cross again as working scientists striving to make a difference to our world!
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Some of the many friends I made at LIYSF 2006








