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Letter from 
the Editor
Welcome to the second annual edition of Health Science Inquiry: Spotlight on 
Careers, where we explore the myriad of different career opportunities available 
to graduates of the health sciences.

In this issue, our goal is to provide students with a diverse set of resources 
to help them be successful at both traditional and non-traditional scientific 
careers. Whether you are aiming for academia, or exploring other options to 
capitalize upon your scientific training, it is important to fully explore your 
options and think deeply about how to find fulfillment in the career you chose.

This special edition is built around a variety of “Professional Profiles”, which 
highlight the exciting and often non-traditional careers of former health science 
graduate students. Accompanying these interviews is a variety of resources to 
have in your back pocket as you create your own unique career path. 

We hope you enjoy the second edition of Health Science Inquiry: Spotlight on Careers! 

Sincerely, 

The Editorial Team 

mailto:healthscienceinquiry%40gmail.com?subject=Spotlight%20on%20Careers%20Inquiry
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What Does  

Career Development  
Mean to Me? 

 
“Career development is a lifelong learning process of achieving 
maximum capacity in both your personal and professional life” 

 
“To me, it is a growing challenge and responsibility in the work one is 
doing. It also means being happy where you are at any given time”

 
“Career development is about having the foresight to plan for the future, 
and the spontaneity to take advantage of unexpected opportunities, 
both professional and personal, that life presents”

 
“Career development means mentorship that not only offers guidance 
and support but inspiration to further my understanding in my chosen 
field. It also means being challenged to remain creative and engaged in 
different ways which will make me better in my career”

Aida Sivro
Assistant Editor of HSI Spotlight on 
Careers

Robert Were Omange
PhD student at University of Manitoba

Brienne McKenzie
Editor of Spotlight on Careers

Zengina Lee
Contributor to HSI Spotlight on Careers:
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Over the past few years, there has been a significant increase 
in the number of news articles, editorial commentary, and 
blog posts describing the perception that there is minimal 
value in graduate degrees, and in particular PhDs. These 
articles tend to emphasize dropout rates; reductions in 
entry level and tenure track positions, and tales of recent 
graduates working as sessional instructors in precarious 
employment post-PhD that earn insufficient income to 
support large student loans. In summary, these articles 
– and many employers and graduate students – are 
referencing the lack of employment preparation integrated 
into graduate programs, particularly in the humanities 
and social sciences, and the inability of these programs to 
directly lead to rewarding careers post-graduation. 

Universities have attempted to respond to this issue by 
enhancing career resource services that assist students 
with job searches, CV development, and career planning, 
mainly towards the end of their undergraduate or graduate 
degrees when there is minimal opportunity to enroll in 
co-op or internship programs; obtain a field-related part-
time academic position, or volunteer within your current 
institution or university community. Often lacking from 
news articles, commentaries and even the services provided 
by universities, are mention of tools, opportunities, or 
alternative paths to graduation that can eventually help 

graduate students integrate into the workforce. By actively 
seeking out relevant opportunities throughout their 
degree as opposed to solely after graduation, students 
can gain relevant work experience that has been shown 
time and time again to be fundamental to obtaining a job 
outside the academic environment. Moreover, integrating 
employment experiences within or between degrees can 
enhance research projects; build important interpersonal 
skills and professional networks, and also add value to 
departments by creating greater diversity among student’s 
registered in graduate programs. 

One Road Less Travelled 
My experience from my Bachelor’s degree to current PhD 
candidacy was untraditional, and definitely felt like the 
“road less travelled” compared to my peers that went 
directly into a Master’s from their Bachelor degrees, and 
likewise PhD students in my cohort that did not take time 
off to work in their respective fields. My main motivation 
was to contribute to current policy and research projects 
that are shaping mental health care reform efforts now and 
into the future. These opportunities allowed me to learn 
about a variety of current affairs issues that could – and 
ultimately would – end up impacting my future graduate 
work and program of study for years to come. These � 

Amanda Slaunwhite

Taking the Road Less Travelled: 
Graduate Programs and Work Experience

Focus Piece
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opportunities and experiences were extremely helpful 
for applying for jobs post-graduation, and oriented my 
Master’s and subsequent PhD program towards real-world 
issues or policy problems. 

I experienced various opportunities and challenges 
while trying to gain valuable work experience, over and 
above being employed as a research assistant within 
your institution. While none of the challenges are 
insurmountable, it is important to begin planning for time 
away from your program for employment early on, and 
challenge yourself to find opportunities far before you are 
about to graduate from your program. Clearly articulating 
what types of work experience you would like – and the 
rationale for taking time away from your current academic 
program or degree- works to ensure you identify beneficial 
opportunities that will help you obtain your ‘dream’ - or at 
least ideal – job down the road. 

Choose Your Academic Program Wisely
It is important to choose your Masters and PhD programs 
wisely, both in terms of the actual content of the degree 
program and the integration of work force experience 
(e.g. internships, practicums) into curricula. I intentionally 
sought out, and enrolled in, a Master’s of Urban and 
Regional Planning at Queen’s University (SURP) because 
it significantly emphasizes career preparation through 
Project Courses where students must work with external 
stakeholders such as municipalities, the federal government, 
non-governmental organizations or businesses. In addition, 
SURP students must also enroll in internships in both years 
of the program. Having these opportunities embedded in 
my Master’s program provided additional employment 
opportunities that were not available or open to the wider 
university population.

Make a Plan
It is important to articulate early on in a graduate program 
your ultimate career goals, or desired field/position in 
order to identify and take advantage of opportunities. 
Having a plan also helps determine when to start looking 
for employment in your graduate program, and when 
you maybe ready to take leave from your program and/or 
tri-council funding. It is important, particularly if you are 
externally funded, to closely read the terms of your graduate 
funding to ensure you have will have financial support to 
return to your program when your employment ends.

Don’t Expect Enthusiasm 
I did not expect the lack of enthusiasm I received when 
I decided to work full-time half way through my PhD 
program. Supervisors, graduate advisors, and peers may 
not understand your desire to gain employment experience, 
and may view employment as abandoning your PhD. It 
is helpful to explain why you are taking leave from your 
program (e.g. gain relevant experience in your field), and 
when you expect to return as to not leave supervisors and 
others left questioning your commitment to your program. 
If you can continue working on your PhD research while 
working in your field this helps reassure your supervisor and 
committee of your commitment to complete your degree.

Ground Your Expectations
Many students, and in particular PhD students, graduate 
and have minimal employment experience outside of their 
university and have salary expectations that far exceed the 
reality of entry level positions in the public service or private 
sector. Early on in your employment search, I suggest 
researching average pay scales and job descriptions for 
your ideal position, and variation across Canada based on 
where you want to live. This is helpful in grounding your 
expectations for compensation, as well as determining what 
types of skills are necessary for you to land your ideal job. 

Geography and Flexibility
Canada is a large and diverse country with major urban 
centers such as Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver that are 
home to some of the largest pool of potential employers 
in the country. Opportunities are not the same in every 
province or territory, and some geographic flexibility will 
likely be necessary to gain employment experience. In my 
experience, those colleagues that were willing to move, 
even for a short period of time, for their first or second 
position were less likely to be unemployed 6-8 months after 
graduation, and eventually, almost always, ended up in the 
province/city they wanted to live years later. While moving 
is not an option for everyone, geography and where you live 
is a very important factor that influences your employment 
prospects now and in years to come, particularly if you are 
in a highly specialized area of study.¾ 
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Looking back, what are some of the key 
things you’ve accomplished to get you on 
the career path you are on today? 
Keeping up with both my interests – science and science media 
¬– throughout my education. While I focused on science in 
my academic training, I always kept up the communication 
side of things through my extracurricular activities – working 
at the campus newspaper, taking on freelancer writing and 
editing gigs, developing and delivering workshops on effective 
communication. Not only do I NEED to do both things to make 
me happy – I don’t think I could survive if I were forced to pick 
one to stick with for the rest of my life – but I find that each 
of those streams help me be better at the other. I’m a better 
scientist having worked in communication – it keeps me creative 
and able to share my work more effectively with peers and the 
public, and my science background and curiosity makes me a 
better science journalist.

