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“The RACI Catalyst Avenue presentations (sponsored by CSIRO) was one of my biggest 

highlights of the event. Although the RACI Catalyst Avenue presentations were brief it was 

very insightful and informative for students and early career chemists. “ - Junming He 

Photo from Junming He 

Sónia graduated with a degree in biochemistry 
then completed her PhD in Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biophysics from the University of 
Lisbon with Professor Miguel Castanho. This was 
followed by a postdoctoral fellowship with the 
Craik group at IMB, UQ. Sónia soon started her 
own independent career as a group leader and 
senior lecturer at QUT where her group 
develops biophysical strategies for 
characterizing peptide-membrane interactions, 
cell membrane permeation, and intracellular 
location. 

Chief Investigator (She/Her) 
School of Biomedical Sciences | Henriques Group 

Queensland University of Technology 

QUT_researchers 

ABOUT SÓNIA 
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At school Sónia loved the periodic table, the details 
about atoms and how they could react to form 
molecules, and at university she loved to learn how 
biomolecules function and about fluorescent 
properties. During her PhD in the Castanho group, 
Sónia combined biochemistry and fluorescence 
spectroscopy in her research. This was a major 
highlight as she says that “I couldn’t control my 
excitement for planning new experiments, and make 
new discoveries”. 

During her PhD studies Sónia attended a peptide 
conference in Poland where she met a group of 
researchers from Australia who were also the 
coolest bunch of people she has met, “and they 
were super excited about science. David Craik was 
among this group of Australian researchers and had 
asked me if I would like to do a Postdoc working in 
cyclotides”. This proposal motivated Sónia to visit 
Australia. “I visited Brisbane and I loved the city, the 
research institute, and the projects! That’s when I 
knew that Australia was the place for my postdoc!”. 
“Brisbane is a beautiful city with good weather, 
friendly people, and with outstanding scientists and 
research facilities”.  
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In addition to finding mentors, If you are looking for 
a supervisor, Sónia shares some of her insight when 
contacting PIs. “When contacting a PI, make sure you 
have read about their research, and specify why you 
are interested in their group. PIs might (dis)miss 
your email if it is perceived as a general enquiry”. 
“And when hiring a new postdoc, in addition to the 
scientific skills, I look for someone motivated with 
the project, for their interest and ability to learn 
new things, experience in different research 
environments, and willingness to work as part of 
a team”. 

@STHenriquesLab 

Sónia says that one of her personal achievement is 
learning languages, especially English. But, this was 
not always the case. “When I was in school I disliked 
studying languages and I almost always ‘just passed’ 
English class every year”. On the other hand, Sónia 
loved to study science. “I loved science and my plan 
was: once at uni I will never open a book in a foreign 
language”.  Unbeknownst to Sónia, during her first 
lecture at uni (coincidentally a chemistry class) the 
book recommended was written in English! It was at 
that moment when Sónia realised that scientific 
books and papers were not written in, or translated 
to, Portuguese. Soon, Sónia started to learn new 
languages and hone her English skills all for the love 
of science! “If I wanted to do science, I could not ditch 
languages. My English is still bumpy, but here I am 
living in an English-speaking country, and along the 
way I have learned a couple more languages. It 
makes wonders knowing how to communicate in 
different languages”. 

Finding good mentors can really shape the trajectory 
of your scientific career and future, much like Sónia.  
“My career was not strategically planned, and I have 
always hated when asked ‘where do you see 
yourself in five years time?’  Luckily, I have found 
good mentors and opportunities to work on things I 
am passionate about. My career has been shaped 
by motivation, fortuitous encounters, and 
expanding my network portfolio”. From her 
experience, Sónia has learned that “a bit of 
planning with a flexible approach can bring you 
further than my naïve approach”. 

As a child, Sónia had always wanted to be a 
ballerina, “but I was not tailored for it, I am too 
clumsy and would not have dealt with the food 
restrictions. Luckily, I was good in science” 

Passion, optimism, and resilience 
are very powerful and can bring 

you a long way. When you are 
faced with a difficult decision, 

make sure you are as fair, 
transparent, and kind as possible 

(to you and everyone involved). 

