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“Nothing in life is to be feared,  

it is only to be understood.  

Now is the time to understand 

more, so that we may fear less.”  
– Marie Curie
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Neutrophils, release their DNA (blue) outside of the cell to form structures 
called neutrophil extracellular traps (NETs). These structures become coated 
with potent anti-microbial enzymes (red) and are helpful in trapping and 
killing a variety of different pathogens. NETs are associated with trapping 
bacteria but recently viruses have also been demonstrated to be trapped 
and inactivated in this manner. The Miller lab has demonstrated that 
influenza virus (green) can become tangled and inactivated in NETs. As our 
understanding of the immune response to SARS-CoV-2 increases, the role of 
NETs in COVID-19 disease progression is also being recognized. While these 
DNA structures can be beneficial in helping to prevent infection they can also 
drive inflammation. The Miller lab will be examining the ability of anti-SARS-
CoV-2 antibodies to induce NET formation. – Hannah Stacey, Miller Lab
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Report from the Chair  |  BIOCHEMISTRY & BIOMEDICAL SCIENCES

If you asked someone in 2019, “Do you 
Zoom?”, I’m sure you would get a funny 
look. What a difference a year can make. 
I didn’t expect to be writing the Chair’s 
report for the 2020 edition of BiochemRocks 

from my basement either, but here we are. Although our world 
seems unsteady at the moment, over the past few months, the 
Department of Biochemistry & Biomedical Sciences’ activities and 
actions have provided me with a tremendous feeling of stability 
and strength. I want to share a few of these feelings with you.

As if the pandemic wasn’t ominous enough, the University 
closed its doors to students on Friday the 13th. In response, faculty 
members and staff in BBS mobilized, literally overnight, to move 
classes online for the following Monday. While this transition was 
not perfect, the quick pivot, the risk-taking, and the willingness to 
experiment were unmistakably BBS. I was buoyed by the efforts 
you made to attend to the 600+ undergraduate students who 
looked to us for leadership. And you delivered.

Last year, I told you about the $23 million in grants received by 
BBS faculty in 2019. This year, our industrious and world-class 
research labs had to close their doors, send trainees home, and 
wait out a painful few months. But we are not an idle department 
by nature. Labs working on things that might help in the fight 
against SARS-CoV-2 got creative and started talking to one 
another. They mobilized, wrote grants, and secured new funding 
to be part of the solution. Researchers in BBS have added over 
$2.5 million to the over $20 million raised in the Faculty of Health 
Sciences for COVID-19-related research. When the public was 

looking to academia to help fight a global scourge, you delivered.
Although it has only been four months since BBS hosted 

our inaugural Biochemistry & Biomedical Sciences Research 
Symposium on March 12, 2020, a lot has happened, and much will 
continue to change. We are gearing up to teach our students in a 
remote learning environment in the Fall, armed with hindsight and 
new tech skills. Our labs have reopened, and our critical research 
has resumed. Even with physical distancing in place, we will 
deliver on our promise of excellence in learning and discovery. 

It continues to be an honor and privilege to lead the Department 
of Biochemistry & Biomedical Sciences. I thank you for your support 
and encouragement, for your kind words of inspiration, and your 
patience. I have been thankful for the tremendous dedication of our 
administrative staff, our senior leadership team, and for the hard 
work done by our Associate Chairs, including our newest Associate 
Chair, Undergraduate Education, Dr. Caitlin Mullarkey who succeeds 
Dr. Michelle MacDonald following 18 years of incredible service 
in this role. I have tried my best to express my gratitude to you 
personally over the past few months. I also want to recognize each 
of you who calls BBS home for your commitment, positive energy, 
and endurance. We will get through this together. Stronger.

Sincerely,

Brian Coombes, PhD
Professor & Chair
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Year in Review  |  UNDERGRADUATE STUDIES

COVID-19 changed the rules. What students 
had worked so hard for their entire lives, 
their achievements and best-laid plans had 
been carelessly tossed about by COVID-19. 
We are in this together. We will come out of 

this, stronger and more resilient. We will learn to be adaptable, 
innovative and creative. There is always a silver lining…

Some of us are slowing down, finding old passions and hobbies 
again, or discovering new ones.

On some days, we have felt more connected than ever with 
friends and family as we took advantage of more frequent 
Facetime and Zoom chats.

The planet is benefitting tremendously from less commuter 
traffic and air travel.  

For us, in undergraduate education, the silver lining was 
the little nudge that some of us needed to embrace learning 
technologies.  Many of us will venture into the flipped classroom 
this year, where the contact hours with students are much more 
engaging, working on problems and having lively discussions.

We have revamped the new curriculum for our thesis courses to 
offer a high value alternative to preparing students for research 
after they graduate. Our focus is on the development of scientific 
communication skills, data analysis and interpretation. While we 
are hopeful that undergraduate students will be able to return to 
our research laboratories, we are making contingency plans with 
input from students and faculty.

We will also be offering new courses this year! Dr. Ray Truant 
will be teaching BIOCHEM 3CB3 – Emerging Discovery in Cell 
Biology in term 1. Dr. Deb Sloboda and I taught the pilot for a 
writing course on Dean’s permission this past January: BIOMEDDC 
2W03 – Write Right for Your Science: Scientific Writing for 
the Biomedical Sciences. This course focusses on fundamental 

writing skills, and our goal is to eventually offer this course 
to all undergraduate Biochemistry students. We are currently 
developing a sequel to this initial writing course, which will be 
offered as a pilot in our thesis course this September, with a 
broader focus on scientific communication.

I would like to thank all of the faculty and staff who were so 
very nimble in March when we received the news that we would 
all be working and teaching from home. I appreciate those that 
took the time to learn new skills and techniques so that we could 
finish out the year remotely.

I don’t want to forget that some of our students have also been 
touched deeply by COVID-19 and have experienced loss of family 
members or loss of income, to name just a few of the deleterious 
effects of this pandemic. You are in our thoughts.

Dear students, do not let COVID-19 define you. You are in control 
of your destiny, and your future is bright. It may look different than 
you thought, but you are strong and will rise above. Your path may 
have been re-routed, but your perseverance will get you to where 
you were meant to be.

Michelle MacDonald, PhD
Associate Chair, Undergraduate Education
Associate Professor

We have revamped the new curriculum for our 
thesis courses to offer a high value alternative 
to preparing students for research after they 
graduate. Our focus is on the development of 
scientific communication skills, data analysis and 
interpretation.

“My thesis experience through the 
Biochemistry program was one of 
the greatest learning opportunities 

I have ever had. I genuinely enjoyed every 
aspect of the work I did, and the experience has 
solidified my interest in having research be a 
critical component of my future career. I have 
the Biochemistry program to thank for providing 
me with the foundational knowledge and skills 
needed to be successful in a research setting, as 
well as the opportunity to work with incredible 
individuals that have provided me with invaluable 
guidance and support.”  
 – Allyson Moore, Level IV Biochemistry 

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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Year in Review  |  GRADUATE STUDIES

The 2019-2020 academic year brought with 
it unprecedented challenges in the form of 
COVID-19. The impacts of the pandemic have 
touched every corner of society, and graduate 
education is no exception. With challenges 

though, comes the opportunity for individuals, groups and 
organizations to showcase their best qualities, and I am incredibly 
proud of the way that the Biochemistry Graduate program has 
responded. Many of our supervisors and students were forced to 
temporarily suspend laboratory-based research activities, while 
others were required to rapidly adapt their programs to address 
the myriad of needs associated with effectively responding to 
the pandemic. We also witnessed an outpouring of support and 
generosity that typifies our program, with many laboratories 
donating essential reagents and PPE to support public health 
efforts and front-line workers. Directly or indirectly, every member 
of our program has done their part to fight this pandemic and 
promote the health and safety of our community.

In recent months, we have also witnessed several tragedies 
that have highlighted the ongoing injustices associated with 
systemic anti-black racism. We stand in solidarity with those who 
oppose racism in all forms and are fully committed to actively 
supporting McMaster University’s anti-racism initiatives, and 
to understanding and enhancing the McMaster experience for 
racialized and marginalized students. We must all do our part to 
actively bring change to the systemic structures that contribute 
to oppression. Diversity is a cornerstone of a thriving graduate 
community.

In the face of these many obstacles, we have continued to 
enjoy remarkable successes. Our students’ performance in 
highly competitive graduate scholarship competitions continues 
to soar above national averages, and the number and quality 
of publications produced by our students during the past year 
has been astounding. Never has there been a greater need for 
scientific solutions to address the world’s many crises, and it 
brings great hope to see the incredible impact that members of 
our program are having in finding solutions to many of society’s 
most pressing problems.

This past year has also been a time of deep introspection, as 
our program underwent its cyclical Institutional Quality Assurance 
Program (IQAP) review. In preparation for this review, significant 
efforts were made to consult with our current and former students 
in order to identify both what we are doing well, and areas that 
should be enhanced as we move forward. Response rates were 
exceptional and I would like to thank all of you for your willingness 
to provide input essential to ensuring that our program remains 
a world-class destination for graduate training in the biomedical 

sciences. I would like to give a special nod to Haley Zubyk, who 
worked tirelessly to ensure that the views of our student body 
were captured and accurately represented. While we await the 
report and recommendations of our program reviewers, we have 
already initiated the process of bringing new innovations to our 
program. One of the most notable changes that many of you will 
recognize over the next two academic years is the introduction of a 
new course curriculum that focuses on core competencies relevant 
to all trainees in the diverse areas of research that constitute our 
program.

Finally, I would like to extend our hearty congratulations to Lisa 
Kush, our Graduate Officer. This year, Lisa reached the incredible 
milestone of 35 years of service to McMaster University! For 
many of you, Lisa is the true face of our program. No one has 
played a more instrumental role in our long-term success. Her 
talent, dedication and genuine concern for students and faculty 
alike is the foundation of a welcoming and supportive training 
environment for which we have become known.

As we enter into the next academic year, we will continue to 
face new challenges. However, I am confident that the resilience 
and dedication shown by our faculty, staff and students will only 
help us grow stronger as a community. We must continue to find 
new ways of supporting each other in the face of the unique 
obstacles that we encounter, and remain focused on our mission 
to provide world-class training to the next generation of scientists.

