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NEWS, VIEWS AND COMMENTS
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Vanishing Twins and Fetal Sex Determination; MZ
Twin Discordance for Wilson’s Disease / Media: Big
at Birth; Planned Separation of Conjoined Twins; X
Factor Twins; Cinema: The Identical
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There is a lack of research findings addressing the unique college admissions issues faced by twins and other
multiples. The advantages and disadvantage twins face, as reported by college administrators, twins and
families are reviewed. Next, recent research addressing twins’ birth weight and neuromotor performance,
transfusion syndrome markers, the vanishing twin syndrome and monozygotic (MZ) twin discordance for
Wilson’s disease is described. News items concerning the birth of unusually large twins, the planned
separation of conjoined twins, twin participants in the X Factor games and a film, The Identical, are also
summarized.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

College-Age Twins: University Admissions Policies

Every fall, thousands of pairs of high school twins around

the world face vexing choices, over and beyond those of
non-twins. Their concerns not only include (1) identify-
ing colleges best suited to their interests and talents, but
also (2) deciding if it is in their best interests to attend
the same college as their twin, and (3) determining if ap-
plying to the same school(s) as their twin would help or
hinder their chances for acceptance. High school coun-
selors and other school administrators are well versed in
matching candidates to colleges. Unfortunately, there is no
available systematic research addressing the advantages and
disadvantages of twins’ applying to the same or separate
schools. Furthermore, little is known about the factors be-
hind their decision-making processes and the short- and
long-term consequences of their college choices. However,

there is anecdotal evidence pertaining to these issues from
some college admissions officers and from twins and fam-
ilies in the United States. A web site, Twiniversity, con-
tains a detailed essay from a mother of twins, document-
ing her daughters’ college admissions experiences (Lyons,
2014). A review of this material will, hopefully, encour-
age study of a neglected, yet extremely important area of
concern.
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News, Views and Comments

An interview with an unnamed college dean highlights
several key issues surrounding twins’ college applications
(Rubenstone, 2014). The comment was in response to
a question posed by a twin who was a high school co-
valedictorian along with her twin sister. The twins’ ques-
tion was whether or not both should apply to Harvard
— specifically, would their ‘standing out’ as twins help
them by drawing attention, or hurt them if the admis-
sions committee could not decide between them and re-
jected both. Another strategy they considered was hav-
ing one twin apply to Harvard and the other twin ap-
ply to Yale, both on early admission. They reasoned that
if one or both were accepted at these schools, then the
other could apply to her twin sister’s school on regu-
lar admissions, offering the option to stay together or to
separate.

The dean responding to these concerns favored the sec-
ond strategy, saying that applying to separate colleges in-
creases the likelihood of twins’ acceptance, and that if one
twin was accepted early, the committee would find it diffi-
cult to reject the other. While most schools do not maintain
official policies on twins and insist that they view appli-
cations individually, this may not necessarily be the case.
For example, representatives from the University of Mary-
land, the University of Texas, Rice University and the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) agree that applica-
tions are reviewed individually. These same representatives
also say that the schools try to accept or reject both twins.
In fact, one admissions expert who works independently of
any university claims that schools often consider twins as
a unit (Kaplan, 2008). This sounds as though being a twin
would benefit college admission. However, it is important
to emphasize that these comments are based on impres-
sions, not on carefully gathered data. It is also the case that
schools may not always know which applicants are one of a
pair.

Interestingly, Duke University is one of a few universi-
ties to request that applicants indicate if he or she is a twin
(Mosle, 2008). They have implemented this practice for two
reasons. The first is that if the twins’ names and/or email
addresses are similar then materials (e.g., letters of recom-
mendation) intended for one twin might be inadvertently
placed in the file of the other twin. A second reason poses
some concern. Specifically, selective institutions are adept
at magnifying small differences between candidates, so a
minor twin difference might seem more significant than
it really is, causing one co-twin to be rejected. A father of
twins was perplexed when one of his identical twin children
was rejected from an elite college that had accepted the co-
twin; he insisted that his children were very much alike in
every way. The undergraduate dean responding to this fa-
ther’s concern was forced to consider the extent to which
the co-twin difference on which the admissions committee
had acted was truly meaningful. It is well known that people

tend to magnify small differences between twins, especially
identical twins.