From a purely scientific perspective, looking back on my 
training I see that my follow-my-nose instincts were also key 
in positioning me for the job I do now. I went into university 
wanting to be Dustin Hoffman in Outbreak, but along the way 
took detours into other areas that sparked my interest, from 
genetics to computational biology to network analysis to 
information visualization. At the time I didn’t recognize it, but by 
exposing myself to these different areas I was building up a very 
interdisciplinary skill set that let me recognize a new research 
opportunity that brought together many different disciplines, 
jump on it, and establish myself as thought leader in the area. 

What are the most rewarding aspects of 
your jobs? 
On the scientific side of things, I’m really lucky to be working 
in public health, where our research findings are translated 
into policy, clinical practice, and population-level health 
improvements on a fairly short term. It’s so exciting and 
rewarding to see tangible differences in the health care system 
and the health of our citizens as a result of work we’ve done. �  

Jennifer Gardy, PhD, MD 
Scientist and Science Communicator

Interviewed by Zengina Lee 

Dr. Jennifer Gardy is a scientist and science 
communicator. By day, she’s fulfilling her youthful 
dream of being Dustin Hoffman in “Outbreak”: tracking 
infectious disease in her role as Senior Scientist at 
the BC Centre for Disease Control. She uses next-
generation DNA sequencing as a tool to investigate 
the origins and spread of diseases like tuberculosis, 
influenza, and measles. By nights (well, actually on 
days off work), she’s active in the world of science 
media in both TV and print. She’s hosted multiple 
episodes of CBC Television’s long-running science 
and documentary series The Nature of Things, and has 
been the fill-in co-host for Discovery Channel’s nightly 
science newsmagazine Daily Planet for the past three 
seasons. She’s also a writer who blogged for The Globe 
& Mail and whose first book, a children’s book on the 
wonderful world of microbes and germs, is out in 2014 
with Owlkids Books.

“…[Y]ou have to be able to 
tell anyone and everyone, 

from peers to the lay public, 
about what your work is and 

why it matters – if you can’t 
communicate your results 
with the world, you might 
as well have not done the 

research at all.”
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On the media side, I love it all! Meeting all the fabulous 
people whose stories we tell, travelling around the world 
visiting labs and seeing the latest and greatest research, 
having our audience email or tweet their feedback and 
seeing how people really respond to the stories we share – 
it’s so energizing!

You sure wear a lot of hats! How do you 
find time to do everything? 
I’d much rather be busy than bored, but I try not to get too 
busy. Learning to say “no” is one of the most important 
things for anyone in their career, but especially at a more 
junior level where you feel pressured to participate in 
everything that comes your way. Whether it’s a speaking 
invitation, a request to get involved with a grant, or a teaching 
commitment, stop and ask yourself whether it’s something 
you really WANT to do or something whose impact will be so 
important that you SHOULD do it. If it isn’t either interesting 
or impactful, put it further down the priority list.

How important do you think work/life 
balance is? 
Work-life balance is huge! The exact nature of that balance 
will be different for everyone, but you need to have 
downtime – it makes you better at your job. It’s a bit like 
the old crossword puzzle problem - you’ll be working on 
a puzzle for an hour and get stuck on a few blanks. If you 
put the crossword down and go back to it the next day, 
you’ll often those answers jump out at you right away. 
Your subconscious had time to work through the problem 
and got you the solution you were after. The same is 
true of work - if you’re dealing with a problem or looking 
for inspiration or trying to find a solution, you need that 
downtime for your brain to work away in the background. 
Keeping up on hobbies and other extracurricular activities 
in your downtime is also critical - it helps you bring fresh 
perspectives to your work.

What do you wish you had known when 
you were in graduate school? 
I always wondered if I was a bit of a dud at research because 
in lab meetings people would be tossing around analysis 
ideas and questions and research projects and I could 
never really get into it. I figured I just didn’t have the “smart 
scientist” gene and that I was just some imposter passing 
as a young researcher. When I joined BCCDC though and 
started working on that one thing I was TRULY passionate 
about, instead of things that I was kind of interested in, 
all of a sudden the floodgates opened and I had that Aha! 
moment - “THIS is how it’s supposed to feel!”. When you 
find your passion and are researching that one thing that 
really moves you, the energy is extraordinary. Until you 
find that special place, don’t be discouraged and know that 
it gets better! 

What key traits do you think make for 
success? 
Creativity, collaboration, and communication! I realized 
these things early on through observing my mentors, and 
have always said these are the three things that set great 
scholars apart from good scholars. You have able to pull 
in wacky ideas for other disciplines and not be afraid to 
experiment and take risks. You have to be able to work well as 
a team – networking, finding opportunities to work together 
on problems, appreciating others’ perspectives. And you 
have to be able to tell anyone and everyone, from peers to 
the lay public, about what your work is and why it matters 
– if you can’t communicate your results with the world, you 
might as well have not done the research at all. �

Jennifer Gardy
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What are the greatest challenges we face 
in terms of disease control?
Certainly the growing issue of antibiotic resistance is huge 
– the drugs just aren’t working anymore and we are facing 
a very real future where simple surgeries might not be 
performed because the risk of post-operative infection with 
a resistant organism outweighs the risks of not doing the 
surgery. Globalization is also an issue – disease anywhere 
is disease everywhere. That’s also contributing to the 
antibiotic resistance issue – new strains of “superbugs” 
are arising in one country and within a few short years, are 
appearing in patients worldwide. Bugs don’t have passports 
and we have to have really strong surveillance systems to 
keep vigilant. 

What things can graduate students do to 
become better science communicators?
I get a lot of inspiration from science media I find around the 
web, and I think that exposing yourself to lots of examples 
of good, engaging, creative communication is the best way 
to improve your own work. If you find a journal article that 
you thought was really well-written, stop and examine 
WHAT made it well-written – was it the flow? Word choice? 
Mix of text, data, and graphic elements? Identify those 
elements and try to incorporate them into your next article. 
The same goes with grant applications, conference talks, 
posters, and projects – when you find something really 
good, think hard about what made it so cool and try to 
work at least one new inspiration into your next project. ¾

Jennifer Gardy
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What is your current position? 
I am a Policy Analyst at the Canadian Mental Health 
Association, Ontario where I am the lead on the justice 
portfolio, which involves identifying emerging issues and 
monitoring trends, and responding to issues related to 
criminal justice and mental-health. I am also one of the 
co-chairs of the Police Record Check Coalition and I am a 
policy adviser to the Provincial Human Services and Justice 
Coordinating Committee. Finally, I chair the Canadian 
Association for Health Services and Policy Research Mental 
Health Theme Group. 

Could you describe a typical week in your 
position?
Most of my time is spent providing policy advice and support 
to the Provincial Human Services and Justice Coordinating 
Committee. In a typical week, I may meet with one of our 
working groups and usually I am working on a paper or 
submission. I also contribute to Mental Health Notes every 
two weeks. Recently I contributed a piece on the triple inquest 
into the police shootings in Toronto involving individuals who 
were experiencing a mental health crisis. We are also involved 
with the mental-health strategy that was recently released 
by Legal Aid Ontario, and regularly respond to applicable 
policy documents and keep our Branches informed of key 
issues across the province. Weekly, I meet with the policy 
team including my Director, and I regularly attend meetings 
for the Toronto Justice Collaborative which is part of a bigger 
service collaboratives initiative that is related to the ten-year 
Mental Health and Addictions Strategy for Ontario. 

