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HAPPY 2026!

We hope that you all had a
restful holiday season and
are enjoying a wonderful
start to the new year.

We have many exciting
program updates to share,
including welcoming our
newest cohort, the Class of
2032!
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Sheel Ayachi, Class of 2032
Education: B.Eng. Biosci (Chemical and Bioengineering), McMaster University.
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Sheel was born and raised in Ottawa, Ontario. He completed his Bachelor’s of Chemical
Engineering and Biosciences at McMaster University. During his undergraduate degree, Sheel
worked in the labs of Dr Charles de Lannoy, Dr Prashant Mhaskar, Dr Anja Geitmann and Dr
Boyang Zhang. He worked on projects involving Indigenous ways of knowing about water,
wastewater fieldwork, artificial neural networks, leaf mesophyll biomechanics, and imaging of
perfusable blood vessel models. 

While working as a teaching assistant in the Education Program in Anatomy he became
interested in the biomechanics, transport phenomena, and physics underlying living systems.
He hopes to study these areas and learn more about microscopy, image analysis, modelling
and computation in his PhD studies. In his spare time, Sheel enjoys finding new restaurants in
Vancouver, hiking and photographing the plant life in BC, and taking public transit to find new
areas to explore. 

Khanh Linh Tran, Class of 2032 
Education: BSc (Computer Science), UBC
Field of study: Ultrasound and CT scans for trans-oral robotic surgery
Supervisors: : Dr. Prisman and Dr. Salcudean
Hosting department and work location: 

Linh was born and raised in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam and completed her BSc in Computer
Science at UBC in 2022. She worked as a co-op student in Dr. Prisman’s lab on 3D modeling
for head and neck reconstruction surgery, creating cutting guides for intraoperative use. After
graduation, she continued at the lab to help implement a randomized controlled clinical trial to
compare operative and patient-reported outcomes for surgeries with and without the 3D-printed
guides. For her PhD, Linh plans to work under the supervision of Dr. Prisman and Dr.
Salcudean to investigate the benefits of ultrasound and CT scans for trans-oral robotic surgery. 

Outside of work and school, she enjoys hiking, trying new workout classes, and traveling to visit
family.
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Ashutosh Thakar, Class of 2032 
Education: BSc (Bio-Medical Sciences), University of Guelph; MSc (Medical
Sciences), McMaster University
Field of study: Translational Pulmonary Imaging
Supervisors: Dr Rachel Eddy and Dr Janice Leung
Hosting department and work location: Experimental Medicine, Centre of
Heart and Lung Innovation at St. Paul’s Hospital

Ashutosh grew up in the Greater Toronto Area and discovered his passion for science at a
young age while exploring microorganisms under the microscope in his father’s laboratory at a
wastewater treatment plant. His studies in medical sciences and community involvement
refined his scientific curiosity towards heart and lung disease. During his honour’s thesis, he
assisted Dr. John Dawson and his team with investigating the molecular mechanisms of
mutant cardiac actin variants linked to cardiomyopathies. He graduated during the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which compelled him to support his community, including serving as a
hospital screener. Inspired by these experiences he joined a translational lung research team
at McMaster University and the Firestone Institute for Respiratory Health.

 Under the supervision of Dr. Sarah Svenningsen, he contributed to studies that integrated
clinical and medical imaging approaches to detect and better understand obstructive lung
diseases. Specifically, his MSc thesis was focused on integrating quantitative medical imaging
with clinical and molecular endpoints to identify novel phenotypes of severe asthma. The heart
and lungs are often seen as a coupled unit central to supporting all other physiological
systems in our bodies. 

During his PhD, he aims to apply novel in vivo physiological outcomes using chest CT and
MRI to evaluate lung disease severity and progression. The overarching goal of his research
endeavours is to improve the quality of life of patients by discovering effective strategies to
ultimately support precision and personalized care. Outside of his studies, Ashutosh is a
foodie who enjoys running, playing soccer, lifting weights, golfing, and cafe hopping.
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Dylan Weisman Zhao, Class of 2032 

Education: BHSc (Hons.) Queen’s University; MSc (Translational Medicine),
Queen’s University
Field of study: Host-Microbe Interactions, Bacteriology
Supervisors: Dr. Carolina Tropini
Hosting department and work location:

Dylan grew up in Toronto and completed his BHSc (Hons.) degree at Queen’s University in 2023.
In the final year of his undergraduate studies, Dylan completed two concurrent thesis projects
exploring the acquisition of trained immunity in non-muscle invasive bladder cancer under Dr.
Charles Graham and arguments surrounding the equitable allocation of scarce resources in
pandemic settings under Dr. Jeremy Butler. To further his primary passion in understanding
mechanisms of antibiotic resistance and microbial evolution, 