Matthew S. Miller, PhD
Associate Professor & Assistant Dean,  
Biochemistry Graduate Program
Associate Chair, Graduate Education

“I have been fortunate to experience 
research at McMaster at both an 
undergraduate and graduate level. The 

Biochemistry program is such a diverse, and supportive 
research environment that I know has provided 
me with the skills to succeed inside and outside 
of the lab. The incredible mentorship, experiences, 
and opportunities in the program have prepared 
me for wherever life after McMaster takes me.” 
– Hannah Stacey, PhD Candidate
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Year in Review  |  BDC  |  Biomedical Discovery & Commercialization Program

It has been a remarkable year of growth, but 
also a year of change for the Biomedical Discovery 
and Commercialization program. After creating the 
program from scratch and serving as BDC Director 
for five years, Dr. Eric Brown stepped down to focus 

on his game-changing work in antimicrobial drug discovery. It was the 
winter of 2011 when Eric first proposed the idea of a new program at 
the nexus of science and business with essential connections to the 
pharmaceutical and biotechnology community and Eric’s contribution 
cannot be underestimated as the program he created shines as a unique 
approach to business and biomedical training in Canada. Our graduates 
are held in high regard in the Canadian biomedical and pharmaceutical 
industries, with a high rate of postgraduate employment and an 
increasing number pursuing hybrid educational paths, including MBAs, 
graduate work, and medical training. The consistent message we hear 
from our community partners is that BDC graduates are nimble, know 
how to work a room, and stand out for their scientific depth. For this, 
Eric gets the lion’s share of the credit.

Reflective of the excellent program Eric created, our undergraduate 
and Masters programs continue to attract great students, with an 
increasing number from outside of McMaster and Canada. Our 
undergraduates continue to exhibit a high degree of performance, 
winning Synapse and other competitions. Our MBDC internship 
placements are becoming increasingly diverse as Canada’s biomedical 
sector grows and we were thrilled this year to place our first intern in 
Europe. The program’s momentum has continued apace, with record 
enrollment and placement of our interns and graduates in gainful 
employment or professional schools. Most notably, our Masters BDC 
program doubled for the 2019-2020 academic year, with a total of 35 
MBDC students competing successfully within Canada and abroad for 
industrial internships, even in the face of COVID-19!

On July 1, 2019, I assumed the role of Director of the Biomedical 
Discovery & Commercialization program after serving as both faculty 
and Associate Director in the program over the five years I’ve been at 
McMaster. In 2014, I left behind a successful bioinformatics business 
to re-join academia for the opportunities to make a difference that 
McMaster provided. Yet I worried I would miss the hustle of the 
business world and was drawn immediately to the BDC program’s mix 
of business and biomedical research. I was there for the first cohort 
of 12 brave students in Winter 2015, recruiting my first thesis students 
from the program. At the time, I was motivated by the fact that among 
the G8 nations, Canada ranked last in recent graduate participation in 
start-up culture. BDC seemed a natural place to reverse that trend 
and I’m proud of the number of our graduates that have spent time in 
start-ups or in some cases created their own! I’m looking forward to 
seeing the participation of our students and graduates in the growing 
Canadian biotechnological, biomedical, and pharmaceutical industries.

I take it as a badge of honour that Eric nicknamed me the ‘un-prof’ as I 
took over as Director of the BDC Program. As graduates of BiomedDC 
701 know, I emphasize street business, starting at the bottom, learning 
sales and marketing, networking, and competition as a basis for a 
successful career. As Director over the last year, our BDC & MBDC 
students have made me proud. In one instance, I don’t think I’ve ever 
seen a group of third year undergraduates work a guest speaker to 
get maximum value to the degree our BDC students have. However, 
I’m equally proud of how our BDC and MBDC students handled the 
shutdown in classes in March due to COVID-19, of how our faculty and 
staff worked to ensure the term ended well and educational goals 
were met, and how everyone including BDC student volunteers are 
working now to prepare for the challenges ahead. Lastly, I would like 
to acknowledge the commitment and hard work of the BDC staff, past 
and present – Nancy McKenzie (Manager), Emily Taylor and Jennifer 
Crane (Career Development and Relationship Managers), and Michelle 
Biro, Allison Taylor, Stacy Bernard, and Suman Virdee (Administrative 
Assistants) – to ensuring that the BDC undergraduate and MBDC 
graduate programs were well-supported throughout this past year and 
going forward into the 2020-2021 academic year.

Andrew G. McArthur
Director, Biomedical Discovery and Commercialization program

“Coming out of the BDC program, I feel a lot 
more confident in approaching individuals 
of all professional levels. The program was 
by no means a walk in the park. It posed 

many challenges, but with help from my peers, mentors, 
and professors, I believe it delivered the most valuable 
learning experience a program can offer!”  
– Sohaib Syed, BDC Program Graduate, Incoming MBDC Student,  
Winner of Synapse Life Sciences Competition

“The BDC program has opened countless 
doors for me. I am a firm believer in 
the importance of an interdisciplinary 
education, and the BDC program is an 

exemplar of how beneficial that really is.”  
– Emily Panousis, Incoming Level 4 BDC Student,  
2019/20 Life Sciences Ontario Scholarship recipient

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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Year in Review  |  RESEARCH

There is no doubt that as we look back 
on our 2019-2020 year, we may find it 
difficult to recall events before March 13th, 
2020 – the day that McMaster Univeristy’s 
scholarly, educational and research activites 

came to an abrupt halt due to the global SARS CoV-2 pandemic. 
Research activites, outside of those frantically working towards 
our understanding of the virus, treatments and vaccine, drug and 
assay development, all but stopped. But with tragedy comes a 
silver-lining for some – indeed McMaster stands at the forefront 
of Canadian COVID-19 research: BBS faculty have been awarded 
nearly $2.5M in funding to contact trace, develop and discover how 
we can combat and track this debilitating virus (read the full story 
in our Special Report on COVID-19).

Although much of 2020 has been overshadowed by global 
economic and health crises, social injustice and a renewed 
call to action, we must also remember the positive events that 
have transpired over the last year. The 2019-2020 year was 
another outstanding year for BBS research success. We had an 
exceptional year capturing funding with with a total of $16.2M in 
research funds awarded in 2019-2020. 

Our faculty members continue to attract major funding from 
not only Tri-Council agencies like CIHR and NSERC but other 
external sources including Weston Family awards, Canadian 
Cancer Society, NFRF, and The Lung Health Foundation. Among 
the recipients was Dr. Matthew Miller who won a Weston 
Family Award to investigate a yeast-based oral vaccine for rapid 
deployment against the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus; Dr. Lori Burrows 
was awarded over $1M for her CIHR study Grappling with type 
IV pili: characterization of Nature’s most powerful biological 
motor and Dr. Mick Bhatia was awarded a $1.5M Canadian 
Cancer Society Impact Grant to study the Bone marrow niche. 
This year also saw new federal granting schemes including the 
New Frontiers in Research Fund – and here BBS was incredibly 
successful winning no less than 4 Exploration grants (Li, Schertzer, 
Sloboda and Truant). Congratulations to all awardees! 

With all this outstanding work getting funding, BBS faculty 

published over 100 manuscripts over the last year (103 to 
be exact!), including a paper from the Wright Lab in Nature 
Microbiology Phylogenetic reconciliation reveals the natural 
history of glycopeptide antibiotic biosynthesis and resistance 
as well as one from the Truant lab on DNA Damage Repair in 
Huntington’s Disease and Other Neurodegenerative Diseases. 
The Whitney lab published a fantastic paper in Nature on An 
interbacterial toxin inhibits target cell growth by synthesizing 
(p)ppApp. The MacNeil lab published a great review with the 
Schertzer and Steinberg labs in Nature Reviews Endocrinology 
as well as a fabulous paper on Nutrient Sensing and Response 
Drive Developmental Progression in Caenorhabditis Elegans. 
This 2020 year marks a big change for one of our faculty: Dr. John 
Hassell is retiring (read more in the Faculty Focus feature story) 
but he’s going out in style publishing a great paper on Monoamine 
oxidase-A Activity Is Required for Clonal Tumorsphere 
Formation by Human Breast Tumor Cells in Cellular and 
Molecular Biology Letters. We wish John all the best and hope 
to see him around the halls in the future. Our amazing research 
outputs are not only recognized by our scientific societies and 
institutes but also by local, national and international media. 
Our faculty members have been cited all over the web including 
ScienceDaily; CHCH news; CBC; Radio Canada; EurekAlert; and 
News Wise to name a few. 

Our year has been filled with not only operational funds, but 
also honours and awards. In 2019-2020 we celebrated with Dr. 
Lori Burrows who won the Canadian Society of Microbiologists 
Murray Award for Career Achievement; Dr. Eric Brown who won 
the Killam Research Fellowship; and both Dr. Matthew Miller 
and Deborah Sloboda won an FHS Graduate Student Supervision 
Award, a tribute to their great student mentorship. Among us, 
BBS faculty (primary and associate members) hold 13 Canada 
Research Chairs including (6 Tier 2 and 7 Tier 1) Mick Bhatia, Eric 
Brown, Brian Coombes, Mark Larche, Nathan Magarvey, Guillame 
Pare, Sheila Singh, Jonathan Schertzer, Deborah Sloboda, Greg 
Steinberg, Mike Surette, Jeffery Weitz, and Gerry Wright. 
Congratulations to all our award winners and we hope to have 
more of us in this list next year! 

Finally, one of our greatest achievements this year was our 
inaugural BBS Research Symposium held at the David Braley 
Health Centre, on March 12, 2020. It was an amazing day of 
science and networking and one that we will remember for 
many years to come. The event was managed, developed and 
coordinated by our outstanding BBS graduate students: the BBSRS 
Organizing Committee was made up of co-chairs Tim Klein and 
Elizabeth Chau; Fundraising Chair Tori Marko, Venue Chair Kate 
Kennedy, Scientific Program Chair Mercedes di Bernardo, and 

BBS Research Funding  
2019-2020 – $16.2 Million

 CIHR $4,700,229
 NSERC $2,110,000
 CFI $1,536,800
 CRC $600,000
 Other $7,278,003 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://www.nature.com/nmicrobiol/
https://www.nature.com/nmicrobiol/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41564-019-0531-5
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41564-019-0531-5
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13311-019-00768-7
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13311-019-00768-7
https://www.nature.com
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-1735-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-1735-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-1735-9
https://www.nature.com/nrendo/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32003906/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32003906/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6852929/pdf/11658_2019_Article_183.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6852929/pdf/11658_2019_Article_183.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6852929/pdf/11658_2019_Article_183.pdf
http://www.cmbl.org.pl
http://www.cmbl.org.pl
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/05/190513081355.htm
https://www.chch.com/mcmaster-researcher-traces-spread-of-covid-19-in-canada/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/mcmaster-cannabis-antibiotic-1.5476869
https://www.rcinet.ca/en/2019/11/13/superbugs-could-kill-hundreds-of-thousands-cost-billions-in-just-30-years/
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2020-05/mu-rfo051320.php
https://www.newswise.com/articles/bacteria-potentially-involved-in-the-development-of-type-2-diabetes
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a Communication Chair Celeste Suart; and guiding them were our 
faculty advisors (Drs. Deb Sloboda and Sara Andres). The day was an 
amazing success with over 120 registrants (wow what a turnout!); 
over 70 students giving oral and posters presentations and two 
outstanding plenary lectures including Science Sam speaking about 
Science communication and a BBS alumnus, Dr. Yu Seon Gasend-
Chung, telling us how she went from BBS to being a lawyer at 
TorysLLP. We had 6 award winners – although really everyone was 
a winner because every single talk and presentation was incredible. 
A big thanks goes out to all the internal and external sponsors (wow 
more than $6,500 was raised!) of this amazing event – it was a huge 
success and we look forward to organizing it again next year.

