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Learning Objectives: The objective of studying Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) is to 

understand its principle and how it amplifies specific DNA sequences through repeated cycles of 

denaturation, annealing, and extension. Students will learn about the various types of PCR, 

including conventional PCR, quantitative PCR, and reverse transcription PCR, and their respective 

applications in fields like diagnostics, forensics, and molecular biology research. Additionally, the 

course will focus on the critical role of primers in guiding DNA amplification, as well as the key 

factors involved in designing effective primers for different PCR methods. 

Course Outcome: Upon completing this course on Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR), students will 

gain a thorough understanding of the PCR technique, including its principle of amplifying specific 

DNA sequences through cycles of denaturation, annealing, and extension. They will be able to 

identify and differentiate various types of PCR, such as conventional, quantitative, and reverse 

transcription PCR, and understand their applications in diagnostics, forensics, and research. 

Students will also learn the significance of primers in the amplification process and how to design 

effective primers for different PCR applications. Ultimately, they will be equipped to apply PCR 

techniques in real-world scenarios and research settings. 

 

Overview: 

• To learn about the importance of PCR. 

• To understand the steps involved in PCR. 

 

 

 



INTRODUCTION OF POLYMERASE CHAIN REACTION (PCR) 

*Introduction to PCR* 

           Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) is a laboratory technique used to amplify specific DNA sequences. It 

was first introduced in the 1980s by Kary Mullis, an American biochemist, and has since become a fundamental 

tool in molecular biology, genetics, and forensic science. 

 

*The Need for PCR* 

 

Prior to the development of PCR, DNA amplification was a laborious and time-consuming process. Researchers 

relied on traditional cloning techniques, which involved inserting DNA fragments into bacterial plasmids and 

allowing them to replicate. However, this process was limited by the size of the DNA fragments that could be 

cloned and the time required to obtain sufficient quantities of DNA. 

 

*The Concept of PCR* 

 

Mullis, who was working at Cetus Corporation at the time, was trying to develop a method to amplify specific 

DNA sequences. He was inspired by the natural process of DNA replication, where DNA polymerase enzymes 

synthesize new DNA strands by adding nucleotides to a template strand. Mullis realized that if he could create a 

system that mimicked this process, he could amplify specific DNA sequences in a controlled manner. 

 

*The First PCR Experiment* 

            In 1983, Mullis conducted the first PCR experiment using a DNA template, primers, and DNA 

polymerase. He used a temperature-cycling approach, where the reaction mixture was heated and cooled 

repeatedly to denature and re-anneal the DNA strands. This process allowed the primers to bind to the template 

strand and the DNA polymerase to synthesize new DNA strands. 

 

*The Breakthrough* 

         Mullis’s experiment was a breakthrough, and he was able to amplify a specific DNA sequence by a factor 

of 10^6. This was a major achievement, as it demonstrated the potential of PCR to amplify specific DNA 

sequences with high specificity and sensitivity. 

 

*The Development of PCR* 

        Over the next few years, Mullis and his colleagues refined the PCR technique, developing new protocols 

and reagents. They also introduced the concept of thermal cycling, which allowed for the automation of the 

PCR process. In 1985, Mullis was awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his discovery of PCR. 

 

*The Impact of PCR* 



       The introduction of PCR revolutionized the field of molecular biology, enabling researchers to amplify 

specific DNA sequences with ease and speed. PCR has since become a fundamental tool in many areas of 

research, including genetics, forensic science, and biotechnology. Its impact has been profound, and it continues 

to play a vital role in many areas of scientific inquiry. Here’s an explanation of the introduction of Polymerase 

Chain Reaction (PCR): 

PRINCIPLE  OF  PCR 

PCR: 

      The principle of PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction) is based on the natural process of DNA replication, 

where a DNA template is copied into a complementary strand by an enzyme called DNA polymerase. PCR is a 

laboratory technique that uses this principle to amplify specific DNA sequences. 

 

*The Three Stages of PCR* 

         The PCR process involves three stages: Denaturation, Annealing, and Extension. Each stage is crucial 

for the amplification of the target DNA sequence. 

*Stage 1: Denaturation* 

      In this stage, the DNA template is heated to a high temperature (typically 94-96°C) to denature the double-

stranded DNA into single strands. This step is necessary to make the DNA template accessible to the primers. 

