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In this edition... Bright Horizon for 
Southampton’s LifeLab
Our LifeLab schools engagement centre featured in the BBC Horizon programme “Why are we getting so fat?” 
exploring the latest obesity research. 

With one in three people in the UK 
clinically obese, obesity continues 
to grow into one of the biggest 
health challenges we face. 

Our LifeLab project is dedicated to 
tackling obesity and better health 
through education, as explored by 
the BBC science series Horizon. 

Reaching the next generation
LifeLab is a state of the art 
teaching laboratory giving school 
students the opportunity to learn 
first-hand the science behind 
lifelong health.

By exploring the research behind 
the benefits of good diet and 
active lifestyles, it aims to show 
students how their choices affect 

their lifelong health, and that of 
their future children. 
  
Tackling obesity
Horizon presenter Dr Giles Yeo 
learnt from Prof Keith Godfrey, 
NIHR Southampton Biomedical 
Research Centre director, how our 
research shows that unhealthy 
eating not only during, but also 
before pregnancy can increase a 
child’s obesity risk.

Dr Yeo then met a school group at 
LifeLab, experiencing first-hand the 
techniques used to discover this.

LifeLab’s Dr Kathryn Woods-
Townsend explained the results, 
showing striking differences in the 
pattern of bands in DNA taken 
from offspring of mothers who had 
healthy or unhealthy diets.

“It was great to show Giles and 
viewers the impact we’re 
making on students,” she 
commented. “Through these 
hands-on activities and real data, 
LifeLab’s helping them understand 
the importance of healthy lifestyle 
choices for themselves and their 
future children.” 

Dr. Yeo was full of praise for the 
LifeLab facility, remarking, “As a 
researcher I love this place; as a 
parent I love this place.”

As a researcher I love 
this place; as a parent I 
love this place.”

...we’re talking about our research to improve children’s health, starting before they’re even born and 
continuing right up until they’re a teenager.   

Southampton is a national centre 
for specialist children’s care. Our  
children’s clinical research work 
is key to this, generating better 
treatments, facilities and care for 
children, here and across the NHS.

Bringing research to life

LifeLab is our teaching laboratory 
for school groups, embedded at 
the heart of our hospital and 
research facilities. On page 6 you 
can see how LifeLab is giving 
students hands-on access to the 
research behind healthy lifestyles, 
and on page 3 why it featured in a 
recent BBC documentary.

Better experiences for children

Patients’ experiences are as 
important in research as in clinical 
care; find out how our children’s 
research nursing team have used 

prize winnings and fundraising to 
refurbish our children’s research 
area on page 5.

Helping people avoid hospital in 
the first place is perhaps the best 
experience we can give, and on 
page 8 you can read about 
research aiming to avoid surgery 
in childhood appendicitis.

Making new discoveries

Throughout this issue you can 
read about how our research is 
improving understanding and care 
of childhood conditions, including 
the rare lung condition primary 
ciliary dyskinesia, the eye 
movement disorder nystagmus, 
and the impact of mothers’ 
smoking during pregnancy 
on cleft lip and asthma.
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Children with ‘wobbly eye’ 
struggle to recognise faces
A new Southampton-led study shows that children with the ‘wobbly eye’ disorder nystagmus may find 
recognising faces difficult, with impacts for their care, support and testing of new treatments.

Often present from an early age, 
nystagmus makes following 
moving objects and reading harder,  
affecting children’s development.

Combining care and research
1 in 1,500 people in the UK have 
nystagmus, with uncontrollable
to-and-fro eye movements. 

Researcher and consultant 
ophthalmologist Mr Jay Self runs 
one of only three UK nystagmus 
clinics, through our NIHR Wellcome 
Trust Southampton Clinical 
Research Facility. He combines 
care with research to improve 
understanding and management 
of the condition.

Tracking eye movements
To look at the social effects of 
nystagmus, Jay’s team has used 
infrared eye-tracking to study eye 
movement in children with and 
without nystagmus when looking 

at faces, with funding from the 
Nystagmus Network. 

