Free Activities

CTE - TUESDAY, OCTOBER 6, 2026

Nobel Win Shows the Work Behind Brain Science

A California physician-scientist was honored for optogenetics, a field that uses light

and genes to study the brain.

A lab bench with neuroscience equipment and a school lunch represents scientific work balanced with daily responsibilities.

Karl Deisseroth, a Stanford University professor
and Howard Hughes Medical Institute investi-
gator in California, won a share of this year’s Nobel
Prize for medicine for helping create optogenetics,
according to reporting by The Associated Press
published by Phys.org. He shared the prize with Pe-
ter Hegemann and Georg Nagel, two researchers in
Germany. The announcement came early Monday,
after Deisseroth had been working late and had
just gone to lie down.

The work honored by the Nobel committee is not a
gadget or a single medical treatment. Optogenetics
is a research method that combines light with
genes, the biological instructions inside cells, to
control neurons, the nerve cells that carry signals
in the brain. In optogenetics, scientists can activate
or inhibit neurons, meaning they can make certain
brain cells more likely or less likely to fire. That lets
researchers study how specific brain circuits are
connected to behavior, movement, sensation, and
illness.

For a CTE class, the important part is not only that
a scientist won a famous award. It is what the job
looks like. Deisseroth described himself as a physi-
cian-scientist, which means he is trained to care for
patients and also to run scientific research. He is
also a psychiatrist, a doctor who works with men-
tal health conditions. In the article, he connected

the research to patients with autism and depres-
sion, while also saying he cares about basic sci-
ence, which is research aimed at understanding
how something works before it becomes a product,
device, or treatment.

That mix of patient care and lab work requires dif-
ferent kinds of professional judgment. A clinician
listens to patients, makes decisions with incom-
plete information, and follows standards of care. A
laboratory scientist designs experiments, checks
results, and writes or reviews scientific papers so
other experts can judge the work. Deisseroth’s
Monday started with the public honor of a Nobel
Prize, but the article also shows a routine part of
the job: he had been reviewing papers and emailing
students after midnight.

The story also points to the team around the scien-
tist. Stanford communications staff helped connect
Deisseroth with reporters after the announcement.
AP science reporters interviewed him by phone
and Zoom. A photographer and videographer went
to his home in the early morning. His wife, Dr.
Michelle Monje-Deisseroth, is also an HHMI investi-
gator and a Stanford pediatric neuro-oncologist,
which means she works in the specialty of brain
and nervous-system cancers in children. A discov-
ery that reaches the public depends on scientists,
trainees, editors, communications workers, photog-
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raphers, and videographers all doing their jobs cor-
rectly under time pressure.

For hiring, the article does not give a checklist, but
it does show the visible evidence of advanced sci-
entific employment: medical specialization, a uni-
versity professor role, an investigator position at a
research institute, ongoing publication work, and
students being trained. In trades language, those
are not entry-level tickets; they are proof of com-
petency built over years of supervised training and
documented performance. In a lab, documentation
matters the way it does in health care, aviation,
welding inspection, or electrical work: if the record
is sloppy, other people cannot safely build on what
was done.

The field itself also shows how modern technical
work often crosses boundaries. Optogenetics is not
only biology. It uses knowledge of cells, genetics,
optics, and brain function. Optics is the study and
use of light, including how light is delivered, fo-
cused, and measured. A person working in a re-
search environment might not have the same title
as Deisseroth, but the workplace can include tech-
nicians who maintain equipment, animal-care staff
where animal research is involved, data specialists,
facilities workers, safety officers, grant administra-
tors, and communications professionals. The arti-

Written from reporting by Phys.org.

cle names only some of those roles, but the event
makes clear that high-level research is not a one-
person operation.

There is also a lesson in how long-cycle work dif-
fers from many jobs with immediate outputs. In
construction, automotive repair, culinary work, or
machining, the finished work can often be inspect-
ed the same day. In brain science, the payoff may
be a method that helps many other researchers
ask better questions. That can be harder to explain
to the public, because the product is knowledge
and capability rather than a bridge, an engine, or a
meal. The Nobel Prize recognized that kind of tool-
building: a way to switch brain cells on and off so
the brain can be studied with more precision.

After hours of calls and interviews, Deisseroth
asked for a break around 6:30 a.m. because his
children were waking up and needed school lunch-
es. That detail does not make the science smaller.
[t makes the job more recognizable. Even at the top
of a field, work is still scheduled, interrupted, coor-
dinated, and balanced with ordinary responsibili-
ties. The story is about a prize, but it is also about a
career built from technical skill, patient focus,
teamwork, and the discipline to keep doing the
next task.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1.

Should schools and employers present long training paths like physician-scientist careers as
realistic options for CTE students, or would that distract from faster routes into skilled work?

Optogenetics is a tool for understanding the brain, not a finished product for customers; how
should society decide which tool-building research deserves funding and attention?

The article shows scientists, communicators, photographers, and family routines around one
announcement; what kinds of labor are easiest to overlook in stories about major achievements?
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ACROSS DOWN

2 Cells that transmit messages through the 1 Instruction and supervised practice that
brain and body build job skills

5  Study and practical use of light and its 3  Planned test that investigates a question
behavior and gathers evidence

8 Quality of being exact, careful, and 4 Tools, devices, and other items needed
consistently accurate for a job

9@  Skilled worker who supports specialized 6 Health-care professional who evaluates
tools and procedures and treats patients

10 Information the body or brain detects, 7  Study of inherited instructions carried in

such as pain or sound
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

Phys.org

“California scientist wins a Nobel Prize, then makes school lunches for his kids”
Published Tuesday, October 6, 2026

Read by us on Tuesday, October 6, 2026

https://phys.org/news/2026-10-california-scientist-nobel-prize-school.html

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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