Sónia has always practiced passion, optimism, and 
resilience, and that is what she would like to share 
with students of the CIPPS community. “Passion, 
optimism, and resilience are very powerful and 
can bring you a long way. When you are faced 
with a difficult decision, make sure you are as 
fair, transparent, and kind as possible (to you 
and everyone involved)”. 

https://research.qut.edu.au/ptmbrg/
https://twitter.com/STHenriqueslab
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Liz completed her undergraduate and Masters 
degree at The University of Sydney with 
Emeritus Professor Trevor Hambley, and her 
PhD at The University of Durham with Professor 
David Parker. 
 
Liz is a Professor in the School of Chemistry at 
the University of Sydney. Her research focusses 
on fluorescent sensors to better understand 
biological systems. Outside of work, Liz’s life is 
currently consumed by running after her two 
young children (3.5 and 2 years old). Liz really 
enjoys reading biographies and playing the 
viola, sometimes taking part in orchestras and 
quartets. She  has recently started making 
marmalade and plans to branch out to jams 
soon! 

Chief Investigator (She/Her) 
School of Chemistry | New Group 

 The University of Sydney 

@lizjnew 

New_group 

ABOUT LIZ 
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Liz has always been interested in science and was 
inspired to be in STEM from the support and 
encouragement of her parents (who were 
scientists). “They were always encouraging me to try 
experiments at home”. Liz was particularly 
interested in chemistry following her participation in 
the International Chemistry Olympiad program 
through her high school. 

After completing her PhD research at Durham 
University, UK, Liz was then appointed as a post-
doctoral fellow at the University of California, 
Berkley, US, prior to her return to Australia to start 
her independent research career. She chose 
Australia to be the foundation of her academic 
career because “the Australian community is 
really supportive and friendly. I have spent time 
working in the UK and the US, but what I like 
about Australia is that it’s possible to know 
everyone within your field across the country. 
The friends I have made in academia, and the 
collaborators I have met through these 
networks, have made a huge difference for my 
career”. 
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Liz’s ability to effortlessly tell stories in her research 
article is somewhat a reflection of her dream of 
becoming a professional writer—a ghostwriter, to 
be exact. “If I did not work in science at all I would 
love to be a ghostwriter—I love writing, and other 
people’s stories fascinate me!” 
 
In terms of personal achievements outside of 
academia, Liz says that “managing to cut my 2-year-
old’s finger and toenails feels like the greatest 
accomplishment so far”. 

@newgroupchem 

Reflecting on her career journey, Liz highlights that it 
is okay to not know something and ask for advice. “I 
took too long to realise that I should always be 
asking for advice. There is no point working out 
how to navigate systems and processes, and 
even navigate an academic career, when others 
have done it before and can help”. 

If you are an eager individual searching for an 
academic job after your PhD, Liz shares some 
knowledge from her experience on reaching out to 
potential PIs. “When you contact a potential 
supervisor, make sure to make it clear that you have 
written the email for them (I get too many emails 
addressed to “Dear Sir”). Mention your research 
interests and how it aligns with theirs. Be very clear 
about what you are asking for: do you need their 
support to apply for a scholarship / fellowship, or are 
you asking if they have funding? When hiring a new 
postdoc I want someone who can contribute some 
expertise to my group but is also keen to learn new 
things. 

As a role model for many inspiring chemists, Liz 
have demonstrated how her network has made a 
huge impact to her career. She encourages 
everyone in CIPPS to “make the most of the 
people in the Centre. Form connections with 
other Centre members and affiliates – that 
network will be crucial for you in the future, 
wherever you end up”. 

The Australian community is really 
supportive and friendly… The friends 

I have made in academia, and the 
collaborators I have met through 

these networks, have made a huge 
difference for my career. 

