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LONDON: Scientists have created an artificial intelligence (AI) system that can accurately identify whether a student wrote

their assignment on their own or got it penned by a ghostwriter. Researchers at the University of Copenhagen in Denmark

have been working on ways to detect cheating on assignments through writing analysis by way of artificial intelligence have

been underway for a few years. Based on analyses of 130,000 written Danish assignments, scientists can, with nearly 90 per

cent accuracy, detect whether a student has written an assignment on their own or had it composed by a ghostwriter.  —PTI
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Pasta rocks, new sign of life on Mars 
AGENCIES

Washington

R
ocks on the surface of  Mars that
look like layers of  pasta may be
the most obvious sign of  life on

the Red Planet, a NASA-funded study
suggests. The bacterium that controls
the formation of  such rocks on Earth is
ancient and thrives in harsh environ-
ments that are similar to conditions on
Mars, according to the study published
in the journal 
Astrobiology.

“It has an unusual name, Sulfurihydro-
genibium yellowstonense. We just call it
‘Sulfuri’,” said Bruce Fouke, a professor
at the University of  Illinois in the US.
The bacterium belongs to a lineage that
evolved prior to the oxygenation of
Earth roughly 2.35 billion years ago,
Fouke said. It can survive in extremely
hot, fast-flowing water bubbling up from 
underground hot springs.

It can withstand exposure to ultravio-
let light and survives only in environ-
ments with extremely low oxygen levels,
using sulphur and carbon dioxide as en-
ergy sources. “Taken together, these
traits make it a prime candidate for
colonising Mars and other planets,”
Fouke said.

Since it catalyses the formation of
crystalline rock formations that look
like layers of  pasta, it would be a rela-
tively easy life form to detect on other
planets, he said. The unique shape and
structure of  rocks associated with Sul-
furi result from its unusual lifestyle,
Fouke said.

In fast-flowing water, Sulfuri bacteria
latch on to one another “and hang on for
dear life,” he said. “They form tightly
wound cables that wave like a flag that is
fixed on one end,” he said. The waving
cables keep other microbes from attach-
ing. Sulfuri also defends itself  by 
oozing a slippery mucus.

“These Sulfuri cables look amazingly
like fettuccine pasta, while further
downstream they look more like capelli-
ni pasta,” Fouke said. The researchers
used sterilised pasta forks to collect
their samples from Mammoth Hot
Springs in Yellowstone National Park in
the US —PTI

Mom’s stress
can affect male

offspring’s 
fertility

AGENCIES

Washington 

S
tress during early preg-
nancy is linked to re-
duced reproductive

function in male offspring, a
recent study suggests. The
findings suggest that men,
whose mothers were ex-
posed to stressful life during
the first 18 weeks of  preg-
nancy, may have reduced
sperm counts when they 
become adults.

The research suggested
that the initial months of
pregnancy is when male re-
productive organs are at
their most vulnerable stage
of  development. As part of
the study, the researchers
studied 643 young men aged
20 and found that those who
were exposed to at least one
stressful life event inside
their mother’s womb during
early gestation (0-18 weeks)
had worse sperm quality
and lower testosterone con-
centrations than those who
were not exposed, or who
were exposed during later
gestation, between 18-34
weeks.

The findings come from
Western Australia’s Raine
Study, a multi-generational
study that recruited nearly
3000 women in their 18th
week of  pregnancy in the pe-
riod between May 1989 and
November 1991. The moth-
ers completed question-
naires at 18 and 34 weeks’
gestation, and each survey
included questions about
stressful life events during
the preceding four months
of  pregnancy. 

A total of  2868 children
(1454 boys) were born to 2804
mothers and were followed
by the researchers. When
they reached 20, up to 643
young men underwent a tes-
ticular ultrasound examina-
tion and provided semen
and blood samples for analy-
sis.

The researchers found that
63 per cent of  the men had
been exposed to at least one
stressful life event in early
gestation, while fewer
stressful life events oc-
curred in late gestation.
Those who were exposed to
stressful life events in early
gestation had lower total
sperm counts, fewer sperms
that could swim well and
lower concentrations of
testosterone than those ex-
posed to no events. —ANI

NASA’s rover spots clay on Red Planet
AGENCIES/ Washington

D
rilling by Curiosity Mars rover at a region of the Red Planet called the “clay-bearing unit”

has revealed the highest amounts of clay minerals ever found during the mission, NASA has

said. The rover recently drilled two samples at rock targets called “Aberlady” and “Kilmarie”,

the US space agency revealed on Wednesday. Clay often forms in water, which is essential for

life. Other than proof that there was a significant amount of water once, what these new findings mean for the region is still up for

debate. It is likely that the rocks in the area formed as layers of mud in ancient lakes — something Curiosity also found lower on

Mount Sharp mountain on Mars. Water interacted with sediment over time, leaving an abundance of clay in the rocks there, NASA

said. This clay-enriched region is located on the side of lower Mount Sharp. The rover’s mineralogy instrument, called CheMin

(Chemistry and Mineralogy), provided the first analyses of rock samples drilled in the clay-bearing unit, NASA said. —IANS 
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GPS data can detect early

signs of megaquakes

AGENCIES 

Washington

S
cientists have discov-
ered a way to identify
indicators of  a mega

earthquake using GPS-based
information, an advance
that may help improve early
warning systems for quakes.
The researchers from Uni-
versity of  Oregon in the US
combed through databases
of  earthquakes since the ear-
ly 1990s have discovered a
possible defining moment 10-
15 seconds into an event that
could signal a magnitude
seven or larger quake.

Likewise, that moment —
gleaned from GPS data on
the peak rate of  acceleration
of  ground displacement —
can indicate a smaller event.
GPS picks up an initial sig-
nal of  movement along a
fault similar to a seismome-
ter detecting the smallest
first moments of  an earth-
quake. 