The denaturation process involves the breaking of hydrogen bonds between the two strands of DNA, resulting 

in the separation of the double helix into two single strands. 

       The denaturation process Is facilitated by the high temperature, which provides the energy required to break 

the hydrogen bonds. The denaturation step is typically performed for 30 seconds to 1 minute, depending on the 

specific PCR protocol. 

 

*Stage 2: Annealing* 

           In this stage, the reaction mixture is cooled to a lower temperature (typically 50-65°C) to allow the 

primers to bind to the single-stranded DNA template. The primers are designed to be specific to the target DNA 

sequence, ensuring that only the desired sequence is amplified. 

          The annealing process involves the binding of the primers to the complementary regions of the DNA 

template. The primers are short, synthetic DNA sequences that are designed to bind specifically to the target 

DNA sequence. The annealing step is typically performed for 30 seconds to 1 minute, depending on the specific 

PCR protocol. 

 

*Stage 3: Extension* 

          In this stage, the reaction mixture is heated to an optimal temperature (typically 72°C) for DNA 

synthesis. DNA polymerase adds nucleotides to the primers, extending the DNA strand in a 5’ to 3’ direction. 

           The extension process involves the addition of nucleotides to the growing DNA strand. The DNA 

polymerase enzyme reads the template DNA strand and adds the complementary nucleotides to the growing 

strand. The extension step is typically performed for 1-2 minutes, depending on the specific PCR protocol. 

 

*The PCR Cycle* 



          The three stages of PCR are repeated multiple times (typically 20-40 cycles) to amplify the target DNA 

sequence. Each cycle consists of the three stages: Denaturation, Annealing, and Extension. 

 

The PCR cycle Is typically performed in a thermal cycler, which is a machine that can rapidly heat and cool the 

reaction mixture. The thermal cycler is programmed to perform the desired number of cycles, with each cycle 

consisting of the three stages. 

 

*The Amplification Process* 

          During each cycle, the DNA template is duplicated, resulting in an exponential increase in the amount of 

target DNA sequence. The process can be summarized as follows: 

 

- Cycle 1: 1 DNA template → 2 DNA copies 

- Cycle 2: 2 DNA copies → 4 DNA copies 

- Cycle 3: 4 DNA copies → 8 DNA copies 

- … 

- Cycle n: 2^(n-1) DNA copies → 2^n DNA copies 

 

The amplification process is exponential, meaning that the amount of target DNA sequence increases rapidly 

with each cycle. This allows for the amplification of even small amounts of DNA, making PCR a highly 

sensitive technique. 

 

*The Result* 

      After multiple cycles, the target DNA sequence is amplified to a detectable level, allowing for various 

downstream applications such as DNA sequencing, cloning, or genotyping. The amplified DNA can be 

visualized using techniques such as gel electrophoresis or fluorescence detection. 

       In summary, the principle of PCR is based on the natural process of DNA replication, where a DNA 

template is copied into a complementary strand by DNA polymerase. The PCR process involves three stages: 

Denaturation, Annealing, and Extension, which are repeated multiple times to amplify the target DNA sequence. 

The amplification process is exponential, allowing for the amplification of even small amounts of DNA. 

STEPS INVOLVED IN PCR AMPLIFICATION 

*Step 1: Preparation of the PCR Reaction Mixture* 

          The first step in PCR amplification is to prepare the PCR reaction mixture. This mixture typically consists 

of the following components: 

- *DNA template*: The DNA template is the target DNA sequence that needs to be amplified. This can be a 

small amount of DNA extracted from a biological sample, such as blood or tissue. 

- *Primers*: Primers are short, synthetic DNA sequences that are designed to bind specifically to the target 

DNA sequence. They are typically 15-30 nucleotides in length and are designed to be complementary to the 

target sequence. 



- *dNTPs*: dNTPs (deoxyribonucleotide triphosphates) are the building blocks of DNA. They are added to the 

reaction mixture to provide the necessary nucleotides for DNA synthesis. 

- *DNA polymerase*: DNA polymerase is an enzyme that catalyzes the synthesis of new DNA strands. The 

most commonly used DNA polymerase is Taq polymerase, which is derived from the thermophilic bacterium 

Thermus aquaticus. 

- *Buffer*: The buffer is a solution that maintains the optimal pH and ionic conditions for the PCR reaction. 