Form connections with other Centre 
members and affiliates –  

that network will be crucial for you 
in the future, wherever you end up. 

https://twitter.com/lizjnew
https://www.sydney.edu.au/science/chemistry/~enew/index.html
https://twitter.com/newgroupchem
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“The RACI Catalyst Avenue presentations (sponsored by CSIRO) was one of my biggest 

highlights of the event. Although the RACI Catalyst Avenue presentations were brief it was 

very insightful and informative for students and early career chemists. “ - Junming He 

Photo from Junming He 

Chief Investigator (She/Her) 
Research School of Chemistry | Malins Group 

Australian National University 

Malins_group 

ABOUT LARA 

Lara was born in the US and grew up mainly in 
Hawaii. She graduated from her undergraduate 
studies at Boston University, then went onto 
completing a PhD in Chemistry with the Payne 
group at USyd. Lara was a postdoctoral research 
fellow with the Baran group at Scripps Research 
Institute, US, prior to starting her independent 
career as a group leader at ANU. 
 
Lara loves being outside and enjoys running, 
hiking, swimming, paddleboarding, and just 
about any form of exercise. Lara likes to travel 
and gets especially excited when her love of 
exercise and exploring new places collides. For 
example, her ideal trip would also include 
completing the weekly Parkrun 5 km run in a new 
place! 

CIPPS PERSPECTIVE WOMEN IN CIPPS        
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@malins_lab 

Lara enjoyed learning about maths and science in 
school, and  eventually shifted focus to chemistry 
thanks to an amazing high school teacher. Her 
passion for chemistry was later fortified during her 
experiences in the undergraduate research labs. 
“When I entered university as an undergraduate 
student, my plan was to major in chemistry but to 
ultimately pursue a career in medicine. However, 
everything changed after my introduction to the 
research lab as an undergraduate project student. I 
loved the puzzle-solving aspects of research and the 
idea that you could push the boundaries of human 
knowledge. I liked setting up reactions (and even 
running purification columns!), and thus decided that 
I wanted to keep pursuing research in chemistry as a 
PhD student”. 

Lara has studied, worked, and travelled between 
North America and Oceania. She ultimately returned 
to Australia to start her independent career at ANU 
as it is a great place to do research. “Sometimes I’m 
in awe when I reflect on the sequence of events that 
led me to start my independent research career in 
Australia. On a whim, I decided to spend 6 months of 
my undergraduate studies at the University of 
Auckland in New Zealand as part of an exchange 
program. I enjoyed living and studying in NZ and 
decided that I wanted to keep exploring the world as 
a PhD student. I set my sights on Australia and 
moved to Sydney after lining up a PhD position in 
the Payne group at USyd (thanks Rich!). I discovered 
over the next several years that Australia was a great 
place to do research, and I decided that I wanted to 
return to start my independent career. After 
spending two years as a postdoctoral researcher at 
The Scripps Research Institute in La Jolla, California, I 
moved to the ANU in late 2017 to start the group”. 

Lara enjoys being outdoors and participates in local 
Parkruns as often as she can. She is motivated by 
running competitions and will often set personal 
fitness goals to compete in marathons. “I enjoy 
training and working towards these challenges. 
Although I’ve had some setbacks (including two torn 
ACLs), I’ve completed a marathon and finished 
several half-marathons, Tough Mudder-style 
obstacle course races, and multi-sport swim/ run 
events. I’m certainly not the fastest competitor, but I 
enjoy pushing myself and trying to beat my own 
personal bests!” 

During her PhD and Postodoc, Lara was inspired by 
many individuals for their creativity, work ethic, and 
love for science. “I was fortunate to have excellent 
mentors throughout my PhD and postdoctoral 
research. I was inspired by their creativity, incredible 
work ethic and dedication to science. The goal was 
always to work on important problems with potential 
for real-world impact. Focusing on the bigger picture 
helped me to persevere and push through the ups 
and downs of lab work”. She learned from many 
people, and even from reactions in the lab. “Don’t 
forget that you learn even from a reaction that did not 
work in the way you intended, and through these 
lessons, you continue to make progress toward the 
goal”. 

