xpecrant parents all wonder what

their baby will be like. Will he have

Grandma's nose or Uncle Joe's sense
of humar? Will she have mom’s blond
hair or perfect pitch like Grandpa? The
answers to all of these questions are
hidden inside your baby from the moment
he is conceived. Genes are an important
key to who your baby will be. Now that
the Human Genome Project has complered
the sequencing of the human genetic code,
we understand more about genes than ever

before.

What Are Genes?

When a baby is conceived, cach parent
provides the child with 23 chromosomes,
The chromosomes from the mother and
father march up and create pairs. Fach
baby has a rotal of 46 chromosomes that
create 23 matched pairs of chromosomes.
Almost all of your child’s biological infor-
mation is encoded here. “All the important
genes that run in our biology are housed in
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chromosomes,” explains Dr. Paul Billings,
vice president and national director of
Genetics and Genomics Lab Corporation
of America. These chromosomes are then
reproduced in the nucleus of every cell in
your baby’s body, providing instructions
for how the body will be built and how it
should funcrion.

Genes are smaller pieces of the chromo-
somes. “There are abour 30,000 genes in
the human genome and they are distrib-
uted across the chromosomes,” says Dr.,
Billings. These genes are what determine
what our bodies will look like and, to
some extent, how the brain will work.
They may also predetermine certain
medical conditions,

Struggles Between Genes

Some genes are either dominant or
recessive. A dominant gene is one that

will trump the other gene in the pair. For
example, the gene for flar feer is dominant.
If a child inherits a gene for flar feet from
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1¢ parent and a gene for regular feet

om the other parent, she'll have flar feer,

vording to Dr. Hope Northup, director

" the Division of Medical Genenics at

¢ University of Texas Medical School
Houston,

A recessive gene is one that will
wow its trair only if the child mherits the
cessive gene from each parent. *Cysric
brosis and sickle cell disease are auto-
ymal recessive disorders requiring both
arents to be carriers,” says Dawn Allain,
sestdent of the National Society of
enenc Counsclors.

Bur the concept of dominance and
wessiveness does not apply 1o all, or even
10st, genes. “In general, genes act in a
lended fashion,” says Dr Billings. Most
snes are multigenic, which means they
ork together to create a trait. In fact,
wst physical-appearance trais, such
3 height, facial characteristics and body
1ape, are multigenic, James Manser, asso-
ate professor of biology ar Harvey Mudd
‘ollege, explains, “They are multigenic
-aits, meaning they are controlled by mul-
ple genes whose individual contributions
1ay not be well understood,”

fow Genes Are Lost

wessing ar your child’s genetic makeup is
sually difficult, Parents look ar each other
nd at their own parents to try to guess
shat their baby will look like, but this is
ery complicated because we inherit only
ne chromosome from each parent to

1ake up the chromosome pairs. The other
hromosome that a parent carries is not
assed on. Dr. Northrup says, “Each
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person receives 30% of their DNA from
each parent, Therefore, roughly half the
genes from each grandparent are ‘lost’ o
any individual grandchild.” There 1s no
way for a person to know which genes he
or she inherited from his or her parents
and no way to know which half of his or
her own chromasome patrs will be passed
o a baby,

“Since so much of
personality arises
from the mind and
brain, surely genes
will play a role in its
development and
characteristics...”

Hair and Eye Color
Geneticists used to believe that there was
one gene pair that determined eye colon
bur now that thinking has changed. “Eye
color is determined through the action of
multiple genes,™ explains De. Northrup.
There is no simple way to predict eve
color, but blue and green are generally
thought to be recessive triits, meaning A
child must inherit two blue recessive genes
to have blue eves: Brown is usually a dom-
inant traif,

Hair eolor is known to be 2 multigenic
trair, which explains the wide varicty of
shades and colors possible,

Hand Use

Whether your baby will be right or left
handed is not clearly determined by genes,
*We don't understand the genetic basics of
‘handedness,™ says Dr. Billings. “There is
no predictive test. It is probably encoded
by several genes. There are biological and
genetic influences as well as environmental
influences.™

Height

Height is another multigenic trait that
takes into account both parents’ genes.
However, if you want to know what height
your baby will probably reach as an adult,
you ¢an try our an online height predictor
by going to ePregnancy.com, scrolling
down the home page to the Go Codes
section and entering 8159,

Intelligence, Creativity, and
Personality

Parents often wonder if their child will
inherit some of theit chiracteristics like
dad’s sense of humor or mom’s arvistic
ability, *Surely there are important genetic
effects on the various ways of measuring
intelligence and creativeness,™ suggests

Dr. Billings. *The way the brain is formed,
how it is connected and the ways ir inter-
acts with the rest of the body [are all]
hiological. Are there genetic tests for
intelligence? No.”

Personality is determined in a similar
wary. “Since so much of personality arises
from the mind and brain, surely genes will
play a role in its development and charac-
teristics, but it is not likely thar much of
character will be significantly determined
by our genetics,” says Dr. Billings.



“Now that the entire human genome has Do You Need Genetic Counseling?
been sequenced, it should be possible 1o enetic counselors help those who as either consid

identify all of the genes necessary to build
and run a human. Linking each gene to
a particular trait will be ditticult, but it is
a goal of modern biology,™ says Manser
While the furure may lead to much
more detatled genetic testing, nghr now
genetic tests can only provide a certain
amount of information. “No currently

available genetic tests can accurately

predict physical charactenstics,™ poinrs
out Dr. Billings.

I'here’s no way to know if your baby
will have Grandma's nose until delivery,
but Dr. Manser suggests thar in general,
your baby will look — and act — like

“a blended version of the two parents.” @
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