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I love serendipities – those lovely moments when the stars 
happen to align just so and something unexpected and positive 
materializes.  

In the days leading up to Convocation, I was thinking 
about serendipity, and about how sometimes the best things 
are not things we plan for or work toward – sometimes 
they just ‘happen’, and sometimes they even emerge from 
things we might have thought of as mistakes or failures.

When I lived in Sudbury, I often drove down to Southern 
Ontario to spend time with my family, and my usual route was 
to drive south on Highway 400 and take the exit at Highway 
9 to take a back route into Kitchener-Waterloo.  On one such 
trip, I got lost in my thoughts as I was driving and realized that 
I had missed the turnoff when I saw Canada’s Wonderland on 
the horizon.  Deeply annoyed with myself for the mistake, I got 
off at the next exit, pulled over, looked at a map, and charted 
an alternative route through unfamiliar back roads.  I drove 
along a narrow gravel road with leafy trees growing right up 
to the shoulders, grumbling under my breath, when suddenly 
the trees opened up on the left side and I was treated to the 
most striking, breathtaking, unexpected landscape:  it looked 
like a wide, rolling river of red rocks, unlike anything I’d 
ever seen in Ontario – it looked more like Arizona, or maybe 
Mars.  It was a beautiful summer day, and the sky was blue 
with puffy white clouds over this other-worldly terrain.

(photo credit – Ontario Heritage Trust) 

I had accidentally come across the Cheltenham Badlands.  I 
pulled over and we spent an hour exploring this amazing place.

The point is, I would never have seen this, maybe never even 
had known it existed, had things gone according to plan, if I had 
taken the right exit.  I made a mistake – a stupid mistake, even – 
but that mistake turned into a lovely memory that I cherish.  And 
this experience can be understood as a larger lesson.  If I look back 
at my trajectory (professionally and personally), I can see that if 
I had got everything I thought I wanted along the way, I would 
be in a very different place right now.  And who knows what that 
might have looked like – I suppose that could have been great too.

But I’ll tell you something – it’s hard to imagine that the version 
of my life where I got everything that I thought I wanted would 
be better than this one, and I would have missed out on a lot of 
amazing and meaningful things along the way that have shaped 
me in ways that I wouldn’t now trade for anything, and gifted 
me with opportunities that I never even imagined (or didn’t even 
exist) when I was an undergrad.  It’s clear to me from here that 
in many cases those times where things don’t work out, where 
you do all the right things but the odds just don’t come out in 
your favour, and even the times you make mistakes, can in many 
cases prove to be gifts when viewed in retrospect.  The joy and 
privilege of being the Assistant Dean of this program and having 
the chance to get to know so many of you is just one of those gifts, 
and I look forward to getting to know more of you in the future!  

Stacey Ritz
Assistant Dean, BHSc (Honours) Program



C
om

m
un

ity
 N

ew
s

C
om

m
un

ity
 N

ew
s

The Bachelor of Health Sciences (Honours) Program 
Scholarship was established in 2004 by students, 
alumni, faculty, staff and friends.  This scholarship is 
awarded to BHSc (Honours) students who have made 
significant and meaningful volunteer contributions to 
the Hamilton and McMaster University communities.

 In 2016 we were fortunate to award four scholarships.  
The scholarship recipients for 2016 were Fizza Manzoor, 
Class of 2016; Aditya Nidumolu, Class of 2016; Lily 
Park, Class of 2016; and Yifan Yang, Class of 2017.

Fizza Manzoor has been 
an active member of the 
McMaster community. 
In her first year, Fizza 
joined the education-
awareness club, 
Pencils for Kids, and 
continued as a member 
throughout her time 
at McMaster. During 
her third year, she 
served as co-president 
and collaborated with 
the executive team to 
advocate for education 
initiatives in Niger. 
This club provided a platform for Fizza to share her passion 
about overcoming barriers to education access globally, 
which she personally witnessed during her years living in 
Syria and Pakistan. Fizza also found joy in contributing to 
initiatives at home at McMaster and assisted in planning 
multiple wellness initiatives at the Student Wellness 
Centre. The process of generating ideas within a team, 
promoting inclusivity in events, and aligning initiatives 
with diverse student needs, made this one of her most 
memorable experiences at McMaster. Fizza has also served 
on the editorial board of The Meducator, a student-run 
undergraduate health sciences journal. As editor, Fizza was 
able to learn about the process of scientific publication 
from start to finish. She was also able to share her love 
for writing as she collaborated with authors and reviewers 
during the editing process. Most importantly, Fizza enjoyed 
being part of a platform that promoted student research 
and encouraged her peers to become active members of 

the scientific community. Fizza learned a great deal from 
these experiences at McMaster, and hopes that she can 
continue to grow as a leader and community member. 

Since beginning his undergraduate studies, Aditya 
(Dave) Nidumolu has worked to engage himself in the 
university and local community. Drawing from a lifelong 
love for entrepreneurship, Aditya joined the McMaster 
Entrepreneurship Association in 2013 and later became 
its president in 2015. During his time with the club, he 
initiated an extracurricular course for McMaster students 
to learn about how to develop a business. In addition, 
he has helped merge several entrepreneurship-focused 
groups on campus into a single entity and aimed to better 
integrate his club’s activities into the broader Hamilton 
entrepreneurship community. Aditya adds that it has been 
a great experience to serve in his position and help other 
students learn more about entrepreneurship – a pursuit 
which can help students develop problem-solving skills that 
will be useful irrespective of their career goals. In the past 
year, Aditya noticed that it is relatively difficult for students 
outside of select programs at McMaster to learn about 
research opportunities and develop the skills necessary to 
pursue them. To better understand how undergraduate 
research experiences can be improved, Aditya lead a team 
of students to conduct a literature review on best practices 
in implementing undergraduate research programs.  As a 
consequence, he founded the McMaster Student Research 
Council – a group of students that works closely with 
administrators and faculty involved in the McMaster 
research community 
to improve educational 
programming related 
to undergraduate 
research. During his 
time in the Bachelor 
of Health Sciences 
program, Aditya was 
also involved in the 
McMaster varsity 
fencing team, the 
Bachelor of Health 
Sciences Society, 
and McMaster 
U n d e r g r a d u a t e 
Health Sciences

BHSc (HonourS) ScHolarSHip 
2016/17 recipientS
Compiled by: Andrea Phair, Academic Program Advisor/Curriculum Coordinator, BHSc (Honours) Program

Research Journal. He looks forward to another year of 
learning from and contributing to his local community.

Since first year, 
Lily Park has 
looked for ways to 
make meaningful 
contributions to 
the McMaster 
and Hamilton 
c o m m u n i t i e s . 
This led her to 
volunteer at the 
Student Health 
Education Centre 
(SHEC), where 
she provided 
c o n f i d e n t i a l 
peer support 
and helped 
coordinate events 
to raise awareness 
to defeat stigmas surrounding mental illnesses.  Lily 
continued her involvement with SHEC as an executive 
member where she trained incoming volunteers and 
helped implement new services. Lily has also been 
involved with the Rare Genomics Institute McMaster 
(MacRGI) as an executive member where she managed 
a team of students to prepare and conduct presentations 
for local high schools. This was done to mentor high 
school students, encourage their interests in the sciences, 
and advocate for future research endeavours to improve 
the quality of life for those affected by genetic disorders. 
Since the arts have always been an important aspect of 
her life, Lily integrated this passion into her community 
involvement through the Health Sciences Musical where 
she prepared for annual student-run musical performances 
to raise funds for youth arts programs in Hamilton. 

During the Reading Week of her first year in university, 
Yifan participated in the pilot MacServe Hamilton Music 
for Social Change service learning trip. She participated 
in a variety of roles, from playing violin for residents at 
AbleLiving, to preparing and serving dinner at the Living 
Rock; every stop was an opportunity to learn through 
experience. Combining her passion for music and service, 
she learned that there are pressing needs right here in 
Hamilton, that you don’t have to travel far to do good. 
After the trip, she started volunteering regularly at the 
Living Rock, a community centre for at-risk youth, to 

learn more about the barriers these youth face and what 
can be done to address them. One thing that stood out 
to her was how special a space for creativity often was 
for the youth. The following year, Yifan returned to the 
same trip as an Assistant Team Leader. She took on more 
of a leadership role, organizing performances, facilitating 
reflections and learning more from what the participants 
shared. Creativity, a common language and outlet for 
youth has become near and dear to her heart. As a fourth 
time chorus member in the Health Sciences Musical, 
Yifan is incredibly proud that she is able to use her love 
for performance to help fund programs that give at-risk 
youth the opportunity to also participate in the arts, 
something that has brought her much joy over the years.

Yifan has also 
recognized the 
unique needs 
of university 
students and 
has become 
p a s s i o n a t e 
a b o u t 
a d d r e s s i n g 
them. In her 
second year, 
she became 
a volunteer 
at SHEC, 
where she was 
trained to offer 
con f id en t i a l 
peer support 
and pregnancy 
tests, as well as 
referrals to other services. As a member of the sexual health 
committee, Yifan contributed to the conception of a series of 
posters illustrating what consent is and is not. These posters 
have since been printed and distributed in residences, and 
have received over 165,000 reblogs on Tumblr, reaching 
and educating an audience far wider than McMaster.

In her third year, she became a walker for the Student 
Walk Home Attendant Team (SWHAT), where she 
learned that it is a service valued by students wanting 
company and safety alike. Currently in her role as the 
Public Relations Executive, she, in collaboration with 
others on her team, planned and executed the November 
Walk-A-Thon, contributing over $400 to Neighbour 
to Neighbour Centre, a local Hamilton organization 
dedicated to serving various in-need populations.
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In the fall, the Faculty of Health Sciences introduced 
a new first-year elective course aiming to foster the 
development of information literacy skills expected of 
any undergraduate student today (or anyone working 
in an academic setting, for that matter). It is aptly 
named, “Health Sciences in the Media” (HTH SCI 
1K03), as students refine their ability to critically 
appraise available information by examining media 
reports describing health science-related discoveries. 
The value behind the typical health science course 
at McMaster arguably stems from its inquiry-based 
design, which begets improvement in a skill set (the 
renowned 6 P’s) that is transferrable to any area of 
study. However, the content that you are required to 
learn in many of these courses is only applicable to 
those who have a background or interest in science. 
In this regard, HTH SCI 1K03 is quite unique, for 
it isn’t the research behind the discovery that matters, 
but rather how the media’s rendition of it compares 
to the original source’s presentation of the facts. 
While media representations are comparatively more 
accessible and easily understood than the primary 
literature, it goes without saying that scientists and 
non-scientists alike must be equipped with the skills 
and experience necessary to make an informed opinion 
regarding the messages conveyed. The course is 
therefore useful, and is accordingly open, to any first-
year student from any program; the inaugural session, 
for instance, had students from BHSc, Nursing, 
Integrated Science, Commerce, and Humanities.

Taught by Dr. Eric Seidlitz, the course is structured 
as weekly lectures that highlight the tools, skills, and 
concepts required to complete two major projects. 
Students are taught, for example, how to locate 
information using the McMaster library system, 
navigate academic search engines and online databases, 
and use citation management software for referencing. 
The projects involve the deconstruction of popular 
news stories pertaining to health sciences research, 
which gives students an opportunity to apply what 
they’ve learned and exercise critical thinking. For a 
given media report, they must discuss aspects related 

to its quality and 
accuracy, like 
the author’s 
c r e d e n t i a l s , 
trustworthiness 
of the outlet, 
b i a s e d 
s t a t e m e n t s , 
evidence of hype 
with respect 
to the original 
research, etc. 
The task also 
presents first-
years with an 
opportunity to 
closely examine 
s c i e n t i f i c 
literature and 
get a sense of 
how various 
primary sources communicate information. This – 
along with lectures on types of health sciences research, 
publication and the peer review system, and metrics 
– ultimately lends itself to an appreciation of the 
modern practices of scientific research. After critically 
appraising their selected news stories, 1K03 students 
rewrite them, headlines and all, to produce a single 
story that better reflects the underlying science (and 
also doesn’t violate the university’s Academic Integrity 
Policy). This promotes the development of a skill that is 
a challenge for many: being able to explain something 
as concisely and accurately as possible to someone 
with little to no background knowledge of the topic.