Lara’s childhood dream was to become an astronaut. 
“I still feel like this would be an amazing career!” As a 
more ‘grounded’ career choice, Lara could easily 
imagine herself as an environmental scientist or 
conservationist. “I love being outdoors and could 
spend my time working to save the planet—another 
global challenge facing humanity”. 

Don’t be afraid to ask questions! “Ask questions of 
your peers, your supervisor, visiting academics 
after their seminars, and (especially!) at 
conferences. This is how you learn! It is tough to 
muster the confidence to ask questions, even for 
academics, but genuine curiosity is a positive attribute 
and something that you should lean into as a 
scientist. Remember that everyone starts as a 
beginner, so try not to let shyness or nervousness 
hold you back from learning what you need to one 
day become an expert”. 

In applying for postdoctoral positions, Lara shares 
that it helps to have an in-person interaction with a 
prospective supervisor. “While not always possible, if 
you are able to meet a potential PI at a conference 
(for example, by asking a question after their talk!), it 
will help you make a lasting impression. You can 
also ask your current supervisor for help in 
mediating an introduction—in person or by 
email. These strategies will help maximise the 
likelihood that your expression of interest email 
stands out from the rest”. “And when I am looking 
to hire a postdoc, in addition to finding someone 
with the right scientific expertise and qualifications, I 
am looking for applicants that have a positive 
attitude and will be great team players. A big 
part of the role of a postdoc is to provide 
guidance and support in the lab, so being both 
outgoing and keen to help others are valuable 
attributes”. 

https://malinslab.com/
https://twitter.com/Malins_Lab


 

 

Outside of the research lab Nicole enjoys bike 
riding, scuba diving, and camping (generally in 
search of nesting turtles). At home she spends 
time with her two grown up kids, a Border Collie 
dog (Rory) and two Tonkinese cats.  

Nicole completed her BSc(Hons) then PhD in 
Tropical Health at The University of Queensland. 
She is currently a senior research fellow with the 
Craik group at IMB, UQ. 
 
Nicole’s research focuses on using host defence 
molecules as the basis for designing peptide-
based drugs with improved safety and reduced 
likelihood of drug resistance to combat infectious 
disease caused by pathogenic bacteria and 
malaria parasites. Zooming in to investigate 
molecular interactions at the cell surface and 
inside infected cells allows Nicole to describe and 
refine how drug candidates overcome disease 
organisms to produce the next generation of 
antimicrobial drugs.  

Research Fellow (She/Her) 
Institute of Molecular Biology | Craik Group 

The University of Queensland 

@NicoleLscientst 

UQ_Researchers 

ABOUT NICOLE 
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At an early age Nicole was fascinated by the natural 
world and says that her high school biology teacher 
was one of the first inspirations to follow the STEM 
pathway. At university Nicole fell in love with 
biochemistry as she learned about how things 
worked at a molecular level. After Nicole received 
her PhD she gained invaluable experiences to 
skillfully craft her own career pathway as a scientist 
who employs both biology and chemistry in 
research. “I have happily sat at the interface 
between biology and chemistry all of my career and 
love and respect both”. 
 
Nicole has lived and worked in North America on 
two separate occasions, but Nicole has always loved 
Australia and was motivated to come back to do 
research because “there’s no place like home”. Plus, 
Nicole’s love for the outdoors and life outside of 
work in Queensland were major factors. 

Reflecting on her past, Nicole comments that an 
important mistake learned during her academic 
career was always needing affirmation and support 
from supervisors or employers to determine your 
self-worth as a scientist. “I’ve learned to self-
champion and seek out mentors outside of my 
direct circle to help with realising my worth and 
improving self confidence. I now actively work 
towards helping others to identify strengths and 
build their own confidence in this challenging 
work environment.” 

It can be quite nerve-wrecking for people searching 
for supervisors, or an academic (post-doc) position. 