This same dean appreciated that twins and triplets can
be very much alike. He also noted that, ‘It’s interesting
when they’re not similar at all, and we might wonder why
that’s the case’ (Mosle, 2008). The answer is that not all
twins are MZ; dizygotic (DZ) twins might be similar in
overall academic standing, but show very different abili-
ties. DZ twins can also differ in their academic talents and
interests, due to their genetic differences. Of course, DZ
twins who show marked academic differences are unlikely
to apply to the same schools. Hopefully, most school ad-
ministrators are aware of the different twin types and the
reasons why co-twins and co-triplets may be similar or
different.

It is helpful to consider the college admission process of
DZ triplets composed of two females and one male (Mosle,
2008). One of the females was eager for admission to Har-
vard as a member of its debating team. However, she ap-
plied to Yale instead, even though this meant giving up
debating. She worried that her brother might be denied
admission to Harvard if she applied, given that several stu-
dents from her high school were applying to Harvard and
it was unlikely that more than two would be accepted. It
turned out that her brother was accepted, and felt both-
ered by the fact that his sister had withdrawn her appli-
cation without consulting him. This underlines the fact
that twins might limit their options when it may not be
necessary.

The experience of MZ/DZ female triplets is also il-
luminating. The high school seniors chose different col-
leges; the DZ co-triplet wished to be viewed as an indi-
vidual, not as one third of a set. However, she was un-
happy at college and transferred the following semester
to the same school as one of her sisters. The sister who
was there initially had won a prestigious Danforth Fellow-
ship, an honor also won by the newcomer, causing some
resentment.

Given the foregoing, the key issues for future research
appear to be: (1) determining the college admissions poli-
cies for twins at a range of representative institutions,
(2) obtaining accurate statistics on the college admis-
sion and rejection rates of twins, with respect to zygos-
ity and gender, (3) obtaining statistics on the number of
twins who attend similar and separate colleges, and learn-
ing if and how these choices change during their col-
lege careers, and (4) understanding the processes guid-
ing twins’ decisions as to where to apply and where to
go.

Some twins prefer to be together, others do not. A
possible compromise is to attend the same school, but
live in separate dormitories or apartments. Most impor-
tantly, there is no single solution that will apply to all
twins.
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Twin Research

Birth Weight and Neuromotor Performance

Researchers in Portugal examined associations between low
birth weight and neuromotor performance (Lopes et al.,
2014). The sample included 191 children from 83 twin pairs,
7 triplet sets, and 1 quadruplet set. The number of MZ and
DZ pairs was not provided, although 78 children belonged
to MZ pairs and 113 children belonged to DZ pairs. The
age of the children ranged from 5 to 17 years, and zygosity
was assessed by analysis of 17 short tandem repeat markers.
Twins completed the Zurich Neuromotor Assessment that
includes tests for five relevant measures: repetitive move-
ments, alternating movements, diadochokinesis (sequen-
tial movements), pegboard (dynamic balance), and static
balance (stress gaits). All movements were video recorded
for analysis. Birth weight explained 11% of the variance in
neuromotor performance across zygosity groups. Between
32.7–76.9% of the children were below the 10th percentile
for timed tasks (e.g., dynamic and static balance), although
fewer than 6.4% of the children were below the 10th per-
centile for associated movements. Genetic influence was
found for purely motor tasks, adaptive fine motor tasks and
dynamic balance, but not for static balance or associated
movements.

The generally poor performance of the twins is of con-
cern. Their average birth weight was 2,246.3 (± 485) grams
or 4.94 (± 1.07) pounds. While birth weight did not con-
tribute substantially to the twins’ performance, extremely
low birth weights have been linked to poor neuromotor
performance in non-twins. Therefore, it will be important
to identify the source of the twins’ performance on the
different tasks.