Based on my own experience in the course, the 
chance to practice a few of those academic skills 
which are going to carry you through university 
(and beyond), in a setting that provides formal 
instruction, is one worth striving for in first year. 
At the very least, you might learn to never stand for 
American word spellings whilst living in Canada!

The ability to “think outside the box” has characterized 
McMaster faculty for as long as I can remember, and 
the passage of time certainly doesn’t seem to hinder 
their resolve to transform undergraduate education in 
every way unimaginable. Through careful planning and 
collaboration, the Faculties of Engineering and Health 
Sciences have designed a new and exciting biomedical 
program, which will welcome its first cohort this upcoming 
September. The Integrated Biomedical Engineering and 
Health Sciences (iBioMed) Program seeks to endow 
students with the interdisciplinary background needed to 
tackle and implement practical solutions to the healthcare 
problems of today. Designing a hip replacement that lasts 
longer, for example, or a prosthetic arm that allows you 
to feel sensations of touch, requires a working knowledge 
of the health sciences in addition to having mastery 
over modern engineering skills and techniques, which 
is exactly what iBioMed hopes to instill in prospective 
students through inquiry and problem based learning.

The 5-year undergraduate program is aiming to bring 
together roughly 140 students, who will share a common first 
year before entering one of two specialized degree streams. 
They either pursue an engineering degree (B.Eng. BME) 
that centers around biomedical engineering in addition 
to a student-selected core engineering discipline (e.g., 
civil, chemical, software, etc.), or a unique honours health 
sciences degree (B.H.Sc.) which ties health, engineering 
science, and entrepreneurship together to raise a graduate 
who can interact and collaborate effectively with healthcare 
professionals and patients. It may not come as a surprise, 
but the latter stream can spark anyone’s curiosity if they 
consider how it might compare to our much coveted BHSc 
(Honours) Program; after all, both do award what appears 
to be the same Bachelor’s degree. According to Dr. Del 
Harnish, Associate Dean, Undergraduate Education, Health 
Sciences, the 50 students who are selected for the B.H.Sc. 

degree option at the end of their first year will “do one-third 
of their programming in health sciences, one-third of their 
programming in biomedical engineering, and [the remaining 
one-third] in entrepreneurship and innovation.” Thus, you 
could say that a fraction of their scholastic experience will be 
similar to that of a BHSc (Honours) student, as they will be 
taking courses in anatomy and physiology, critical appraisal, 
upper-level inquiry, and possibly communications; they 
must also complete HTH SCI 1I06 (Cellular and Molecular 
Biology) in first year, just like those in Level I of the BHSc 
(Honours) Program. Of course, much of what these students 
are going to do (two-thirds to be precise) will be distinct 
from any academic pathway that can be forged in BHSc 
or elsewhere at the university. The biomedical engineering 
component, which is the same across both streams, will offer 
a series of novel project-based courses throughout the five 
years, which emphasize design, professionalism, and ethics 
in the context of solving current problems related to disease, 
therapeutics, and biomaterials. They will also learn how to 
market and commercialize their proposed solutions, which 
will be facilitated by courses in business and entrepreneurship 
that, interestingly enough, are going to be developed in the 
Faculty of Health Sciences. In order to nurture engineers 
who can walk from the bench to the bedside to the market, 
we must consider, as Dr. Harnish puts it, “what we have 
[and have to develop] in health sciences that engineers will 
need if they’re going to function [well] in the health sciences 
environment,” and iBioMed might well be the result.

The iBioMed program shows a lot of promise, which is perhaps 
expected of any interdisciplinary program at McMaster given 
the popularity and success achieved by the Arts and Science 
and Integrated Science (iSci) programs. For the time being, 
however, we can only wait with bated breath to see what the 
dual faculty of Engineering and Health Sciences has in store, 
and whether iBioMed will grow to replace BHSc as the 
hardest undergraduate program in Canada to gain admission!

raiSing HealtHy engineerS
By: Krishnan Shyamkumar, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2020

Movie iS to rotten toMatoeS, aS 
newS Story iS to HtH Sci 1K03
By: Krishnan Shyamkumar, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2020
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Health Science students entering their second year face the 
difficult choice of staying in the core program or specializing 
in either the Biomedical Sciences, Global Health or Child 
Health. For those fascinated by the subtle mechanisms of 
enzyme catalysis, eager to memorize the amino acids and 
yearning to spend countless hours running Western blots 
in the lab, the Biomedical Sciences Specialization (BMS), is 
a near irresistible draw. Apart from taking standard Health 
Sciences classes like Epidemiology and Statistics, BMS 
students supplement their curriculum with biochemistry 
courses covering a wide range of topics, from stem cells to 
X-ray crystallography. In recent months, several exciting 
changes have been made to BMS, broadening the scope of 
courses offered to those in the program and prompting some 
students to question exactly what it means to be a BMS student.
 
Some of the most significant changes include removing once 
mandatory Biochemistry classes, like a second year course 
on protein structure and function, from the curriculum 
and opening up previously exclusive BMS courses, like 
a 4th year course on animal models, to other students. In 
addition, BMS students can now take Health Science classes, 
like Immunology or Genetics, to fulfill their Biochemistry 
degree requirements. Dr. Stacey Ritz, Assistant Dean of the 
Bachelor of Health Sciences (Honours) Program, says the 
purpose of the changes was to “create a more general form of 
the Biomed Specialization … one with more opportunities 
to look at other disciplines and not just Biochemistry per 
se. This was done by expanding the course list beyond 
taking a certain number of units from 3rd and 4th year 
biochemistry … you can now explore other subjects without 
having to eat other electives to do it”. Students can still take 
the previously mandatory biochemistry courses if they are 
interested but there is now more flexibility for exploring 
other fields they may be curious or passionate about.
Another motivation for the changes stemmed from BMS 
students consistently voicing a feeling of disconnect between 

themselves and the rest of the program. While specializations 
are expected to slightly fragment the cohort, the long hours 
BMS students often spend in the lab along with the few 
classes taken with the rest of the program leave many feeling 
that there are not enough opportunities to make connections 
with students outside the specialization. By making more 
mainstream Health Science classes a mandatory part of the 
BMS curriculum and freeing up elective space, the changes to 
the BMS program will begin to address some of these concerns. 

Not everyone has been pleased by the changes. “There was 
some furor” admits Stacey. Quite a few students feared 
there was nothing special about the specialization if anyone 
could take BMS courses and claimed the reduced focus on 
classical Biochemistry made BMS not much different from 
the core Health Sciences (Honours) Program. “We had a 
good meeting with great dialogue. I explained the rationale, 
offered reassurances and acknowledged there were going to be 
differences of opinion” says Stacey. “A number of courses used 
to be exclusive to BMS students but we saw low enrollment … 
These courses have now been opened up to others. It’s better 
to have more access and it’s a better use of resources. That’s 
better than being exclusive just for the sake of exclusivity”.

  Though the changes were not mandatory for senior BMS 
students, many are taking advantage of them to branch out and 
explore other areas of interest, beyond Biochemistry. For Stacey 
this is a clear indication that the changes were desirable for 
many and that much of the initial anxiety has settled through 
the transition. This willingness to change, to experiment and 
evolve the Biomed Specialization exemplifies one of the BHSc 
(Honours) Program’s greatest strengths. “To try something 
new, to never get ossified and always be willing to fly in the face 
of tradition for the sake of progress is the norm in Health Sci” 
observes Stacey. “This is in the spirit of inquiry. We’re always 
striving to enrich what we do here”. For this BMS student, 
that is an ideal worthy of praise and one worth striving for.

Fictional characters, such as vampires and 
zombies, are gaining a greater presence 
in students’ lives through the media. 
Although students may enjoy being 
exposed to these alternate universes, many 
do not often think about the science 
behind these characters. Starting in the Fall 
2016 term, a new course was introduced in 
the Bachelor of Health Sciences (Honours) 
Program: HTH SCI 3FC3 Biopsychology 
of Fictional Characters. This inquiry-
based course allows students to explore 
and apply the sciences — biology, 
neuroscience, and psychology — behind 
fictional characters in a self-directed, 
small group environment. The idea was 
pioneered by Dr. Michael Wong, who is 
also an instructor for courses such as HTH 
SCI 1G03 Psychobiology and HTH SCI 
4IC3 Integration of Children’s Physical 
& Mental Health. Although the course 
has just been launched, it has received a 
great amount of interest from the students. 

Below are some of Dr. Michael 
Wong’s thoughts on the course, how 
it came to life, and where it is headed. 

Could you tell us a bit about this course? 
Students in the course are tasked with 
the challenge of generating real-world 
explanations for fictional characters. They 
might, for example, investigate why zombies 
have an insatiable hunger for human flesh. 
Or they might investigate how realistic it is 
that Pikachu, an electric mouse Pokémon, 
generates electricity. For me, this is a dream 
come true - it merges my love for science 
with my love for fiction. And I believe 
many students share this sentiment with 
me. It allows us to explore our hobbies — 
video games, comic books, and anime, to 
name a few — through an academic lens. 

How did this course come to life? What 
was your inspiration for this course?
The idea for the course came to me several 
years ago while I was watching an episode 
of The Walking Dead, a show based on 
the zombie apocalypse. In this particular 
episode, two of the protagonists, Rick and 
Glenn, covered themselves with zombie 
guts in order to prevent themselves from 
being attacked by a zombie horde. And it 

worked! This got me thinking about why 
it was working, not that I want them to be 
eaten, of course. I wondered, for example, 
what cues the zombies were using to 
differentiate between themselves and their 
next meal, and what this might tell us about 
their biology. This then got me thinking 
about how much we can actually learn 
about biology and psychology by analyzing 
zombies! But I thought a course based only 
on zombies might not be everyone’s cup of 
tea, so I decided it would make for a more 
fascinating (and fun!) course if students 
could explore any fictional character of 
their choice. Of course, all of this couldn’t 
have happened if I didn’t have the support 
of the students, staff, and faculty in the 
program, so thank you! And thanks to 
Stacey for being on board with the idea!

What are you hoping for students 
to gain out of this course and 
what are their learning objectives?
My goal in this course is to have students 
think like scientists. The course provides 
students with a space to develop and refine 
their scientific inquiry skills that can be 
used to tackle any problem. Given the title 
of the course, this goal may seem farfetched, 
but investigating fictional characters is not 
so different from what we do in science. 
As scientists, we sometimes stumble upon 
observations that are perplexing, confusing, 
or outright bizarre! In these moments, we 
have no choice but to extrapolate from 
the existing scientific literature to generate 
hypotheses to explain those observations. 
What has the students’ reaction 
to this course been like?
So far, the students’ reaction has been 
extremely positive. They have described 
the course as “fun” and “engaging,” that 
the work they do doesn’t feel like work 
because they are investigating something 
in which they are interested. Other 
students have described the course as truly 
interdisciplinary, as they are required to 
draw from a variety of scientific disciplines 
(e.g., biology, psychology, sociology) 
to explain their fictional characters. 

How is this course similar or different 
compared to other inquiry courses 
you have facilitated, or even other 

undergraduate courses you have taken?
In some ways, the course feels familiar, as 
I’m there to facilitate the learning process. 
The students guide their learning by 
exploring a topic (in this case, a fictional 
character) of their choice. It is different 
because this is the first time I (and likely 
many of the students) have dedicated the 
entire learning process to something many 
people might consider a hobby. In fact, 
when I first shared my idea for this course 
with some colleagues, friends, and family 
members, they all thought I was joking! 