Nicole shares some insightful perspective on the type 
of characteristic she looks for in an applicant. “I look 

for people who are honest about their experiences 
and skill set. I am most interested by people who 

show passion and excitement about the area that 
I work in. In my experience, people can be trained 

new skills, but without the enthusiasm can lack 
the motivation to drive projects to successful 

outcomes”. 
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LAWRENCE 

Nicole’s  biggest personal achievement  is 
being a wonderful Mum to two really amazing 

people! 

If given the opportunity to go back in time and 
change her degree for an alternate career Nicole 
wonders what it would be like as a chemical 
engineer. “I didn’t know what chemical engineering 
was when I started my journey. I would still like to 
do something chemistry related, just perhaps more 
systems focused rather that subcellular”. 

I now actively work towards 
helping others to identify strengths 
and build their own confidence in 
this challenging work environment. 

https://twitter.com/NicoleLscientst
https://researchers.uq.edu.au/researcher/14289
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DR YEN HUA CRYSTAL 

Crystal grew up in Taiwan and travelled to 
Australia ~20 years ago to pursue a higher degree 
of research in a Masters program, followed by a 
PhD at The University of Queensland. Crystal is 
currently a senior postdoctoral fellow with the 
Craik group at IMB, UQ.  
 
Crystal’s research focus is on methods for peptide 
drug optimization, particularly relating to efficacy 
towards protein targets, in vivo stability, and cell 
permeability and penetration. 
 
During her free time, Crystal enjoys cycling 
around Brisbane on the weekends and singing 
acapella with colleagues  

Research Fellow (She/Her) 
Institute of Molecular Biology | Craik Group 

The University of Queensland 

@CrystalHuangYHH 

UQ_Researchers 

ABOUT CRYSTAL 

Crystal loves mathematics and at an early age she 
happened to do quite well in science, particularly 
chemistry and biology. She decided to continue 
doing further research in chemistry/ biochemistry 
because of her curiosity for problem solving. “I 
chose this career because I am naturally an 
inquisitive person and love problem-solving”. 
 
It is always important to find yourself a good science 
mentor who is willing to communicate and 
demonstrate leadership. This can influence others 
to reach higher potentials and become the next 
generation of scientists. Crystal decided to stay in 
Australia to continue her academic research 
because she met an amazing supervisor that was 
supportive towards her goals ”I met a good 
supervisor who is approachable and supportive, and 
helps me achieve my goals”. 

Love what you do, and do what you love. 
Supervisors will often seek out applicants who have 
ambition and are self-driven. “I tend to look for 
PhD candidates and postdocs who are really self-
driven, excited about what they do and are 
innovative and motivated. As research skills can 
be taught but not ambition”. 

If Crystal could go back in time and change her 
study plans, she would probably be studying 
subjects like marine biology. “Even though I am not 
good at any water-based sports, I find that marine 
biology would be interesting or studying animal 
behaviour as these are both fascinating science 
that help us understand nature”. 

HUANG 

I tend to look for PhD candidates 
and postdocs who are really self-

driven, excited about what they do 
and are innovative and motivated. 

As research skills can be taught but 
not ambition. 

WOMEN IN CIPPS | QLD NODE 

https://twitter.com/crystalhuangyhh?lang=en
https://researchers.uq.edu.au/researcher/1454


 

 

Jenn completed her PhD under the supervision of 
Professor Marilyn Anderson at La Trobe 
University, Melbourne. She is an EMBL Australian 
Research Fellow with the Cryle group at the 
Monash  Biomedicine Discovery Institute. 
 
Jenn’s research focuses on the interplay between 
glycopeptide antibiotics, superbugs, and the 
human immune system. Understanding this 
three-way interplay allows Jenn to develop 
immunotherapies to combat antibiotic-resistant 
infections caused by superbugs.  

Research Fellow (She/Her) 
Biomedicine Discovery Institute | Cryle Group 

Monash University 

@DrPayne_AMR 

Monash_Researchers 

ABOUT JENNIFER 

CIPPS PERSPECTIVE WOMEN IN CIPPS        

Outside of the research lab Jenn is a professional 

Ultimate (frisbee) athlete and has represented 
Australia in the World Championships for Ultimate in 

Finland. She is also extremely proud of fostering 

greyhounds in her spare time. She nurtures 

greyhounds and enjoys watching them develop and 

come out of their trauma-shells, and bloom in the 

home environments to become a true 60km/h couch 

potato.  