Vanishing Twins and Fetal Sex Determination

Fetal sex determination is an important procedure when
infants are at risk for sex-linked conditions. Fetal DNA
found in maternal plasma can be examined for the presence
of a Y chromosome: a Y chromosome indicates a male, while
the absence of a Y chromosome indicates a female. The
possibility that inaccurate diagnoses of fetal sex indicate a
vanishing twin was raised in a recent case report (Vlková
& Hodosy, 2014). At 10 weeks gestation, the fetus carried
by a healthy 24-year-old woman appeared to be male, with
a very high degree of certainty, across several parameters
(95.4–98.9%). However, ultrasound at 20 weeks indicated a
female fetus. The investigators stressed that direct evidence
of a vanishing twin was not provided, but the possibility was
raised. They noted that vanishing twins can be detected early
in the pregnancy, although they realize that procedures for

doing so are not always possible. An alternative plan would
be to develop a specific, definitive marker for identifying
female fetuses who are presently detected by the absence of
a Y chromosome.

Transfusion Syndrome Markers

Twin-to-twin transfusion syndrome is a serious prenatal
condition, affecting a subset of monochorionic-dichorionic
MZ twins. This condition involves the unequal blood flow
from one twin (donor) to the other (recipient), leading to
within-pair discrepancies in size and in health. The donor is
typically smaller in size and often has anemia, while the re-
cipient is typically larger and may experience cardiac failure
due to increased blood volume (MedlinePlus, 2014). As the
investigators of a new study point out, unequal blood flow
via fetal anastomoses affects all monochrionic-dichorionic
twin pairs, but the more serious transfusion syndrome af-
fects only 15% of such pairs (Miura et al., 2014).

Miura et al. (2014) conducted some early studies showing
that increased levels of cell-free hPl mRNA in maternal cir-
culation predicted twin-to-twin transfusion. However, the
sample size was too small to allow firm conclusions. There-
fore, they attempted a subsequent study using nine mRNAs,
mostly placental. Their analysis included data from 28 preg-
nant women seen at 12–21 weeks gestation at the Obstetrics
Clinic of Nagasaki University Hospital, in Japan. Transfu-
sion syndrome was not detected in any of the participants
at the time of the study, although it was later detected in
11 women. A control group comprised of women pregnant
with non-twins showed no pregnancy complications.

Six of the nine mRNAs were predictive of transfusion
syndrome, providing a non-invasive means for detection of
the condition. However, the source of these mRNAs and
the events regulating them remain uncertain. A large-scale
prospective study is needed for further evaluation of the
findings.

MZ Twin Discordance for Wilson’s Disease

MZ twin pairs discordant for medical conditions offer crit-
ical cues to the onset and expression of diseases in non-
twins. A case report of two sets of MZ twins, discordant for
Wilson’s disease is of interest (Czlonkowska et al., 2009).
Wilson’s disease is an autosomal recessive condition marked
by abnormal functioning of the copper-transporting pro-
tein adenosine triphosphate 7B. This disruption leads to
accumulations of copper in the liver and brain. Wilson’s
disease is linked to mutations in the gene ATP7B, located
on chromosome 13.
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The twins in question were both female. The first pair
was studied at 38 years of age. One co-twin experienced
mild jaundice at age 7–10 years, but appeared healthy until
age 35. She began to experience fatigue, jaundice, hemolysis,
liver function decompensation and depression. In contrast,
her co-twin exhibited no symptoms of Wilson’s disease, but
showed decreased copper serum ceruloplasmin and serum
copper, and tested positive for anti-Hepatitis B and anti-
Hepatitis Bc antibodies in serum. The second pair of twins,
also female, was studied at age 28 years. One co-twin was di-
agnosed with lung pneumonia at age 21, followed by throm-
bocytopenia (low platelet count). Beginning at age 26, she
variously experienced headaches, dizziness, unstable gait,
and loss of balance. Subsequent symptoms included liver
abnormalities and abnormal copper metabolism. Her twin
sister had irregular menses and abnormal nose bleeding.
She experienced no neurological difficulties, but among

her symptoms were increased bilirubin, decreased leuko-
cyte count and thrombocytopenia. Her test results for anti-
Hepatitis B and anti-Heptatis Bc antibodies were negative.