Now that you’ve taught this course and 
brought it to life, what are your thoughts 
on it? What was the most interesting part?
I am extremely happy with how the course 
turned out! Initially, I was nervous the 
course wouldn’t be as fun as it was in my 
head, but now that I’ve run the course, I 
can say that it’s much more fun in person! 
The most interesting part for me was 
the engagement and excitement of the 
students; their enthusiasm was contagious! 
The students were a huge part of making 
the course what it was; they surpassed my 
expectations every step of the way, from their 
group research projects and infographics 
to the discussions we had in class. 

Where do you want to take this course 
moving forward? Are you thinking 
of making some changes to it?
Absolutely! Every semester is an opportunity 
to refine and improve a course. I have 
received a lot of helpful feedback from the 
students, and I have begun implementing 
these for the new semester. Moving 
forward, I am very interested in expanding 
this course so that more students, including 
students outside of BHSc, are able to take 
it. I am also very interested in spreading 
word of the course outside the university, 
as there seems to be a lot of interest these 
days in bridging science with fiction (my 
evidence is the number of successful 
YouTube channels based on this concept!). 
In this respect, the course has received 
some interest from local comic (and other 
related) conventions, and some of the 
students and I are currently working on a 
proposal to pitch to their committee. 3FC3 
might be heading to a convention near you! 

Science fiction: genre or course?
By: Celia Kwan and Ye Rin (Yenah) Seo, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017

Breaking BoundarieS in BiochemiStry: 
redefining tHe requireMentS for tHe BioMedical ScienceS Specialization
By: Ryan Gotesman, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017
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Yung Lee, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018, was one of 
the first three recipients of the Wilson Leadership Scholar 
Award, a prestigious award that recognizes the country’s 
next generation of leaders. Open to students across all 
faculties, the award includes $50,000 to cover education 
fees over a two-year period and admission to a leadership 
development program, deeming it one of the scholarships 
of highest value in Canada. We asked Yung some questions 
to get to know him and his vision as a Wilson Leader.

What does “leadership” mean to you?
We’ve all been in situations in which we were led by an amazing 
leader that made us feel enthusiastic, or by an abrasive leader that 
made us question our own significance. I think every leader walks 
a fine line between acting as an authority (the one that dispenses 
truth) and an authoritarian (the one that abuses truth). In any 
leadership role, I strive to respect the strengths and weaknesses of 
all individuals on my team and balance their insights with my own 
skills when making decisions or working towards a specific goal.

What qualities have contributed to your success as a leader?        
                                    
During the summer before my first year of university, the 
thought of entering a new community left me imagining 
what my university life would be like. While these thoughts 
made me feel scared or nervous at times, I mostly felt like 
this was a great opportunity for me to finally leave my 
comfort zone and grow as a person. University offers a fresh 
start, a blank slate, and I intended to make the most of that.
When I reminded myself that everyone was probably just as 
nervous as I was, offering a handshake and introducing myself 
was not as dreadful as I imagined it to be. The act of walking 
up to strangers and starting a conversation became easier, and 
I soon noticed myself flying outside of the safe, but hermetic 
cocoons of passivity. I grew to understand the necessity 
of awkward silences and wandering eye contact between 
conversations, because I knew they brought me one step closer 
to eventually developing connections. When I broke out of 
my comfort zone, I visibly noticed how my network of people 

and opportunities available to me transformed—for the better.
                                                                          
I strongly believe that being a good follower, a good leader, 
and a good person is contingent on being able to take healthy 
doses of risk in daily life. So far in my university career, I’ve 
never regretted risky decisions I made—whether it be for my 
team, my initiatives, or myself. Therefore, I truly believe that 
a large part of my leadership quality is tied to risk-taking and 
cherishing every opportunity I am provided with to learn.
                                            
As one of the first recipients of the Wilson Award, how do you 
hope to inspire young scholars? What advice would you give?
I think being one of the first recipients of this award comes with 
great responsibility. Not only do I need to continue to excel 
in my academics and extracurriculars, but I also need to be 
able to demonstrate to future Wilson Scholars (and hopefuls) 
what I can accomplish. This leadership program is still a work 
in progress, which means this program will be shaped by what 
we do with it. Therefore, I hope to inspire young scholars by 
continuing to be hardworking, approachable, and modest. I 
think the best advice that I can provide to young scholars is 
to always be open to learning and to be a student at heart.

What do you hope to achieve in the future?
After my undergrad, I hope to pursue medicine while continuing 
my involvement in the field of clinical epidemiology research 
(evidence-based medicine). Coming into university, I thought 
being a doctor would be the one and only goal for me. However, 
after witnessing the impact of research on current medical 
practices, guidelines, and, ultimately, the lives of patients, I truly 
began to value research and would like to incorporate it into 
my professional life. Maybe, after my MD, I will get a graduate 
degree to expand my research interests, while narrowing 
down which field in medicine I want to pursue in the future.

Also, as part of the inaugural cohort of Wilson Scholars, I want to 
be a leader in the field that I pursue, and continue to be involved 
in the BHSc and Wilson Scholar community in some sort of way.

meet yung Lee, Wilson Leadership Scholar 2016
By: Ashley Lam & Sofía Zhang-Jiang, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018

What have you been up to since you left 
BHSc? What is your role now? How is 
it different from your previous role?

My role has broadened. As the 
Associate Dean of Undergraduate 
Education for the Faculty of Health 
Sciences, I oversee non-health 
professional programs including the 
Bachelor of Health Sciences (Honours) 
(BHSc), Biomedical Discovery and 
Commercialization (BDC) and the new 
Integrated Biomedical Engineering and 
Health Sciences (iBioMed). I no longer 
get involved in the daily matters of 
BHSc, but I still work with Stacey with 
respect to program needs. It has been 
very fun taking on this new role. So far, 
I have had the chance to co-develop 
the iBioMed program and work on the 
Emerging Health Leaders program. 

You have been with the BHSc 
program for so many years. What 
made you want to leave? 

There are opportunities and pieces of 
excitement everywhere, whether they 
are creating new courses or taking 
on new initiatives. It has been fun 
working with both students and staff 
in the BHSc program, but I have been 
in the position for the last 15 years, 
which is way too long. It was time for 
a fresh person. I could have accepted 
the administrative appointment to 
stay with the BHSc program for 
a couple of more years, but with 
any position, 15 years is too long. 

The Assistant Dean role is something 
that should not take 10% of your time. 
It should be taking up 90%. We had 
to look for people who are significantly 
devoted to education to find my 
replacement. While many people are 
devoted to research, you have to think 

more about education in this role. The 
program is in good hands with Stacey. 
We knew her from her previous work in 
the program. She was a first year inquiry 
facilitator and has lots of experience. 

Tell us more about the new Integrated 
Biomedical Engineering and Health 
Sciences (iBioMed) Programming.  

We decided to create the new 
Integrated Biomed program because 
there is a huge gap in Canada. The 
biomedical engineering field is still 
relatively small in Canada and it needs 
to increase to fully explore the new 
opportunities available in the area. 
While a couple of universities have 
started programs, they have not been 
as prevalent in Canada when compared 
to other fields. We have perceived a 
need to train individuals to see the 
problem from both the engineering 
and health sciences disciplines.  

When we talk about health, there 
are so many components that would 
not exist without engineers. Think 
about it. Many aspects of medical 
equipment, such as MRIs, require 
an extensive knowledge of not only 
the health aspects of science but also 
engineering. We are now getting into 
a world that is exploring nanoparticles, 
targeted drug delivery, new kinds 
of vaccination or even antitumour 
therapies that can benefit from the 
innovations in biomedical engineering. 

Engineers will be very happy with the 
inquiry nature of the new program. In 
fact, they do this sort of thing already. 
They usually start with the problem 
and collaborate together to come 
up with solutions. I had the chance 
to interact and work with a couple 
of engineering students during the 

Emerging Health Leaders sessions. We 
also talked to current students in the 
BHSc and Electrical and Biomedical 
Engineering (B.Eng.) programs. We 
reached out to engineering students 
who were taking anatomy, BHSc 
graduates in engineering fields 
and held focus groups to garner 
multiple perspectives.  Courses will 
be developed specifically for the 
incoming students to the program. 

How can students contribute their 
ideas to start new programs or course 
initiatives?  

There is nothing administrative to 
prevent students from providing 
their input.  It is completely possible. 
In fact, some of the great courses 
that we currently have in the BHSc 
program came from students’ ideas. I 
would say that if you have an interest 
and want to see it delivered through 
courses, propose your ideas to Stacey. 
Talk to her and discuss what you 
would want the learning outcomes 
to be. It is through this feedback 
that we are able to gauge student 
interests. Without it, the program has 
no idea what students have in mind.

an interVieW With deL harniSh:
aSSociate dean, undergraduate education, faculty of HealtH ScienceS (fHS)  
Compiled by: Steven Cho, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018
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Currently I’m an Assistant Clinical Professor at McMaster in 
Geriatric and Internal Medicine.  I’ve completed a Fellowship 
in Behavioural Neurology at UCSF, and I’m currently 
enrolled in a Masters in eHealth.  I love dealing with people, 
especially vulnerable populations, and I love learning about 
how complex issues interact within patients and within 
patient populations.  I chose Internal Medicine because of 
the depth of knowledge and comprehensive approach that it 
takes to diagnosing and treating peoples’ ailments.  I chose 
Geriatrics because I love dealing with patients holistically 
in the context of their larger family.  In Geriatrics you get 
to deal with neurologic issues, psychiatric issues, medical 
issues, as well as functional and social work problems.  It 
stretches me to use all of my skills to provide the best care.  
At the same time, elderly patients are very appreciative.  

From the eHealth point of view, I love understanding how 
technology can improve our ability to diagnose, treat, and 
manage patients, but more importantly how technology can 
empower patients to take control of their health and become 
better educated about the interventions and medications that 
can help improve their health.  This is certainly the way of 
the future.

Inquiry is about as real as life gets.  Nothing is black and 
white in the real world.  Identifying learning goals, coming 
up with a process to obtain that knowledge, and then 
understanding when you’ve learned enough to answer your 
question or completed your goals is so important.  It is 
the most valuable skill that I took from my undergraduate 
years.  Maintaining an active brain while learning and not 
just memorizing facts is also important.  We clearly left 
BHSc understanding that there are many different ways 
to learn and approach problems, and selecting the right 
approach for a particular problem is a skill set in itself.  
Being creative in the learning process was also encouraged.  
I think the biggest problems I see in the healthcare system 

today are a result of people not exercising creativity at work, 
and people not being confident enough to take risks.  Those 
are two values that I felt the BHSc Program instilled in us.

If you could give advice to your first year self, what would 
it be (share a personal lesson or tip that you wish you knew 
when you were in first year)?

1. Establish better sleep hygiene earlier in life.
2. Establish better exercise habits early in life.
3. Don’t put so much pressure on yourself to be perfect in all 
aspects of your life.  It takes time, experience, relationships, 
and maturity to gain perspective and be the person you 
ultimately strive to be.  Try to relax and take it all in.
4. Think about your haircuts and facial hair styles.  They will 
come back to haunt you :)

Immediately after leaving the BHSc Program, I realized 
that I had received a valuable experience.  That value has 
only increased in time.  After 13 years passing, I have not 
encountered an educational experience that matched what I 
received in those first three years.  I’m so thankful to Del,   
Mo T (Teresa), Penny, Andrea, Stash, and all the Profs for 
putting their minds, hearts, and souls into creating such an 
amazing experience.

Anything else that you would like to share with the BHSc 
Community (e.g. favourite BHSc/McMaster memory, 
inspirational quote).
-Sean Park should bring the mutton chops back.
-Rich Hilsden should continue to jump off stages like a wild 
man for the rest of his life.