Working with colleagues in 
Cardiff, Plymouth and the 
University of Southampton, 
medical student Shinn Tan showed 
children two different images on a 
screen side-by-side. 

A specialist analyser measured the 
time they spent looking at each 
image, using infrared light 
reflected from their eyes.

Discovering new insights
They found that all children spent 
longer looking at a chessboard 
pattern than at a less interesting 
plain grey square. 

But when shown photos of their 
mother and another woman, 
children without nystagmus spent 
longer looking at their mother, 
whilst those with nystagmus 

looked at both faces for the same 
length of time. 

Better tests, better support
The results suggest that children 
with nystagmus may need longer 
to recognise faces, or look at them 
differently - something rarely 
detected by standard eye tests. 

It’s hoped they could lead to 
accurate diagnosis of nystagmus 
severity, help measure how well 
new treatments work and improve 
social support and understanding. 
 
“Surprisingly, patients with 
nystagmus often see the world as 
a still image, despite their eyes 
moving uncontrollably,” Jay 
explains. “This study is the first step 
to helping us understand how the 
brain and eyes interact in a 
condition which has confused 
us for many years.” 

After winning an award for their 
hard work, our children’s research 
nurses are making improvements.

Award winning team
The team received a £2000 prize 
for their 2015 Hospital Heroes 
Clinical Impact Through Research 
Award.

That award recognised their role 
in testing a new meningitis 
vaccine, now part of standard 
NHS immunisations. The whole 
team worked through weekends 
to give the vaccine to all children 
in the study.

An even better environment
With more studies involving 
children with specialist needs, the 
team wanted to put the money to 
good use, refurbishing the 
children’s area and equipping it 
with sensory toys.

“As research grows to include 
children with very complex, special 
needs, we felt our children’s area 
needed improving,” commented 
children’s senior research sister, 
Liz Blake.

Nurses spend winnings on 
toys for child patients
Our children’s research nurses are spending a £2000 prize on improving the research experience for children 
with complex needs in our NIHR Wellcome Trust Southampton Clinical Research Facility.

“The new toys and environment 
will give them a more enjoyable 
experience, helping us meet their 
individual needs,” added fellow 
children’s senior research sister, 
Jane Martin.

Going the extra mile
As well as their prize money, the 
team are also fundraising with 
events such as a pub quiz, tombola 
and a cake sale. So far they have 
raised an amazing £975 towards 
the refurbishment and toys.   

These toys include a light-up 
mobile hanging from the ceiling, 
as well as Braille and audio books 
that will help children to relax, 
whilst a local artist is collaborating 
to refresh artwork in the area.  

The new toys and 
environment will give 
them a more enjoyable 
experience”
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LifeLab
A unique teaching laboratory situated in the heart of the hospital, LifeLab is giving school students the chance 
to learn first-hand about the science behind living a healthy life.

Our risk of major causes of death 
in the UK, including heart disease, 
stroke and cancer, is greatly 
affected by the health choices we 
make throughout our lives. 

Joined with NIHR Southampton 
Biomedical Research Centre, 
LifeLab is a dedicated space for 
teenagers to learn how the choices 
they make now could affect their 
health in later life. 
 
In the heart of the hospital
LifeLab is a pioneering project 
between the university and 
hospital, aiming to improve the 
health of the next generation and 
get more children interested in 
careers in science and healthcare. 

Ideally set up for school visits, with 
a classroom and state of the art 
laboratory, it enables children to 
learn about research in the place 
where it happens.

“We want the schools to come 
here, particularly with it being in 
the heart of the hospital. It opens 
their eyes up,” explains Dr Kathryn 
Woods-Townsend, LifeLab 
programme manager. 

“Most of the time they’ll only come 
to hospital if they’re visiting sick 
relatives, if they’ve had an accident 
or if they’re sick, and they don’t 
see all the research that goes on 
behind the scenes.”

Thinking like a researcher
During their visit, school children 
explore how diet, smoking, exercise 
and sleep can affect their disease 
risk, and have the chance to meet 
one of our researchers.  