Congratulations BBS, it has been a quite a year for research despite 
our abrupt cessation in March 2020. I want to congratulate all the 
faculty, staff and students for the amazing way that you all pulled 
together during this difficult time – supporting each other during 
uncertainty. Despite the fact that our road ahead will be bumpy and 
new – I look forward to seeing how our brilliant faculty, students and 
staff charge ahead with amazing research progress. If we do this 
together, I know we can be successful! 

Deborah Sloboda, PhD
Associate Chair, Research

BBSRS Award Winners. Left to right: Evan Shepherdson (Elliot Lab), Caitlyn Rotondo (Wright Lab), Victoria Coles (Burrows Lab), Luke Yaeger 
(Burrows Lab), Monica Warner (Andres Lab), and Ali Zhang (Miller Lab).

Poster presentations at BBS inaugural Research Symposium.

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
https://twitter.com/heysciencesam
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Year in Review  |  IIDR  |  Michael G. DeGroote Institute for Infectious Disease Research

2019 was an exceptional year for the 
IIDR. Research output was particularly 
strong, with investigators making some 
big finds. For example, Dr. John Whitney’s 
lab and researchers at MIT unraveled an 

unprecedented bacteria-killing toxin that is an attractive target 
for antimicrobial development published in Nature (2019, 575: 
674-678). In another landmark study published in Nature Chemical 
Biology, Drs Omar El-Halfawy and Eric Brown yielded a potent 
antimicrobial against Staphylococcus aureus bacteria, including 
Methicillin-resistant (MRSA) strains that are becoming resistant 
to all current antibiotics (2020, 16: 143-149). These are just two of 
the many productive research initiatives stemming from IIDR labs 
last year that are helping to reveal new areas of study and evolve 
the global infectious disease landscape.

In June 2019, the IIDR increased its impact as a world-leading 
institute in antimicrobial resistance (AMR) research through the 
establishment of the David Braley Centre for Antibiotic Discovery 
(DBCAD). This new Centre, specifically dedicated to tackling the 
growing global threat of AMR, builds upon McMaster’s existing 
strengths, resources, and partnerships in an effort to discover 
and develop new AMR resources, treatments, diagnostics, and 
clinical strategies. Since its opening, the DBCAD has awarded 
eight, $50,000 grants for collaborative, milestone-driven projects 
related to antimicrobial research and $80,000 in scholarships to 
support 20 students working on AMR projects. In the spring, the 
DBCAD graduated its first cohort of PhD candidates enrolled in 
the Braley Fellows Program – an advanced training program that 
provides graduate students with opportunities to examine real 
world applications of antimicrobial resistance (AMR) research 
from detection to epidemiology. 

Finally, 2019 marked a milestone year for both the IIDR and 
McMaster University with the hosting of the 2019 Gairdner 
Symposium in November. Our two-day symposia, entitled 
“Fueling the Fight Against Antimicrobial Resistance: Global 
Innovations in Research & Discovery” brought together 
leaders from across the globe to present on the state of 

2019 was an exceptional year for the IIDR. 
Research output was particularly strong, with 
investigators making some big finds. 

The 2019 Braley Fellows Program team. Left to right: Dr. Dawn Bowdish (IIDR Assistant Director, Training), Jessica Bartoszko (Loeb Lab), Beth Culp 
(Wright Lab), Kara Tsang (McArthur Lab), Gerry Wright (Director, IIDR & DBCAD), and Allison Guitor (Wright Lab).

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-1735-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-1735-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41589-019-0401-8
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the international AMR challenge. Panelists included former 
Chief Medical Officer for England, Dame Sally Davies, 
global health journalist Ms. Maryn McKenna, and various 
representatives from antibiotic drug discovery companies 
and leading academic institutions across North America. The 
event, which welcomed more than 300 researchers, students, 
industry professionals, and members of the public, began with 
an expert discussion on the findings of a 2019 AMR report 
from the Council of Canadian Academies and followed with 
a number of scientific and public talks, poster presentations, 
and open discussions. 

The IIDR is committed to developing new knowledge 
and solutions to some of the most pressing challenges in 
infectious disease and antimicrobial resistance. Moving 
forward, we aim to continue to leverage our momentum to 
find new treatments and preventions to control infections 
that have devastating impacts on health.

Gerry Wright, PhD
Professor and Director

The IIDR is committed to developing new 
knowledge and solutions to some of the most 
pressing challenges in infectious disease and 
antimicrobial resistance.  

In 2019, the IIDR and DBCAD were honored to have been selected to host the 2019 Gairdner Symposium on the growing global crisis of 
antimicrobial resistance. Left to right: AMR panelists Dame Sally Davies (former Chief Medical Officer for England), Dr. Gerry Wright (Director, 
IIDR and DBCAD), Dr. Brett Finlay (Professor, U. of British Columbia), Dr. Janet Rossant (President and Scientific Director, Gairdner Foundation), 
Dr. Kevin Outterson (Professor, Boston U. and Director, CARB-X), and Eric Meslin (President and CEO, Canadian Council of Academies). 

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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COVID-19 Update
BBS Steps Up to the Challenge

Ever since the emergence of the novel coronavirus towards the end of 2019, faculty 
members, staff, and students within the Department of Biochemistry and Biomedical 
Sciences have shown incredible strength and leadership through research innovation, 
community care, and commitment to quality education and training.

In response to the global pandemic, many investigators shifted 
their focus to help mitigate the severity of COVID-19. One such 
example is the research team led by professor Yingfu Li, who 
received over $1.3 million in funding from the Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research (CIHR) to develop a rapid, home-based 
COVID-19 diagnostic kit.

“Over the past several years, we have developed pregnancy test-
like technologies capable of detecting specific bacterial pathogens,” 
explained Li. “We are now retooling these technologies to identify 
the virus’s genetic material and proteins in saliva.”

With the ability to generate a reliable result in as little as 
20 minutes, and without the need for specialized laboratory 
equipment, the implications of this tool are extraordinary.

Several other multi-disciplinary collaborations throughout 
McMaster University – and the province – have led to ground-
breaking discoveries in COVID-19 research. In March, postdoctoral 
fellow Arinjay Banerjee of professor Karen Mossman’s lab played 
a critical role on a small team from the University of Toronto that 
successfully isolated and grew copies of the virus responsible 
for COVID-19. Today, Banerjee is working with professors Karen 
Mossman, Matthew Miller, Andrew McArthur, and Jeremy Hirota 
to further our understanding of how the virus interacts with the 
human immune response and factors that may enable us to stop 
this virus from multiplying in human cells.

Further, applying their rich knowledge of genomics and 
bioinformatics, Dr. Andrew McArthur’s lab has been working 

extensively on sequencing SARS-CoV-2 genomes as part of the 
Ontario COVID-19 Genomics Coalition. This essential work is aiding 
global surveillance and outbreak identification, and helping guide 
drug development platforms, among other applications. 

In addition, towards the beginning of the outbreak, McArthur Lab 
PhD candidate Jalees Nasir led the development of an innovative 
bait-capture tool capable of isolating SARS-CoV-2 from patient 
samples. The team shared the technology with the broader health 
sciences community, allowing researchers to gain greater insight 
into the virus’s biology, spread, and evolution.

Meanwhile, professor Gerry Wright’s team is targeting genetic 
and chemical vulnerabilities within the novel coronavirus through 
a project that was funded close to $1 million from the CIHR. Their 
research aims to identify new therapeutic strategies to help treat 
COVID-19 patients and has broad implications in human health and 
pandemic response planning beyond the current COVID-19 crisis. 

In addition to these impactful research initiatives, our team 
has gone above and beyond to support the greater community. In 
preparation for shortages, labs throughout the department have 
collected and donated an impressive amount of personal protective 
equipment to arm Hamilton healthcare providers. In one outstanding 
example of kindness, professor Yingfu Li’s research team raised over 
$7,000 to purchase N95 masks and goggles for hospitals in Wuhan, 
China during the peak of their COVID-19 outbreak.
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“We received donations ranging from $10 to $1,000, and 
had participation from students, staff, clinicians, and friends of 
friends,” said Li Lab research technician, Jim Gu.

In response to their generosity, over 20 scientists in China who 
previously worked with professor Li or members of his team raised 
funds to purchase the same supplies for frontline workers in Hamilton.

Researchers within the department have also played an 
important role in educating the public on the pandemic. Since the 
beginning of 2020, professor Matthew Miller has offered expert 
commentary to nearly 50 regional, national, and international 
media articles aimed at communicating best practices and 
clarifying misconceptions.

Similarly, drawing upon his broad knowledge of ancient DNA 
analysis, anthropology, and plague and pandemic history, professor 
Hendrik Poinar spoke widely about what past pandemics can teach 
us about our current one.

Moreover, the expertise of our infectious disease experts such 
as professors Lori Burrows, Eric Brown, and Gerry Wright has been 
critical in raising global awareness about the startling correlation 
between the COVID-19 pandemic and the global rise of drug-
resistant superbugs.

“Antimicrobial resistance is a slower-moving pandemic than 
COVID-19, but one that is worsening every day,” explained Burrows 
in her April Conversation Canada piece. Her story was shared an 
outstanding 85,000 times, making it the most-read article that month.

Finally, it would be remiss of us not to highlight the extraordinary 
efforts that our faculty and staff have put into developing a 
comprehensive and meaningful virtual experience for McMaster 
University students and instructors. Through creativity and 
collaboration, professors Felicia Vulcu and Caitlin Mullarkey, 
undergraduate coordinator Vivian Leong, and laboratory technician 
and administrative assistant Taylor Gauthier are leading the 
implementation of several online initiatives to maximize teaching 
and education. For courses spanning both the Biochemistry and BDC 
programs, the team is working diligently to convert 18 units worth of 
intense, face-to-face laboratory courses into a rich online experience.

“Our main goal is to ensure we are engaging our students,” said 
Leong, who is helping film custom videos and creating a rich trove 
of interactive content. “We want to maintain a safe, nurturing 
environment in which students can learn and be heard.”

A variety of platforms are also being put in place to support 
faculty members through this transition. Throughout the Summer 
and Fall, the team will hold virtual workshops and one-on-one 
meetings to aid instructors with various aspects of online learning 
and help them set up their courses.

“We are working hard to learn as much as possible, distill 
this information, and bring it back to our faculty,” commented 
Vulcu, who has been training on different online platforms and 
collaborating with other departments and faculties within and 
outside of McMaster over the past several months.