Favourite memories: playing the BHSc coffeehouses, riding 
in the Montreal Maniacs, house crawls, chemistry madness, 
and Chari’s toxicology class…names out of a hat with the 
whole term on the line.

aLumnuS ProFiLe: Sean Park BhSc (honours) class of 2004
a Journey from alumnus to instructor

I graduated from the program in 2004 and had a very 
short flirtation with law school before I dropped out. 
I needed more time away from school to figure out 
what I really wanted to do. Del Harnish, who was the 
Assistant Dean, of the Bachelor of Health Sciences 
(Honours) Program at the time, gave me an office and 
a year to experiment with some new ideas in education. 
I flourished and found an exciting area of research – 
complexity science – that shifted my whole worldview. 
I went to the University of Toronto to do a master’s on 
complexity theory and inquiry-based learning, while 
simultaneously exploring the arts and contemplative 
practices like mindfulness as vehicles of transformation. At 
the time, mindfulness was far from the zeitgeist it is today.

Grad school was tough. I struggled to find folks that 
resonated with my ideas and questions. However, I 
persevered and eventually found a group of academics, 
artists, and therapists to study within a doctoral program 
at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia. My 
time out West was amazing. My interests in philosophy, 
education, the arts, group process, and therapy converged 
in a supportive environment and I really grew as a 
person. I became a writing and research ninja. Following 
my interests against the hope and grain of becoming an 
established, secure professional, strengthened my spirit 
and resolve to be true to the questions I was asking.

Reality hit hard after graduating with my PhD in 
2014. I struggled for a while to find scraps of work and 

define my place in the job market. I started to figure 
out how to translate and transfer my skills in research, 
writing, coaching, leadership development, curriculum 
design, and the arts to new areas. I do freelance writing 
and research, teach mindfulness at UofT, manage a 
fellowship at MaRS Discovery District in Toronto, and 
do creativity coaching on the side. In a world where 
career paths are much less defined, I now recognize 
the challenge as one of crafting a unique career out of 
my many skills and an openness to being shaped by 
unexpected opportunities. The adventure continues.

HTH SCI 3QA3 Qualitative Research Methods in 
Health is going to be really exciting. We will be exploring 
the richness of narrative, the complicated intersection 
of self and culture, the creative and sensuous world of 
the arts, and the play of language – all in relationship 
to self, other, health and research. I think the arts and 
humanities are deep wells of practical knowledge about 
how to conduct and communicate research. Looking 
at the world qualitatively is a very different paradigm 
from the one that privileges empirical objectivity over 
meaning and experience. Qualitative research places us, 
the researchers, more at the centre of the process and 
creatively complicates the personal, cultural, institutional, 
linguistic, socio-political, and spiritual dimensions of 
health. Students will have an opportunity to dive deep into 
a methodology and teach it to the class as part of a group, 
while also working on developing a real research proposal.

aLumnuS ProFiLe: richard SZtramko
BHSc claSS of 2003 

Compiled by: Andrea Phair, Academic Program Advisor/Curriculum Coordinator, BHSc (Honours) Program
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Since graduating from the BHSc (Honours) Program, 
what have you been up to? 
After graduating in 2015, I returned to McMaster 
to do a 5th year of courses, which was an awesome 
decision! I was able to take so many interesting courses, 
conduct a second large research project with my thesis 
supervisor, and explore many different opportunities 
I could pursue after my undergraduate education. In 
the fall of 2016 I began my MA in Music and Health 
Sciences at the University of Toronto, which has been an 
awesome fusion of my two interests: music and health. 

What plans do you have for the future?
I plan on working towards my clinical certification so that 
I can practice as a Neurologic Music Therapist, and I am 
also going to pursue a second MA degree through Queen’s 
University: MA of Entrepreneurship and Innovation, in 
the Community Health stream. I will also continue to 
teach Music Health and the Community at McMaster, 
both the initial course and the practicum component (part 
two). 

How would you describe the courses that you are 
currently instructing? 
HTH SCI 4D03 Music, Health and the Community is 
an interdisciplinary course that provides a broad overview 
of music and health, music therapy, and the importance 
and benefits of intergenerational interactions. Students 
in this course complete one month of community 
programming with an elementary school and a retirement 
home/long-term care facility in a Hamilton community 
through the Hamilton Intergenerational Music Program. 
HTH SCI 4W03 is the Practicum component, where 
students who have completed 4D03 work in the 
community for three months. The in-class component 
consists of student facilitated discussions on a research 
topic of their choice that is related to the program.  

How did you start the Hamilton Intergenerational 
Music Program? 
The Hamilton Intergenerational Music Program began as a 
4X03 initiative – I joined a tutorial that was looking at doing 
some musical activities. We spent lots of time refining our 
ideas, and ended up running a ‘pilot’ program towards the 
end of that school year. During my fifth year, I continued 
to run programming, and it was during this year that the 

program took 
on its current 
s t r u c t u r e . 

How did BHSc 
facilitate this 
opportunity?
I believe that it 
was through the 
4X03 structure 
(which many 
would argue is 
actually quite 
un-structured) 
that allowed 
us to explore 
our own 
interests, the 
needs of the greater community, and ultimately come up 
with the idea for the program. This course is unique to 
the BHSc (Honours) Program, and in another program 
we may not have had the same opportunity to be 
creative and come up with such a meaningful project.
The BHSc (Honours) Program has also been instrumental in 
the continuation of the program, and its transformation into 
a BHSc course. Without the support from Stacey, Margaret 
and the rest of the BHSc team, I would not have been 
able to continue to engage Hamilton seniors and students 
together in the Hamilton Intergenerational Music Program.  

What is one take-away that you have learned in 
establishing the Hamilton Intergenerational Music 
Program? 
I have learned so much throughout this entire process, it 
is really hard to pick one take-home or take-away message. 
One overarching lesson I have learned is that if you are 
passionate about something, do everything you can to 
continue to pursue it. I saw first-hand the benefits to the 
community that the Hamilton Intergenerational Music 
Program was bringing, and by exploring opportunities 
to continue this venture I was able to ensure that 
Hamilton communities (and McMaster students) could 
continue to engage in the program, and benefit from it. 
If you asked me a year ago, I would have said that since 
I was moving to Toronto there is no way I could have 
continued to run the Hamilton Intergenerational Music 

aLumna ProFiLe: cheLSea mackinnon 
BhSc (honours) class of 2015

compiled by: tiffany Got, BhSc (honours), class of 2018

Program. Today, I am so thankful that I explored this 
possibility, and am even more thankful for the incredible 
support from the BHSc Program, music program, 
and the Hamilton Wentworth District School Board.  

How has your experience of teaching BHSc students 
been? What has inspired you about the process? What 
has surprised you?
I teach 4D03/4W03 on Wednesday evenings in 
Hamilton, and I usually have 8:00am class on Thursday 
mornings in Toronto. Every week, I wake up on 
Thursdays feeling so refreshed and motivated, and it 
is totally due to spending the night before working 
with my students at McMaster. Teaching a group of 
such motivated, innovative and inquisitive students 
is truly a pleasure. I am inspired every week by their 
enthusiasm, and genuine drive to be the best they can be.  

What do you hope students gain from this course? 
I am in a very unique position as the instructor of this 
course. I recently completed my Bachelor of Health Sciences 
(Honours) degree at McMaster, and now am in a role where 
I contribute to students’ undergraduate education. As such, 
I have set up certain assignments and course structures 
to ‘fill a gap’ that I perceived when I was completing my 
degree. I hope that by the end of the course, students have 
an appreciation for the importance of giving back to the 
community in which they live and learn. Structures don’t 
function without community, and it is important for each 
of us to contribute to both. Finally, I hope that students 
gain an understanding of the rich links between music and 
health, and I hope to inspire them to pursue their passions.   

What experience has impacted you the most during 
your time in the BHSc (Honours) Program? 
I think that I recognized my ‘most impactful BHSc 
experience’ after leaving the program. I did not realize what 
a unique learning environment I had been immersed in at 

McMaster. I have 
yet to find a group 
of students who 
are so invested 
in their own 
education, and 
so dedicated to 
their schoolwork. 
I truly miss being 
surrounded by 
215 like-minded 
i n d i v i d u a l s 
who constantly 
pushed me to 
do my very best. 

What would you have done differently during your 
BHSc experience?
I think my only regret during my undergrad was doing 
things just because all of my classmates seemed to be doing 
them. Did I really need to spend the summer after second 
year writing the MCAT? I thought at the time I did, because 
all of my friends were! Looking back, I could have spent 
that time on an adventure that was really meaningful to me. 

What advice do you have for current BHSc students? 
Although this is much easier said than done, I think it is 
so important to tell students to not compare themselves to 
their peers. Instead, devote that energy to being confident 
in your own personal adventures, accomplishments, and 
interests. Looking back, it was very stressful to think about 
my own life compared to my classmates. It is true that you 
are surrounded by an incredible group of accomplished 
individuals in BHSc – I wish I had recognized that I 
was just as accomplished as all of my friends, earlier! 
I would tell current BHSc students to be confident in 
themselves, to recognize their own personal strengths, and 
to embrace their weaknesses (because we all have them).
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Could you tell us about who you are and what you have been 
up to since graduating from the BHSc (Honours) Program? 

Since graduating, I have been pursuing a career as a global 
health researcher. I study the role that international law and 
institutions can play in addressing global health challenges. 
My work comes from an understanding that our society can 
collectively take proactive measures to improve people’s health 
in Canada and around the world. When I was a BHSc student, 
I had the good fortune to work with the incredible John Lavis 
on health policy research. My very first research project as a 
research assistant with John was focused on the use of research 
evidence among health professionals and policymakers in low- 
and middle-income countries. It was such an eye-opener to 
learn about how health needs differ across countries and how 
certain policies can be differentially effective depending on 
the context in which they are implemented. I did not go into 
BHSc planning to pursue a career in research. In the program, 
I learned about the power of ideas and I thought that I could 
help by contributing to those ideas around what kind of actions 
are needed to improve health. Initially, my intention was to 
focus on the Canadian context. While this still remains a great 
interest, I became captivated by the reality that there is even 
more to be done outside of Canada. I had the opportunity to 
do an internship at the World Health Organization (WHO) in 
my last year of BHSc, during which time it was so interesting 
to suddenly talk about a billion people at a time rather than 33 
million Canadians. I do not mean to diminish the importance 
of focusing on Canadian health policy; in fact, in my role as 
the Scientific Director of the Canadian Institutes for Health 
Research’s (CIHR’s) Institute of Population and Public Health, 
most of my work is focused on the Canadian context. But there 
was something exciting about thinking of the potential impact 
of research on billions of people rather than millions of people. 

I had always been interested in law, governance and decision-
making processes. After BHSc, I went to law school to 
gain skills and an analytical lens to think through policy, 
regulatory and legal issues in a systematic way. I did my PhD 
in health policy, got a doctorate in law, and from there got 
a professorial job at the University of Ottawa. More recently 
since August 1, 2017, I have also been working as the Scientific 
Director of CIHR’s Institute of Population and Public 
Health. In this role, I am one of the people leading Canada’s 
principal health research funding agency. I work with health 
researchers to set the next priorities for research funding and 
try to help get their research into policymaking processes. 

What have you taken away from the BHSc (Honours)  
Program?

I gained so much 
from the program, 
both professionally 
and personally. First 
of all, the chance 
to work directly 
with professors like 
John Lavis gave me 
the opportunity 
to explore the 
very cutting-edge 
of research. I first 
met John in an 
interview to be his 
research assistant 
and we have been 
working together 
consistently for the last 12 years. The kind of work people 
like John are doing is world-class, which represents the 
highest quality of work that researchers should be aspiring 
to achieve. The opportunity to work and contribute to 
this kind of cutting-edge research allowed me to learn 
from the best and try to emulate that in my own work. 