Dylan completed a MSc (Translational Medicine) at Queen’s University characterizing genetic
and environmental factors that impact Beta-lactamase-mediated resistance under Dr. Christopher
Lohans and Dr. Prameet Sheth. Inspired by his father’s declining health at this time, Dylan
collaboratively led a meta-synthesis exploring how the roles and expectations of palliative care
clinicians evolved during COVID-19 under Dr. Zhimeng Jia at the Temmy Latner Centre for
Palliative Care (Mount Sinai Hospital). For his PhD, Dylan will be working under the supervision
of Dr. Carolina Tropini exploring how changes in our gut microbiome impact the risk of
inflammatory disease and bowel cancer. 

Apart from his academic interests, Dylan enjoys playing volleyball, bass guitar, and learning how
to cook. He hopes to take on biking in the near future.
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Based on our outreach efforts and the successful Open House, our program received more
than 84 applications for the upcoming MD/PhD 2026 Admissions cycle. This is the highest
number of applications the program has ever received! 

We are currently in the process of shortlisting our applicants and will be heading into interviews
in February 2026. Here is a snapshot of some of the statistics for all the 84 applications
received in 2025:

Dr. Samuel Aparicio (BM, BCh, PhD, FRCPath, FRSC) is the Nan &
Lorraine Robertson Chair in Breast Cancer Research and holds a Tier 1
Canada Research Chair in Molecular Oncology and Therapeutics.
Professor Aparicio is an international authority in how cancers evolve over
time, at a DNA level, in response to selection pressures for growth, spread
and resistance to anticancer therapies. His work has pioneered
bioinformatic methods of great value in the era of massive parallel
sequencing, revealing how tumors are actually dynamic collections of
subclones 
 

Open House 2025
Our program hosted our annual open house webinar event on Friday 12th September, 2025. It
was attended by 50+ interested potential applicants who got to ask our program directors, and
current MD/PhD students direct questions about the program. We also had the privilege of
hearing from our invited speaker, Dr. Samuel Aparicio.
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MD/PhD visits the Northern Medical Program (NMP) Site
MD/PhD Program Director, Dr. Torsten Nielsen along with our new Associate Program Director,
Dr. Melanie Murray visited our NMP student Curtis Leclerc at the University of Northern British
Columbia (UNBC) in Prince George in August 2025. The MD/PhD team also presented about the
program to the research faculty and students at UNBC:

Pictured from left to right: Dr. Torsten Nielsen, Dr.
Melanie Murray and MD/PhD NMP student Curtis
Leclerc at the UNBC campus.
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Our seminar series aims to illustrate the relationship that exists between clinical practice and
medical research, allowing MD/PhD and other interested students to hear about different
career tracks and various ways to combine clinical and research work. In addition to speaking
about their active research, the invited speakers discuss their experiences and training
backgrounds, share their advice with prospective clinician-scientists, and give their opinions
on career development options for clinician-scientists. Here are the presenters we had over
the last few months: 
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Seminars 

BUILDING BRIDGES SPEAKERS 

Invited speakers: Dr. Michelle Wong, MD, FRCPC and Asmae El Bouhali
Assistant Dean Student Affairs Fraser and Embedded Counsellor | Faculty
of Medicine | MD Undergraduate Program
Dr. Wong and Asmae presented the supports that are available from Student
Affairs and talked about all the services and resources available for counselling
to MD/PhD students.

Invited speaker: Dr. Connor Wells, Medical Oncology Resident, MD
Recent CIP Alumni 
Dr. Wells is a Medical Oncologist with specialized training in clinical trials and
genitourinary and gastrointestinal cancers. He completed my medical oncology
residency at BC Cancer in Vancouver, followed by a clinical trials fellowship at
Barts Cancer Institute in London (2023–2025). In parallel, he completed an MSc
in Clinical Trial Design at the University of Oxford and advanced research training
through the University of British Columbia’s Clinician Investigator Program. 