What steps did you take to begin your 
career in the mental health sector and 
what types of volunteering education 
or other types of involvement helped 
prepare you for this work? 
My educational background is in Health Sciences, where a 
problem-based learning approach was used, including a lot 
of group work, and this helped prepare me for this type of 
employment. My undergraduate thesis focused on mental 
health services satisfaction in the LGBTQ community in 
Ontario. My Masters is in health research methodology 
where I focused on the policy side of health services research. 
Those two experiences and related projects gave me a 
background into how the mental health system works. In 
terms of volunteering, I started at a young age volunteering 
in mental health related organizations, including leading 
the first mental health awareness week at McMaster as 
an undergraduate student. Aside from education and � 

Dorina Simeonov 
Policy Analyst 

Interviewed by Amanda Slaunwhite 
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volunteering, I also worked with an organization called RE-
create that runs a program for at-risk youth that is led by an 
art therapist. RE-create is an opportunity for youth to come 
together and create art. I also worked as a research assistant 
at the Centre for Health Policy and Economic Analysis 
(CHEPA), where I did mostly qualitative research. I then went 
on to work at the Institute for Clinical and Evaluative Health 
Sciences as a project manager, and in that position I was the 
primary liaison between the Ministry of Health and Long-
Term Care and the Institute helping to coordinate responses 
to research requests. These positions were really helpful in 
terms of developing my interpersonal and research skills, 
but I also wanted to explore policy-related work. So I went 
to work at the Health Council of Canada as a Policy Analyst 
where I worked for very brief time until they were defunded. 

How would you compare working in the 
academic versus public-sector? 
In my experience, academic environments tended to move 
a bit more slowly than the public sector. So in an academic 
environment you’re focused on doing research, where 
going from data collection to analysis and publication can 
take years. There are still deadlines but it’s a slower pace. 
By comparison, in my current portfolio, policy work can be 
extremely active, and particularly on the communications 
side things move at a much faster pace, where certain 
issues can gain a lot of traction in the media quite quickly.

Thinking back to when you first 
graduated or when you started working, 
or types of changes have you seen in 
the past five years in relation to mental 
health policy, research or related work? 
I have found that we have started moving away from having 
a national perspective on health for better or worse. We talk 
about the Canadian health care system, but really we have 
14 different health care systems at the federal/provincial/
territorial level. I think that this is a shift that many people 
are concerned about because we need to be talking to each 
other across multiple jurisdictions and making sure that we 
are working together to improve the health of all Canadians. 
Another shift in the last 5 years has been the shift towards 
including the public in health care through technology or self 
tracking such as E-Patient Dave who goes to conferences 
and talks about how patients can be engaged in their own 
care. Not only are patients trying to become more involved, 
but organizations are also working to involve the public 
or consumers in the conversation to shape projects and 
implement their outcomes. So that is definitely a step in the 
right direction. 

What insight or advice do you have for 
students are interested in contributing 
to health policy reform efforts or they 
would like to find a job similar to yours? 
I would encourage any new graduate to take that first job 
even if it is not exactly what you envisioned because it will 
open doors for you and it will also give you experience and 
get you connected to your field. Your first few jobs will likely 
be stepping stones to getting where you want to be and you 
will pick up important skills along the way. It’s also important 
to keep your passions and purpose in mind and to keep 
sight of the future. Even if you are still trying to pay off 
your student loans, try to make it to at least one conference 
per year to meet people in your field because you never know 
who you are going to be sitting next to at lunch who may 
see your potential and have the capacity to hire you.¾

Dorina Simeonov

“Your first few jobs will likely 
be stepping stones to getting 

where you want to be and 
you will pick up important 

skills along the way.”
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What is your role at Parteq Innovations? 
I am a Manager of Commercialization – I participate in the 
patenting side of things by conducting prior art searches to 
determine if something is patentable and ensure we have 
freedom-to-operate. However I also conduct a technology 
and market evaluation to see if the discovery actually has 
any real-world commercial viability such that we can likely 
sell any IP to a receptor company. In many instances I am 
also involved in the further development of the technology 
along the development path in the hopes of increasing it’s 
value and validating its proposed value to customers.

When did you decide that you wanted to 
pursue a career outside academia? What 
prompted you to pursue the career path 
you did? 
and success at getting grant funding was poor. It didn’t 
make the academic life seem so enticing. Previously in our 
laboratory a postdoctoral fellow successfully started up 
a company making simple ELISA assays for coagulation 
factors as well as selling various blood factor-deficient 
plasmas to clinical laboratories. This was a different way 
of thinking for most scientists at the time since really the 
biotech industry hadn’t really taken hold yet in Canada. 
And he lived in a mansion and had many cars! These factors 
motivated me to explore the possibility of translating my 
scientific skills into the business world. To that end I spoke 
to a number of high profile members of industry and, based 
upon those discussions, decided to do an MBA - which I did 
at the one-year MBAST program at Queen’s. 

What are the best parts of your job? The 
most challenging? 
The best part of the jobs is learning of many interesting 
early-stage research discoveries and ongoing research 
programs. The process in translating such discoveries into 
real-world products and services is very challenging but 
also interesting. The toughest part of the job is ironically 
the same part that makes it interesting – the very early 
nature of the research. Since I completed my MBA the world 
has evolved such that many tech transfer offices (thousands 
of them) actively market and compete in the same space 
so it is very challenging to gain the interest or attention of 
potential licensees. Also the funding environment – research 
grants, angel and venture capital investment has become 
more difficult.

If you were graduating today, would you 
choose the same career path? 
Yes I would! For me, it is interesting to be involved in many 
technologies and areas of research as opposed to drilling 
down into one very specific area of science. Also the 
funding again seems poor and the outlook for academic 
positions seems quite challenging, so being in a field where 
I can still be involved in science that isn’t purely academic 
is good.

Is intellectual property something 
today’s graduate students need to think 
about more now than, say, 20 years ago 
with regards to their own work? 
That is up to the student and their goals from their 
education. However, if they have interest in hopefully 
seeing their efforts potentially translated into the real world 
the answer is “Yes”.¾

  

Michael Wells 
Commercialization Manager

Interviewed by Stacy Grieve
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What is your current position? 
I am currently the Manager of Prevention and Problem Gambling Services 
in the Mental Health and Addictions Branch at the Department of Health 
and Wellness in the Government of Nova Scotia. I manage a small team of 
four people that look at issues related to alcohol consumption and problem 
gambling. We do get involved with other issues related to substance use but it is 
very nominal and not extensive at this point in terms of the team perspective.

 

Could you describe a typical day or week in your 
current role?
We are very focused on healthy public-policy and in particular trying to 
change the social environments in which Nova Scotian’s live so that the 
healthy choice is the default choice. So this is first and foremost in our 
minds, what is our responsibility as public servants in terms of being able to 
help shape the social environment in which people live and make choices 
around preventing disease, and their health in general. In many ways, we 
are focused on upstream interventions and primary prevention which often 
means focusing on behavior of the alcohol industry in Nova Scotia and how 
can we prevent harmful practices that impact society such as marketing and 
pricing of alcohol. On a micro level, we have a role advising elected senior 
officials, and we are also social scientists in many ways because we are also 
thinking of how the public will respond to a particular approach or policy. We 
do a lot of writing, data analysis and partnerships with stakeholders outside 
and inside of government because often what is happening outside of 
government is being played out within government as well.�

Steve Machat
Manager of Prevention and Problem Gambling Services

Interviewed by Amanda Slaunwhite 

“Look for opportunities 
that will allow you to 

build relationships 
and networks as much 

as possible, that are 
directly or indirectly 

related to what you’re 
interested in.”