Moving forward, the team plans to produce sustainable, open 
content resources for students, such as an interactive manual on 
biochemistry basics that explores modern biochemical techniques 
through drug discovery.

“In research, innovations are born out of challenges, and this is 
true in education as well,” commented chair and professor, Brian 
Coombes. “The forward-thinking strategies being developed by 
our education teams to support a remote learning environment are 
cutting-edge and purpose-built for our students. They are in very 
good hands.”

“In research, innovations are born out of 
challenges, and this is true in education as well. 
The forward-thinking strategies being developed 
by our education teams to support a remote 
learning environment are cutting-edge and 
purpose-built for our students.” – Brian Coombes 

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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Faculty Focus  |  John Hassell  |  Professor Emeritus

After a very successful 32-year career at McMaster, I asked John to reflect on what triggered his career choice 
into science and academia and the paths he subsequently took. Below he takes us through his journey.

“My interest in science was first sparked by 
a general science book that one of my aunts 
gave me for Christmas when I was 10 years 
old. I was particularly interested in sections 
of the book describing chemistry experiments. 

My first exposure to ‘science’ was a 6th grade anatomy course, 
which I really liked. I could name every organ and bone in Dutch, 
a language I have since largely forgotten. I knew Dutch because 
I was born in Aruba, a Dutch possession, where I completed 
elementary school.  

My family moved to Brooklyn, a borough of New York City,  
when I was thirteen. After graduating from high school, I majored 
in chemistry as an undergraduate student at the City University of 
New York, but I became interested in molecular genetics during my 
last 2 years at university. I subsequently attended graduate school 
at the University of Connecticut; my research centered on cell and 
molecular biology. Thereafter I pursued post-doctoral research on 
DNA tumor viruses at the Cold Spring Harbor Lab (CSHL) with  
Dr. Joe Sambrook. 

Before moving to McMaster, I was a professor at McGill 
University for nearly 10 years. I learned about a faculty position at 
McMaster from Dr. Phil Branton, a faculty member in the Pathology 
Department, who I had come to know from serving on a grant 
review committee. I was attracted to McMaster because it had a 
very strong virology group whose research interests aligned with 

mine. I was also interested in the position as Director of a new 
Institute for Molecular Biology and Biotechnology, subsequently 
branded MOBIX, because it would afford me the opportunity to 
recruit junior faculty. I started at McMaster on July 1, 1988 and 
remained as Director for 12 years.”

“John recruited me to McMaster to join MOBIX as 
a newly minted Assistant Professor. John became 
a close friend as well as a mentor who exemplified 
what it was to be a critically thinking scientist. I 
have very happy memories of my time at MOBIX 
from our work-in-progress seminars, softball games, 
and celebrating our scientific successes at the grad 
pub. John built the best group of young molecular 
biologists anywhere in Canada. Congratulations John 
and enjoy your well-deserved retirement!!  
– Michael A. Rudnicki, OC, PhD, FRS, FRSC,  
Senior Scientist & Director, Regenerative Medicine Program, 
Ottawa Hospital Research Institute 
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In his role as Director, he worked with the Vice President of 
Research and the Chairs of Biochemistry, Biology and Pathology  
to hire new faculty. He also applied for and received funding from 
the CIHR to expand and sustain the services offered by MOBIX to 
include DNA sequencing and peptide synthesis. MOBIX recently 
became a part of the McMaster Genome Facility. During this 
period, he was instrumental in hiring 6 new assistant professors, 3 
of whom remain at McMaster.

When I asked John to recount his most rewarding time in his 
career, he takes us back to when he was a post-doctoral fellow at 
the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory:

“The most exciting time during my career took place when 
I was a post-doctoral student. One of my side projects was to 
identify viruses that comprised the genomes of 2 different DNA 
tumor viruses, so-called hybrid viruses. In collaboration with, Dr. 
Ashley Dunn, a graduate student at the time, we discovered that 
the mRNA of the hybrid viruses was encoded by non-contiguous 
sequences in the viral genome. This discovery explained other 
curious findings at the CSHL, which were consistent with the idea 
that mRNA was derived from a precursor RNA from which internal 
sequences were removed and then stitched back together again. 
Our findings were published in the journal Cell along with those of 
3 other research groups at the CSHL in September 1977. This form 
of RNA processing was termed RNA splicing and resulted in the 
award of the Nobel prize in Medicine or Physiology to Drs. Richard 
Roberts at the CSHL and Philip Sharp at MIT in 1993.  

I am very satisfied with my career especially because I was able 
to pursue my research interests in multiple areas with continuous 
grant funding for over 40 years as an independent scientist. For me 
research was like pursuing a hobby. 

I am especially grateful to have had the opportunity to mentor 
many undergraduate, graduate and post-doctoral students.”

“I was also lucky to have worked with excellent research 
associates both at McGill and McMaster, who helped to train 
students and maintain research continuity in the lab. Collectively 
these individuals are the reason I was able to have a long research 
career. I would be remiss if I did not mention that I have had 
numerous colleagues both at McGill and McMaster who were fun 
to be around. I would name names but that could get me in trouble 
with those who might not be mentioned.”

When I asked John if he would have done anything differently in 
his career, his response was that of a satisfied man as he replied 
“In a word, no”.

I asked John what advice he would give students contemplating 
a career in academia. He responded, “there are now many more 
job opportunities for science students than were available when 
I graduated from university. My choices were academia or the 
pharmaceutical industry. Now there is a booming biotechnology 
industry, which is expanding in Canada. Funding for academic 
research is increasingly difficult to obtain and sustain. Hence 
students entertaining a research career in academia should realize 
that running a lab is like maintaining a small business, the hours 
are long, and you never know when you might go broke”.

When asked about his future plans, John plans to “spend much 
more time with his four grandchildren, read more books and keep 
on running, albeit slowly”. 

After 123 peer-reviewed lifetime publications, 8 M.Sc. and  
22 Ph.D. students mentored and graduated, 10 post-doctoral 
fellows mentored and $36 million in career research funding,  
John has had a career well-lived. We extend our thanks and  
wish him all the best.

Interviewed by 
Bonnie Murphy
Director of Administration (Retired)

“When I arrived at Mac in 1993, MOBIX was a going 
concern and exciting to behold. John did something 
unthinkable at the time: build a research institute 
across two Faculties and three departments and 
establish enabling core laboratories. We used this 
idea as the template in launching the IIDR. He sought 
out and hired some amazing people and built a group 
around research excellence rather that teaching 
obligations, which often is the driver in faculty hires. 
In some ways, John was way ahead of his time with 
MOBIX, but he really established the blueprint for 
building a research intensive group.     
– Gerry Wright, PhD, FRSC, Professor and Director IIDR 

“John was a tremendous mentor to me and provided 
an inspiring and supportive environment during my 
transition to professional scientist. John’s legacy in my 
life continues, whether it’s thinking big, challenging 
dogma, or seeking to provide the same guidance and 
vision to others that John provided to me.”  
– Robin Hallett, former PDF and currently Director and Head of 
Translational Sciences, Northern Biologics. 

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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Staff Focus  |  Bonnie Murphy  |  Director of Administration

“If you didn’t know better, you might think the “B” in BBS stands for “Bonnie.” Bonnie was a fixture in 
BBS for more than three decades and there is little in the department that doesn’t bear her fingerprints. 
I am grateful to have worked with Bonnie during the first part of my term as Chair and to extract from 

her as much institutional memory as possible before retirement. Bonnie gave her all to this department and her 
legacy lives on in much of what we do.  – Brian Coombes, Chair 2017-present

Bonnie has supported, and some would say “trained” 
8 department Chairs over the last three decades starting 
with Hara Ghosh back in the late eighties. There were 3 
former Chairs in attendance at her send-off in December 
who have shared their thoughts and well wishes for Bonnie 
here. Bonnie also received many personal messages 
from those that regretfully, were unable to attend.

“How to even begin in talking about Bonnie? For 
the four years that I was Chair, she was my go-to 
person, for everything. While I represented the 
department, the reality was Bonnie ran it. She 

knew all of the history, all of the people and all of the day-to-
day aspects required to run a high functioning department. She 
knew what was important, what was not, what meetings were 
essential to go to, what meetings were not, when to bring your 
spouse to events and when to not. I feel so fortunate to have 
had the opportunity to lead such an amazing department, and 
so grateful to Bonnie for her dedication and her friendship. 
Bonnie – I miss our early (early) morning meetings and your 
infectious laugh. Happy, very well deserved retirement, and 
thanks for waiting until my tenure of Chair was over!”

– Karen Mossman, Chair 2013-2017

“As you may know, Bonnie began as my Executive 
Assistant when I was Chair. Not her first rodeo of 
course but I was awestruck by her extraordinary 
grasp of the Chair’s responsibilities and the nuances 

of the dealing with sensitive faculty issues as well as senior 
management. I was a junior Chair at the time and she showed 
me the ropes!  She was clearly overqualified for the EA job and 
so, ultimately, I created a manager position in the department 
that she successfully competed for. Later, after I left the Chair’s 
office, it was a pleasure to see her grow into the role and do 
a remarkable job leading and growing the department staff 
and its services.  Apart from her delightful Halloween hijinks 
and raucous laugh, what I remember most was her incredible 
dedication to the work and the department. She was constantly 
working and on call. Her email replies, for example, unfailingly 
came within minutes no matter the time of the day or night!”

– Eric Brown, Chair 2007-2013

“Bonnie’s instincts and deep history of the 
Department were essential to guide me as 
a ridiculously green incoming Chair who 
was only in his eighth year of an academic 

position. Incalculable help to me and amazing support as 
we worked to make changes and bring the Department into 
the 21st Century. Great taste in music and that laugh!”

– Gerry Wright, Chair 2001-2007
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Each October as the air turns crisp and 
the leaves fall, a sense of excitement and 

anticipation falls over the department awaiting 
Bonnie’s annual Halloween Spooktacular display. 
We will miss her awe-inspiring creativity! 

“It has been quite a ride for 31+ years in BBS! BBS is a great and unique 
Department and being a member for so many years was wonderful. I was 
also so happy to be a part of the Department’s 50th Anniversary celebrations. 
I have many great memories that I can tap into when I miss someone. It is 

always the people that matter the most. The work evolves and satisfies but not 
like relationships with others. I want to thank every single person who supported and put their 
trust and confidence in me over the years and the many special relationships which developed. 
Thank you all for the richness you have added to my life.” – Bonnie

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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Alumni Focus  |  Georgina Cox, PhD  

Dr. Georgina Cox is an Assistant Professor within the Department of Molecular and Cellular Biology 
at the University of Guelph. Dr. Cox obtained her PhD from the University of Leeds in England 
followed by a Postdoctoral Fellowship within Dr. Gerry Wright’s Lab at McMaster University.

