
DNA: What is it? 
 
Simply put, DNA is the recipe for you. Each of the cells that make up your body 
contains the same Deoxyribonucleic Acid, or DNA, the molecule that carries the code 
for everything you are. It determines traits such as your eye and hair color and your 
sex. It also controls less obvious things, such as tendencies toward – and resistance 
to – diseases, how you digest your food and your blood type. Your DNA is a gift from 
both of your parents, and was determined before you were born. It is too small to be 
seen with a microscope, but it affects everything you are. 
 
All plants, animals and bacteria contain DNA. It is what 
makes flowers different from each other, but all tulips 
bell- shaped. Most of the DNA found in you is common 
to all the other people in the world – 99.9% of your 
DNA is identical to anyone you could ever meet. Very 
small differences in DNA coding make the difference 
between you and everyone else. 
 
You have a lot in common with other living things, too. Human DNA is 99.1% identical 
to apes, 90% identical to mice, and 50% identical to bananas! In general, the more 
complicated the being, the more DNA it has. So although it is too small to see, your 
DNA would be six feet long if it were laid out end to end. 
 

Two researchers called Francis Crick and James 
Watson were the first to explain what DNA looks 
like and how it is organized. They used a 
technique called X-ray diffraction to discover that 
DNA is shaped into a double helix – two spiral 
chains locked together by even smaller parts 
called nucleotides.  Crick and Watson 
discovered that there are four types of 
nucleotides. They discovered that the 
arrangement of these nucleotides is the code of 
life. 

 
To study DNA, scientists must remove it from the rest of the cell. They must do it 
gently, or the chains of DNA will break apart. But once it has been removed, it can be 
studied, or even placed into other cells to guide their growth. 
 
Extracting DNA from a cell is the first step for many laboratory procedures in 
biotechnology. By studying the differences in DNA, scientists can learn what makes 
living things grow the way they do. 
 
Your mission this month:  Extract DNA from a banana! 
 

 

 
1952: Crick and Watson explained 
DNA’s double helix structure. 

2003: The first sequencing of the 
human genome is completed. 

 
DNA contains so much information 
that even today, more than 50 years 
after its structure was first explained, 
scientists understand the use of only 
2-3 percent of the code. They call the 
rest “junk DNA” because so far, its 
function is unknown. 