I also learned from the program that in certain cases rules 
are meant to be negotiated. There are always program 
requirements, prerequisites and various guidelines on the way 
things are supposed to happen. Sometimes they can hold you 
back. Del Harnish always encouraged us to chart our own 
futures. For example, BHSc gave me the opportunity to argue 
for and successfully get exceptions to program requirements. 
Del encouraged this attitude that rules are sometimes there 
for a reason, but those reasons are not always present in every 
situation. Of course as a lawyer, I take the rule as a starting 
point. But I am definitely open to the idea that sometimes rules 
should not apply in certain situations. Rules are created for a 
general set of circumstances that do not apply in many cases. 
I am comfortable being the exception and arguing for that 
exception. This applies all the time whenever someone tells me 
that something is not allowed according to the rules. First, I will 
ask, ‘what rule’?  Second, ‘who sets the rule’? And third, ‘should 
that rule apply to this situation’?  I am appreciative of BHSc for 
giving me my first experience at trying to navigate around rules 
when they do not make sense for the given circumstances. I am 
not a rule breaker, but I know that rules are there for a purpose. 
In my last year in the program, I went to Geneva to intern 
at the WHO. I made a case that being in that environment 
would be an enriching experience and how I could make it 
work while achieving the underlying objectives of the program.

aLumnuS ProFiLe: SteVen hoFFman
BHSc claSS of 2007
Compiled by: Steven Cho, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018

It also came up in other contexts along the way. I remember when 
I was in law school; I was applying to a joint master’s program.  
Unfortunately, I did not meet any of its admission requirements. 
But I argued my case. I had not taken enough economics, but I 
took a half course in health economics. I did not speak French 
but I argued to the admissions committee that I could speak 
‘science’.  I did not take a course in politics but I explained my 
research experience with John Lavis who was cross-appointed to 
McMaster’s department of political science. BHSc taught me to 
be bold and to try to chart my own path. Recently, I applied for 
the role of Scientific Director of CIHR’s Institute of Population 
and Public Health. I am the youngest person to ever serve as a 
CIHR Scientific Director, but this was a job that I thought I 
could do well and I thought it would be helpful for CIHR to 
have a younger perspective with a different background. So I 
decided to give it a shot and I guess I got it by making a case for 
myself. Having the confidence to challenge the existing norms 
on what one expects or how things should be, is something 
that I can definitely credit to the BHSc (Honours) Program. 

What is your advice to students who may be uncertain about 
their career path? 

Early in my career, I made the effort to undertake a diverse range 
of experiences. I wanted to see what it would be like to do research, 
to have a post in government, to be employed by an NGO and 
to work in industry. I tried to seek out those different experiences 
so that I could make an informed decision about my future. 
My advice would be to expose yourself to different experiences. 
Personally, many of my experiences were from extracurricular 

activities that allowed me to gain leadership, organizational and 
management skills. I would advise BHSc students to explore 
a diverse range of possibilities. For example, try to see what it 
is like to be a practicing doctor, to work in business or to do 
research. Try and see what works for the life you want to live. 

I also think mentorship is absolutely critical for pursing careers. 
My advice for students is to find a mentor who cares about them, 
challenges them and hopefully thinks of them when opportunities 
arrive in their inbox. Most people can be good mentors in the 
right circumstances, but students should try to find someone 
who they can connect with and can create a mutually supportive 
relationship over a period of time. It does not have to be a professor. 
It can be someone in the athletics program, a supervisor at a 
part-time job, or family friends. The key is to surround yourself 
with a group of people who are there to give advice and support. 

Where do you see yourself in the next couple of years? What 
will you be doing? 

I think I will continue my role as a researcher who is trying to 
contribute to ideas around how we can solve big global health 
challenges. I became really excited with the power of ideas in 
BHSc and still remain so by the same thinking. I believe that I 
can contribute something, especially since there is so much work 
to be done in global health. Our current thinking on how we 
govern the globe is not yet producing the equitable results that 
reflect our values and the world in which I think we would all 
like to live in. It is not enough to do more of the same — we will 
need to innovate our approaches. I hope to contribute to that.

McMaster iGEM is an undergraduate team for the International 
Genetically Engineered Machine (iGEM) competition in synthetic 
biology. We are a student-run team supported by Hamilton 
Health Sciences, the McMaster Faculties of Health Sciences and 
Science as well as the Department of Biotechnology. Each year, 
we design and develop a project within the field of synthetic 
biology. During the school year, we work on the project design 
and modeling components, human applications of our project, 
as well as synthetic biology education and community outreach 
events. During the summer, we work on our project in the lab.

The culmination of our work is presented at the Giant Jamboree 
each year in Boston – an international conference on synthetic 
biology, where undergraduate teams and speakers from around 

the globe share their ideas, knowledge, and accomplishments. 
This past year was our second year attending the conference, 
and first year formally competing. Last year we explored the 
automation of protein production and harvesting in E. coli 
using multi-chromatic light, and this year our team won bronze 
at the conference for our work on designing lactic acid bacteria 
as a targeted immunotherapy for gastrointestinal cancers.

McMaster iGEM is still in its infancy as a club, and we are 
excited to have earned international recognition in our first 
year of formal competition. Moving forward we plan to 
continue pursuing excellence in research, as well as expand 
the scope of our projects and outreach, demonstrating the 
importance and potential of synthetic biology research.
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The Wandering Nerve
Known informally as the “wandering nerve”, the vagus 
nerve roams throughout the body, forming a vast network 
of fibres that allows communication to occur between 
vital organs and the brain. Its tendrils extend to the 
heart, lungs, and digestive tract, conveying information 
back to the brain about the internal state of the body. 
The vagus nerve also has a more evolved component 
that senses environmental signals related to emotion 
and safety. In response to an environment with no 
immediate threat, this component promotes the body’s 
emotion-socialization behaviours through a ventral vagus 
nervous branch. Altogether, the vagus nerve contributes 
to a moment-to-moment “picture” of the body by 
communicating internal and environmental sensations to 
the brain. This picture is used to react to the body’s needs.

An Incomplete Picture
In individuals with eating disorders, the dorsal vagus 
nerve sends persistent stressful sensory information 
to the brain, resulting in symptoms such as low heart 
rate and blood pressure, blunted hormonal regulation, 
anxiety, depression, and cognitive impairment. The 
ventral vagus nerve (which is responsible for social 
engagement) is under active, resulting in introversion, 
and feeling unsafe in social situations. This condition 
is only exacerbated by a dysfunctional insula, which 

takes in and interprets all internal and environmental 
signals from the vagus nerve to show a complete picture 
of the body to the brain. With a dysfunctional insula, 
the picture sent to the body is incomplete. As a result, 
people with eating disorders experience a variety of 
maladaptive reactions, including a reduced sense of 
taste, lack of integration of feelings with thoughts, 
and an inability to interpret the body as it actually is. 

The Need for a Body-Mind Intervention 
A successful treatment for eating disorders must treat 
both the physical and environmental interpretations 
of stress — reducing the body’s physical reactions to 
long-term stress signals as well as promoting a more 
complete picture of the body’s moment-to-moment 
state from the vagus nerve and insula. Thus, body-
mind interventions can serve this purpose by creating 
a sense of physical and environmental calmness.

The MEDYTATE Study 
Katarina Poletto, Richard Filc, and Dr. Parmjit Singh, 
researchers from the Faculty of Health Sciences and 
the Faculty of Psychology, Neuroscience & Behaviour, 
examined the benefits of yoga and tai chi for eating 
disorders. To conduct the MEDYTATE study 
(Meditation for Eating Disorders: Yoga and Tai chi’s 
Associative Therapeutic Effect) researchers recruited

A team of researchers from the Faculty of Health Sciences and the Faculty of Psychology, Neuroscience & Behaviour 
at McMaster University are exploring yoga and tai chi as a unique body-mind intervention for eating disorders.

participants who were16 years or older with a historical 
diagnosis of anorexia, bulimia, or other eating disorder 
in a community setting. Participants engaged in weekly 
90-minute classes of either yoga or tai chi, administered 
over 10 weeks. Questionnaires assessing clinical 
outcomes and participant experience were completed at 
baseline, intervention completion, and one month after 
intervention completion. Participants in the tai chi group 
were led by an experienced instructor through standardized 
movements intended to soothe and balance physical and 
mental states. Participants in the yoga group were led by 
a trained instructor through a trauma-sensitive yoga series 
that emphasized the development of mindfulness skills 
through gentle exploration of physical sensation. In both 
interventions, students were able to modify movements 
according to their own comfort level within a safe practice 
space, an environment that is essential to reducing stress 
and promoting vagal function. 

MEDYTATE Results
Overall eating disorder score, restraint behaviours, and 
eating and shape concerns were significantly reduced 
by the end of the intervention period in both the tai chi 
and yoga groups. The researchers also observed a 24% 
significant reduction in depression (they dropped from a 
category of “severely depressed to “moderately depressed”) 
in both groups, with some moderate improvements 
in participants’ overall mindfulness. By the end of the 
intervention period, participants in both groups felt that 
mindfulness techniques helped increase their health and 
mood. Participants reported a variety of benefits from their 
mindfulness practice, including learning skills to relax 

when feeling stressed, relief from food concerns, better 
comprehension of yoga, and feeling more connected to 
their bodies. Of note, these results were presented at the 
Symposium on Yoga Research which took place at the 
Kripalu Center, USA for Yoga & Health in association 
with the International Association of Yoga Therapists 
(IAYT). 

Poletto, Filc, and Singh’s findings show how body-mind 
therapies such as yoga and tai chi can be used to treat 
the physical and mental manifestations of symptoms that 
occur in eating disorders. Despite the scope of this study as 
a pilot, this study paves a promising direction for clinicians 
to consider recommending body-mind interventions, 
including yoga and tai chi, as an adjunctive therapy 
to conventional treatment for eating disorders. More 
research is needed to guide clinical recommendations.

Above all, the MEDYTATE study demonstrates that 
body-mind therapy has the potential to help people who 
struggle with eating disorders take the reins on their 
own healing process by developing and re-establishing 
connections to their bodies. 

For more information, you can contact either Katarina 
Poletto (katarinapoletto@gmail.com) or Richard Filc 
(filcr@mcmaster.ca, or richfilc@gmail.com).

References
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medytate Study: 
Body-mind interventions for eating disorders
By: Diana Chu, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018

Chronic myeloid leukemia (CML) is a slow progressing 
disease most commonly affecting those over the age of 50 
(1,2). In this disease, the immature blood cells proliferate 
uncontrollably due to the presence of an abnormal 
chromosome 22 called the Philadelphia (Ph) chromosome 
(1–3). Myelogenous leukemias affect the development 
of the myeloid lineage cells, which includes red blood 
cells; platelets; and neutrophil, basophil, eosinophil, and 
macrophage white blood cells (WBCs) (Figure 1) (1,3). The 
chimeric BCR-ABL fusion gene located at chromosome 
22q11.2 is found to have oncogenic property, causing 
immunodeficiency, anemia, and excess bleeding or bruising 
(1). CML progression can be classified into three phases: 
chronic phase, accelerated phase, and blast crisis. These 
stages are based upon the number of immature WBCs in the 

bone marrow or blood (4). The natural progression of the 
disease from the benign chronic phase to the rapidly fatal 
blast crisis occurs within 3-5 years (2).
Figure 1. The differentiation of hematopoietic stem cells
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Prior to the advent of current treatment in 2001, only one 
in three patients survived past five years post-diagnosis (5). It 
was discovered in the 1980s that the Ph chromosome caused 
the body to produce an abnormal constitutively active form of 
an enzyme called the tyrosine kinase (TK). The TK was then 
found to stimulate uncontrolled WBC growth, which allowed 
researchers to develop a TK-targeting treatment for CML. 
Research labs started screening compounds that suppressed 
the abnormal TK, leading to the discovery of a compound 
called STI 571, later imatinib. In 1998, imatinib entered 
its first human trial as a TK inhibitor (TKI). Imatinib was 
approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) as the 
first-generation first-line CML treatment in 2001 (5). Because 
TKIs act on the abnormal enzyme and not the gene on the Ph 
chromosome, they do not cure the disease where patients are 
in stable remission without therapy (6,7). Rather, it controls 
the disease in the long term with continuous use (6–9).

