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Report on the MiSAC Annual Competition 2019
Metabolism, medicines and muck: how microbes help farming
The aim of the 31st MiSAC Annual Competition, generously sponsored by the National Farmers Union (NFU), was to increase an understanding among teenagers of the benefits of microbial activities in agriculture. The requirements maintained the well-established approach of basing the competition on a topic that is associated with school curricula but with specifications that require students to explore material beyond the curriculum. 

In addition to receiving entries from regular participants, we were again pleased to note the continuing growth in interest from newcomers to the competition. As usual, there were two entry groups, KS3 and KS4 (Secondary 1/2 and 3/4 in Scotland. Fifty group entries were received from 44 establishments from throughout the UK, i.e. 6 submitted entries to both entry groups. In total, there were 232 separate entries consisting of 154 in the KS3 (S1/2) group and 78 at KS4 (S3/4). The strong level support from the KS4 (S3/4) group was particularly encouraging. Many participants took the opportunity to work together in groups of up to 4, making a total of 361 students having had the experience of contributing to the competition. Judging took place at the National Agriculture Centre, Stoneleigh at the headquarters of the NFU. The judging panel consisted of NFU representatives Josh Payne, Education Manager, and Jennie Devine, together with members of MiSAC.

The overall requirement was to produce a poster aimed at teenagers that provides a better understanding of the ways in which microbes are of benefit to agriculture. The areas to be considered were from any of three specified areas of agriculture, i.e. (1) soil fertility and plant health and growth, (2) animal health and growth, (3) waste management. An overview of the ways in which microbes are involved was required by illustrating at least three processes of relevance to the three areas. Examples of relevant processes were provided for guidance but choice was not limited to those examples. Entries were required to include the scientific basis of the chosen processes, the formal h names (genus and species) of at least one of the microbes involved and other relevant and interesting information, e.g. the importance of contribution of the process. The competition entry had to be printed on one A3 sheet (or two A4 pages attached side-by-side) and could be prepared either by computer or by hand. Guidance on making an effective poster was provided 

As the judging procedure always includes attention to the requirements of the competition, it is important that entrants take careful note of the specifications. The judges noted that the entry requirements were generally well observed, with many hand- and computer-produced entries that achieved high standards of presentation and with some demonstrating innovative approaches. Entries revealed strong interest in all three of the specified areas (i.e. soil fertility, plant health and growth; animal health and growth; waste management) and in a range of processes within those areas. Some entrants chose to focus on 3 processes, the minimum number allowed, whilst others dealt with up to all of the 11 processes suggested for guidance. Processes of entrants’ choice included decomposition/biodegradation, probiotics and plant growth products. Credit was given for illustrating a good factual account with photographs, diagrams or data and for presenting a design which is appropriate for a poster and is both informative for, and attractive to, the intended interest group, i.e. teenagers. Although advised to choose colours carefully, the combinations used by a small number of entrants made the text difficult to read. More attention needs to be given to the naming of an organism by using upper case for the genus and lower case for the species, and to the correct use of the singular and plural cases, e.g. fungus, mycelium (singular); fungi, mycelia (plural). 

It was encouraging to receive appreciative comments from teachers (and on one occasion directly from a student) regarding the benefits of taking part in the competition and the interest and the enjoyment that was generated. We also thank teachers for their attention to the request to record full identification details on the back of each entry which eases the administration of several hundred entries, many involving more than one student. 

Money awards totalling £1,275 were made to prize winners and their establishments, and some entries were awarded a commendation. Winning entries will be available on the MiSAC web site.  All students who did not receive an award have had their work acknowledged by a certificate of entry. Each participating establishment was sent a flyer describing the new microbiology teaching resources specially prepared to mark the 50th anniversary of the foundation of MiSAC. Those which gave permission will also receive resources from the NFU.

MiSAC warmly thanks the NFU for generously sponsoring the competition, the students for making the competition a success and their teachers for their support. We look forward to responses to the next MiSAC competition on vaccination.
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