Terry just didn’t get it.  He considered himself a pretty bright 15 year-old, but the first day of school in Senior 1 sure threw him a curveball.  After a morning of seeing old friends, meeting some new ones and complaining about how bad his Math teacher was, Terry made his way to his first Science class. As Mr. Mazepa (or just “Mr.M” they called him) called out the attendance, he said, “Michelson, Mary. Michelson, Michelle.”  

Turning around to see, Terry found both Michelson girls seated directly behind him. To his surprise, they were almost exactly alike: same face, hair, and eyes. They were even wearing the same clothing.  Terry had never been in a class with twins before and he began to wonder how in the world he was ever going to keep them straight.  He sure couldn’t use their voices, because they sounded the same.  Even worse, if they kept wearing the same clothes, there would be no way to remember.

Just as Terry shook off these thoughts and started doodling on his course outline, Mr.M called out two other names: “Sirski, Steven. Sirski, Sarah.”  
“This is getting a bit weird,” Terry thought to himself. It must be just coincidence that a girl and a boy in the class had the same last name.
Terry turned to his left as Steven Sirski raised his hand and said, “Present” and they turned to his right as Sarah Sirski said “Here, Mr.M.”  Sarah and Steven didn’t look very much alike, so Terry figured he was right about the coincidence or maybe they were cousins. While they both had darker hair, Steven was much taller than Sarah and had different facial features. His eyes were darker than Sarah’s and his nose and ears were noticeably different too. 
Then Mr.M said, “Ah, so the Sirski’s are in my class this year. How is your mother doing?”  Both Steven and Sarah responded, “Good.” Terry didn’t know what was going on. Could they be brother and sister? He had to ask Steven to his right, so he whispered, “Hey are you guys related?” Steven smiled and had a little laugh, “Yeah, for sure. We’re twins.”

“Huh?” Terry said, now having to turn his attention to the start of the course. Mr.M’s class wasn’t one you wanted to fool around too much in, Terry had heard. 
It didn’t make any sense – how could there be two sets of twins in his Science class, one pair of two girls being exactly the same and one pair of a guy and a girl that didn’t look alike at all?
As Mr.M was showing the class a picture, Steven raised his hand and said, “Sorry Mr.M, but I can’t see those colours you’re talking about. Remember, I’m red-green colour-blind.”  Mr.M, replied, “Yes, of course, I’m sorry I forgot about that.”  He continued, “Your ok to see, right Sarah?”  Terry figured she couldn’t see the difference between red and green either, because Steven and Sarah were twins. “Sure, I’m ok. Only Steven has colour-blindness in our family.”  Now Terry had his head turned upside down – he though he knew a bit about biology, but this didn’t make any sense and he had to ask.

“Ah, excuse me Mr.M,” Terry spoke up, “I don’t understand something. I get that Mary and Michelle are twins, because they are the same. But how are Sarah and Steven twins, if they don’t look the same and Steven is colour-blind and Sarah isn’t? I thought that was something you got from your parents.”

“Funny you ask, Terry.” Mr. M. replied. “It has to do with genetics, which you all know a bit about already. Turns out Steven and Sarah are what we call fraternal twins.  We’ll be talking about this more when we study reproduction.  Steven and Sarah were born at the same time from their mother, but they came from two different pairs of egg and sperm. That’s why they’re different – they inherited different traits from their parents when they were conceived. Its kinda like shuffling a deck of cards, sometimes its just luck that you inherited something from your mom or your dad.  In the case of Mary and Michelle, they are what we call identical twins – they came from one egg and one sperm combining and then the embryo splitting into two in their mother’s womb. That way they have the same physical traits.”
“I think I get it Mr.M.  I just didn’t know twins could be so different.” Terry replied, acting a big embarrased.

“That’s just biology. I’m going to have to figure out how to tell Mary and Michelle apart myself.” said Mr.M, “They are a great example of how genetics works, since they are completely identical, and its all thanks to a chance event while they were in their mother’s womb.”

“That doesn’t explain the clothes,” Terry whispered to himself.

Questions to ponder
1. What is the difference between identical and fraternal twins? Explain how it is possible that fraternal twins can be of a different sex. Can identical twins be of a different sex?

2. You read in the story about Terry noticing different physical traits in the twins.  What are some common traits that we inherit from our parents? What do you have in common with your parents or brothers or sisters?

3. Genetic traits can be either dominant or recessive. Read this section in your textbook. Look up hemophilia in a book or online – is this a dominant or recessive trait? What are the implications of a recessive trait for parents wanting to have children (ie. what are the odds their children will inherit it?)
4. Red-green colour blindness is a condition where a person can’t tell the difference between red and green (they look to be the same colour).  It affects men more often than women. Knowing what you read about genetics and inheritance, explain why.
5. Scientists have developed a number of different ways that can help women have children, other than natural means. Name two and describe them.  Try to explain the procedure without using too many details.
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