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Northumbria University with the 2024 Microbiology Society Outreach Prize. Photo: Courtesy of the Microbiology Society
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Northumbria team win prestigious
outreach prize

A team led by researchers from Northumbria University have been awarded
the 2024 Outreach Prize by the Microbiology Society in recognition of their
efforts and commitment to raising awareness of microbiology among future
generations.

Dr Amanda Jones and Dr Helen Hooper from Northumbria’s Department of
Applied Sciences, joined forces with one of the University’s Senior



https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/our-staff/j/amanda-jones/
https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/our-staff/h/helen-hooper/
https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/academic-departments/applied-sciences/
https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/academic-departments/applied-sciences/

Technicians, Callum Crawford, and graduate, Andrew Bell, who is now a
primary school Assistant Headteacher. Together, they used their knowledge
in teaching microbial research and molecular biology to design and
implement a project for 10 and 11-year-old primary school children called
What is a microorganism and where do they grow?

The project, which has since run successfully in two Newcastle schools, was
inspired by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children, who had their
lives hugely affected by something that they struggle to comprehend, given
that it can’'t be seen. This simple fact drove their decision to work together to
develop a programme of hands-on activities that reveal the hidden world of
microorganisms to children in an accessible and memorable way.

Dr Jones explained further: “Children have been hugely affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic, which led to us developing a programme of hands-on
activities to reveal the hidden world of microorganisms, to children in a
memorable way.

“We pooled both microbiological and primary teaching expertise to create an
enquiry-based programme to develop children’s understanding of: What are
microorganisms? Where do microorganisms grow? What substances kill
microorganisms?

“We used workshops as well as hands-on approaches where Year 5 children
became researchers and designed a microbiological enquiry; the first
swabbing surfaces to test for the presence of microorganisms using a hand-
held ATP luminometer. The second enquiry was to explore a range of
antimicrobial agents such as hand sanitiser, disinfectants and even garlic
juice and how effective they were at killing E. coli.”

Finally, a field trip to visit the University enabled the children to further
develop their practical skills by investigating the DNA of Green Fluorescent
Protein (GFP) transformed E. coli by pouring and loading agarose gels and
performing electrophoresis — a procedure to separate biological molecules.

Funding from the Royal Society Partnership scheme supported the purchase
of equipment and resources necessary for the project and has ensured that
activities are sustainable beyond the project end date for each school.
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Dr Hooper, who teaches across a range of Applied Sciences degrees at
Northumbria, said: “| embed the opportunity for students to engage with
volunteering to help develop and deliver this primary school outreach into
one of my modules, The Impact of Science on Society, specifically to support
and encourage Northumbria students to develop their experience,
communication skills and confidence.”

On receiving the 2024 Outreach Prize, Dr Jones added: “Working with young
children and teaching them about microbiology is a passion of ours and to
win this Outreach Prize is a great honour.”

The Microbiology Society Outreach Prize is awarded annually by the Society
to an individual or group of microbiologists who have demonstrated an
outstanding outreach initiative. Dr Jones and Dr Hooper delivered a
presentation on their work during the Microbiology Society’'s Committees
Day, held in London in October.

Dr Peter Cotgreave, Chief Executive of the Microbiology Society, said: “The
Microbiology Society’s Outreach Prize is awarded annually for an outstanding
outreach initiative and in Dr Amanda Jones and her team, including Andrew
Bell, Callum Crawford and Dr Helen Hooper, we recognised a fantastic team
effort and deserved win. Their commitment to raising awareness of
microbiology among future generations, developing a programme of hands-
on activities that reveal the hidden world of microorganisms to children, is
truly inspiring.”

At Northumbria University, a range of outreach work takes place with
children, families and teachers to support young people to feel more
confident in considering a career in science, technology, engineering and
maths (STEM) subjects. NUSTEM was established in 2014 with the aim of
engaging more young people in the STEM subjects, inspiring future
generations of scientists and engineers, and redressing the balance of female
students and under-represented groups studying STEM subjects in
universities.

Over the last decade the group has worked with over 160,000 primary and
secondary school pupils along with their families and teachers to foster an
enjoyment of STEM subjects in young people, with the aim of encouraging
more to consider careers in STEM.
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Northumbria is a research-intensive university that unlocks potential for all,
changing lives regionally, nationally and internationally.

Two thirds of Northumbria’'s undergraduate students come from the North
East region and go into employment in the region when they graduate,
demonstrating Northumbria's significant contribution to social mobility and
levelling up in the North East of England.

Find out more about us at www.northumbria.ac.uk
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