201414 | HSI Spotlight on Careers

HSI Spotlight on Careers

HealtH Science inquiry

Interview

Could you describe a few initiatives or 
projects that you’re currently supporting 
and are excited about?
We are currently working on the Municipal Alcohol Policy 
Project that brings together local governments and Health 
Authorities across the province to develop alcohol policies 
that are oriented towards their community and are based 
the best international research evidence that we have on 
preventing and reducing substance use related harms. 
Another similar project we are working on is related to 
universities and colleges and alcohol policy. We have been 
working with post-secondary institutions, as well as the 
Health Authorities, to develop policies around alcohol 
consumption on university and college campuses, and 
policies oriented towards student populations. 

 

How long have you been in your current 
position, and can you tell me about your 
previous work? 
I’ve been in this position for approximately 4 months. 
For most of my career I worked in public health as well as 
tobacco control, injury prevention, alcohol consumption, 
healthy eating and other health related topics. I have also 
worked in nonprofit organizations in the health as well 
as environmental sector. I am a trained teacher actually, 
so my career started in northern Canada, and I left the 
teaching profession when I moved to Halifax from Northern 
Manitoba about 15-16 years ago. 

Thinking back to when you entered the 
field, was there any training, education 
or volunteering that helped prepare you 
for your current career? 
When I started my career I had a pretty good idea of 
where I was going. I think it’s all about being open to new 
opportunities and possibilities. I didn’t focus my education 
on healthy public policy or public health. My background is 
in political science so there was a little bit of a direct link, 
but my education is not in the health sciences. I became 
interested in these issues as I became involved in the 
community over time, whether with teaching or working 
in nongovernmental organizations that showed me that 
healthy public policy is really critical to society. And this 
really gets to the importance of public health, and what it 
does well, which is to bring together people from diverse 
disciplines and competencies.

Is there any insight or advice that you 
would have for graduate students 
interested in a similar career?
I think it’s about being open to those opportunities that you 
may not think are directly connected to where you want 
to go. Look for opportunities that will allow you to build 
relationships and networks as much as possible, that are 
directly or indirectly related to what you’re interested in.¾

Steve Machat
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We are scientists. We have studied long; we have studied 
hard. We possess in-depth knowledge about obscure 
subjects such as: genetic mutations that cause disease, 
disease progression, the rate of disease occurrence in 
a particular society, how behavior A correlates with 
disease B, etc. However when asked by our non-scientific 
community what we do, it is sometimes difficult to 
effectively communicate our message. Ultimately, our 
research can get lost in translation. The ability to effectively 
communicate complex scientific research is, in fact, critical 
to our careers. The ease in which information, correct or 
otherwise, can be accessed by the public necessitates that 
we, the research scientists, act as ambassadors of our 
discipline and share the importance of our research in an 
honest and clear manner. 

Examples of how inaccurate or misinformed scientific data 
alter society’s behavior are easy to find. In the first example, 
the fraudulent 1998 publication of Dr. Andrew Wakefield 
linking the MMR vaccine to autism1 left parents misguided 
for more than a decade. Within 5 years of the publication of 
this erroneous information, the global scientific community, 
unable to repeat Wakefield’s findings, was convinced that 
vaccines were not linked to autism spectrum disorders. 
These opinions were made public and by 2010, Wakefield’s 
articles were retracted and he was officially stripped of his 
license.2 However, the anti-vaccine movement was – and 

still is – hard to stop. Jenny McCarthy, an actress and a 
public figure, still defends and promotes Dr. Wakefield’s 
findings. She writes, “Who’s afraid of the truth about Dr. 
Wakefield? Could it be the vaccine industry’s spokespeople 
trying to put the vaccine-autism genie back in the bottle?”3 
How long will it take for this one piece of misinformed 
scientific information to be fully debunked and what will be 
the public health consequences of increases in outbreaks 
of vaccine-preventable diseases? 

In a second example, the public’s hope for a cancer cure 
created a media frenzy around the discovery of Dr. 
Michelakis’, a Canadian scientist. He found that a well-
known drug called dichloroacetate (DCA) induced cell 
death in cancer cells but not normal cells and reduced 
tumor growth in rodents.4 Thanks to the media, the public 
perceived DCA as the cancer cure and, against the advice 
of Dr. Michelakis, began to self-medicate by purchasing 
the drug from Internet sources.5 

While misinformation or exaggerated claims have the 
potential to harm society, when research is accurately 
related, the effect on public health can actually be favorable. 
The recent double mastectomy of Angelina Jolie, publically 
discussed through many different media outlets brought 
hereditary BRCA1/BRCA2 mutations and breast cancer 
to the spotlight and encouraged conversations around �  
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the subject. In her own editorial published in The New 
York Times, Jolie describes her hopes for other woman: 
“I am writing this now because I hope that other women 
can benefit from my experience. Cancer is still a word that 
strikes fear into people’s hearts, producing a deep sense of 
powerlessness. But today it is possible to find out through 
a blood test whether you are highly susceptible to breast 
and ovarian cancer, and then take action.”6 To assess the 
impact of Jolie’s public story, a study was undertaken, 
surveying over 2500 adults, and published in Genetics 
in Medicine. Over 70% of respondents had heard about 
Jolie’s case, showcasing the broad appeal of this story.7 
Although, the precise understanding of the before surgery 
risk and after surgery risk that Angelina Jolie possesses 
for breast cancer were unclear, some woman (6.6% of 
study participants) reported behavior changes such as 
undergoing a mammogram, encouraging family members 
to do the same, seeking information about insurance for 
genetic testing (6.4%) and 5.7% reported talking to family 
members about cancer risks.7 Although these numbers 
might seem small, they indicate the public’s desire to seek 
appropriate information and make informed decisions 
regarding their health. 

These examples highlight the importance of effectively 
communicating our research. When properly relayed, 
science can powerfully and positively impact society. But 
the responsibility belongs to the scientists, the producers 
of this research to ensure the veracity of the message. We 
must act as ambassadors for our disciplines. Like anything else, 
this takes practice. Following are some practical guidelines 
that may help you in advocating for your research.

1  Practice speaking. Imagine you’re at a party or at a  
 family gathering and someone asks you what you  

 do all day in the lab. We have all been there. What  
 do you say? Use these opportunities to practice  
 your message. What is the most interesting aspect  
 of your research? How does this relate to a  
 problem the public understands? The more you talk  
 about your research, the easier it will become to  
 choose the right words to convey your message  
 in a short answer. The university 3-minute thesis  
 (3MT) competition is a great forum to showcase  
 your research to a lay audience. As Albert Einstein  
 said: “If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t  
 understand it well.”

2  Practice writing. In the Internet age, it’s very easy  
 to get your words out there. For example, blogging  

 is a great way to practice your writing. Opportunities  
 to showcase your writing, either through the use of  
 student journals such as Health Science Inquiry  
 or through your student or local newspaper, are  
 a great way to highlight your research in the  
 context of important public topics. 

3  Be understood. Ask for questions and feedback.  
 When the audience participates in the discussion, you  

 can assess if they understood your message. 

4 Be honest. Above all else, be honest. Don’t bend 
the truth to make your science sexier. Honesty  

 fosters respect; and mutual respect fosters great  
 research environments. It’s a win-win situation. 