- *Magnesium ions*: Magnesium ions are essential for the activity of DNA polymerase and are added to the 

reaction mixture. 

    The PCR reaction mixture Is typically prepared in a sterile tube, and the components are added in a specific 

order to ensure that the reaction mixture is properly prepared. 

*Step 2: Denaturation* 

       The second step in PCR amplification is denaturation, which involves heating the reaction mixture to a high 

temperature (typically 94-96°C) to denature the double-stranded DNA into single strands. This step is necessary 

to make the DNA template accessible to the primers. 

       During denaturation, the hydrogen bonds between the two strands of DNA are broken, and the double helix 

is separated into two single strands. This process is facilitated by the high temperature, which provides the 

energy required to break the hydrogen bonds. 

        The denaturation step Is typically performed for 30 seconds to 1 minute, depending on the specific PCR 

protocol. 

*Step 3: Annealing* 

          The third step in PCR amplification is annealing, which involves cooling the reaction mixture to a lower 

temperature (typically 50-65°C) to allow the primers to bind to the single-stranded DNA template. 

         During annealing, the primers bind specifically to the target DNA sequence, forming a primer-template 

complex. This complex is essential for the subsequent extension step, where the DNA polymerase synthesizes 

new DNA strands. 

      The annealing step Is typically performed for 30 seconds to 1 minute, depending on the specific PCR 

protocol. 

 

*Step 4: Extension* 

       The fourth step in PCR amplification is extension, which involves heating the reaction mixture to an 

optimal temperature (typically 72°C) for DNA synthesis. During extension, the DNA polymerase synthesizes 

new DNA strands by adding nucleotides to the primer-template complex. 

     The extension step Is typically performed for 1-2 minutes, depending on the specific PCR protocol. 

 

*Step 5: Repeat Cycles* 

        The final step in PCR amplification is to repeat the denaturation, annealing, and extension steps for a 

specified number of cycles (typically 20-40 cycles). Each cycle consists of the three steps, and the reaction 

mixture is heated and cooled repeatedly to facilitate the amplification process. 



        During each cycle, the DNA template is duplicated, resulting in an exponential increase in the amount of 

target DNA sequence. The amplification process is highly specific, and the primers ensure that only the target 

DNA sequence is amplified. 

 

*Step 6: Final Extension* 

        After the specified number of cycles, the PCR reaction is completed with a final extension step. This step 

involves heating the reaction mixture to an optimal temperature (typically 72°C) for an extended period 

(typically 5-10 minutes) to ensure that any remaining DNA synthesis is completed. 

 

*Step 7: Cooling and Storage* 

          The final step in PCR amplification is to cool the reaction mixture to 4°C and store it in a refrigerator or 

freezer. The amplified DNA can be visualized using techniques such as gel electrophoresis or fluorescence 

detection. 

 

In summary, the steps involved in PCR amplification are: 

1. Preparation of the PCR reaction mixture 

2. Denaturation 

 

TYPES OF PCR 

  

PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction) is a versatile technique that has been modified to suit various applications. 

There are several types of PCR, each with its own specific characteristics and uses. 

 

1. *Conventional PCR*: This is the most common type of PCR, which uses a single set of primers to amplify a 

specific DNA sequence. 

2. *Real-Time PCR (RT-PCR)*: This type of PCR uses fluorescent probes to monitor the amplification of the 

target DNA sequence in real-time. 

3. *Reverse Transcription PCR (RT-PCR)*: This type of PCR uses reverse transcription to convert RNA into 

DNA, which is then amplified using PCR. 

4. *Nested PCR*: This type of PCR uses two sets of primers to amplify a specific DNA sequence. The first set 

of primers amplifies a larger region, and the second set of primers amplifies a smaller region within the first 

amplicon. 

5. *Multiplex PCR*: This type of PCR uses multiple sets of primers to amplify multiple DNA sequences 

simultaneously. 

6. *Quantitative PCR (qPCR)*: This type of PCR uses fluorescent probes to quantify the amount of target DNA 

sequence in a sample. 

7. *Digital PCR (dPCR)*: This type of PCR uses a limiting dilution approach to quantify the amount of target 

DNA sequence in a sample. 



8. *Hot Start PCR*: This type of PCR uses a heat-activated enzyme to prevent non-specific amplification. 

9. *Touchdown PCR*: This type of PCR uses a gradual decrease in annealing temperature to increase 

specificity. 

