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Interviews with scientists: 

Professor Sarah O’Connor on designing plant-derived medicines to treat cancer.
Student Sheet
This video interview with Professor Sarah O’Connor from the John Innes Centre, introduces her work to find new molecules that can successfully treat cancer.


Questions

1. Why are plant-derived medicines expensive and time-consuming to develop?
2. Which plant is the source of the anti-cancer agent known as vinblastine?
3. Which molecule within the cell does vinblastine bind to?
4. Vinblastine is known to successfully treat a variety of different cancers. Explain how it works.
5. Why does Professor O’Connor’s lab want to identify all of the genes involved in vinblastine biosynthesis in the Madagascar periwinkle?
6. Earlier attempts to identify the genes involved in the vinblastine biosynthetic pathway required the isolation of the enzymes from a plant tissue. Explain how the structure of the enzyme could be used to provide information about the gene or genes that carried the genetic code for the enzyme’s synthesis.
7. How does RNA-seq allow the scientists to sequence all of the genes that a plant is expressing at a given time?

8. Why are the natural products made by plants often called ‘privilege scaffolds’?

9. Making small changes to the molecular structure of a natural plant product may make it a better pharmacological agent. Give two properties of a drug that it may improve.  

10. What is metabolic engineering?
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