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The European Human Genetics Conference is now in its fortieth year and each year the meeting aims to demonstrate the latest developments in human genetics that are of interest to genetic counsellors, clinicians and scientists. The conference programme is wide and varied to say the least and so it is little wonder that the timetable starts at 08.45 hrs and finished at 18.45 hrs.

The conference provides excellent opportunities for meeting colleagues from other countries, sharing ideas and learning about what other people are doing and how they are doing it.
Domenico Coviello is the chairman of the ESHG Education Committee; he and his colleagues set out several sessions devoted to Genetic Education which I found particularly interesting. 
It is acknowledged that certain countries are further ahead than others in developing Genetic Education throughout the world. At the conference there was discussion about empowering and enabling all countries to participate in the development of genetic services given the impact that genetic/genomic knowledge will have in the practice of medicine and prevention of disease. 

Sylvia Metcalfe presented work on “The International Genetics Education Network” (IGEN) which aims to provide sharing of expertise in genetics education based on agreed genetics education principles. The scope of this network includes focusing on education for healthcare professionals; developing core competences in reference to each country and stressing the importance of including the patient perspective. In Australia a competition was launched in schools asking students to submit essays on topics related to genetics. At high school level students were asked “If you were a genetics researcher what would you like to study and why?” and in middle school the subject was “Why is it important for us to learn about family history?” IGEN are aiming to launch DNA Day in 2009 linking networks across the world to promote genetics education to both the public and health care professionals.
The International Congress of Human Genetics Conference will be held in Montreal, Canada in 2011. IGEN will be holding a satellite meeting at this conference and Sylvia encouraged the audience to contribute to this meeting.  I am pleased to report that following discussion with Sylvia the Scottish Genetics Education Network (ScotGEN) has been affiliated to IGEN. This is great news and should inspire all of us working in ScotGEN to present our forthcoming achievements.
In the United Kingdom, Peter Farndon and his group at the NHS National Genetics Education and Development Centre work tirelessly and with great enthusiasm advancing this area. Melissa Martyn presented some of their work on “Promoting clinically relevant genetics education for medical trainees: the importance of educational outcomes and resources for each stage of medical training”.  The presentation included discussion on the development of learning outcomes across the field of medical education and the development and assessment of genetics resources for medical practitioners. The centre’s website www.geneticseducation.nhs.uk  is an excellent resource and includes details on “Fit for Practice in the Genetics Era – a competency based framework for nurses, midwives and health visitors”.
Heather Skirton presented work on, “Development of a set of core competences in genetics for health care professionals in Europe”. It is recognized that there is a need for common minimum standards of competence in genetics for health professionals in Europe. This work, which has been done by an expert panel, is in collaboration with the EuroGenTest project www.eurogentest.org . These core competences are based upon existing frameworks modified for the European context. The goal of the work is not to be prescriptive but to provide frameworks that can be adapted to national and professional need. Heather is another great promoter of genetics education; she works hard not only here in the UK but also with the European Genetics Foundation and she is a past president of the International Society of Nurses in Genetics (ISONG).
There were many other really interesting subjects discussed at ESHG 2008 including a presentation by Cecile Skrzyna on work done in North Carolina, USA, “What do judges need to know about Human Genetics?” This course provides participants with instruction on genetically modified organisms, cancer, gene therapy and evolution. In recent years, in some U.S. states, there has been much discussion on what should be taught on the subject of creation. Since the introduction of this course over 100 judges have each had 300 hours of instruction and over 15 states have a supreme court or appellate judge who is familiar with the basic science of genetics and who can act as a resource for other colleagues. Each participating judge is paired with a scientific mentor.
It certainly was a busy four days I hope this short article provides a brief but informative overview of some of the subjects that I found interesting at this year’s ESHG Genetics Education sessions.
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