September 22, 2025
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October 27, 2025
Invited speaker: Dr. Lawrence Mbuagbaw, MD, MPH, PhD
Professor and Acting Chair | Department of Health Research Methods,
Evidence, and Impact (HEI) | Director, Research Methodology Centre/The
Research Institute, St Joseph’s Healthcare—Hamilton
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Dr Lawrence Mbuagbaw is a Research Methods Scientist in Clinical Epidemiology and
Biostatistics. He trained at the Faculty of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences (FMBS) in
Cameroon (MD; 2005); the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (MPH; 2009); and McMaster
University (PhD in Health Research Methodology; 2014). He is an associate professor at
McMaster University where he teaches courses in biostatistics and randomized trials; associate
professor extraordinary of Epidemiology and Biostatistics at Stellenbosch University. He holds the
title of University Scholar at McMaster University. He works as a research methods scientist at the
Research Institute of St Joseph’s Health Care Hamilton (SJHH) where he provides
methodological and statistical support for other researchers as the Director of the Research
Methodology Centre. This includes research question formulation, study design, data analysis
and reporting. He is the principal investigator of numerous research projects covering a wide
variety of research designs including evidence syntheses, randomized trials, mixed-methods
studies, and qualitative studies. He also the co-Director of Cochrane Cameroon. He has authored
over 350 peer-reviewed publications on topics as diverse as infectious diseases, mother and child
health, mHealth, methodology, health systems strengthening and the intersection of these fields. 

November 17, 2025
Invited speaker: Dr. Jessica McAlpine, MD, FRCSC
Division Co-Head, Gynecologic Oncology

Dr. McAlpine is a surgeon-scientist at the University of British Columbia and BC Cancer. She
holds a Tier 1 Canada Research Chair in Molecular Stratification of Gynecologic Cancers, and
the Dr. Chew Wei Chair in Gynecologic Oncology. Dr McAlpine and Finlayson are the Division
Heads of Gynecologic Oncology. She divides her time between research, teaching, and clinical
practice, and serves as Director of the Gynecologic Tissue Bank. Dr. McAlpine’s research
focuses on molecular subtypes of endometrial, ovarian and vulvar cancers, as well as cancer
prevention. She is co-Principal Investigator of EN.10/TAPER/RAINBO Blue clinical trial in
endometrial cancer, the VU.2 STRIVE trial in vulvar cancer, and the COMPARE trial in co-
existent/synchronous endometrial and ovarian cancers. 

mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
http://www.med.ubc.ca/mdphd
mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
http://www.med.ubc.ca/mdphd
http://www.med.ubc.ca/mdphd


 

December 8, 2025
Invited speaker: Dr. Sarah Gray, PhD
Professor, Northern Medical Program
Research Lead, Division of Medical Sciences
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Dr. Gray joined the Northern Medical Program in 2007 and became a Canada Research Chair
in the Integrative Physiology of Diabetes and Obesity in 2013. She completed a PhD in
endocrine physiology at the University of Victoria, followed by postdoctoral training in at the
University of Cambridge, and the University of British Columbia. She is a life science
researcher examining the biological mechanisms of metabolism as it relates to obesity and type
2 diabetes and teaches endocrine physiology in the UBC undergraduate medical program. Dr.
Gray’s research group at UNBC provides training opportunities in lab based science for
research fellows, graduate students and undergraduate students in Northern B.C.

Dr. Gray’s research focuses on how hormones regulate energy metabolism. Energy balance is
achieved by balancing the amount of energy we take in (appetite) vs the energy we burn
(metabolism, physical activity and thermogenesis). These processes are regulated by
hormones, and when disrupted contributes to increased adipose tissue that functions
improperly. My lab uses molecular biology and physiology in an integrative approach to study
the foundational physiological processes regulating energy metabolism. This information will
provide insights into why changes in adipose tissue function, as seen in obesity, increase the
risk for metabolic disease, such as diabetes. 

November 17, 2025: Building Bridges Seminar with Dr. McAlpine at Diamond Healthcare Centre
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Student Socials are held after each Building Bridges
Seminar, led by the Student Liaison. 
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November
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Prospective applicants are welcome to contact not only Erica,ejmcdon@student.ubc.ca, but any of our 
students to ask questions at: http://mdprogram.med.ubc.ca/mdphd/students/ 

Erica Qureshi, a 5  year student, is our 2025-2026 student
liaison, supported by alternate student liaison Catie Futhey. 

th

The major responsibility of the student liaison is to sit on the
MD/PhD Admissions/Advisory Committee. Other duties include
helping to organize the MD/PhD monthly student
meetings/seminars, student socials, attending national MD/PhD
meetings and presenting at student events to promote the
MD/PhD Program. 