10. *Long PCR*: This type of PCR uses specialized enzymes and conditions to amplify long DNA sequences. 

 

Each type of PCR has its own specific advantages and disadvantages, and the choice of PCR type depends on 

the specific application and research question. 

 

APPLICATIONS OF PCR 

 

PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction) is a versatile technique that has revolutionized the field of molecular 

biology. It has a wide range of applications in various fields, including: 

 

1. _Genetic Engineering_: PCR is used to amplify specific DNA sequences, which are then used to create 

recombinant DNA molecules. These molecules are used to introduce desirable traits into organisms, such as pest 

resistance or drought tolerance. 

2. _Gene Cloning_: PCR is used to amplify specific DNA sequences, which are then cloned into vectors, such 

as plasmids or bacteriophages. These vectors are used to express the cloned gene in a host organism. 

3. _Gene Expression Analysis_: PCR is used to analyze the expression of specific genes in different tissues or 

under different conditions. This is done by amplifying the mRNA or cDNA of the gene of interest. 

4. _Genetic Testing_: PCR is used to diagnose genetic disorders, such as sickle cell anemia or cystic fibrosis. It 

is also used to identify genetic mutations that increase the risk of certain diseases. 

5. _Forensic Analysis_: PCR is used in forensic science to analyze DNA evidence, such as blood or tissue 

samples, to identify individuals or to solve crimes. 

6. _Cancer Research_: PCR is used to study the genetic changes that occur in cancer cells. It is also used to 

develop new cancer therapies, such as gene therapy. 

7. _Infectious Disease Diagnosis_: PCR is used to diagnose infectious diseases, such as tuberculosis or HIV. It 

is also used to monitor the progression of these diseases. 

8. _Environmental Monitoring_: PCR is used to monitor the presence of specific microorganisms in the 

environment, such as water or soil. 

9. _Food Safety Testing_: PCR is used to detect the presence of specific pathogens, such as Salmonella or E. 

coli, in food products. 

10. _Pharmacogenomics_: PCR is used to study the genetic variations that affect an individual’s response to 

certain medications. 

11. _Gene Therapy_: PCR is used to develop new gene therapies, which involve the introduction of healthy 

copies of a gene into cells to replace faulty or missing genes. 

12. _Synthetic Biology_: PCR is used to design and construct new biological systems, such as genetic circuits 

or synthetic genomes. 



13. _Epigenetics_: PCR is used to study the epigenetic changes that occur in cells, such as DNA methylation or 

histone modification. 

14. _Microbiome Analysis_: PCR is used to study the diversity of microorganisms in different environments, 

such as the human gut or soil. 

15. _Ancient DNA Analysis_: PCR is used to analyze DNA from ancient samples, such as fossils or mummies. 

 

Advantages of PCR in These Applications: 

PCR has several advantages that make it a popular technique in these applications, including: 

 

- High sensitivity: PCR can detect very small amounts of DNA. 

- High specificity: PCR can amplify specific DNA sequences with high accuracy. 

- Speed: PCR can amplify DNA sequences quickly, often in a matter of hours. 

- Flexibility: PCR can be used to amplify DNA sequences from a wide range of sources, including tissues, cells, 

and microorganisms. 

 

_Limitations of PCR in These Applications_ 

 

While PCR is a powerful technique, it also has some limitations, including: 

 

- Contamination: PCR can be sensitive to contamination, which can lead to false positives. 

- Inhibition: PCR can be inhibited by certain substances, such as salts or detergents. 

- Non-specific amplification: PCR can amplify non-specific DNA sequences, which can lead to false positives. 

 

Overall, PCR is a versatile technique that has a wide range of applications in molecular biology. Its advantages, 

including high sensitivity and specificity, make it a popular technique in many fields. However, it also has some 

limitations, including contamination and inhibition, which must be carefully controlled to ensure accurate 

results. 

 

PRIMERS 

Primers are short, synthetic DNA sequences that are designed to bind specifically to a target DNA sequence. 

They are a crucial component of the Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) process, which is a laboratory technique 

used to amplify specific DNA sequences. 

 

 

 



Function of Primers_ 

 

The primary function of primers is to provide a starting point for DNA synthesis during the PCR process. They 

bind to the target DNA sequence and serve as a template for the DNA polymerase enzyme to extend the DNA 

strand. 