Q)  Following the completion of your PhD at the University of 
Leeds in England, what drew you to pursue a Postdoctoral 
Fellowship within Dr. Gerry Wright’s lab? 
A)  My graduate studies involved the structural and molecular 
characterization of an unusual antibiotic resistance mechanism. I 
became fascinated with the world of antibiotic resistance and it 
really surprised me how complex, intricate, and abundant these 
mechanisms are! The Wright Lab have characterized numerous 
novel antibiotic resistance mechanisms and I was intrigued by the 
drug discovery research that was underway at the IIDR. Overall, 
it seemed like a super exciting place to undertake postdoctoral 
studies. After interviewing with The Wright Lab, I knew it would 
be a great fit; everyone was so passionate about their science and 
were really welcoming. Importantly, after meeting with all of the 
Wright Lab members, it was clear that Gerry was a great mentor!

Q)  Tell us about the research you worked on in the Wright Lab. 
A)  I was fortunate to contribute to numerous research projects; 
when I first started, Gerry asked me what I wanted to work on, 
which caught me off guard! Having such freedom was really 
rewarding and I got to pursue numerous avenues of interest. For 
example, I continued to characterize resistance mechanisms at 
the molecular level, many of which were really fun collaborations. 
In addition, I spent a large proportion of my time identifying small 

molecules that compromise resistance mechanisms, and thus 
‘enhance’ the activity of antibiotics against resistant strains. I 
could often be found in the high-throughput screening labs in 
the CMCB! Kalinka Koteva, an outstanding research associate 
in Gerry’s lab, took the time to teach me how to purify natural 
products from Actinomycetes, which was something I had never 
done before and I really enjoyed. 

Q)  What is your current role at the University of Guelph? 
What brought you there?
A)  I’m an assistant professor and I’ve had my own group for 3 
years now (where does time go!). In addition to research, I teach 
undergraduate and graduate level courses. I interviewed at quite 
a few different places, but when I came to Guelph, it felt like 
home. I had worked with numerous colleagues in the Wright 
Lab who had studied and trained at the University of Guelph, 
and they all loved the University and the city. The department I 
joined also has a really interesting microbiological history and 
there is a strong cohort of microbiology research labs. They were 
interested in hiring someone with expertise in antimicrobial 
resistance and I received great feedback and enthusiasm after my 
research presentation. I could see myself integrating well with the 
department and I’m fortunate to have a really supportive group of 
colleagues!   
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Q)  How has your experience as a Postdoctoral Fellow 
prepared you for the career you now have?
A)  My postdoctoral studies were invaluable for preparing me 
for my current position. Research in the IIDR is diverse and 
cutting edge, I can’t begin to explain how much I learned just 
from attending seminars, seeing everyone present their exciting 
research, and generally chatting with colleagues in the lab and 
over coffee. Being part of such a research-intensive environment 
broadened my knowledge base and skill set, which enabled me 
to envisage my own future research program and the important 
questions I wanted to address. I also mentored numerous talented 
undergraduate students, which prepared me well for my current 
role! Gerry also encouraged us to write our own manuscripts 
and I submitted my first successful research grant when I was 
in Gerry’s lab, all important skills for a new PI! Finally, I can’t 
emphasize enough the importance of having supportive mentorship 
at this stage in your career. The Wright Lab provided feedback 
on my interview presentations, and Gerry gave me advice and 
suggestions with my applications, which is really important when 
you’re pursuing an entirely new chapter! To this day, Gerry still 
gives me advice and feedback, he’s never too busy to help, and I 
can’t thank him enough. 

Q)  What is the primary focus of your research team at the 
University of Guelph? Why is this area of research important?
A)  I continue to study antibiotic resistance mechanisms and we 
are focusing on unravelling the complexities of bacterial drug efflux 
systems. I stumbled across drug efflux during my postdoctoral 
studies and it became clear that we have a really superficial 
understanding of these membrane-spanning proteins. Delineating 
the exact functions of these proteins is complex yet imperative 
to understanding how they contribute to antibiotic resistance. It’s 
becoming increasingly clear that many efflux pumps also have 
physiological functions that likely pre-date the clinical introduction 
of antibiotics. Efflux pumps continue to surprise me every time I 
see new data in the lab! An additional focus of our research is 
the development of orthogonal and complementary approaches 
to control bacterial infections. In particular, we study the genetic 
and molecular basis of bacterial-host cell adhesion. Inhibiting this 
process could prevent colonization and the establishment of an 

infection. We are currently in the process of identifying anti-
adhesive compound; a graduate student in the lab has recently 
been using the high-throughput screening lab in the CMCB for this 
purpose. It’s great to still be so close to McMaster University!  

Q)  What are some of the highlights of your career at this point?
A)  Undoubtedly, working with so many talented and kind 
colleagues; I wouldn’t be where I am now without their support. In 
addition, one of the best things about my new position is teaching 
the next generation of scientists, both in the classroom and in the 
lab. I can’t wait to hear about all of their adventures! Finally, some 
of the most exciting highlights, and the main reason I still LOVE 
science, is discovering things for the first time in the lab. It won’t 
come as a surprise to anyone who knows me, but I’ve always 
asked a lot of questions! I still can’t wait to get into work in the 
morning to see new experiments and data. 

  
Q)  What advice would you give students wanting to  
pursue a career in your field? 
A)  To students considering a career in antimicrobial resistance 
(AMR): thank you, the field needs you! AMR is a significant threat 
to global human health, and we need the next generation of 
scientists to continue the fight, your contribution is important! I 
encourage you to challenge the status quo, we need innovation 
to control this threat. The advice I often give to undergraduate 
students is to form connections early on, familiarize yourself with 
the research that’s underway in your institution, and meet with 
Professors who are doing research that you subsequently find 
exciting. This may involve a couple of emails and knocking on 
office doors but be persistent! Finally, never stop asking questions. 

Students interested in Dr. Cox’s research program at the 
University of Guelph are encouraged to contact her to hear 
about new and exciting opportunities.

Interviewed by Christy Groves, IIDR

“Being part of such a research-intensive 
environment broadened my knowledge base 
and skill set, which enabled me to envisage my 
own future research program and the important 
questions I wanted to address.”  

“To students considering a career in 
antimicrobial resistance (AMR): thank you, 
the field needs you! AMR is a significant 
threat to global human health, and we need 
the next generation of scientists to continue 
the fight, your contribution is important! ”  

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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Evolution-guided Discovery of Antibiotics 
That Inhibit Peptidoglycan Remodelling

Regulation of DGKε Activity and Substrate Acyl Chain 
Specificity by Negatively Charged Phospholipids

Can you recall the last time an experiment 
showed you were missing something? I think it 
is fascinating how a result can challenge your 
reasoning and pave the way for new discoveries. 

In biochemistry the importance of enzymes´ 
feedback regulation is well acknowledged. This is particularly well-
documented for enzymes producing water-soluble molecules. However, 
for enzymes producing lipids (lipid-related enzymes) the interaction with 
the membrane is a requirement for catalysis and, therefore, adds an 
extra layer of interaction. 

In EPAND’s lab we are interested in the biological functions of lipids 
and membranes. One of our research focuses is the understanding of 
the molecular properties of DGKε, a lipid-related enzyme involved in 
the PI-cycle and associated with several pathologies. Before this paper, 
the lab has shown that DGKε undergoes negative-feedback regulation 
by its lipid product phosphatidic acid (PA). However, the role of the 
membrane had not been taken into account in that study. More recently 
the lab has shown that the enzymatic properties of DGKε are not solely 
ascribed to its structure, but also dependent on the properties of the 
membrane it binds to. Hence, in this paper we revisited PA-regulation 
of DGKε; however, now, taking into account the membrane. Although 
we expected differences, we did not anticipate what we found; that is, 
PA regulates DGKε in a variety of ways (from inhibition to activation) 
dependent on the specific PA molecular species. This suggested that 
different pools of PA could trigger different cellular events. 

The take home message of this paper is that one can always 
anticipated the outcome, but great breakthroughs often come from an 
unexpected piece of data. 

Jose Bozelli, Postdoctoral
Fellow, Epand Lab
This work was published
in the Biophysical Journal

Actinomycetes are a family of soil bacteria 
famous for being champion producers of 
antibiotics and harbouring an untapped 
reservoir of biosynthetic gene clusters 
encoding small molecules. The mysteries 

and origin of these biosynthetic gene clusters, each one 
representing an exciting possibility to discover something new, 
is really what drove the start of this story. As Nick Waglechner 
delved into the natural history of a family of antibiotics called 
glycopeptides (see his Behind the Paper!), he noticed some 
new biosynthetic gene clusters that were divergent from most 
known members of this family. Interest in these gene clusters, 
and an inkling that they too might produce antibiotics, is what 
led Nick to get into the lab and grow up the bacteria harbouring 
these gene clusters for our master natural product chemist, 
Wen Wang, to purify. Indeed, they found some new molecules, 
including one that would be eventually named corbomycin 
after Crowsnest Pass (or Nid du Corbeau), the location in the 
Canadian Rockies from which the bacterium was isolated. 
Funnily enough, it didn’t get this name until the final stages of 
writing the paper, and so in my heart, it will always be “1529”, 
its working serial number!

With the hard work of discovering novel compounds complete, 
I serendipitously asked my supervisor, Dr. Gerry Wright, whether 
I could work on characterization. Corbomycin and its related 
family member complestatin turned out to indeed be antibiotics, 
and quite good ones at that. Importantly, though, they possessed 
a different mechanism of action from known glycopeptide 
antibiotics. In a tale full of head scratching and aha moments, 
we discovered that complestatin and corbomycin inhibit a family 
of peptidoglycan degrading enzymes called autolysins, thereby 
blocking the turnover of the cell wall essential for bacterial 
growth and division. With the help of Aline Fiebig-Comyn in 
the Coombes lab, we went on to show efficacy in a murine skin 
infection model. While they need some optimization, we’re 
excited by the clinical potential of these antibiotics given their 
completely novel MOA, as well as their use as a chemical probe 
for basic science research. 

Elizabeth Culp, PhD Candidate, Wright Lab 
This work was published in the journal Nature. 

Diacylglycerol kinase 
epsilon (DGKε) 
undergoes feedback 
regulation by its lipid 
product PA, which could 
vary from inhibition to 
activation, dependent 
on the specific PA 
molecular species. 