The investigators speculated that clinical differences be-
tween the genetically identical co-twins most likely reflected
epigenetic differences. This is important, given that it has
been previously believed that allelic heterogeneity is pri-
marily responsible for variations in Wilson’s disease. It was
also noted that epigenetic differences tend to be greater be-
tween older twins and twins who spend relatively little time
together. However, the twins in question had been raised
together and had similar lifestyles, suggesting that unspeci-
fied internal factors might explain their disease differences.
It should be noted, however, that living together or apart
may not be associated with all observed differences between
MZ twins — personality similarity is the same for MZ twins,
regardless of rearing status (Tellegen et al., 1988).

Media

Big at Birth

Approximately 50% of twins weigh less than 2,500 grams
(5 pounds, 5.18 ounces) at birth (Blondel & Kaminski,
2002). Therefore, the birth weights of male twins, Jack and
Robbie, of 9 pounds, 10 ounces and 9 pounds, 3 ounces,
respectively, are newsworthy (Wilkinson, 2014). The twins
were born on August 20, 2014 at the Women’s Hospital at
Saddleback Memorial Medical Center, in Laguna Hills, Cal-
ifornia. Their combined weight of 18 pounds, 13 ounces dis-
tinguishes them as the largest set of twins born at that hos-
pital. However, in 2008 opposite-sex twins with a combined
weight of 23 pounds, 1 ounce were born in Winston-Salem,
North Carolina (Associated Press, 2008). Interestingly, the
female twin (12 pounds, 3 ounces) outweighed her male
co-twin (10 pounds, 14 ounces) by 1 pound, 5 ounces.

Planned Separation of Conjoined Twins

Conjoined female twins were detected in the pregnancy of
a Texas mother at 19 weeks gestation (Talarico, 2014). The
twins, born at 31 weeks, share a liver, diaphragm, peri-
cardium (heart lining) and intestines, as well as some lung
tissue. Surgeons believe the twins can be separated easily,
although the surgery still poses a small risk of death to
one or both twins. The operation will take place when the
twins are 6–8 months of age, possibly in mid to late fall
2014. Meanwhile, tissue expanders will be used to obtain
additional skin that the twins will require during surgery.

X Factor Twins

Kyle and Josh Brooks are identical twins from Cardiff,
Wales who are making their way through the X Factor

competition on their shared singing talent (Walesonline,
2014). The twins have been singing together, mostly at
church, since they were small. It was there that they learned
how to play guitar and drums, but they never took for-
mal singing lessons. The twins, who are just 15 years old,
perform under the stage name ‘The Brooks’.

It is interesting to speculate on how successful one twin
would have been without the other. Perhaps, the oppor-
tunities to practice together and/or the visual interest that
singing twins attract partly explain their popularity. How-
ever, see the fictional and true stories told in cinema, The
Identical, below.

Cinema: the identical. The 2014 film, The Identical, is set
during the Depression in the rural south. It tells the story
of identical male twins, Dexter and Ryan, separated at birth
because their biological parents could not afford to raise
two children. The decision to relinquish one infant son for
adoption was made when the twins’ father encountered an
evangelical preacher whose wife could not bear children;
the twins’ father saw this meeting as an opportunity to help
a couple raise a family and to provide his son with a better
life.

In the film, both twins display extraordinary musical tal-
ent as children. The twin raised by his biological parents
(Dexter) eventually becomes a star and bears an unmis-
takable resemblance to the late Elvis Presley. (Elvis Presley
had a twin brother, Jessie Garon, who was stillborn.) In
contrast, his twin brother Ryan’s musical career is derailed
by his father, who envisions his son in the ministry. Ryan
eventually follows his musical dreams, but can only become
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‘The Identical’ stand-in for his famous co-twin. The twins
never meet and the events that follow are best learned from
seeing the film itself.

The actual story of Elvis Presley and the fictional story
of Dexter and Ryan diverge, but Presley’s life history was
surely the inspiration for this film. Here, too, it is worth
wondering if Elvis Presley’s twin would have had the same
musical talent as the living twin and, if so, how that would
have affected Presley’s career. Such issues are of great interest
to twin researchers who will find The Identical worth seeing
for that reason.
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