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Ask A Biologist is a group of 
biologists, doctors, ecologists and 
palaeontologists who are there to 
answer any and all questions about 
the science of biology and all of the 
amazing diversity of life on Earth.

Got a question about biology? 
Then you should Ask A Biologist!
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Ask A Biologist is staffed by real 
scientists and educators to bring you 
the most accurate and up to date 
information that we can. Here are 
just a few of our experts:

Professor David Wynick – a 
professor of molecular medicine at 
the University of Bristol, UK. David 
works on treatments for pain.

Dr Alice Roberts – famous for her 
TV work, Alice is an anatomist and 
medical doctor working on human 
evolution and archaeology. 

Dr Manabu Sakamoto – is based 
at the University of Bristol where he 
has been based for many years after 
leaving his native Japan. Manabu 
works on the mechanics of the jaws 
and teeth of big cats and dinosaurs.

Dr David Hone – works at University 
College Dublin on the behaviour 
of carnivorous dinosaurs and 
the evolution of pterosaurs. He 
also spent some years working in 
Germany and China. 

Professor Ajna Rivera – is based in 
California where she works on the 
evolution of gene regulations.

We also have experts in ammonite evolution, 
dinosaur locomotion, crocodile biology, 
plant physiology, spider diversity, hormone 
function, forest ecology, the HIV virus, sexual 
selection, human evolution, developmental 
biology, and genetics. We also have teachers, 
doctors and museum educators on our team 
as well. 

In total there are over 50 experts on hand to 
deal with your questions from all over the 
world with experts in, or from, China, Canada, 
Japan, Australia, Venezuela, India, the UK, 
France, Finland, the U.S.A. and beyond.
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Ask A Biologist couldn’t be simpler to use. Just drop in 
to www.askabiologist.org.uk, select your category of 
question (e.g. mammals, plants, evolution, careers) leave 
your question and we will get back to you a soon as 
possible. We’re not there to help kids do their homework 
but we can help to explain difficult ideas and give expert 
advice and informed opinion.
 
We have more than 50 experts on hand from a huge 
range of fields, all of them working in the biological 
sciences so these are real academics, doctors and 
researchers. We also have an archive of over 4500 
questions with over 10 000 answers too – generally 
more than one expert will give you an answer. We have 
links to some of the best science content on the web, 
essays about biology, and much more information on our 
experts and their research.
 
We are open to anyone who wants to learn about the 
amazing natural world we live in and are part of, so drop 
in and check out our archives or ask us a question.
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To give you an idea of what we do at Ask A Biologist, 
here are a sample of some of the questions we have 
had over the years and the answers we have provided.
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Can plants grow on a 
living animal?  
asked by aGGro

I’ve never heard of true plants growing 
on animals, but algae have definitely 
been found on and in animals. Diatoms 
(single-celled algae) have been found 
living embedded in the skin of whales.  
They wouldn’t be considered a parasite 
though, as they do no harm to the 
whale.  They are just using the whale 
as a substrate and will be getting their 
nutrients from the seawater.  answered 
by Deirdrie McLachlan, botanist

Algae (not strictly plants, but the next 
best thing) have long been known to 
grow in sloth fur, and the hypothesis was 
that this was a symbiotic relationship, 
with the alga getting somewhere to live 
and the sloths gaining living camoflage; 
recent molecular evidence has finally 
provided some data to support this 
hypothesis. answered by Dan Metcalfe, 
plant ecologist
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How does brain-freeze 
occur when eating ice 
cream? 
asked by Paolo

The bottom line is no-one knows but we 
have nerve endings in the pharynx and 
the nasal sinuses that express a range 
of TRP channels that sense temperature. 
Best guess is some of these neurons 
project to the regions of the brain that 
also sense pain (remembering there is 
no one single “pain centre”). How and 
why there would be some evolutionary 
advantage to a brain freeze eludes me!
answered by David Wynick, 
medic
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I was just wondering if 
anyone could possibly 
help me in finding any 
good books on evolution 
and their authors.  
asked by Wayne

Sure, how about Jerry Coyne’s ‘Why 
Evolution is true’; Richard Dawkins ‘The 
Ancestor’s Tale’ and ‘The Greatest Show 
on Earth’ and Nick Lane’s ‘Life Ascending’. 
All excellent accesible books on evolution, 
which should act as a springboard to 
further reading as well. answered by Phil 
Leftwich, biologist

Richard Dawkins has written numerous 
excellent popular science books; ‘The 
Selfish Gene’ is 30 years old, but is a classic 
and a very good introduction to finer 
details of how evolution works.
“Genome: The Autobiography of a Species 
in 23 Chapters” and “The Red Queen: Sex 
and the Evolution of Human Nature” by 
Matt Ridley are also both excellent. For the 
younger set, I recommend ‘Life on Earth: 
The Story of evolution’ by Steve Jenkins.
 answered by Chris LaRock, biologist
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We’ve also tackled all sorts of 
odd and interesting questions, 
including:

Why do I sneeze when I look at the sun?
How can you tell the behaviour of a dinosaur?
Do animals have blood groups?
Where did Neanderthal man come from?
What are zoos good for?
What defines a species?
Should dolphins be treated as non-human 
persons?
Who would win a fight between a bear and a 
shark?
What happens to the DNA we eat?
What does it take to be a biologist?
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