Figure 2. The mechanism of TKIs with imatinib as an example.

The treatment exhibited an 83% five-year survival rate, 
significantly improving the prognosis of patients diagnosed 
with CML (10). A journal article published in March 2017 
reported 83% 10-year survival rates (6,7). However, advanced 
phases of CML show significantly decreased response to 
imatinib monotherapy and higher relapse rate (10). Since 
2001, CML cases that are not treatable with imatinib has 
driven the development of other imatinib-derived medications.

Imatinib was the first highly successful targeted cancer 
therapy, driving subsequent studies that identified imatinib 
resistance mechanisms and designed subsequent second- and 
third- generation CML medications. Nilotinib, dasatinib, and 
bosutinib are second-generation TKIs that work similarly to 
imatinib, but are more potent and selective in targeting the 
CML-associated abnormal TK with their own subtleties (10–
12). For example, mutations to the Ph chromosome that are 
resistant to dasatinib and nilotinib can be sensitive to bosutinib 
(13). Therefore, these second-generation medications are 
effective in treating advanced phases and imatinib-resistant 
chronic phases, or they can act as second-line treatments (10–
13). Finally, ponatinib is the third-generation TKI that targets 
all mutations that are resistant to other TKIs (10,11,14–16).

Imatinib development altered the direction of research in cancer 
therapy by establishing the legitimacy of personalized therapies. 
It served as a model for the development of treatments for other 
cancers, shifting therapy options to treatment targets specific to 

different cancer types. The future of cancer therapy is promising. 

With the improving genetic technology, thousands of gene 
expressions can be simultaneously measured, allowing a high-
throughput platform for drug research and development (17). 
For example, next generation sequencing (NGS) can sequence 
a person’s entire genome within one day (18). With more 
precise diagnosis using NGS, the treatment of various cancers, 
including CML, can be targeted to a specific mutation. NGS can 
also systemically study cancer genomes and drastically improve 
the database of candidate genes contributing to cancer (18).

Additionally, research and technology has advanced to a point 
where oncoviruses are entering clinical trial stages; viral vaccines 
may one day be used to combat cancer by targeting the gene 
to cure the disease. Furthermore, the development of mainly 
cancer-targeting oral agents minimizes the invasiveness and 
systemic side effects associated with classical cancer therapies.

The prognosis for patients with chronic phase CML is 
already remarkable. With the improving technology aiding 
research for treatment development for CML, as well as 
many other cancers, patients in the accelerated phase and 
blast crisis may also one day soon witness complete remission.
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The Bachelor of Health Sciences (Honours) 
Program fosters lifelong learning among 
its students by encouraging feedback, 
evaluation and experimentation. The 
BHSc (Honours) Program leads by 
example and operates in accordance with 
this ethos. For example, BHSc courses 
are continually refined to reflect students’ 
learning styles, interests and needs. This 
innovative spirit was showcased this year 
in the HTH SCI 4ZZ3 (Global Health 
Advocacy) course, which was updated 
for the Fall 2016 academic session.

HTH SCI 4ZZ3 seeks to foster students’ 
appreciation of the complexity of 
contemporary global health challenges 
and the means by which actors can 
address them. Accordingly, course content 
spanned a diversity of health system 
issues, ranging from refugee health to 
art-based advocacy. Furthermore, course 
content was often student-driven through 
student-led, weekly problem-based 
learning sessions and contemporary issue 
presentations. This structure provided 
students with the flexibility to explore 
issues of interest or timely health topics.

Amongst the changes in HTH SCI 4ZZ3, 
the capstone project, the Health Advocacy 
Workshop (HAW), stood out for its 
engaging format. HAW is an experiential 
learning project, which partners small 
groups with a global health organization. 
Over the course of a semester, the student 
group addresses a research question 
developed in conjunction with the partner 
organization. The project culminates in 
the production of a research memo. The 
student groups also have the opportunity 
to work on additional projects such 
as community engagement activities.  

For their HAW projects, the student 
groups undertook the following projects:
1. Partner organization: Health Impact Fund 
The Health Impact Fund (HIF) is a 
proposed solution for incentivizing 
pharmaceutical research and development 
for drugs that would have a large impact 
on reducing health burden. This student 
group researched global health advocacy 
strategies targeted towards the mass 
public that would raise awareness and 
engender support for the program. This 
group was involved in an additional 
community engagement project of 
creating a promotional video for HIF. 
2. Partner organization: 53rd week 
The 53rd week is a non-profit organization 
that seeks to promote responsible short-
term volunteering abroad through 
advocacy, research and partnership. This 
student group researched reforms to 
the Ontario medical school admission 
process that could encourage responsible 
volunteering in the pre-medical student 
body. This group was involved in an 
additional project of conceptualizing 
a potential study to assess perceptions 
regarding short-term volunteerism. 
3. Partner organization: 
Partners in Health Canada
Partners in Health (PIH) is a non-profit 
global health organization that addresses 
health inequities through service, research 
and training. This student group researched 
the outcomes of foreign donation to the 
public versus the private sector in Haiti. 
Their research memo included case 
studies of operations run by PIH in Haiti. 

The HAW presented an unparalleled 
learning opportunity to students. 
Each group was able to gain an insider 
perspective into the operations of their 

partner organization and the environments 
in which they operated. Beyond learning 
about or discussing principles of global 
health advocacy from a theoretical 
perspective, students were able to apply 
their knowledge in a real-world setting. 
By engaging with the challenges of global 
health advocacy, students gained firsthand 
insight into its complexity. Furthermore, 
students were continually challenged to 
draw upon  novel resources, modes of 
thinking and skills. The fact that many of 
the student groups have chosen to remain 
involved with their partner organization 
after the course has ended attests to 
the value of this learning opportunity.  

Spearheading the changes to HTH SCI 
4ZZ3 were course instructors Matthew 
Hughsam (BHSc Honours Class of 
2016) and Jake Hirsch-Allen. The 
complementary and multidisciplinary 
perspectives brought by the instructors 
enriched the course. Jake has experience 
in international criminal law, intellectual 
property law, entrepreneurship, software 
development and education. In addition, 
Matthew has worked in the field of 
global health innovation across academia, 
healthcare organizations, non-profits, 
and in government. Most importantly, 
both instructors had a clear passion 
for nurturing the next generation of 
global health advocates. Given the 
focus on professional development, 
students finish the course excited and 
empowered about global health advocacy. 

Ultimately, the effort invested into updating 
the HTH SCI 4ZZ3 course has translated 
into the creation of a deeply rewarding 
learning opportunity for students. 

Mikey Prosserman, Founder and Executive Director of Unity Charity, sharing about creative and arts-based advocacy approaches.
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and 7 post-infection. In short, the vaccine was effective in 
reducing up to 95% of bacterial shedding upon challenge. 
There was also a reduction in pathology in the vaccinated 
group following Chlamydia infection. Specifically, we 
looked for the presence of hydrosalpinx, the dilation of the 
oviducts, which has been correlated with infertility. During 
Chlamydia infection, the induced inflammation contributes 
to oviduct fibrosis, which promotes tubal fluid build-up and 
results in hydrosalpinx. Since BD584 vaccination reduced the 
bacterial load in mice, we expected reduced inflammation, 
less fibrosis, less oviduct blockage, less fluid-build up in 
the oviducts, and ultimately less hydrosalpinx. In fact, we 
saw an 80% reduction of hydrosalpinx in vaccinated mice. 

What steps still need to be taken before getting the vaccine 
from the pre-clinical stage to clinical development? 
There are several questions that still need to be answered 
before our vaccine can go to clinical trials. One of them is to 
determine the effectiveness of our vaccine against the human 
pathogen C. trachomatis. In the original study, we tested 
the effectiveness of our vaccine in mice challenged with C. 
muridarum. In order for the vaccine to be taken to clinical 
trials, we need to show that our vaccine is also effective in 
reducing infection in animal models that are challenged with 
C. trachomatis – and that’s what I’m working on right now. 

What has been the most challenging aspect of your 
research process?
This project is heavy on vaccine immunology but the 
research is not being conducted in a vaccine lab or an 
immunology lab. Some might call us a biochemistry lab 
or a virology lab or a microbiology lab – but we’re not a 
vaccine immunology lab. It’s difficult for me to know 
if certain ideas are reasonable because I’m not given the 
guidance that most graduate students would have if they 
were in a lab that’s specific to vaccine immunology. So, in 
a sense, I’ve basically been going rogue with this vaccine 
business, while other graduate students in this lab are 
working on cloning and designing therapeutics for other 
infectious agents - something quite different from vaccine 
immunology research. It’s difficult to ask for and receive 
the feedback that I need in order for my research to move 
forward as fast as possible, and as smooth as possible.  
I say the lack of direction is a challenge I face as being a 
part of this project, but I also argue that it has provided 
me with rewarding opportunities. Because I’m left on 
my own, I’m given more control over my learning and 
progress; I learned to rely on myself instead of someone 
else to gather the information that I need to move forward. 

What led you to an interest in Chlamydia vaccine 
research?

I was enrolled in a third year immunology course, HTHSCI 
3I03. Basically, I loved the course. I liked the idea of 
being able to manipulate human physiology to prevent 
a disease rather than treating human physiology after a 
disease had already occurred. The prevention aspect really 
resonated with me. I also got involved with this lab in 
my third year, and stayed during my fourth year. At that 
time, I was working on influenza therapeutics. Later, the 
idea of a new Chlamydia vaccine was being developed 
and I thought that sounded more interesting than what 
I was doing. So, I decided to switch from designing 
influenza therapeutics to Chlamydia vaccine research.  

Were there any courses that you took or skills that 
you learned during your time in the BHSc (Honours) 
Program that helped with your research?
The skills that I developed through problem-based learning 
in the BHSc (Honours) Program definitely helped. The 
main goal of inquiry courses is to learn to work backwards – 
and that’s essentially what I’m doing now. Although I didn’t 
start with extensive knowledge about vaccine immunology, 
I decided I was ready to get involved with testing a novel 
Chlamydia vaccine. I gained knowledge through the 
research process. Similarly in inquiry courses, a particular 
problem is first given to you up front. You then learn to ask 
questions to find out what information needs to be gathered; 
you learn to develop strategies to obtain that information to 
solve the problem. With Chlamydia vaccine research, I am 
constantly engaging in real-world problem-based learning.

Do you have any advice for undergraduate students who 
have just begun their research careers? 
Don’t limit yourself to a particular field or to a particular 
lab. Try working under different principal investigators, 
in different types of fields, and with different types of 
research. For example, if you’ve been involved with wet lab 
research, try engaging in clinical research or try conducting 
a systematic review. By doing so, you’ll learn to appreciate 
the different ways that science can be done. I mean, there 
are core principles in science that everyone should follow, 
but there are different ways of conducting research. Getting 
exposed to those different approaches can help with your 
way of thinking and broaden the range of skills that you 
develop. Expose yourself to different aspects of research 
– I think that’s the most important advice I can give to 
anyone who’s interested in pursuing a career in research.  