They get to try out techniques such 
as extracting DNA, testing grip 
strength and using an ultrasound 
machine to look at blood flow in 
an artery. 

“It’s all about thinking about the 
evidence,” says Kathryn, “what’s 
helpful, and how do you trust 
things, and what can you interpret 
from the data.”

We met up with Kathryn, LifeLab’s programme 
manager, to find out what she does and why.

What does your job at LifeLab involve?
A lot of my job is logistics and organisation of this 
place. Before I was doing teaching, but now we’re 
really lucky that we’ve got three teachers, so I can 
step back and take a wider view.

What did you do before working at LifeLab?
I was a scientist to start with, a PhD research 
scientist in developmental genetics, then 
retrained as a secondary science teacher and 
taught in schools for a bit. 

What do you enjoy most about your job?
The fact that it’s making a difference and you 
can hear it, you can see it in their faces and you 
can read it in their comments every day when 
they leave.

Why do you feel LifeLab’s work is important?
I think it just makes kids realise more about 
themselves, and appreciate that actually what 
they do now could have an effect on their health 
in the future.

What does LifeLab teach kids that they don’t learn 
in school?
I think just having the opportunity to sit and 
chat to scientists is really powerful for them. The 
comments come back and they say things like 
‘I could actually do that’.

How do you know it’s making a difference?
One of the questions in the evaluation is ‘Has the 
learning today had an effect on how you manage 
your health?’ They don’t have to answer it at all, 
but 84% are saying yes. 

Interview 
with Dr Kathryn Woods-Townsend

We want the schools to come 
here, particularly with it being 

in the heart of the hospital.
It opens their eyes up.”
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Having your ‘appendix out’ 
a thing of the past?
Southampton surgeons are leading pioneering research into using antibiotics to avoid the need for surgery in 
children with acute appendicitis.

Acute appendicitis happens when 
the appendix, a dead-end tube 
with no known role attached 
to the small intestine, becomes 
blocked or infected, leading to 
inflammation and pain. 

Left untreated it can burst, causing 
wider infection and complications. 

Avoiding the need for surgery
Surgery to remove the appendix is 
the current treatment - the most 
common emergency surgery in 
children.

However, recent studies with adults 
have shown that treatment with 
antibiotics may be just as effective 
as surgery, meaning the majority of 
adults could avoid surgery, and the 
risks associated with it, altogether.

Nigel Hall, a consultant paediatric 
surgeon at Southampton Children’s 
Hospital, is leading a national 

study to discover if the same could 
also true for children. 

“Parents commonly ask if an 
operation, with all its risks, can be 
avoided, but currently the answer 
is no as it is the proven treatment,” 
explained Mr Hall.

“The finding that antibiotics may 
be as good as an operation for 
adults with acute appendicitis 
could change this, and we’re keen 
to find out if this is also the case 
for children.”

Working across hospitals
Mr Hall’s team in Southampton will 
undertake a year-long feasibility 

trial, along with colleagues at St 
George’s Hospital, Alder Hey 
Children’s Hospital and Great 
Ormond Street Hospital. 

This trial will see patients randomly 
allocated treatment with either 
surgery or antibiotics to ensure 
unbiased results, and will inform 
the design of a bigger study across 
more hospitals.

Leading change
The study, known by the acronym 
CONTRACT, is being coordinated by 
the University of Southampton’s 
Clinical Trials Unit, in collaboration 
with the University of Bristol, the 
University of Liverpool and 
University College London.   

It is being funded through a 
£483,000 grant from the National 
Institute for Health Research (NIHR) 
Health Technology Assessment 
programme. 

An international project involving 
our NIHR Southampton Respiratory 
Biomedical Research Unit 
has shown that smoking during 
pregnancy leaves long-lasting 
marks on a child’s DNA, which may 
affect health and development 
throughout childhood.

The results, published in the journal 
The American Journal of Human 
Genetics, give some of the earliest 
indications of exactly how 
maternal smoking affects the 
foetus and harms a child’s health.

