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Live&Learn 

My PhD research ended six years 
ago, but I still haven’t finished 
my doctoral thesis. I love setting 
up experiments and deciding 
a strategy for what data I want 
to get from which experiments. 
But repeating them for statistical 
rigour is boring, and turning it all 
into a streamlined, logical story 
is even worse. I started off at a 
university of applied sciences, 
with a practical approach. During 
my PhD research, I realized I had 
never learned how to construct a 
scientific narrative. And because 
I didn’t yet know which way my 
research would go, I barely wrote 
anything in my first few years.  

‘The last six months of my con-
tract were supposed to be my 
writing phase, while a colleague 
finished off my final experiments. 
Then along came Covid. The 
lab closed and the experiments 
stopped. I felt let down: I was no 
longer going to get the results 

that were supposed to give me 
such a strong argument. That 
made it harder to get started 
on the writing. I did eventually 
begin writing it up, but progress 
was slow. Faces with a mountain 
of work, I did little bits but the 
biggest chunks were still waiting. 
After several months, I started to 
realize I wasn’t going to make it. 
‘My dyslexia and ADD played 
a role in all this. My meetings 
went fine, but I wasn’t able to 
structure my thoughts on paper. 
I set a high standard and my 
written texts are almost never on 
a par with the logic and clarity in 
my head. By now, I was seeing 
other PhD candidates around me 
managing to finish their theses. 
That bugged me. How come they 
could do it and I couldn’t? I used 
to think it was really important 
to be intelligent and be seen as 
such, but I’ve been able to let go 
of that attitude. I recently asked 
myself again whether I should 
finish my thesis, and the answer 
was yes. Now I spend one day a 
week writing. The end is in sight.’

A botched experiment, a rejected paper: such things are  
soon labelled as failures in academia. As for talking about 
them — not the done thing! But that is just what WUR 
scientists do in this column. Because failure has its uses.  
This time, it’s Koen, who prefers not to give his full name. 
Text Nicole van ’t Wout Hofland  Illustration Mathijs Megens/ 
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‘By now, other PhD 
candidates were 
managing to finish 
their theses’

The European Research Council (ERC) has 
awarded a ‘Proof of Concept’ grant to the 
microbiologist John van der Oost. He is getting 
150,000 euros to explore the options for 
practical application of CRISPR-Cas in treating 
liver cancer.

Van der Oost and the 12 other Dutch grant 
recipients received a research grant from 
the ERC a couple of years ago and are now 
getting the Proof of Concept money to explore 
‘the commercial or social potential’ of their 
research. 
Van der Oost and postdoc Christian Südfeld 
have been given the grant for the project 
DeLIVER: Epigenome-Sensitive CRISPR 
Therapy for Hepatocellular Carcinoma, in 
which they will investigate whether a CRISPR-
Cas gene cutter can be used as gene therapy 
in patients with liver cancer. ‘We are looking 
at whether we can disable cancer cells while 
leaving the healthy cells intact.’ The ultimate 
aim is to develop a new kind of cancer therapy.

CUTTING CANCER CELLS  
TO SHREDS
The enzyme ThermoCas9 can be programmed 
to look for a specific gene in the DNA. ‘The 
interesting thing about ThermoCas9 is that it 
is sensitive to methylated DNA. The enzyme 
can’t make cuts in healthy cells because there 
is a methyl group at the binding site, but that 
methyl group is missing in a certain type of 
liver cancer. That means our CRISPR enzyme 
can cut the DNA of those cancer cells to 
shreds, which will hopefully kill off that type 
of cancer cell.’
The grant of 150,000 euros will let Van der 
Oost and his colleagues do experiments 
for about 18 months. ‘It’s a step towards 
increasing our knowledge. That will let us 
start collaborations with cancer specialists 
in other institutes, secure a larger grant and 
possibly even establish our own start-up.’ If 
the concept does turn out to be successful in 
treating cancer, it will be some while before 
patients can be treated in this way in large 
numbers. dv

EU RESEARCH GRANT 
FOR USING CRISPR-CAS 
TO TREAT CANCER