To learn more about BD584, please read: Bulir D, Liang 
S, Lee A, Chong S, Simms E, Stone C et al. Immunization 
with chlamydial type III secretion antigens reduces vaginal 
shedding and prevents fallopian tube pathology following live 
C.  muridarum challenge. Vaccine. 2016;34(34):3979-3985.
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a looK into cHlaMydia vaccine reSearcH
By: Kimberley Lau, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017

In 2016, a group of McMaster University researchers 
developed a Chlamydia vaccine that incorporated a novel 
chlamydial antigen, BD584. The vaccine was effective 
in reducing infection in a female mouse model and their 
study was published in the journal Vaccine. Recently, 
I got a chance to sit down with one of the co-authors to 
discuss his experience with Chlamydia vaccine research. 
Below is the slightly modified transcription of the 
interview I had with Steven Liang, McMaster University 
PhD candidate and BHSc (Honours), Class of 2014.

Why is there 
a need for a 
C h l a m y d i a 
vaccine?
There are different 
reasons why 
a Chlamydia 
vaccine is needed. 
Currently, we have 
antibiotics against 
C. trachomatis, 
the species of 
Chlamydia that 
causes disease in 
humans, which we 
can easily give to 
people who have 
an eye or genital 
infection. However, access to these antibiotics is limited 
in some places – specifically in the less developed world. 
Trachoma, an eye infection caused by C. trachomatis, 
is one of the leading causes of infectious blindness. As 
antibiotics are difficult to access in many developing areas, 
a vaccine would offer a relatively cheap but effective way to 
immunize people to Chlamydia and reduce the incidence 
of trachoma. That is not to say a Chlamydia vaccine is 
not needed in the developed world, where antibiotics are 
readily available. C. trachomatis is one of the most common 
sexually transmitted bacterial pathogens in the developed 
world. While we have access to antibiotics, most infected 
individuals present asymptomatically, particularly women. 
In the absence of noticeable symptoms, people will not 
request treatment – that’s when the situation becomes very 
problematic.  In women, genital chlamydial infection can 
lead to pathology in the upper genital tract, often in the 
form of pelvic inflammatory disease, which can scar the 
fallopian tubes and cause ectopic pregnancy or tubal factor 
related infertility. The insidious nature of C. trachomatis 

warrants the need for an effective Chlamydia vaccine. 

Can you tell me more about BD584 and the process of 
how it was developed? 
Initially, we were studying the type III secretion system 
(T3SS) utilized by Chlamydia pneumoniae, a different 
species of Chlamydia that causes lung infection. Briefly, the 
T3SS is a complex infection apparatus that is employed by 
many pathogenic bacteria, including Chlamydia species, 
to survive in the host environment. It employs a needle-
like structure that bridges the Chlamydia membrane 
with the host cell membrane. Once this connection has 
been formed, virulent effector proteins are secreted from 
the Chlamydia cell into the host cell cytosol, and they 
act to modify the intracellular environment to make it 
more suitable for Chlamydia survival. As this system is 
highly conserved across Chlamydia species, we used the 
knowledge from our studies on C. pneumoniae to develop 
a vaccine that induces the production of antibodies 
that might neutralize surface-exposed proteins that are 
essential for T3SS activity in other species of Chlamydia. 
Specifically, our vaccine antigen, BD584, is a stitched up 
version of three T3SS proteins (1) CopB, (2) CopD, and 
(3) CT584. CopB and CopD are translocators, which are 
secreted chlamydial proteins that produce a pore in the host 
cell membrane through which the needle-like structure 
then enters, while CT584 was thought to be a needle tip 
protein. We think immunization with BD584 produces 
antibodies against these proteins, essentially blocking the 
T3SS from interacting with host cells. As a result, this would 
prevent the secretion of effectors into the host cytosol and 
render Chlamydia inviable within the host environment. 

How effective is the vaccine?
I would say it’s pretty effective in the mouse model against 
C. muridarum, the Chlamydia species that causes disease 
in mice, when compared to other subunit vaccines in 
the field. To test the effectiveness of our vaccine against 
Chlamydia infection, we looked at two groups of five mice 
– one group received two immunizations of BD584 and 
CpG, which is an adjuvant, and the other group received 
only phosphate-buffered saline, which acted as our control 
group. All mice then received an intravaginal challenge of 
C. muridarum. During the course of infection, we took 
vaginal swabs periodically and quantified the level of 
bacterial DNA that was there, which is indicative of the 
level of the bacterial load present. We saw a significant 
decrease in the number of bacteria in the vaccinated 
group compared to the unvaccinated group on days 3, 5 
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As another school year comes to a close, we congratulate our 
first year students for completing their first year in the BHSc 
(Honours) Program, while we bid farewell to our graduating 
fourth year students. Here’s what a few first year students had to 
say about their experience so far in the BHSc (Honours) Program 
and what they’re looking forward to in the years to come: 

“I was lucky to attend a very small, 
tight-knit high school, and my time 
in BHSc so far has been marked by a 
similarly strong sense of community. 
The most notable parts of my 
experience since September have 
been the relationships I’ve built with 
instructors and other students; the 
upperclassmates in particular have 
gone above and beyond in making 
me and other first years feel welcome. 
I look forward to continue being an 

active part of the Health Sciences community by meeting and 
strengthening my relationships with even more of the amazing 
people it has to offer. I also look forward to the great amounts 
of elective space in upper years. Personally, I have always loved 
history—the chance to pursue it in a meaningful way during my 
undergrad is an opportunity that I am acutely aware not many 
undergrads outside of arts programs have. I think the ability 
to pursue subjects outside of the biomedical sciences reflects a 
nuanced appreciation on the part of the program that the study 
of health is inherently multifaceted, and can be approached from 
multiple avenues. My familiarity with history will be used just as 
much as my knowledge of biology in my understanding of health.”
Peter Belesiotis, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2020

“First year is the appetizer of 
university, allowing us a taste of 
what may follow in the years to 
come. Even before school started, the 
BHSc Community has already left an 
indelible impression on me during 
Welcome Week. Throughout the year, 
not only the Pathogens, but also the 
rest of the Health Sci student body 
and faculty take on initiatives that 
play a pivotal role in building a strong 
sense of community. I appreciated 
this abundant support in my first year so I look forward to being a 
mentor myself, imparting advice to the incoming first-year students. 
The BHSc program encourages us to be leaders in our learning, 
such as exploring topics of personal interest, rather than being 
spoon-fed. Moreover, it provides us with unique opportunities to 
develop valuable skills that will undoubtedly apply to whatever 
we pursue in the future. My perspective on collaboration in 
group projects has shifted for the better. Furthermore, I hope 

to gain a deeper understanding of Inquiry while working 
on my areas of improvement. I am thrilled to continue this 
journey that leads to the finale — the dessert. Until then, I 
am excited to face the new challenges of the next few years.”
Christy Yu, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2020

Before we let our fourth year students venture off on their post-
BHSc paths, we wanted to hear about their time in the BHSc 
(Honours) Program and any advice they would give to the 
first year students who are just beginning their BHSc journey.

“It has been such a privilege to be in the BHSc (Honours)
program, I could not be more grateful for the past 4 years! I 
am so thankful for my peers who are inspiring, hard-working, 
and have the willingness to initiate change in our community. 
I am so thankful for the faculty and staff, who care for each and 
every student. They have not only prioritized my professional 
development, but my personal development as well. I am 
also thankful for the range of courses that are available to us - 
courses that have given me a chance to discover and expand my 
world view. Something I would tell the first years, as cheesy as 
it sounds, is to follow your dreams! This is your life to live, so 
you shouldn’t have to feel like you have to do what everyone else 
is doing, or that you have to do something just to please other 
people. Find what you like, and discover your passions. If there 
isn’t something out there that fits your interests, forge your own 
path! I think opening yourself up to the opportunities that come 
your way will definitely enrich your undergraduate experience.”
Ruth Chau, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017

“During the first week of first year, 
you might find yourself making 
plans on how you are going to do so 
many things and transform your life. 
However, these never seem to come to 
fruition. They get lost as the work load 
increases and the initial motivation 
you had wanes. My advice to first 
years, would be to not lose that initial 
energy and excitement. Treat every 
day in university as if it were your first 
day here. Look forward to coming to 
university each day, and be excited about what you are going to learn. 
You are going to find your classes easier, if you can make yourself 
think that everything you are learning is new. Also, if your plans fail, 
don’t lose hope, or give up. Start small, and explore your passions.”
Rithwik Haridas, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017

Throughout the years, the BHSc (Honours) Program has 
fostered an environment for life-long learning, allowing us to 
grow with one another and realize our potentials. No matter the 
individual goals we are pursuing or the paths we take to achieve 
them, BHSc students will always move forwards – together. 
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forwardS togetHer
By: Kimberley Lau, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017

o canada! 
Chris Zhou on the Prime Minister’s Youth Council
By: Ashley Lam, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018
The Prime Minister’s Youth Council is 
currently a body of 26 young Canadians, 
aged 16 to 24, responsible for providing 
non-partisan advice to the Prime Minister. 
Members also engage with government 
officials, national and local organizations, 
and other policy makers to discuss issues 
of importance to Canadian youth. Such 
topics include youth employment, 
mental health, and democratic reform.

Our very own Chris Zhou, BHSc 
(Honours), Class of 2020, was hand-picked 
by the Prime Minister from a pool of 
14,000 applicants to serve for a mandate of 
two years. Chris hails from Charlottetown, 
Prince Edward Island, where he dedicated 
his energy to coordinating his high school’s 
Free the Children club and directing the 
local Air Cadet squadron. His leadership 
experience ranges from orchestrating a 
consulting project for the Department of 
National Defence all the way to navigating 
cadets through the woods with a chart 
and a compass. Chris is also a certified 
glider and private pilot. In future years, 
he is looking forward to a career in 
health policy and healthcare consulting.

As the current co-chair of the Council, 
Chris explains that he is responsible for 
coordinating the internal and external 
operations, which involves streamlining 
the Council’s proceedings and improving 
overall transparency. The Council itself 
has frequent teleconferences and meets 
every three months to advise ministers 
on policy and objectives. An example is a 
resolution that the Council recently sent 
to the Prime Minister, advocating for 
renewed commitment to electoral reform.

Outside of Ottawa, Chris has continued 
reaching out to youth in his local 
community. With the belief that all 
Canadians deserve a voice in government 
policy, Chris explains that his role on 
the Youth Council has enabled him to 
champion the voices of Canadian youth 
to the federal government. Councillors 
are organizing roundtables across each 
province and territory to share what 
young people in every part of the country 

care about, allowing him to contribute 
to the national dialogue. Although the 
importance of the youth perspective is often 
underrepresented or underestimated by the 
older generation (as the current average age 
of MPs is 51 and that of Senators is 65), 
Chris stresses that youth provide valuable 
contributions to our communities. “The 
youth,” he says, “love to learn and dare 
to dream. Not only are we the leaders of 
tomorrow, but we are also leaders of today.”
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

I had the wonderful opportunity to sit down 
with Chris and chat about his experiences as 
part of the Youth Council. We discussed his 
personal vision for the country, his various 
interactions with the Prime Minister, 
and even Justin Trudeau’s famous hair.

If you could share one message with all of 
Canada, what would it be?
Now more than ever, silence is not an option: 
we need to talk to one another, listen to each 
other, and understand those around us.

Stand up and speak out for what you 
believe in, but never, never bring down 
others’ ideas just because they contradict 
your own. Remember that conflict 
isn’t a bad thing; the danger only lies 
in the inability to resolve the conflict.

What is the Prime Minister like in person?
For some strange reason, I was taken 
aback to discover that Justin Trudeau is an 
ordinary human being just like you and me. 
Getting past the initial awe of working with 
the Prime Minister, I soon observed that 
he is an open-minded individual with no 
lack of energy or ideas. His willingness to 
listen not just to us, but to all Canadians, 
is a trait we should all aim to possess. 
Although I respectfully disagree with many 
of his policies, he absolutely has my respect.  

(Yes, his hair is as good as Conservative 
ads and Buzzfeed claim. No, I have 
not yet received intel of his preference 
regarding a certain tropical fruit on pizza.)

How have your experiences in first year 
BHSc applied to work on the Council?