Behind the Paper  

https://www.cell.com/biophysj/fulltext/S0006-3495(19)30782-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-1990-9
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Inflammatory bowel diseases, like Crohn’s 
disease, affect 1 in every 140 Canadians, 
causing a profound decline in their quality 
of life. Disease management includes the 
chronic administration of biologics to suppress 

inflammation, leading to a significant burden on our health 
care system. Although the etiology of Crohn’s disease remains 
undetermined, there is strong evidence to support the role of 
bacteria in driving its pathology. Our gut hosts trillions of bacteria 
that are pivotal for human health; however, some bacterial strains 
can disturb the gut equilibrium and trigger inflammation. The long-
standing challenge in understanding the infection biology of Crohn’s 
disease is how we can differentiate the beneficial bacteria from the 
ones that promote inflammation. In 2016, I joined the lab of Brian 
Coombes to address this question, and I was particularly interested 
in Escherichia coli strains, which are known to expand in the gut 
during Crohn’s disease. Some E. coli strains are autochthonous 
inhabitants of the mammalian gut and promote health, while 
other strains have been shown to fuel gut inflammation.

To disentangle the differences between beneficial and disease-
promoting E. coli, I tracked the adaptive traits acquired by each group in 
the host environment. A representative E. coli strain of each group was 
used to infect the host for several generations, and metagenomics was 
employed to uncover the adaptations acquired by these bacteria in the 
gut. With the help of Caressa Tsai, a PhD candidate in the Coombes 
lab, we uncovered distinct features between commensal and 
Crohn’s-disease associated E. coli, including the ability of the latter to 
consume short chain fatty acids, which are required to maintain gut 
health. This work opens up new avenues to develop novel therapeutics 
that can selectively target the harmful bacteria in the human gut.

Wael Elhenawy, PhD, Postdoctoral Fellow, Coombes Lab
Published in Cell Host & Microbe. 

In previous years, BBS has bestowed the Impact 
Award upon deserving graduate students. This year, 
we also wished to acknowledge the exceptional work 
of the department’s postdoctoral fellows and therefore 
launched the Postdoctoral Fellow Impact Award. Both 
awards will be issued annually to recognize highly 
meritorious and impactful first-authored publications 
from the prior calendar year. Each award has a value of 
$500 and is given to up to (3) recipients in each category.

 GRADUATE STUDENT IMPACT AWARDEES

 Elizabeth Culp, PhD Candidate, Wright Lab.
Evolution-guided Discovery of Antibiotics That Inhibit 
Peptidoglycan Remodelling – Nature.

 Nicholas Waglechner, PhD Candidate, Wright Lab.
Phylogenetic reconciliation reveals the natural history 
of glycopeptide antibiotic biosynthesis and resistance 
– Nature Microbiology. To get a behind-the-scenes 
glimpse of Nicholas’ work read more in Nature 
Microbiology Community .

 Shehryar Ahmad, PhD Candidate, Whitney Lab.
An interbacterial toxin inhibits target cell growth by 
synthesizing (p)ppApp – Nature. To read more about 
the story behind the paper go to Nature Microbiology 
Community.

 POSTDOCTORAL FELLOW IMPACT AWARDEES

 Dr. Omar El Halfawy, former member of the 
Brown Lab; Assistant Professor, Department of 
Chemistry and Biochemistry, University of Regina.
Discovery of an anti-virulence compound that reverses 
beta-lactam resistance in MRSA – Nature Chemical 
Biology . To read more about Omar’s work go to Nature 
Microbiology Community.

 Dr. Jose Bozelli, Epand Lab.
Regulation of DGKε Activity and Substrate Acyl Chain 
Specificity by Negatively Charged Phospholipids – 
Biophysical Journal.
 
 Dr. Wael Elhenawy, Coombes Lab.
Host-specific adaptive diversification of Crohn’s 
disease-associated adherent-invasive Escherichia coli – 
Cell Host & Microbe.

Impact Award Winners

Host-specific adaptive diversification of Crohn’s 
disease-associated adherent-invasive Escherichia

Crohn’s disease-
associated E. coli 
(green) penetrate the 
gut tissues (cyan and 
red) and consume 
host metabolites.

20 µm

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1931312818306371
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-1990-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41564-019-0531-5
https://naturemicrobiologycommunity.nature.com/posts/52236-reconciling-the-age-of-glycopeptides
https://naturemicrobiologycommunity.nature.com/posts/52236-reconciling-the-age-of-glycopeptides
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-1735-9
https://naturemicrobiologycommunity.nature.com/posts/57881-p-ppapp-is-a-chemical-weapon-used-during-bacterial-warfare
https://naturemicrobiologycommunity.nature.com/posts/57881-p-ppapp-is-a-chemical-weapon-used-during-bacterial-warfare
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41589-019-0401-8
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41589-019-0401-8
https://naturemicrobiologycommunity.nature.com/posts/56659-hitting-many-birds-with-one-stone-disarming-mrsa-from-virulence-and-antibiotic-resistance
https://naturemicrobiologycommunity.nature.com/posts/56659-hitting-many-birds-with-one-stone-disarming-mrsa-from-virulence-and-antibiotic-resistance
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006349519307829
https://www.cell.com/cell-host-microbe/pdfExtended/S1931-3128(18)30637-1
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DOCTORAL (2019)

25 Mar
Maleeha Qazi
Sheila Singh
A pre-clinical model of 
glioblastoma recurrence to identify 
personalized therapeutic targets

28 Mar
Branavan Manoranjan 
Sheila Singh
Bi-directional vulnerability of brain 
tumors to Wnt signaling

29 Mar
Carmina Perezromero
Cecile Fradin
Noise and Robustness 
downstream of a morphogen 
gradient:Quantitative approach by 
imaging transcription dynamics in 
living embryos

16 April
Alexandra Afonso
Karun Singh
Modelling coronary artery disease 
with a human cellular system

18 April
Bushra Ilyas
Brian Coombes
Identifying novel regulatory inputs 
governing Salmonella enterica 
niche-specific gene expression

22 April
David Bakhshinyan
Sheila Singh
Genes preserving stem cell state 
in Group 3 MBcontribute to 
therapy evasion and relapse.

29 April
Michelle Kameda
Sheila Singh
Musashi- 1 in group 3 
medulloblastoma

28 May
Kanwaldeep Singh
Brad Doble
Aberrant metabolic and signaling 
checkpoints underlie impaired stem 
cell function in human obesity

23 Aug
Louis Schench
Michael Surette
The upper respiratory tract 
microbiota contributes to 
Streptococcus pneumoniae 
disease susceptibility

11 Sept
Brandyn Henriksbo
Jon Schertzer
The NLRP3 inflammasome 
is involved in statin-induced 
insulin resistance

17 Sept
Wenqing Zhang
Yingfu Li
Versatile Functional Nucleic 
Acids and Their Applications 
in Biosensing

20 Sept
Sepehr Manochehry
Yingfu Li
Employing Functional 
Nucleic Acids As Molecular 
Recognition Elements Within 
Modular Biosensors

15 Nov
Derek Chan
Kristin Hope
Functional characterization 
of asymmetric cell division 
associated genes in 
hematopoietic stem cells 
and bone marrow failure 
syndromes

10 Dec
Bijendra Khadka
Radhey Gupta
Structural and Functional 
Aspects of Evolutionarily 
Conserved Signature Indels in 
Protein Sequences

MASTERS (2019)

8 Jan
Zaid Sameer
Eric Brown
Targeting Lipopolysaccharides 
for the Development of  
LPS-Binding Potentiators

17 June
Smarth Narula
Brad Doble
Investigating TCF-independent  
ß-catenin signaling and its 
function in mouse ES cell 
biology 

19 June
Caleb Seo
Brad Doble
Elucidating Wnt 
Signaling: Validation and 
Characterization of TCF7L1-
SALL4 Protein-Protein 
Interaction in Mouse 
Embryonic Stem Cells

20 June
Anran Cheng
Karun Singh and Brad Doble
Mapping the Protein 
Interactome of ASD-
associated Genes by  
using BioID2 

21 June
Amos Lim
Jon Draper
Modeling disease and 
development with  
pluripotent stem cells 

21 June
Mohammad Alam
Jon Draper
The Mechanisms Governing 
Self-Renewal and 
Differentiation in Pluripotency

26 July
Damian Tran
Kristin Hope
Automated Text Mining and 
Ranked List Algorithms for 
Drug Discovery in Acute 
Myeloid Leukemia

8 Aug
Mirza Shahbaz Shakeel 
John Hassell
Identifying the signaling 
pathways downstream of 
the serotonin receptor 5A in 
breast cancer

5 Sept
Jiarun Wei
Karen Mossman
Enhancing oncolytic 
immunotherapy through 
modulation of immunogenic 
cell death

6 Sept
Rebecca Kurtz
Ray Truant
High Content Analysis 
to Identify Modulators 
of Huntingtin N17 
Phosphorylation

16 Sept
Meghan Rothenbroker 
Yingfu Li
Characterization of a 
DNAzyme for the detection 
of Legionella pneumophila in 
cooling tower water

9 Dec
Diana Golubeva
Mick Bhatia
Deriving an Induced 
Pluripotent Stem Cell Model 
of Acute Myeloid Leukemia
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Student Success  |  MBDC Graduands 2020 and Awards

MBDC GRADUANDS 2020

Hamdi Abdo
Nour Alyousef
Julia Avolio
Eric Chan
Rimsha Chattha
Zain Cheema
Nick Chronis
Flavia Cordos
Gurleen Dhaliwal
Ahmed Draiaia
Desiree D’Souza

Rafik El Werfalli
Tali Fedorovsky
Sarah Hordienko
Alexander Hua
Sonia Igboanugo
Emily Johnston
Baqir Kedwai
Melani (Melanie) Keshishi
Alia Khaled 
Brandon Law
Jian (Jimmy) Ma

Benjamin Merrick
Yue (Sally) Min
Anatoly Miroshnichenko
Maryam Noor
Rajh (Raji) Rajalingam
Ahmed Saeed
Rehan Saeed
Donya Sandhu
Dana Vo
Vivian Vuong
Emma Yu

Ontario Graduate 
Scholarship
Brandon Law

Faculty of Health Sciences 
Graduate Programs 
Outstanding Achievement 
Awards
Nicholas Chronis
Gurleen Dhaliwal
Emma Yu

MBDC Travel Internship 
Scholarship
Emma Yu, Consulting Intern
Chameleon Pharma 
Consulting; Berlin

Student Success  |  Undergraduate Awards 2019

The Beauty Counselors  
of Canada Scholarship
Jessica Bensky

The Canadian Society  
for Chemistry Prizes
Alveena Ahmed

The Dr. Harry  
Lyman Hooker 
Scholarships
Alveena Ahmed
Andrew Chen
Peony Choi
Pardeep Gill
Irene Guo
Pratik Joshi

The Dr. Sina Sazgar 
Memorial Scholarship
Peiyao Wang

The Drs. Jolie Ringash  
and Glen Bandiera 
Renaissance Award
Megan Watson

The Dubeck  
Biochemistry  
Award
Andrew Chen
Hiu-Ki Tran

The Edwin Marwin Dalley 
Memorial Scholarships
Saif Alam
Jessica Bensky
Neeloufar Grami
Muqtasid Mansoor
Monica Sabbineni