Modified genes
As foetuses grow in the womb, 
different genes in their DNA are 
turned on and off to shape their
development from simple 
embryos to babies. 

Known as epigenetics, this 
switching is influenced by the 
womb. One process, called 
methylation, leaves detectable 
marks on the baby’s DNA.

Some genes are linked with cleft 
lip and asthma, conditions more 

common in the babies of smoking 
mothers. By looking at the DNA of 
6,500 babies of smoking and 
non-smoking mothers, the 
researchers aimed to see whether 
methylation was involved.

Long lasting effects     
Not only did they find a completely 
different pattern of marks on these 
genes in the newborns of smoking 
and non-smoking mothers, but also 
that these remained several years 
later, potentially still affecting 
gene activity.

These findings add to the evidence 
for long-lasting harmful effects on 
a child’s health from smoking 
during pregnancy, and advice for 
women to stop smoking while 
they are pregnant.

“This study confirms the long-term 
health effects of cigarette smoke 
during pregnancy, linking these 
with reversible changes to a child’s 
genome,” explains Prof Hasan 
Arshad, Southampton’s research 
lead for allergies, immunity and 
infection.

“These epigenetic markers could 
be used to identify those at risk of 
disease, to prevent future ill health 
by avoiding exposure, or 
potentially to reverse the 
genomic alterations.”

Smoking in 
pregnancy 
leaves marks 
on child’s 
DNA
Changes in the DNA of babies from
smoking mothers persist into childhood, 
and could be associated with higher rates 
of asthma and cleft lip, shows an 
international project.

This study confirms 
the long-term health 
effects of cigarette 
smoke during 
pregnancy”

Parents commonly 
ask if an operation, 
with all its risks, can 
be avoided”
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Help shape our research
We want to improve our research process, our participants’ experiences 
and make sure that our research provides maximum benefit to people’s 
lives. We can only do this by involving people like you.

Our patient and public 
involvement (PPI) team works with 
patients and the public to soften 
the barriers between researchers 
and NHS service users to improve 
the process and outcome of 
clinical research for all. 

From meeting up to discuss study 
ideas, to reviewing participant 
information and feeding back 
ideas on how to promote trials 
and their outcomes, PPI is key to 
developing future treatments 
and health technologies.

With your help, we can make our 
research better, improving our 
healthcare services and the lives of 
our patients and their families. 

Too often the voices of young 
adults go unheard. We want to 
hear what you have to say. 

How does it benefit research?
Your contribution could help our 
research meet the needs of young 
people better, improve how we 

Join our new young adults group
Are you aged 16 to 24 years old? Join our new group to help improve our research, find out more about the 
research process and make a real difference to the lives of others.  

design our studies, and increase the 
number of people taking part 
in research. 

Why join the group?
As well as helping to shape our 
research, you’ll learn more about 
research and get experience in the 
research process at the hospital.

It’s also a great way to meet some 
like-minded people your age and 
make some new friends.

“I joined this group because it 
sounded like an interesting 
opportunity,” says Charlotte Stuart, 
aged 23, “to gain insight into and 
get involved in the research being 
conducted in my community.”

How can I join?
Just like our adult and children’s 
groups, the young adults’ group 
will meet regularly. 

We’ll pay you for your time and 
cover travel expenses, so you won’t 
be out of pocket.

The first meeting will take place 
at Southampton General Hospital 
in September or October.

Please get in touch if you’d like to 
come along.

If you’re interested in joining the group, please contact 
Megan at m.s.barlow-pay@soton.ac.uk.

Helping children with a rare 
condition breathe easier
One of only four specialist centres in the UK, we’re investigating how nutrition could ease the symptoms of 
children with the rare inherited lung condition primary ciliary dyskinesia (PCD).

Our lungs are lined with tiny 
hair-like structures, which move 
together in rhythmic waves to clear 
dirt and mucus from our airways. 

PCD sees this movement disrupted, 
so children with the condition are 
unable to clear mucus from their 
lungs, leaving them with a 
persistent cough and frequent 
sinus, ear and chest infections 
from an early age.