After our first in-person meeting in Ottawa, 
my appreciation for Inquiry skyrocketed. 
I found myself listening more than I 
spoke and ensuring that everyone had 
the chance to share their ideas. Even the 
Youth Council’s decision-making process 
of consensus has its origins in one of 
our (most frustrating) class discussions. 
Huge shout out to my two amazing 
inquiry facilitators, Rosanna and Hartley!  

What advice would you give to someone 
who is interested in being a part of the 
Council?
Apply, apply, apply! You can do so at 
Canada.ca/youth.

Also, consider applying to your local 
Constituency Youth Council. You can 
apply to the Hamilton West-Ancaster-
Dundas Youth Council here: https://
ftassi.liberal.ca/news-nouvelles/apply-
for-the-constituency-youth-council/.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

After speaking with Chris, it is clear that he 
is passionate about youth engagement and 
developing the Council into a body that 
can effectively shape government policies 
by championing the voices of young 
Canadians. His role on the Youth Council 
serves as a constant reminder that the voices 
of youth do matter and that young people 
can – and already are – making a difference.
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The BHSc community is incredibly diverse, made up by 
individuals who often pursue additional interests outside of 
the sciences and academia. Anna Goshua and Ashley Eom, of 
BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018, are two students who turned 
their passions into something creative and tangible. Anna 
and Ashley are founders of their respective magazines, The 
Muse and The ECHO, both started during their second year.

The Muse is a medical humanities magazine encapsulating 
the intersection between the traditionally divergent fields 
of healthcare and the humanities, including philosophy, 
visual art, and literature. The magazine name is a play on 
the notion of “musing” or reflecting, and is meant to 
reflect its central focus, which is to enable people’s diverse 
experiences to inspire and empower oneself and others.

In contrast, The ECHO, is a fashion, lifestyle, and community 
magazine that accomplishes a different objective by celebrating 
student talents in writing, photography, videography, and 
graphic design. Each issue’s content can be diverse, ranging 
from a creative fashion photoshoot to a student’s struggle 
with individualism in career choice. The magazine name 
symbolizes its mission to amplify and widely spread the 
creativity and talents of students beyond their academia.

I had the wonderful opportunity to speak with Ashley 
and Anna about their experiences starting their 
magazines, as well as their hope for the magazines’ future.

Tell us about what inspired you to start your magazine.
Ashley: The inception of the magazine came from a place 
of creative rut in my life. I was surrounded by incredible 
friends who had their own passion such as photography, 
calligraphy, or boxing. I looked back to myself, and could 
not name one thing that I had done for my own passion. 
I wrote down everything that I was interested in. Fashion, 
photography, graphic design, and working in a team 
seemed to be the central themes. Then, it hit me. I could 
start a magazine. A publication with a focus on fashion and 
lifestyle was a void niche in the crowded scene of magazines 
and journals at McMaster, and the accelerating growth of 
The ECHO has only confirmed that many of my peers feel 
the same way. The ECHO is no longer my own; rather, it 
has become a community that fosters a meaningful outlet 
for students to share their interests, whatever they may be.

Anna: Narrative has always been the guiding force of my 
experience. In the summer after first year, after I put down 
the textbooks and resumed reading actual novels, I came 

across What Doctors Feel by the prominent physician-author, 
Dr. Danielle Ofri. Her eloquent and honest exploration of 
the influence that emotions have on both the clinician and 
the patient, in terms of mutual well-being and the quality 
of care delivered, gave me a new perspective on healthcare. 
Many of us with an interest in the allied health professions 
operate within an inflexible scientific paradigm, and often 
discount the significance of the human connection. I saw 
The Muse as an opportunity to transcend that scientific 
ideology through a celebration of narrative, the fine arts, and 
critical theory, and their involvement in healing. Importantly, 
I wanted to establish an inclusive platform that enabled 
undergraduate students to have their voices heard. The fact 
that The Muse is a medical humanities initiative run for 
and by baccalaureate students makes it unique nationwide.   

Could you describe the initial process? What were some 
challenges that you faced and what have you gained from 
this experience?
Anna: After tentatively outlining the vision and goals of this 
prospective initiative, I reached out to several close friends 
of mine whom 
I thought 
would be 
i n t e r e s t e d . 
They gave 
me some 
constructive 
f e e d b a c k 
and agreed 
to help out 
in executive 
p o s i t i o n s . 
From there, 
the outreach 
b e c a m e 
broader to 
establish the 
editorial, and 
graphics and 
layout teams. I 
would say that 
the biggest 
challenge was 
defining goals, 
and creating a 
plan with clear 
a c t i o n a b l e 
s t e p s

turning PaSSion into action: 
anna goSHua & aSHley eoM launcH BHSc MagazineS
By Sofía Zhang-Jiang, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018

and deliverables. This can be difficult to do in the absence of 
a template and the freedom to change the direction of The 
Muse on a whim. After all, there is nothing to ground a new 
initiative except one’s own determination. Another challenge 
is convincing others of the merits of the initiative. I cannot 
overstate how important it is to believe in the value of what 
you are doing. That conviction is the most essential part of 
your sales pitch and, beyond that, it keeps you motivated to 
push to realize the true potential of the initiative. Ultimately, 
that is what I will always treasure about having worked on 
The Muse and carry forward into whatever else I do—falling 
in love with something you’ve created and fighting for it. 
It forces you to push your own boundaries and develop in 
areas you may not even have been aware you were lacking. 

Ashley: Similar to Anna’s experience with The Muse, our 
first issue was completed mostly with the help of my close 
friends. I catered to the known interests of my friends and 
asked them to write a piece as they see fit. The greatest 
challenge I found in starting something so new is also finding 
its identity. I had so many questions that I could not answer. 
Is this going to be exclusively about fashion? Is this a “Health 
Sci” magazine or will it be McMaster-wide? Should this be 
printed, and if so, where will I receive funding? Having so 
many options available to me with no precedent experience 
or transition report to refer to certainly hindered my progress 
and casted self-doubt onto the success of the project. I 
learned that it is critical to do something rather than wonder 
about what all of these options could mean for the magazine. 

Another challenge is recognizing the gap between where you 
are now and where you want to be. Layout of a magazine 
is an integral part of its brand and directly contributes to 
the aesthetic and reader engagement. In its initial stage, 
I had to teach myself how to use InDesign (a layout 
program), which is like learning how to drive a tractor when 
you only know how to ride a bike. I had a clear vision of 
what I wanted a spread to look like, but could not achieve 
it with my beginner knowledge of the program. It took a 

lot of research, trials, and failures, but there is no prouder 
moment than nailing the spread that presents the content so 
deliciously. I learned to confront something so intimidating, 
and turn it into something I enjoy the most during the entire 
production process. The challenge allowed me to truly find 
my style in layout and the signature design of The ECHO.

Both magazines have been very successful and well-
received by the student population. What do you hope 
for the future of the magazine?

Ashley: The ECHO has certainly broken out of its health 
sci shell and even the McMaster bubble less than a year after 
its launch. Our team comes from diverse programs and we 
have a presence in the Hamilton community. In the future, 
I would like to see The ECHO grow to collaborate with 
more student groups and business partners with respect 
to photoshoots and articles to create stronger roots in the 
community. A strong hope is to have the magazine printed and 
distributed to the capacity of other publications on campus.

Anna: This past year, The Muse has expanded the range 
of its initiatives considerably. Not only do we have 
the magazine, but an active social media that features 
Humans of New York-style profiles of individuals and 
organizations on and off-campus, a blog, and workshops. 
I would like to see these offshoots continue to blossom 
as The Muse becomes increasingly holistic. In the grand 
scheme of things, I hope The Muse serves as a foundation 
for developing a hub at McMaster that celebrates the 
medical humanities in the same way we do the sciences.

Ashley and Anna are only two of the numerous inspirational 
BHSc students who have accomplished something great 
by turning their dreams to reality. Although they both 
struggled during the inception of their magazines, they 
persevered, determined to reach success. The fruits of their 
labor, The ECHO and The Muse, contribute to the diverse, 
ever-growing pool of expressive outlets present in BHSc.
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HealtH ScienceS MuSical 2017
By: Sofía Zhang-Jiang, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018

A decade ago, a small idea for a 4X03 Project grew into a 
big production called the Health Sciences Musical (HSM), 
a space where students are able to explore their passion for 
music, theater and the arts. Since its inception, the musical 
has evolved into a tight-knit community encompassing 
almost 70 students as members of the executive team, cast, 
chorus, band, choreography team, musical arrangement 
team, stage and props crew, promotional team, and writing 
committee. These students come together to put on a 3 
hour long production, with script-writing occurring in 
the summer, and cast, chorus and band rehearsing weekly 
over a period of 5 months. The stage and props crew put 
in enormous efforts behind the scenes, and the executive 
team works countless hours to plan and fundraise for the 
show through events throughout the year, such as Cabaret 

Night. Through this artistic pursuit, HSM has also enabled 
students to make a significant impact by giving back to 
the community. The proceeds from ticket sales go toward 
the BHSc Scholarship, as well as a local charity called Art 
Forms, which helps at-risk youth access free art-making 
opportunities. This year, HSM students had the opportunity 
to meet and interact with youth in Art Forms, and invited 
them to perform an activity before one of the HSM shows. 
To celebrate HSM’s 10th anniversary this year, the show, 
titled HSM: The [Unofficial] Origin Story, features the 
fictional story of how the idea of HSM first came to life. 
The show is performed during the spring every year; we 
are excited to welcome students, staff, friends, alumni, 
parents, and residents of the McMaster and Hamilton 
community to join us in indulging in a wonderful story!

BHSc cHarity faSHion SHow 2017
By: BHSc Charity Fashion Show Co-Chairs: Nini Nguyen, Allison Gemmill, 

Annie (Yule) Duan, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017 and Avery Clavio, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018
The BHSc Charity Fashion Show started as a 4X03 initiative 
in 2004 and has captured the hearts and creativity of the 
BHSc community over the last decade and beyond. With 
the involvement of over 150+ students, we were proud 
to present the 12th annual BHSc Charity Fashion Show: 
“365” on March 4th at McMaster University’s Convocation 

Hall. Our extraordinary executive team, student designers, 
choreographers and models all came together on this night 
to put together a show that truly reflected their time, 
dedication and hard work. All proceeds from the show go 
to Camp Trillium, a support centre that offers recreational 
programs for children with cancer and their families.

Community | June 2017   27   Community | June 2017   26 

Although the five of us came from different backgrounds, 
we were united by a shared passion for the visual arts and 
a common wish to practice this passion more amidst a 
busy school year. When 4X03 presented an opportuni-
ty for us to take on any project that could further our 
learning and personal growth, doing something in the 
arts jumped to our minds immediately. In true BHSc 
fashion, through many meetings, reflections, and discus-
sions, we decided that what we wanted most was to use 
art to give back to the program that brought us together.  Artist Statement:

Our four years in the BHSc (Honours) Program have pro-
vided us a space to grow through reflection and collabora-
tion. Like the figures at the roots of the tree, we entered 
the program with diverse strengths, weaknesses, and expe-
riences. BHSc is where we join to nourish something big-
ger than ourselves. The tree reaches upward and expands, 
symbolizing our maturation and the broadening of our 
horizons. Akin to how a tree is supported by its roots, our 
peers and the BHSc staff support us, enabling us to bloom 
like flowers. The flowers will later shed their petals to be-
come soaring birds, which embody our transformation as 
we fly off to explore the infinite possibilities that lie ahead. 
Within the whimsical skies, there is an aurora borealis in the 
form of a wolf, which is the spirit of Health Sciences that 
lives within us even after our departure from the program.
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A special thank you to the faculty, students and alumni 
who shared their experiences and stories!

prelude to fligHt
 By: Maine Bi, Mimi Deng, Shirley Deng, Hsin Yen Liu, Eliya Zhao, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017