The Ernest Robert 
Mackenzie Kay 
Scholarships
Andrew Chen
Pratik Joshi
Hiu-Ki Tran
Peiyao Wang

The George H. Stedman 
Estate Foundation 
Scholarship
Niki Esfahanian

The Gwen George Award
Sophia Zhang

The Hatch Scholarship for 
Indigenous Students
Margaret Powless-Lynes

The J. L. W. Gill Prizes
Alveena Ahmed
Andrew Chen
Pratik Joshi

The Margaret A. Service 
Book Prize
Neeloufar Grami
Muqtasid Mansoor

The McMaster University 
Future Fund In-Course 
Award
Peiyao Wang

The Michael Kamin Hart 
Memorial Scholarship
Hiu-Ki Tran

The Morris and Sarah 
Rosenhead Memorial Prize
James Thompson

The Provost’s  
Honour Roll Medal
Alveena Ahmed
Saif Alam
Jessica Bensky
Peony Choi
Niki Esfahanian
Neeloufar Grami
Andrew Kwong
Muqtasid Mansoor
Eugene Mech
Roberto Pisani
Monica Sabbineni
Ahmed Shoeib
Peiyao Wang

The Ross Hume Hall  
Memorial Scholarship
Pratik Joshi

The Rudy Heinzl Community 
Contribution Award
Toni Luongo

The Saturn of Hamilton East 
Community Contribution Awards
Jade Schneider

The Science Alumni Scholarships
Hardil Bhatt

The Society of Chemical  
Industry Merit Award
Alveena Ahmed
Andrew Kwong

The University (Senate) 
Scholarships
Rhianna Davis
Meaghan Doyle
Pranipa Ernest
Simarpreet Ichhpuniani
Meghan Kates
Annabelle Pfeifle
Natasha Savic
Jade Schneider
Reeti Shama
Omaike Sikder
Janice Tai
James Thompson
Hiu-Ki Tran
Mianchen Wang

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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Student Success  |  Graduate Awards 2019

Shehryar Ahmad PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Rashik Ahmed PhD
CIHR CGSD

Basma Ahmed PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Sarah Asbury MSc
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Kaushal Baid PhD
GSA Travel Assistance Grant

David Bakhshinyan PhD
The Lorne F. Lambier, Q.C. 
Scholarship / The Lee Neilson 
Roth Award

Christian Bellissimo PhD
CIHR CGSD

Emily Bordeleau PhD 
CIHR CGSD / Michael 
G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence

Laura Bowie PhD
Impact Award

Chad Brown PhD
Michael G. DeGroote Institute 
for Pain Research and Care 
Graduate Studentship

Nathan Bullen MSc
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Linsdey Carfrae PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Leon Chalil PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship 
/ Mach-Gaensslen Summer 
Student Grant 

Elizabeth Chau PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship 
/ Karl Freeman Award  
(2nd Place)

Cassandra Chen MSc
Farncombe Scholarship

Tony Chen MD/PhD
Michael G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence
Chirayu Chokshi PhD
Fred and Helen Knight 
Enrichment Award

Michael Chong PhD
CIHR CGSD

Sommer Chou MSc
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Felix Croteau PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Elizabeth Culp PhD
VANIER – CIHR / Karl Freeman 
Award (1st Place)

Nader El-Sayes PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Rabia Fatima MSc
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Katherine Graham MSc
CIHR CGSM

Allison Guitor PhD
CIHR CGSD

Mathusan Gunabalasingam MSc
CIHR CGSM

Amelia Guo PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Dirk Hackenberger PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Bushra Ilyas PhD
Impact Award

Patrycja Jazweic PhD
The Thomas Neilson 
Scholarship / Fred and Helen 
Knight Enrichment Award

Kate Kennedy PhD
Farncombe Scholarship

Ava Keyvani Chahi PhD
CIHR CGSD / Michael 
G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence

Bijendra Khadka PhD
Fred and Helen Knight 
Enrichment Award

Timothy Klein PhD
NSERC CGSD / Karl Freeman 
Award (2nd Place, MSc)

Kristina Klobucar PhD 
CIHR CGSD

Victoria Leon Guerrero MSc
Globalink MITACS 

Craig MacNair PhD
CIHR CGSD / Impact Award

Tetyana Murdza MSc
NSERC CGSM   

Paul Naphtali PhD
Cystic Fibrosis Canada

Sophie Ngana MD/PhD
MD/PhD CIHR Award

Spencer Norman MSc 
NSERC CGSM

Kim Pho MSc
Farncombe Scholarship

Deanna Porras PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship 
/ Michael G. DeGroote 
Doctoral Scholarship of 
Excellence / The Betty 
Horricks Research 
Endowment Fund

Shuwen Qian PhD
Ontario Trillium Scholarship

Ken Rachwalski PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Jennifer Reid PhD
CIHR CGSD / Michael 
G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence

Caitlyn Rotondo PhD
Fred and Helen Knight 
Enrichment Award

Emmanuel Sakarya MSc
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Evan Shepherdson MSc
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Hannah Stacey PhD
CIHR CGSM / Michael 
G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence

Celeste Suart PhD
Fred and Helen Knight 
Enrichment Award /  
Karl Freeman Award  
(1st Place, MSc)

Matthew Surette PhD 
NSERC CGSD

Saad Syed PhD
VANIER – CIHR 

Amanda Tajik MSc
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Nazanin Tatari PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship 
/ Michael G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence

Caressa Tsai PhD
CIHR CGSD

Kara Tsang PhD 
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

Andrew Tupper PhD
Fred and Helen Knight 
Enrichment Award

Sean Vandersluis MSc
Jan’s Graduate Scholarship in 
Stem Cell Research

Alyssa Vito PhD
VANIER – CIHR / Michael 
G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence / 
Louis Minden Scholarship

Joshua Xu MD/PhD
CIHR CGSD / Mach-Gaensslen 
Summer Student Grant / 
Michael G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence

Erica Yeo MSc
CIHR CGSM

Ali Zhang MD/PhD
CIHR CGSD / Michael 
G. DeGroote Doctoral 
Scholarship of Excellence 
/ The W.E. Rawls Memorial 
Scholarship

Xueli Zhao PhD
China Scholarship Council

Haley Zubyk PhD
Ontario Graduate Scholarship

2020 FHS PLENARY OUTSTANDING 
ACHIEVEMENT AWARDS – 
BIOCHEMISTRY
This award recognizes graduate students 
in a Master’s or Doctoral program who 
have made outstanding achievements,  
as judged by their graduate program.
  
Jennifer Reid
Shehryar Ahmad
Elizabeth Culp
Caressa Tsai
Ashley Adile
Erica Yeo
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On a Last Note  |  BBSS  |  Update

The 2019-2020 academic year came to a sudden 
close that left some loose ends for Biochemistry and 
Biomedical Sciences (BBS) students, especially our 2020 
graduates, however, this past year was nonetheless 
exciting! The Biochemistry & Biomedical Sciences 

Society (BBSS) had one of its most successful years offering an expanded spectrum of social, 
academic and career-oriented events to provide our students diverse support to achieve success 
with various endeavours.

This year was kickstarted with our Steel City Billiards Welcome Social, an annual tradition. 
Students from all levels of BBS came together to have fun with friends while welcoming our 
incoming second year BBS majors. This was the perfect segue into an exciting year filled 
with many successful events such as our annual Meet the Profs Night, BBSS Clothing sale, 
Biochemistry and BDC formal, as well as our newly introduced LaunchPad.

For the upcoming year, we are faced with unexpected changes, but nothing can prevent us 
from being there for our students. Our 2020-2021 executive team is currently working hard to 
transition BBSS events to an engaging online format that will help us ensure we maintain our 
presence amongst the student body and make this year the best one yet! 

Kush Patel & Naomy Kaplan
Co-Presidents, 2020-2021 
Biochemistry and Biomedical Sciences Society

2020-2021 BBSS EXECUTIVE TEAM

Kush Patel Co-President presidents@macbiochemsociety.com

Naomy Kaplan Co-President presidents@macbiochemsociety.com

Anna Katyukhina VP Academics bbssacademics@gmail.com

Neeloufar Grami VP Academics bbssacademics@gmail.com

David Cheerie VP Broteins bbssbroteins@gmail.com

Gal Armon VP Broteins bbssbroteins@gmail.com

Ethan Raizman VP External bbssexternal@gmail.com

Vanessa Catenacci VP Internal bbssinternal@gmail.com

Olivia Mann-Delany VP Careers bbsscareers@gmail.com

Corie Nui VP Social bbsssocial19@gmail.com

Jennifer Nouanesengsy VP Social bbsssocial19@gmail.com

Lauren Chan VP Fundraising bbssfundraising@gmail.com

Nima Behravan VP Finance bbssfinances@gmail.com

Nikki Butani VP Media & Design bbssmeddesign@gmail.com

Autumn Lawrence VP Communications bbsscommunications19@gmail.com

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
mailto:presidents%40macbiochemsociety.com?subject=
mailto:presidents%40macbiochemsociety.com?subject=
mailto:bbssacademics%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssacademics%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssbroteins%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssbroteins%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssexternal%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssinternal%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbsscareers%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbsssocial19%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbsssocial19%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssfundraising%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssfinances%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbssmeddesign%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:bbsscommunications19%40gmail.com?subject=
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On a Last Note  |  BDCS  |  Update

The Biomedical Discovery and Commercialization Society 
(BDCS) strives to provide academic, social and professional 
growth to BDC students.  We are continuously looking for new 
and innovative ways to best support our students. 

As we look back on the 2019-2020 academic year, we would 
like to acknowledge the accomplishments of the society by 
reflecting on the amazing events, programs and services provided 
to our students. One of our greatest successes of last year 
stemmed from the growing success of the 3rd year mentorship 
program, therefore, another program was created to connect 4th 
year students to recent BDC alumni.

Collaboration is a key component to the success of the 
BDCS.  Many of our annual events such as Meet the Profs and 
Candy Ligand Formal were held in conjunction with the BBSS.  
Launchpad, a careers night hosted along with the Biochemistry 
and Biomedical Society, Biology & Pharmacology Society and 

the Chemical Sciences Society was one of the most successful 
events of the year.  This event featured representatives from a 
variety of industries such as academia, start-up, pharmaceutical, 
biotechnology, consulting, IP, and law that conducted a panel, 
followed by smaller roundtable discussions. 

The incoming year brings upon us many new and exciting 
adventures.  Our society has been working tremendously hard to 
deliver a variety of different events to support our students.    

We would like to thank our industry partners, the BDC office, 
faculty, peers and lastly, the 2019-2020 President Shadman Khan 
as well as the rest of the BDCS 2019-2020. We look forward to 
another successful year, and welcome the incoming BDC class  
of 2022!

