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BIOL 341 (Techniques in Molecular Biology) is a third year laboratory course being developed for the University 
of British Columbia. It is expected to have a large computer-based component, and must handle large enrollments. 
We are developing a written assignment that will introduce students to bioinformatics tools, in the context of scien-
tific inquiry. Students conduct research on genes of unknown function, possibly linked to materials used in the wet-
lab portion of the course, or to genomics research carried out by faculty members.  The NCBI databases are used to 
analyze nucleotide and protein sequences, search for genes with similar sequences, and identify conserved domains 
and structures. Hypotheses about the structure and function of their unknown gene product (protein) are generated, 
supported by further research on conserved domains and homologous genes. Findings are written up as a research 
proposal designed to test and characterize the gene products. Because poorly characterized genes are used, students 
cannot conduct literature searches on the genes themselves to find previously published results.  Thus, students 
must focus on the scientific process and synthesize new ideas from their bioinformatics data, and have the opportu-
nity to add to the knowledge base. Additionally, this assignment provides the students with further practice in using 
scientific literature and should improve their technical writing skills.  This project is currently being tested with 
Directed Studies (BIOL 448) students. Early outcomes will be discussed, and further suggestions are welcomed.
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Mini Workshop: Inquiry-Based Bioinformatics

Mission, Review Process & Disclaimer
 The Association for Biology Laboratory Education (ABLE) was founded in 1979 to promote information exchange among 
university and college educators actively concerned with teaching biology in a laboratory setting. The focus of ABLE is to 
improve the undergraduate biology laboratory experience by promoting the development and dissemination of interesting, in-
novative, and reliable laboratory exercises. For more information about ABLE, please visit http://www.ableweb.org/
 Papers published in Tested Studies for Laboratory Teaching: Proceedings of the Conference of the Association for Biology 
Laboratory Education are evaluated and selected by a committee prior to presentation at the conference, peer-reviewed by 
participants at the conference, and edited by members of the ABLE Editorial Board.
 Although the laboratory exercises in this proceedings volume have been tested and due consideration has been given to 
safety, individuals performing these exercises must assume all responsibilities for risk. ABLE disclaims any liability with re-
gards to safety in connection with the use of the exercises in this volume.
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