 

Message from Erica
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I completed my BSc in Health Studies at the University of Waterloo, where I first discovered my
passion for clinical research through co-op placements at Sunnybrook Hospital and The
Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto. These early experiences nurtured my interest in
epidemiology and child health, which I continued to explore through my undergraduate and
master’s research investigating health system inequities and discrepancies in youth mental
health reporting. Drawn by the UBC MD/PhD Program’s strong reputation for collaborative and
translational research, as well as the opportunity to work under the supervision of Dr. Quynh
Doan at BC Children’s Hospital, I was excited to move to Vancouver to begin my doctoral
studies.

My PhD research focuses on health services research, exploring redirection as a strategy to
reduce the impacts of crowding in the pediatric emergency department. To understand the
potential value, feasibility, and impact of redirection programs within the Canadian context my
PhD uses multiple methods including program evaluation, qualitative inquiry, administrative
data analysis, reviews, and simulation modelling. This work has deepened my appreciation for
the complexity of health system interventions and the importance of multidisciplinary
approaches to improving patient care. I am grateful to contribute research to advance pediatric
care delivery in the province I am proud to call home. 

During my time in the program, I also welcomed my daughter, who is now two years old.
Balancing motherhood with research training has been both humbling and rewarding, offering a
unique perspective on resilience and support in academic life. As the current MD/PhD student
liaison, I have enjoyed getting to know our trainees, fostering connections, and contributing to
the program that has given me so much. I am grateful for the opportunity to help strengthen our
academic community and support fellow students through their own training journeys.

mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
http://www.med.ubc.ca/mdphd
mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
mailto:md.phd@ubc.ca
http://www.med.ubc.ca/mdphd
http://www.med.ubc.ca/mdphd
mailto:ejmcdon@student.ubc.ca
mailto:sswann19@student.ubc.ca
http://mdprogram.med.ubc.ca/mdphd/students/
http://mdprogram.med.ubc.ca/mdphd/students/
http://mdprogram.med.ubc.ca/mdphd/students/


2775 Laurel street, Gordon and Leslie Diamond health care Centre, Vancouver, BC V5Z1M9
Email: md.phd@ubc.ca, Website: www.med.ubc.ca/mdphd 

 

STUDENT ACHIEVEMENTS 

 

UBC MD/PhD Newsletter Winter 2026

Adam Sunavsky, a 4  year student, was one of three Vanier
recipients for the MD/PhD program in 2025. Adam’s supervisor is Dr.
Fidel Vila-Rodriguez and he is hosted by the Neuroscience Graduate
Program. The title of his research project submitted for the Vanier
was “Quantifying repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation
response in treatment resistant depression using computational
neuroimaging methods”. Please see his published story G+PS here.

th

Curtis Leclerc, our first NMP MD/PhD 4  year student, was the first
in his cohort to win two consecutive Canadian Consortium of Clinical
Trial Training (CANTRAIN) doctoral awards. Curtis’s supervisor is Dr.
Robert Olsen and his Clinical Trials-Related Project description is as
follows: “Single vs. multiple fraction non-inferiority trial of stereotactic
ablative radiotherapy for the comprehensive treatment of oligo-
metastases/progression: SIMPLIFY-SABR-COMET”.

th

Erica Qureshi, a 5  year student, was awarded the Laura Taylor
Award which recognizes students who demonstrate an exemplary
commitment to fostering a sense of community within the program
and/or reaching out to peers in need. 

th

Erica was also awarded the BC Children’s Hospital Peer Mentorship
Award. This award recognizes a trainee who has demonstrated a
commitment to the professional and personal growth of their peers,
shown enthusiasm, compassion, and selflessness in supporting
mentee success and well-being, and proactively created a safe
environment for open communication.

Catie Futhey, a 4  year student, was awarded the Li Tze Fong
Memorial Fellowship, which recognizes one UBC doctoral student
across all disciplines for demonstrated research potential, academic
excellence, and leadership. The award supports her doctoral work
characterizing the molecular signatures of schizophrenia and
Alzheimer’s disease. Catie is co-supervised by Dr. Veronica Hirsch-
Reinshagen and Dr. Mark Cembrowski.  

th
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STAY TUNED FOR OUR
SUMMER 2026 NEWSLETTER 

Saif Dababneh, a 5  year student, was awarded a Have a Heart Bursary
by the Canadian Cardiovascular Society, which is a competition involving
medical students, graduate students, and internal medicine residents.
Further description and pictures of me at the event are here:
https://ccs.ca/have-a-heart-bursary-program/

th

Saif also won the best poster award at the Canadian Heart Rhythm
Society meeting (Sep 2025 in Halifax). See picture below of poster:
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