Angelica Giansante
BDCS President, 2020-2021

2019-2020 BDCS EXECUTIVE TEAM

Shadman Khan President

Anita Singh VP Academic 

Taneya Janakan VP Admin

Kyle Jackson VP External 

Dawood Wattar VP Finance 

Vraj Shah VP Marketing

Jordyn Perry VP Social 

Bahar Golbon Academic Associate

Angelica Giansante Admin Associate

Jasmine Yang External Associate

 Vivian Pan Finance Associate

Emily Panousis Marketing Associate

Cole Shulman Social Associate 
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On a Last Note  |  BBS GSA  |  Update

Despite an unexpected end to the 2019/20 academic year, 
the Biochemistry and Biomedical Sciences Graduate Student 
Association managed to have another successful year in terms 
of faculty events. Our annual welcome event for incoming 
graduate students was again hosted by Fairweather Brewing 
Company and allowed the new members of our department to 
meet McMaster’s biochemistry community over beers and pizza. 
Classic events such as our Halloween costume and pumpkin 
carving contests as well as the gingerbread house competition 
held at Christmas had continued success this year and provide 
fond memories of times when we could meet in groups larger 
than ten. I would be particularly remiss not to remind everyone 
of Dr. Yingfu Li playing the role of Ru Paul in “Yingfu’s Drag 
Race” and the stunning hobbit hole gingerbread house made by 
the talented Truant Lab. 

March 2020 saw the introduction of the BBS Research 

Symposium, an annual event to showcase the impressive research 
done in this department featuring many phenomenal oral and 
poster presentations at the Masters, PhD and Postdoctoral level. 
The inaugural event had nearly 150 attendees, a number upon 
which we are hoping to grow in the future. Two excellent keynote 
talks were given, the first by science communicator extraordinaire 
Dr. Samantha Yammine, and the second by patent lawyer and 
proud McMaster BBS alumnus Dr. Yu Seon Gadsden-Chung. Thank 
you to all that attended!

It may yet be some time before we can return to business 
as usual at McMaster, but I have no doubt that we, the BBS 
graduate student body, will undoubtedly thrive through our hard 
work, determination, and ingenuity. Stay healthy my friends!

Tim Klein
PhD student and BBS GSA Chancellor 

https://healthsci.mcmaster.ca/biochem
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On a Last Note  |  FHS PDA  |  Update

Greetings from the Faculty of Health Sciences Post-
Doctoral Fellows’ Association (FHS PDA)!

The FHS PDA is the representative voice for ~180 
postdoctoral fellows employed within McMaster 
University’s Faculty of Health Sciences (FHS) to the FHS 

Graduate Studies Executive Council. Our mandate is to organize professional 
development events for FHS postdoctoral fellows, and advocate for better 
working conditions and benefits with FHS Human Resources. In July 2019, the 
FHS PDA successfully negotiated a subsidized dental plan for all new PDFs and 
retroactive to Jan 1, 2019 for all currently enrolled PDFs. In October 2019, the 
FHS PDA were informed by FHS HR that postdoctoral fellows were allowed 
17 weeks of parental leave at 95% gross salary less the max EI benefit. 
Discussions are still ongoing to make this policy official.  

In November 2019, Dr. David Speicher (Co-Chair, FHS PDA) represented the 
FHS PDA at the Canadian Association of Postdoctoral Scholars in Halifax, NS. 
While the FHS PDA is one of the few non-unionized groups of PDFs in Canada 
our salaries and benefits are comparable to most Canadian Universities. 

Although it can be a challenge to get PDFs to participate in social occasions 
and workshops, the FHS PDA held several successful events over the past 
year. We kicked things off with our annual postdoc BBQ at the Phoenix in 
September 2019, the annual Career Night in November 2019, and a Travel 
Award Competition in March 2020. We congratulate the winners of this year’s 
competition, Dr. Erin M. McConnell (1st place), Dr. Sandra VanderKaay (2nd 
place), Dr. Blessing I. Bassey-Archibong (3rd place), and Dr. Narjis Kraimi 
(4th place). This year we had 23 participants who all gave a tremendous 
presentation about their research. It’s always a pleasure to see the depth and 
breadth of research conducted by postdoctoral fellows at McMaster University. 
We aspired to run a Project Management workshop and a Grant Writing 
workshop. Sadly, COVID-19 postponed these workshops.

Finally, we are pleased to congratulate the 2020 FHS Graduate Plenary 
Award Winners: Postdoctoral Fellow Publication Award, Dr. Taiane de Azevedo 
Cardoso; Postdoctoral Fellow Leadership Award, Dr. David J. Speicher; 
Postdoctoral Fellow Outstanding Achievement Award, Bianca Pfaffenseller.

It has been another successful year for the FHS PDA, and, despite COVID-19, 
the FHS PDA will continue to support all FHS postdoctoral fellows.

Your FHS PDA Executive, Dr. David J. Speicher

FHS PDA EXECUTIVE TEAM

Dr. David J. Speicher Co-Chair

Dr. William D. Gwynne Co-Chair

Dr. Alejandra Chavez-Carbajal Secretary

Dr. Bianca Wollenhaupt de Aguiar Treasurer

Dr. Iwona Bielska Communications Officer

Dr. Kapil Dev Chauhan Social Event coordinator Officer
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Dr. Tobias Berg became an Associate 
Member of the department on July 1, 
2019. He is an Associate Professor in the 
department of Oncology and holds the Boris 
Family Chair in Leukemia and Hematopoietic 

Stem Cell Translational Research. His research is focused on 
understanding determinants of treatment response in AML.

Dr. Clinton Campbell became an Associate 
Member of the department on July 1, 
2019. His primary appointment is with the 
department of Pathology. He completed 
his PhD and Medical School training at 

McMaster. He is developing his academic and research interest in 
the areas of myeloid stem cells and artificial intelligence.

Dr. Caitlin Mullarkey was appointed to the 
position of Associate Chair Undergraduate 
Program effective July 1, 2020. Caitlin 
replaces Dr. Michelle MacDonald who has 
served in this role for 18 years.  

Dr. Andrew McArthur was appointed to the 
position of Director of the BDC Program on 
July 1, 2019. He replaced Dr. Eric Brown who 
was the inaugural Director.

STAFF

Michelle Biro joined the BDC program 
team as an Academic Administrative 
Assistant and permanent staff member 
on February 24, 2020. She previously held 
interim roles in the IIDR and most recently, 

in BBS administration. Michelle is a welcome addition to the 
BBS team.

Sarah Cumin joined the BBS team 
in October 2019 as the Manager of 
Academic and Staff Operations. She has 
worked at McMaster since 2015 as a 
Manager and Team Leader in Employee 

Health Services, a unit of Human Resources. Sarah obtained 
her Social Sciences BA from McMaster University and 
soon after, pursued her Human Resources Management 
Certification. She is a Human Resources professional with over 
15 years’ experience and is a Member of Human Resources 
Professional Association with the status of Certified Human 
Resources Leader (CHRL). She is also a certified Strategic 
Human Resources Business Partner (sHRBP). 

Sarah feels great pride in being a part of the BBS team 
saying, “BBS is described as a small but mighty …it is a very 
impressive department with many brilliant minds collaborating 
to make a difference for the world we live in. We care about 
each other’s potential and we encourage excellence and 
innovation. The culture is one of determination, with a high 
level of integrity, and a strong desire to be successful and to 
make a difference within the University and the community.”

Dawn Lilley stepped into the role of 
Director of Administration upon Bonnie 
Murphy’s retirement in 2019. Some of 
you will recall that Dawn served in this 
role on an interim basis in 2018. Dawn 

was formerly the Administrator of the Stem Cell and Cancer 
Research Institute for almost 15 years.  Dawn admits she has 
big shoes to fill with Bonnie’s departure, but she is excited by 
the challenges ahead and looks forward to being a member 
of such an exceptional team that is committed to achieving 
excellence in research and education.

On a Last Note  |  STAFF NEWS  |  Arrivals & Appointments
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After 40 years as an independent 
research scientist and 32 productive 
years as a faculty member at McMaster, 
Dr. John Hassell has retired. He is 
bestowed with the title of Professor 

Emeritus effective July 1, 2020.  Read more about John’s 
academic career and contributions to the university and the 
department in the Faculty Focus section of this edition of 
biochemRocks. 

Dr. Kristin Hope has relocated her 
research program to the Princess 
Margaret Cancer Centre, University 
Health Network (UHN) effective June 1, 
2020 where she is a Senior Scientist and 

Associate Professor in the department of Medical Biophysics 
at the University of Toronto. She also holds a part-time faculty 
appointment in Biochemistry at McMaster University.  

Dr. Karun Singh has relocated his 
laboratory to the Krembil Research 
Institute at UHN effective June 1, 2020. 
He holds an adjunct appointment with the 
department of Psychiatry and a part-time 

appointment in Biochemistry at McMaster University.

STAFF

In  February 2020, the BDC Program said farewell to Stacy Bernard.  
Stacy has taken on a new administrative role in the W. Booth School 
of Engineering Practice and Technology at McMaster.  

Lorraine Curtis, Manager of Operations, left the department after 
12 years of service to take a new position as Human Resource 
Manager at a multinational law firm, Gowling WLG. 

Bonnie Murphy, Director of Administration 
retired on December 31, 2019 after 31 
years with the department.  Bonnie will be 
remembered for her hard work and dedication 
to BBS staff, students and faculty members, 

her love of Halloween and her role as editor and chief of 
biochemRocks as well as, her incredible laugh!  

On a Last Note  |  STAFF NEWS  |  Departures & Milestones

YEARS OF SERVICE MILESTONES 2019

Allison Taylor Administrative Assistant, Academic 5

Matthew Miller Associate Professor 5

Maya Alam Research Associate, Brown Lab 5

Jianrun Xia Research Technician, Li Lab 20

Linda Ejim Research Technician, Wright Lab 20

Ray Truant Professor 20

Tracy Stojanovic Administrative Assistant to the Chair 20

Yingfu Li Professor 20

Jackie Stewart Accounting Assistant 25

Adele Girgis-Gabardo Research Technician, Hassell Lab 30

Lisa Kush Graduate Officer 35
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BBS DEPARTMENT SUPPORT 
The Department is pleased to support the following:

Biochemistry & Biomedical Sciences Society (BBSS) Undergraduate
Biomedical Discovery & Commercialization Society (BDCS) Undergraduate
Biochemistry & Biomedical Sciences Graduate Student Association (BBS GSA)
McMaster Chemistry Graduate Students Society
McMaster’s International Genetically Engineered Machine (iGEM)
Student International Health Initiative (SIHI) – 13th Annual Health Conference
McMaster Women in Science and Engineering (WISE) Initiative
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