Translating our knowledge into meaningful messages 
is not an easy task. However. it is an important task. Go 
forward ambassadors of science! ¾
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Can you describe your job titles (Director 
of Molecular Diagnostics at Kingston 
General Hospital, Chief Scientific Officer 
of Ontario Cancer Biomarker Network, 
Associate Professor in the Department 
of Pathology and Molecular Medicine at 
Queen’s University) and how they all fit 
together. 
So, yes, I have three hats going and each started sort of 
independently although I’ve managed to merge them into 
one, to fit my one head. I’ve got my basic research hat at 
Queen’s in the Department of Pathology and Molecular 
Medicine where I’m expected to maintain a research 
program. Queen’s also gave me an opportunity, in the 
year 2000, to set up and start a microarray facility, when 
microarrays were just beginning to become mainstream. 
And since 2000 that has actually grown into a fairly large 
genomics-proteomics facility through a connection with 
the Ontario Cancer Biomarker Network. So I run this service 
facility for both academic and private clients. And lastly, 
I have my KGH hat, where I run the molecular diagnostic 
laboratory, which performs molecular and genetic tests 
for patients. To get these three hats to fit on one head, I 
decided to focus my research program on the use of the 
genomics and proteomics integrated facility to derive 
biomarker assays that could be brought into the clinical 
laboratory. And even though that sounds like it all kind of 
fits together, it doesn’t really in the sense that it’s not that 
easy to bring tests over into the clinical realm. I don’t really 
have the power to do that single handedly. But my own 
research efforts have really now been focused on how do 
you make that transition from the research bench to the 
clinic and how that transition needs to be made. 

I want to focus in a little on your one 
hat, your role as a medical geneticist. 
Can you describe in more detail your 
responsibilities in this realm?
Ontario are in academic health science centers, like this 
one, although not all of them. Some of them are simply 
in community hospitals. And what those labs do is they 
essentially run molecular or genetic tests for patients with 
a variety of disorders. So we don’t ever interact with the 
patients directly and we don’t talk to the patients. We do 
this all through the clinicians who send us samples and 
ask us to test them. And we test for a variety of things. 
When I started here, mostly we were focused on inherited 
diseases, things like Fragile X or Huntington’s disease. 
But more and more the focus now has been shifting to 
include more cancer testing. So for cancers, we’re testing 
either germline mutations for things like BRCA1 or BRCA2 
mutations for hereditary cancers or we’re testing tumor 
material directly looking for mutations that provide 
information about what kind of therapy, for instance, a 
particular tumor might respond to. So those all fall within 
the auspices of a clinical genetics laboratory. So my role 
in that lab has always been to basically interpret and sign 
out all reports for patients that come through that lab. On 
a day-to-day basis, this involves raw data interpretation. 
There are parts of it that are very routine, where you simply 
say “yes or no, this mutation is present”. But there are a 
lot of tests where we are sequencing genes or groups of 
genes and if we find any variation, then we’re spending 
1-3 hrs trying to figure out what it means because it’s now 
down to an individual patient. For example, a patient 
comes in and we’re asking whether she has a BRCA1/2 
mutation, so we sequence her genome and we look at the 
raw data and we find a variance. But maybe what I find 
is a completely novel mutation but maybe it’s missense 
mutation so it doesn’t have any functional significance, 
but what does it mean. To simply tell the patient 
you have a transversion at this and this place means 
nothing to her. So my time is spent figuring out if this � 
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mutation has ever been seen before, in what context, and 
what does it mean. And sometimes the answer at the end is 
still, I don’t know, but at least it’s an informed I don’t know. 
My other responsibility within this realm is thinking about 
the strategic plans and asking: where do we want to be 5 
years from now? What do the patients in this area need to 
have access to and what are they better served by having 
somewhere else? And how do you balance all those things 
within a budget. 

What is the CCMG program? What are its 
requirements and what is involved in the 
training program? 
I heard about the Canadian Clinical Medical Geneticist 
program by talking to someone that had gone through the 
program and he told me about it and I thought I might as 
well give it a shot. The requirements to get into this two-
year program are that you need either a PhD or an MD 
and preferably some years with postdoctoral experience. 
And then you can apply to any number of labs across the 
country. In Canada, there are roughly fewer than a dozen 
that provide training opportunities for this program. It’s 
extremely competitive to get in because the money to 
support you is money you have to find yourself. 

When you go into the training program, you have options 
of either training to in cytogenetics, or molecular genetics, 
in clinical genetics if you have an MD starting off, or 
biochemical genetics. I choose to go down the molecular 
genetics path. So I did the two year training program and 
after I passed those exams, what that allows you to do is 
to essentially run a clinical laboratory. So you obtain your 
technical experience through your PhD and the CCMG 
training adds the components that make it clinical as 
opposed to research. So it basically tells you how to operate 
within a regulatory unit, for example the difference between 
handling a patient sample as opposed to a cell line sample. 
It also equips you to some extent to be able to do some 
horizon scanning so you’re able to assess what are the new 
technologies coming out, at what point do we as a hospital 
need to start investing or can we use the old ones and wait.

Is this the career path you saw yourself 
embarking on when you began?
No, definitely not because when I started, I just thought I 
was going to have a faculty position. But it became clear 
to me, about the time I was doing my postdoc that there 
was so much more to do. I became interested in human 
genetics and started to get more interested in questions 
that were driven by clinical needs. After my postdoc, I was 
a research associate at Queen’s and I was sort of looking 
around for something where I could do research but where 
I could actually use the information I had gained about 
human genomes and how interesting they were because 
genetics has always been interesting to me. And I came 
across a program called the Canadian College of Medical 
Geneticists (CCMG), which I had never heard of before. 
I was lucky enough to get a fellowship and do my CCMG 
training in Kingston. After, I finished, I got a 0.1 full time 
job, that’s like 10% of a job, at KGH. That’s all I could get 
because there was no job available. So I took it and thought 
I’ll find the other 90% somewhere else. And eventually I 
did, and then that 10% became 40% and then it became 
50% and then eventually it became full-time. I just kind of 
managed to stick it out here until there was a job. But the 
nicest thing was that I was able to create what I needed in 
this job as I went. So the job I have now didn’t really exist 
in this way before. What Queen’s and KGH have been really 
good about is allowing me to put together what I think is 
going work and then supporting me to make that happen. 
So that sort of ability to be the transition between Queen’s 
and KGH and then even maybe bring in OCBN into the mix 
has been something that I have been allowed to do. So I 
think I’ve sort of grown this job from scratch. It’s extremely 
rewarding because in the end you’re doing things you think 
are the most important. And then you layer on top of that 
the fact that you’re allowed to teach, you’re allowed to 
have students, you can write grants, you can write papers. 
And what that means is that every day is different. Every 
day something new is happening, which is really kind of 
fun. So I feel lucky doing what I’m doing. �

Harriet Feilotter
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Where do you see the future of your 
discipline and how can today’s current 
students prepare for this? 
There are lots of people like me in the academic health 
sciences and running these clinical labs who are really quite 
worried about our capacity to handle all of the new tests 
that are coming out. It’s exciting, but you don’t want to be 
in a situation where you just can’t get the patient reports 
out because you don’t have the time to do the analysis. 
And you don’t want to miss things that are potentially 
important. You also don’t want to alarm people. You don’t 
want so tell a patient they have a mutation in such and 
such gene if it doesn’t mean anything. So students that are 
interested in either genomics or the clinical aspects, there’s 
a lot of room there, for people who can really think about a 
particular variant and what it might mean. Obviously it’s going 
to get easier over time as we develop databases and start to 
figure things out. Additionally, large-scale analysis of data is 
another area where we are really quite under resourced at 
the moment and are going to explode in the future. 

I also predict we will not only be doing genetic testing 
through hospitals in 5 or 10 years, but the private sector will 
get involved. It’s a little scary, but it’s also inevitable. But 
instead of being worried about it, we should be thinking how 
we should control it so we don’t get into the same situation 
that they just had in the United States where they essentially 
had to shut down 23andMe because it’s not adhering to FDA 
regulations. We have an opportunity here to think about 
how to do it right. In reality, it’s the private sector that have 
money and if they want to spend it on something like this, 
then we should be helping them make sure they do it right. 
Within that, there could be lots of job opportunities for PhDs 
coming out. These companies, if they do start doing this kind 
of testing, are going to need people to understand the data.

