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JSMC course: Functional Assays are Not “Just-So” Stories 
November 25th 2019  

  
 

Organizer:  Ian T. Baldwin/ Max Planck Institute for Chemical Ecology 

Theme of the workshop / Details: 

The controversial use of the term “holobiont” and claims of the ENCODE project have 
highlighted the importance of coming to grips with claims of “function” in biological research. 
This workshop is aimed at introducing the functional level of analysis in biological 
experiments; elucidate logical pitfalls in hypothesis testing; and how to successfully 
overcome these pitfalls to answer functional ‘why’ questions in a given system. The 
workshop will help students recognize hypotheses posed at different levels of analysis and 
avoid the oft-repeated mistakes of contrasting hypotheses posed at different levels. The 
workshop will also help students to design and conduct rigorous tests of function, and how to 
interpret results in light of organismal-level functional considerations.  In brief the workshop 
will cover: (1) Why focus on ‘why’ questions in biological research? (2) How to bring “why” 
questions into your own research? (3) How to test these questions?  

We will focus on the theory of functional analysis and its application. The workshop requires 
participants’ active engagement. Participation in a series of exercises that include critical 
evaluations of claims of function from the recent literature and engagement in hypothetical 
scenarios regarding the participants’ study systems will be essential. 

Topics: 

- Introduction to the concepts for functional analysis 

- Critical discussion of the functional claims (from three recent original articles) in a 
world café (break-out, small group) format  

- Testing functional hypotheses in participants’ own study systems 

Location: Ernst-Stahl-Room (A1.009 -A1.011),  Hans-Knöll-Straße 8, 07745 Jena 

Meeting Point: Same as location 

The number of participants will be limited in order to assure a workshop environment 
conducive to active participation. Participants should read 2* articles (to be assigned) and 
complete a questionnaire before the workshop. 
 

 