Joined-up expertise
A new joint research project by 
our PCD and nutrition teams will 
now investigate how careful 
management of the diet of child 
patients with PCD could help to 
improve their outcomes.

The project will bring together the 
expertise of staff from our NIHR 

Southampton Respiratory 
Biomedical Research Unit and 
NIHR Southampton Biomedical 
Research Centre.

Leading the project is Dr Luise 
Marino, paediatric lead for 
dietetics and Dr Woolf Walker, 
head of the national children’s 
PCD management service in 
Southampton.

Exploring the unknown
The spark for the project was a 
recently discovered link between 
nutrition and lung function in 

cystic fibrosis patients, who have 
similar symptoms. 

That work showed that cystic 
fibrosis patients with low body 
weight for their height are likely to 
have poor lung function, 
prompting Luise and Woolf to 
find out if nutrition had a similar 
impact in PCD. 

“This has potential to improve our 
patients’ care and quality of life, 
but there is no research out there 
on this,” explains Woolf, “which is 
why we want to have a look.”

Better nutrition for better lives
Children with PCD taking part in 
the project will have a personalised 
nutrition plan created for them, 
based on a detailed assessment of 
their diet, height, weight and 
activity levels.

The researchers hope that careful 
diet monitoring and support will 
help to ease their symptoms and 
improve their lung health.

“The aim is to build nutrition 
support into the care of children 
with PCD,” says Woolf, “as we feel 
it is likely to help improve their 
outcomes and quality of life.”
  
Supporting kids across the country
The results of the study will be 
used to inform care in PCD centres 
across the country, says Woolf.

“If the data does show that 
nutritional support helps, we plan 
to roll this out to all children with 
PCD in England.”

...there is no research 
out there on this, 
which is why we 
want to have a look”



Trials and studies recruiting now

Let us know
We want to hear about your views and experiences of clinical research in Southampton, 
as well as answer any questions you may have.

To let us know what you think, find out more about our work or register interest in any 
of our research activities, email uhs.southamptoncrf@nhs.net or call 023 8120 4989.

Clinical research in Southampton is a partnership between University Hospital 
Southampton NHS Foundation Trust and the University of Southampton, 
combining clinical and scientific excellence. It is enabled by funding from the 
National Institute for Health Research, Cancer Research UK and many others.

Babelfish

MICA II

SRB0013
We’re developing a new microfluidic cell array technology to enable faster processing of patient samples, and 
need healthy volunteers to donate a fingerprick blood sample. If you are 18 to 65 years old and interested in 
taking part, please email Maurits De Planque at mdp@ecs.soton.ac.uk or call 023 8059 9307.

We’re developing a new headphone-like tool for measuring pressure on the brain, which can occur after a head 
injury or illness, and need the help of healthy volunteers to identify a normal range of pressures. If you are 20 
to 80 years old and interested in taking part, please call Tom on 023 8120 3370 or email ICPstudy@uhs.nhs.uk.

INEXAS

GALATHEA

Are you interested in helping with research into a drug which may prevent your asthma from worsening after 
having a cold or flu? We’re looking for people with asthma who are over 18 years old and have been treated 
with steroids or hospitalised because of worsening asthma symptoms after a cold or flu at least twice in the last 
2 years. For more information, please call 023 8120 8427 or email paddy.dennison@uhs.nhs.uk.

We’re interested in why some smokers develop chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), a lung 
condition predominately caused by smoking, and others do not. We’re looking for healthy non-smokers or 
ex-smokers (stopped for more than 6 months) aged 40 to 85 years to take part in this study. To find out more, 
please contact the COPD research team on 023 8120 4479 or email COPDResearch@uhs.nhs.uk.  

We’re looking for COPD patients aged between 40 and 85 who’ve had to take a course of oral steroids or have 
been hospitalised in the last year because of their COPD to join the GALATHEA study, investigating a new drug 
to control the condition. To find out more and get involved, please contact the COPD research team on 023 
8120 4479 or email COPDResearch@uhs.nhs.uk.   