What is the best part of your job? The 
most challenging? 
So the best part of this job is probably the variety and the 
satisfaction that this piece fits with this piece even though 
they were in completely different domains. But because of 

where I’m sitting, I can see those connections and make 
them. I find it really rewarding to put together, for instance, 
a team for a grant or put together two people or two things 
that might not otherwise have gone together. That to me is 
the most satisfying, obviously if it works. 

The most challenging? Apart from time management, 
which I find to be a major headache just because of the sheer 
number of meetings and interactions on the three fronts 
every single day, the most challenging is probably finding 
solid financial support for a lot of the initiatives that we’re 
moving forward because what I’m doing doesn’t cleanly 
into any one of the funding agencies and even if it did, 
granting agencies are tough these days. We’ve been very 
good at getting funding from unusual sources. So we’ve been 
very lucky but that has been a bit of a challenge, looking for 
those sources. It’s out there: you just have to look for it.

What advice you would give today’s 
graduate students? 
think that I’m going to do my undergraduate, then I’m 
going to do my master’s, then PhD, and then I’m going 
to be a scientist, or then I’m going to do my MD and I’m 
going to be a clinician. And that’s fine, if that’s what you 
want to do, but I think the scientist end of that is much 
more difficult than it used to be. So if I could tell graduate 
students something, I would say: look around. Try to bring 
together things you might not have thought fit together. 
For example, business and science, law and science for 
entering patent law, or writing and media and science. 
There are all kinds of things you can do that may cater 
to your particular strengths. And then you may have the 
opportunity to make your own job out of all the pieces 
you like the best. I would suggest, think about what you’re 
good at and what you like and see if you can find a way. And 
if you’re still taking courses, getting additional degrees is 
often very helpful because it puts you one step ahead of 
the person who has one fewer degree, actually. And it isn’t 
just a matter of staying in school forever, but it’s a matter 
of doing that in a directed way until you can actually get 
some place.¾
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Chris Nicholls
Medical Liaison

Interviewed by Zengina Lee

What do you find most rewarding about 
your career? 
The most rewarding part of my career is that I’ve been able 
to make meaningful contributions in each position I’ve had; 
the advancement of basic science (grad school, post-doc), 
getting a new molecule into clinical development (Resverlogix), 
identifying early stage medical technologies with commercial 
potential (Innovate Calgary), and engaging physicians such that 
Fibristal is able to help the many women with uterine fibroids. I 
am also lucky enough to have a career in science. I love science, 
and yes, I’m a bit of a nerd at heart. It is very rewarding for me to 
have a job in science because I know how many people trained 
as scientists in grad school that cannot find jobs in their field. 

Can you describe a typical workday for you? 
A typical workday for me: Wake up at 6 am, drive to the airport, 
catch a flight somewhere in Western Canada. I work on the 
flight - reading, or responding to emails. After arriving, I rent 
a car and drive to meet with physicians to discuss Fibristal (a 
hard part of the job is actually getting the meetings - pharma 
is the “dark side” to many and specialists are very busy people 
with little time to meet). In our meetings, I update them on new 
clinical data, get feedback on how their patients are responding 
to treatment, answer any questions they have, etc. With 
some, we discuss research projects or a study that may be of 
interest to them or Actavis; or perhaps educational sponsorship 
opportunities. Sometimes meetings also take place with the 
sales representatives, in which case the two of us will head 
out for lunch afterwards and discuss strategy specific to the 
territory. There are subtle differences in each centre in Western 
Canada and sometimes you need a unique approach in each to 
accomplish your objectives. Then I return to the hotel where I 
tend to emails, get up to speed on new clinical and scientific 
data, work on proposals, and arrange new meetings. In the 
evening, I usually have an educational program at an upscale 
restaurant with physicians or a one-on-one meeting over dinner. 
Sometimes I’m in the same city for a couple days. If not, then I 
either travel late in the evening, or first thing the next morning. � 

Chris Nicholls has a Ph.D. in Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology from the University of Calgary. 
Following graduation, Chris helped discover and bring 
an Investigational New Drug to clinical development 
for the treatment of atherosclerosis. During his 
post-doctoral research studying the molecular link 
between cancer and aging, Chris also co-founded and 
operated a profitable business, Concept Lounge. After 
his post-doctoral studies, Chris worked at Innovate 
Calgary in early stage technology identification and 
commercialization. Chris currently works for Actavis 
Specialty Pharmaceuticals as the Western Canadian 
Medical Liaison. His work mainly supports a new drug 
launched in September 2013 for the treatment of 
uterine fibroids called Fibristal. Around 70% of Chris’s 
time involves travel throughout Western Canada 
meeting with OBGYNs and educating them on the 
product and the clinical and scientific information 
relating to it. In addition, Chris also supports clinical 
R&D, institutional sponsorships, and payer support 
initiatives that enable drug coverage for patients. 

“You need to be productive in 
everything you do; otherwise 
you are wasting your time in 

exchange for a paycheck.”
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 This is my life about 3-4 days per week. The other days I 
work from my home office catching up on administrative 
duties. It’s a pretty busy job - at least 60 hrs per week.  

You’ve had a very diverse background, 
how do you think those experiences have 
helped you get to where you are today?
My previous experiences helped in that I’ve done lots of 
different stuff and learned at each stop along the way. 
Being knowledgeable on research practices, pre-clinical 
drug development, technology commercialization, 
patents, and now pharma gives me a good perspective on 
the entire industry - from basic research to drug discovery 
to regulatory processes to approved medicines that benefit 
patients. I’m able to understand the subtle reasons of why 
things are done the way they are. But to be honest, starting 
my own business was the most memorable experience. It 
gave me knowledge of the business world, which in my job is 
crucial. Knowing the science is one thing, but understanding 
how it fits into the business of pharma is a definite advantage. 
Lots of different experience is a good thing, assuming you 
are productive along the way. It also shows future employers 
that you are motivated, committed, resilient etc... all 
qualities that all employers are looking for. You need to be 
productive in everything you do; otherwise you are wasting 
your time in exchange for a paycheck.

What do you wish you had known prior 
to finishing your PhD? 
This is easy. I wish I knew that there was no future for me 
in academia. No one really spells that out for you when you 
are younger. The reality is PIs need trainees to do the work 
to publish for the good of their own careers. Universities 
need PIs to bring in grants, of which they take a good 
portion in overhead. Universities also need students to 
pay tuition for fund the entire operation. I wish I had this 
perspective heading into grad school. The universities and 
PIs don’t tell you this as a trainee because it’s not in their 
best interest to do so.

What do you think is the greatest 
challenge today for recent graduates 
entering the workforce and what advice 
would you offer? 
The greatest challenge for graduate students in science 
today is landing a job in the field of their choice. A PhD is 
not what it used to be - PhDs are a “dime a dozen” now. You 
need to stand above the rest of your peers. 50 years ago, 
you could land a faculty position with a PhD. Then faculty 
positions became scarce, so they created an extra level of 
training, the post-doc. If you want to work in science, you 
need to be at or near the top of your class, get some diverse 
experiences, and most importantly have some of it from 
outside of the academic research lab. Research skills are 
fine if you stay in academia, but let’s be honest, the chances 
of that are less than 5% (unless you want to be a research 
technician for $30-40K per year). Academic laboratory 
skills have very little value in the work force. No one cares 
whether you know PCR or can do a Western blot. They want 
people that are engaging, good communicators, understand 
business, and are knowledgeable about the science. So, my 
advice is to strive to be the best and do as much as possible 
to build your resume... volunteer, start a business on the 
side, be an active member in an outside organization. You 
need to stand out for all the right reasons. ¾

Chris Nicholls 
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What is your current position?
I am a Research Intern in the Supportive Care Research 
Centre at the BC Cancer Agency in Victoria. 