 

Characteristics of Primers: 

Primers have several key characteristics that make them effective: 

1. Specificity_: Primers are designed to be specific to the target DNA sequence, meaning they bind only to 

that sequence and not to other sequences in the genome. 

 

2. Complementarity_: Primers are complementary to the target DNA sequence, meaning they have a 

sequence of nucleotides that is complementary to the target sequence. 

Length_: Primers are typically 15-30 nucleotides in length, although they can be shorter or longer depending on 

the specific application. 

GC content_: Primers typically have a GC content of 40-60%, which is the percentage of guanine and cytosine 

nucleotides in the primer sequence. 

Melting temperature_: Primers have a melting temperature ™ that is the temperature at which the primer binds 

to the target DNA sequence. The Tm is typically around 50-65°C. 

 

Types of Primers 

       There are several types of primers, including: 

1. Forward primers: These primers bind to the 5’ end of the target DNA sequence and are used to 

initiate DNA synthesis. 

2. Reverse primers: These primers bind to the 3’ end of the target DNA sequence and are used to 

initiate DNA synthesis in the reverse direction. 

3. Nested primers: These primers are used in nested PCR reactions, where a second set of primers is 

used to amplify a smaller region within the initial PCR product. 

4. Degenerate primers: These primers contain degenerate bases, which are nucleotides that can bind to 

multiple bases in the target DNA sequence. 

5. Molecular beacons: These primers are designed to bind to a specific sequence and undergo a 

conformational change upon binding, which can be detected using fluorescence. 

 

Designing Primers: 

        Designing primers requires careful consideration of several factors, including: 

1. Specificity: The primer should be specific to the target DNA sequence and not bind to other 

sequences in the genome. 

2. Complementarity: The primer should be complementary to the target DNA sequence. 

3. GC content: The primer should have a GC content of 40-60%. 

4. Melting temperature: The primer should have a Tm that is suitable for the PCR reaction. 



5. Length: The primer should be 15-30 nucleotides in length. 

 

Tools for Designing Primers 

              There are several tools available for designing primers, including: 

1. _Primer3_: A popular online tool for designing primers. 

2. _NCBI Primer-BLAST_: A tool that uses BLAST to search for primer binding sites in a genome. 

3. _PrimerQuest_: A tool that uses a combination of algorithms to design primers. 

 

_Common Issues with Primers_ 

 

There are several common issues that can arise when working with primers, including: 

1. Non-specific binding: The primer binds to non-target sequences in the genome. 

2. Primer-dimer formation: The primer binds to itself, forming a primer-dimer. 

3. Insufficient specificity: The primer is not specific enough to the target DNA sequence. 

 

Conclusion: 

          Primers are a crucial component of the PCR process, and their design requires careful consideration of 

several factors. By understanding the characteristics of primers and using tools to design them, researchers can 

optimize their PCR reactions and achieve high specificity and sensitivity. 
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Additional Link 

Polymerase Chain Reaction – Principle, Steps, Types, & Purpose 

Practise Question 

1. What is the principle of Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR)? 

2. Name the three main steps involved in PCR amplification. 

3. What is the role of primers in PCR? 

4. Why is Taq polymerase commonly used in PCR? 

5. Explain the difference between conventional PCR and quantitative PCR (qPCR). 

6. Explain the process of DNA amplification in PCR, highlighting each of the three main steps. 

7. Describe the different types of PCR techniques and their applications. 

8. What are the factors that influence the efficiency and specificity of PCR? 

https://www.sciencefacts.net/polymerase-chain-reaction.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com


9. Discuss the role of primers in PCR, including the types of primers and how they are designed. 

10. Explain how PCR is used in medical diagnostics with one example. 

11. Discuss the principle of Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) in detail, and explain each of the 

steps involved in PCR amplification. 

12. Compare and contrast the different types of PCR (e.g., conventional PCR, quantitative PCR, 

reverse transcription PCR, multiplex PCR), highlighting their uses and applications. 

13. Describe the various applications of PCR in biotechnology, medicine, forensics, and 

environmental science, with examples for each. 

14. Explain the significance of primer design in PCR. How does primer length, melting 

temperature, and specificity affect PCR results? 

15. What are the limitations and challenges of PCR? Discuss how issues like contamination, non-

specific binding, and primer dimer formation can be addressed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


