Final Report on Maize Genetics, Genomics & Bioinformatics Workshop, 

held at CIMMYT International Maize and Wheat Research Center, El Batan, Mexico, March 7–11, 2004.

The workshop was held immediately before the Maize Genetics Conference, Mexico City, March 11-14, 2004.  This enabled students and instructors to attend the workshop and conference with a single airfare and trip. The workshop also served to better prepare students to understand the scientific content of the Maize Genetics Conference.

The workshop provided opportunity for 29 graduate students and early career scientists from the U.S.(13), Latin America (10), and Africa (6), of which 17 were female and 12 male.  Countries represented were the U.S., Mexico, Brazil, Columbia, Argentina, Peru, Kenya, Uganda, and South Africa. 

Workshop topics included:  The Maize Organism, Development of the Plant; Mutants and Their Analysis; Transposable Elements and Their Uses; Meiosis & Recombination, Classical and Molecular Maps; Quantitative Trait Locus Mapping & Association Analysis; Maize as a Genetic Model for Study of the Cereals. The unifying theme of the workshop was use of the Maize GDB and Gramene databases and bioinformatic exercises to support lecture topics. The database and bioinformatic emphasis was suitable for a short duration workshop, and involves resources that students can access upon return to their home countries and institutions.

The half-week maize workshop was designed to be a progenitor workshop and planning session for a full-week Cereal Genomics Workshop to be held at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory (CSHL), NY in September, 2005. Feedback from students and instructors was gathered and summarized. This information is already being used in the planning of the CSHL Cereal Genomics Workshop.

A workshop website was developed by Trent Seigfried before the course, which served to advertise the course, assist in screening of applicants, and for instructors to post outlines and materials in advance of the course.  Another website was developed after the workshop, which contains most of the materials presented in the course, pictures, feedback from students, and instructor comments.  This note and the website http://shrimp1.zool.iastate.edu/workshop/ comprise the final report. 

Holding the workshop at CIMMYT, one of the CGIAR international agricultural research centers, provided numerous advantages. International research centers have the experience and excellent infrastructure for holding training workshops, including handling visas for international participants. This workshop was the first one CIMMYT hosted that was not organized by CIMMYT researchers and staff.  Based on the success of this workshop, in terms of local logistics and facilities, as well as interaction with CIMMYT researchers, this is a model that will be considered for future workshops.  Other advantages include the Mexican students were able to come to the workshop by bus, and all students and instructors were able to tour CIMMYT and see various facilities, including the maize and wheat seed storage banks. 

During the workshop at CIMMYT, efforts were made to facilitate interaction among participants from different cultures and countries. All students were paired in rooms with an individual from another country. Various activities were regularly organized that involved dynamic participation of students from different countries. As an indicator of the success of this process, workshop students from different cultures were regularly seen at the Maize Genetics Conference in groups conversing, interacting, and socializing.

A CD with the lectures and exercises was handed out to participants. This will enable students to continue to work on exercises. Mechanisms are being put in place to follow up with participants longer-term on effectiveness of the workshop, handout materials, and the website. Since the unifying theme of the course was databases and bioinformatics, followup on these types of activities via email and the website should be very feasible.

The feedback from the students was quite positive. One consistent comment from student was that there was not enough time to perform computer-based exercises. This was somewhat expected, as our workshop was only a half-week. The course could easily be expanded to a full week, adding only selected materials on rice and other cereals. This would provide more time for performing computer-based exercises.  The student poster session was recommended to be held the first day and then again later in the week. The suggestion was made to also have an instructor poster session. Students desired lectures in the morning, then exercises the rest of the day, and were open to evening lectures. Full details on feedback are found within the website.

A tentative plan that was discussed and positively received at the Maize Genetics Conference is to hold the Cereal Genomics Workshop at CSHL in alternate years and at an international location such as CIMMYT, the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI), Phillipines, or University of Natal or Capetown, South Africa the other years. Some of the content and nature of the workshop, and the backgrounds of the students participating, may differ some in the alternating years. Maria ‘Luz’ George, coordinator of the Asian Maize Biotechnonology Program, a CIMMYT employee based at IRRI, attended the workshop and expressed interest in IRRI hosting a similar workshop in the future. Followup with Luz on this promising prospect is already underway.

The workshop organizers were: Torbert Rocheford, Department of Crop Sciences, University of Illinois; Sarah Hake, Plant Gene Expression Center, USDA-ARS, U.C. Berkeley; Dave Jackson, Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, New York; Jean-Philippe Vielle-Calzada, CINVESTAV, Irapuato, Mexico. Instructors were Doreen Ware, Trent Seigfried, Becky Boston, Bob Schmidt, Hugo Dooner, Anne Sylvester, Lisa Harper, Ed Buckler, Susan McCouch, Elizabeth Kellogg,Virginia Walbot.

The workshop was supported by funds from the National Science Foundation, Biological Sciences, Plant Genome; the Rockefeller Foundation; and the U.S. Agency for International Development. For more information on the CIMMYT workshop please feel free to email Torbert Rocheford at trochefo@uiuc.edu, and for information on the CSHL Cereal Genomics workshop email Dave Jackson at jacksond@cshl.org.