What are some of the projects or 
initiatives you support in this role?
I work on a number of small projects, but the primary 
project I am working on right now is coordinating an 
exercise research study for colorectal cancer patients.  It 
is focused on improving quality of life and getting people 
moving through low intensity introductory workouts. We 
have found that there have 
not been many studies done 
on colorectal cancer patients 
in terms of physical activity, 
and this is important because 
they have unique needs due to 
surgical interventions. 

What would a typical 
day or week be like in 
your current position?
Because I am coordinating the 
study I previously mentioned, 
I’m involved in all aspects of the research process. So it’s 
actually very similar to what a thesis project would be like. 
I also work on a number of other smaller projects that are 
at various stages. For some of them, we are working on 
papers for publication and supporting other staff members 
at the Research Centre with various projects that they are 
working on. Some of these projects are at the stage of 

ethics approval, and others are being written up for final 
reports.  It’s been a really nice experience because there 
are a lot of projects happening, so you get to experience 
working in all stages of the research process.

Generally, what steps did you take to 
begin your career in health research, and 
what types of volunteering or education 
helped prepare you for your current role?
I think that doing my Master’s thesis was in and of itself a 
huge amount of preparation because you cover all stages 
of the research process, and that’s a lot of what you have 
to do in research coordinator positions. My Master’s thesis 
was completed on a topic related to a broader project that 
involved the Ministry of Health. In these types of positions you 
are expected to have some background knowledge in terms 
of the research process, and how to work in collaboration 
with the Ministry of Health. During my Master’s thesis, it 

was important to be exposed to 
what types of hurdles come up 
because things are never as clear 
as they might seem, and this 
can be really hard to understand 
when you’re working in academic 
institutions where results tend to 
work out a little better there than 
they do in real life.  Being exposed 
to government organizations like 
the Ministry of Health during my 
Masters was a huge amount of 
preparation for my current role. 

How would you compare the academic 
environment to working in the public 
sector?
In the academic setting you seem to have more control to 
move projects forward and there aren’t as many barriers, 
not to say there aren’t issues that can come up, it feels � 

Sally Hodgson 
Research Intern

Interviewed by Amanda Slaunwhite

“It doesn’t have to be really 
formal, but it’s important 

to keep your ears open and 
listen to people and get 

your personality out there 
because opportunities can 
crop up that might not be 

advertised.”
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like you can just move forward and there are fewer hurdles. I 
find that sometimes projects are all based on grant funding 
and you can put a lot of work into something with not much 
of a guarantee that that money will still be there to work on 
that project in the future. It can be challenging and a little bit 
disheartening that you can put all this work into something 
but because the grant doesn’t come through it falls off the 
side of everyone’s desk even though all that work went into 
the project proposal. And it is similar with ongoing projects.  
If the money runs dry it’s hard to do the follow up or 
knowledge translation because it is not like a thesis where 
you have the time to dedicate to publishing your results. 

What are some of the most exciting 
or rewarding aspects of your current 
position?
In my current position I find that one of the most rewarding 
aspects of the job is working with patients.  So even if we 
are just reviewing the consent forms with them, and they 
may not even be entering the study, there are opportunities 
to have an honest discussion with them and to provide 
them with a place to express whatever emotions they have 
with someone has the time to listen to them. It can be a 
cathartic experience for them and it’s rewarding for me to 
be an ear or a listener on the other end of the phone. Even if 
they have a poor prognosis, it is an important opportunity 
to also show that people in the health sector understand 
and we want to support patients wherever we can. 

Do you have any insights or advice for 
nearly graduated health researchers?
Even though it is a bit of an overused word, networking 
is very important. I don’t like when networking is very 
rigid and forced, but I have found that when connections 
develop more fluidly these conversations can really lead 
to opportunities in your professional world.  It doesn’t 
have to be really formal, but it’s important to keep your 
ears open and listen to people and get your personality 
out there because opportunities can crop up that might 
not be advertised.  It can be important to put yourself out 
there for informational interviews or contacting persons in 
your field to gain a greater understanding how others have 
succeeded and then you can mimic this in what you do. ¾

  

Sally Hodgson
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What is your current position?
I am currently a Senior Knowledge Exchange Specialist at 
the Mental Health Commission of Canada.  I was formally 
a Policy and Research Analyst at the Commission. In my 
current role, I manage staff and also focus on knowledge 
exchange activities related to the Commission’s new and 
ongoing projects. 

Could you describe a typical day or week?
One frequent aspect of the work is maintaining dialogue 
between staff at the MHCC. In a typical day or week, we hold 
a number of internal meetings to encourage collaboration 
between departments and working groups.  For example, I 
currently participate in the knowledge exchange team for 
the National Mental Health Strategy that was released in 
2012, and we meet on a regular basis to check in and stay 

current with what the team is accomplishing. I also do 
research, so a normal week might include literature reviews 
or Web searches. I am currently working on a provincial and 
territorial scan of existing recovery-oriented mental health 
strategies, which is a major component of the MHCC’s 
Mental Health Strategy for Canada. We complete these 
research projects together, often sharing work between 
two or three people on our team. I also meet with external 
stakeholders; I’m currently overseeing project that is being 
completed by a team at the Children’s Hospital of Eastern 
Ontario, and I am also a liaison to our external Advisory 
Council and Youth Council. There’s never a shortage of 
work so my days and weeks go very quickly.

What steps did you take to move 
toward your current position, and what 
experiences helped prepare you for your 
current role?
I’ve always had an academic and personal interest in 
mental health, so I’ve pretty much always been preparing 
to work in the field. My BA, MA, and PhD focused on 
mental health related topics, and I wrote my dissertation 
on social and biological understandings of depression and 
schizophrenia. I also worked in an outdoor centre for adults 
that have mental-health issues. I did a lot of experiential �  

Christopher Canning 
Senior Knowledge Exchange Specialist

Interviewed by Amanda Slaunwhite

“In the university, it can be easy 
to lose track of how research will 
and can be practically employed 
for social good.”
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learning with these folks; we would go on canoe trips, 
climbing, and hiking. That gave me some practical exposure 
to the field of mental health care. 

How would you describe transitioning 
from an academic to public sector work 
environment?
It was a smooth transition for me because I had previous 
knowledge of the content that I deal with in my current 
position, as well as practical experience in mental health 
issues and research.  I would say that the work I am doing 
at the MHCC is very much a continuation of the work I 
did as graduate student; my experience conducting 
academic research totally prepared me to produce 
environmental scans, literature reviews, and qualitative 
research in mental health. So the work itself did not 
change very much, although the work environment is quite 
different. Working in the public sector, there are different 
types of collaborations, structures, and types of work.  I 
found the academic world, particularly in my post-doctoral 
fellowship, comparatively isolating, whereas the public 
sector is a collaborative place to be. I enjoy that aspect of 
my current working environment very much.

What are some of the most exciting or 
rewarding aspects of your current job?
I really enjoy that my current work is very fast-paced. I like 
being able to work both autonomously and collaboratively, 
whereas in academia it seems like you have to establish 
yourself with grant and research teams before you can 
work collaboratively. I am especially gratified by the work I 
do with our Youth Council. Their age group resonates with 
me; I’ve always enjoyed teaching and spending time with 
youth, and this group is really amazing in their diversity 
and commitment to advocacy. Each time I meet with them 
I’m energized about my job.

Do you have any advice for graduate 
students that are interested in pursuing 
careers in the public sector?
I wish that someone had told me about the importance of 
knowledge exchange, which really just means considering 
how research will be used “in the real world.” In the 
university, it can be easy to lose track of how research will 
and can be practically employed for social good. It can never 
hurt to think about your research in terms of what it means 
for a broader audience. I would also advise students to stay 
true to your values, such as a commitment to diversity, and 
to remember those heated debates you have as a graduate 
student that have the potential to reemerge in your work 
at a later time. The values you forge during grad school 
really can continue to shape your career. ¾

  

Christopher Canning 
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The following are links to support your own career path. 
You may either click on the link or copy and paste the link 
into your browser to view the resource.

Part A: Professional 
Development

Information About Non-Academic Careers
Where to Find Information on Nonacademic Careers  
http://chronicle.com/article/Where-to-Find-
Information-o/45379

‘But I Have No Skills’  
http://chronicle.com/article/But-I-Have-No-Skills-/44924

Learning How to Network
Learning To Network 
http://www.universityaffairs.ca/learning-to-network.aspx 

Exploring job options
Exploring My Options 
http://www.yorku.ca/careers/students/
exploringmyoptions

What you can do with a graduate degree (University of 
Toronto)  
http://www.careers.utoronto.ca/maphd/mastersOverview.
aspx?tr=

Looking for a job
Looking For A Job 
http://www.yorku.ca/careers/students/lookingforajob 

Career Exploration & Job Search Tools 
http://www.yorku.ca/careers/students/onlineresources.
htm#explore

Finding Jobs and Employment (University of Toronto) 
http://www.careers.utoronto.ca/mycareer/findingjob/
jobposting.aspx

Masters & PhD (University of Toronto)  
http://www.careers.utoronto.ca/MAPhD/MAPhD.aspx?tr=

Academic Job Search Timeline (University of Toronto) 
http://www.careers.utoronto.ca/MAPhD/phdAcademic.
aspx 

Non-Academic Job Search (University of Toronto) 
http://www.careers.utoronto.ca/MAPhd/
phdNonacademic.aspx

Academic Job Searching for Dummies (or, 10 Easy Ways 
to Avoid Unemployment) 
http://chronicle.com/article/Academic-Job-Searching-
for-/45367

Conducting an International Job Search  
http://chronicle.com/article/Conducting-the-
International/127553

Getting an Academic Job – Step by Step Overview 
(University of Washington) 
http://homes.cs.washington.edu/~mernst/advice/
academic-job.html

Preparing for Job Interviews
Preparing for Interviews: (Okanagan College) 
http://www.okanagan.bc.ca/page10696.aspx

Academic Job Interviews (York University) 
http://www.yorku.ca/careers/grad_students/academic_
interviews.html 

The Secret to a Successful Job Interview (University of 
Chicago) 
http://chronicle.com/article/The-Secret-to-a-
Successful-/46366/ 

Top 10 Interview Tips 
http://jobsearch.about.com/od/interviews/tp/
jobinterviewtips.htm
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College Job Interview Questions and Answers  
http://jobsearch.about.com/od/
interviewquestionsanswers/a/collegegrad.htm 

Entry Level Interview Questions and Answers  
http://jobsearch.about.com/od/
interviewquestionsanswers/a/entrylevelquestions.htm

Job Interview Tips: Expert Advice for Graduates 
http://jobs.guardian.co.uk/article/4340022/job-interview-
tips-expert-advice-for-graduates/ 

Academic Job Interview Advice (University of Maryland) 
http://otal.umd.edu/~sies/jobadvice.html 

Negotiating A Job Offer “Academic Job Search – 
Negotiations” (PDF) 
http://careers.washington.edu/sites/default/files/
all/editors/docs/gradstudents/Academic_Jobs_-_
Negotiations.pdf

Part B: Professional 
Development in Academia

Giving Job Talks
Dr. Karen’s (Partial) Rules of the Job Talk 
http://theprofessorisin.com/2012/02/23/dr-karens-partial-
rules-of-the-job-talk/ 

Academic Careers: Job Talks (PDF - University of 
Washington) 
http://careers.washington.edu/sites/default/files/all/
editors/docs/10-11%20Academic%20Year/Job%20
Talks%20Nov%202012.pdf 

Reis, R. M. (2001). Giving a Job Talk in the Sciences.  
http://chronicle.com/article/Giving-a-Job-Talk-in-the-
Sc/45375/ 

DelGizzo, K., & Malisheski, L. (2003). Preparing for 
Campus Interviews.  
http://chronicle.com/article/Preparing-for-Campus-
Interv/45331/ 

The Academic Job Talk (Stanford Center for Teaching and 
Learning) 
http://cgi.stanford.edu/~dept-ctl/tomprof/posting.
php?ID=1085 

Preparing for Your First Year as a Faculty 
Member
PhDs: The Transition from Graduate Student to 
Assistant Professor (UC Berkley) 
https://career.berkeley.edu/PhDs/PhDtransition.stm

Tomorrow’s Academic Careers 
http://cgi.stanford.edu/%7Edept-ctl/cgi-bin/tomprof/
postings.php

Teaching, Research, and Managing Your Career 
http://serc.carleton.edu/NAGTWorkshops/earlycareer/
index.html

NB: Although this is from a professional development 
website designed specifically for Geoscience faculty, 
it contains a wealth of online resources relevant to all 
new faculty. Topics covered include (1) Making Choices: 
Finding Your Balance, (2) Efficient, Effective Teaching, 
(3) Developing a Thriving Research Program, and (4) 
Getting Tenure.

Post-Doctoral Fellowships
You’ve Got Your PhD: Now What? Craig Winstead (Book) 
http://www.amazon.com/Craig-Winstead/e/B006IYPWTQ/
ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1

Post-doc or not? (Nature) 
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v483/n7390/full/
nj7390-499a.html

The Ups and Downs of Doing a Postdoc in Europe. 
(Science Careers) 
http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_magazine/
previous_issues/articles/2009_08_07/caredit.a0900097
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Ten Simple Rules for Selecting a Postdoctoral Position 
(PLoS Computational Biology) 
http://www.ploscompbiol.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/
journal.pcbi.0020121

Postdoc abroad: inherited Scientific Contacts or 
Establishment of New Networks?  
http://rev.oxfordjournals.org/content/13/2/95.abstract

Part C: Government and Industry
Listings of job opportunities and career-
related resources
Government of Canada: Science and Technology 
Agencies 
http://www.science.gc.ca/Science_at_Work/Job_Search-
WS3F15D986-1_En.htm

Industry Canada Homepage.  
http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/icgc.nsf/eng/
home?OpenDocument 

Industry Canada works with Canadians in all areas of 
the economy and in all parts of the country to improve 
conditions for investment, enhance Canada’s innovation 
performance, increase Canada’s share of global trade 
and build a fair, efficient and competitive marketplace. 
Encouraging scientific research (http://www.ic.gc.ca/
eic/site/icgc.nsf/eng/h_07056.html) is also one of their 
mandates.

Career Profiles of scientists working for the Government 
of Canada, in various agencies 
http://www.science.gc.ca/Science_at_Work/Career_
Profiles-WSEA08BCAA-1_En.htm

MITACS 
http://www.mitacs.ca

MITACS is a Canadian not-for-profit organization that 
provides internships and training programs combining 
scientific and business skills in partnership with industry, 
government and academia.

York University Online Job Posting System for Students 
http://www.yorku.ca/careers/students/lookingforajob/
jobpostings.htm 

Part D: Professional 
Organizations
Canadian Association of Science Centers 
http://www.science.gc.ca/default.
asp?lang=en&n=F197C6BF-1

Science and Technology Awareness Network 
http://www.science.gc.ca/default.
asp?lang=en&n=A3C3B8F6-1

Full listing of other Canadian Science and Technology 
Organizations and Related Links 
http://www.science.gc.ca/default.
asp?lang=en&n=B6DEBCDD-1
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