If you’re looking for a research project or an 

academic position make sure to do your research 
and send a tailored email to the PI. Jenn shares 

some excellent insight on setting your impressions 

right. “The biggest tip is writing a tailored email 

to the lab and PI you are interested in. As we 

receive so many generic emails that you can easily 

tell have been sent out in bulk. Tell them why you 

are interested in their particular area of science, and 

why you want to work with them. Have a look at the 
PhD program at the university and tell them 

why you are eligible to apply and think you receive a 

scholarship. Basically show that you have done your 

research and are interested in the science and work 

they do”.  

“You will to be working closely with your supervisor 

over the course of the project so you want to ensure 

that it is a relationship that will work. Make sure 

you speak to current and past students to get a 

feel for the lab environment and if it will be a fit 
for you!”. 

In an alternate universe, you might find Jenn as a 

professional landscape gardener, astronaut, hiking 

tour guide, or a teacher!  
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PAYNE 
DR JENNIFER 

Make sure you speak to current 
and past students to get a feel for 
the lab environment and if it will 
be a fit for you! 

https://twitter.com/DrPayne_AMR
https://research.monash.edu/en/persons/jennifer-payne
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Nisha completed her undergraduate degree at 
Monash University in Melbourne and then moved 
to Sydney to complete her PhD in chemistry with 
the Payne group at USyd. Throughout her degree 
Nisha found passion for science communication 
and is currently pursuing this as a career. Outside 
of science, Nisha plays Aussie-rules footy for 
Sydney Uni as centre-half forward. She also 
enjoys live music and has taken singing lessons. 

Communications and Engagement  
Officer (She/Her) 

School of Chemistry 
The University of Sydney 

@nishaduggan 

ABOUT NISHA 
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DR NISHA 

Nisha is the Communications and Engagement 
Officer for CIPPS and is actively engaging with the 
general public to spread awareness of 
understanding science. She is an advocate for 
science education, and improving science 
accessibility. Nisha was interested in science 
communication and public speaking early on in her 
PhD. “I’ve always been a bit of a chatterbox and 
enjoyed public speaking, but I first really realised I 
was interested in science communication in the 
second year of my PhD when my best friend came to 
visit me from Melbourne. We were on a long car trip 
and she asked me to explain what my PhD project 
was all about. I remember trying really hard to 
explain it to her in simple terms and afterwards she 
said she totally understood my research and why I 
was doing it. She was genuinely interested, and it felt 
so special to share my work with her! After that I 
started entering SciComm competitions and taking 
any opportunity I could to speak about my research. 
A/Prof Alice Motion was also a huge inspiration to 
me and helped me on my journey”.                                                                                                                           

SciComm is important for both scientists and the 
general public. “I love the quote ‘Science is not 
finished until it is communicated’. What’s the 
point of discovering something amazing if you can’t 
explain what it is, why it’s amazing and then get the 
message to the people who could use your discovery 
to implement change. And of course, after the 
pandemic we know how important it is to 
communicate science accurately!” 

Science should be accessible to everyone, “not just 
those who can afford to go to University or complete 
higher study. This is also true for making science 
accessible to people of all abilities! I strongly 
believe that a lot of people do enjoy learning 
about science when they can understand it!” 

Nisha comes from a family of curious minds, and 
was influenced to partake in scientific experiments 
at a young age. “I come from quite a nerdy family 
so I was always surrounded by science. My dad 
used to set up little experiments for us when we 
were growing up, like the cabbage pH indicator”. 
The fictional character, Abby Sciuto from the TV 
series NCIS was also a role model for Nisha. “I also 
loved Abby the forensic scientist from NCIS, I even 
dressed up as her for a party once”.  

In high school Nisha was interested in the physical 
sciences, such as maths and physics, and thought 
she would pursue this at university. She later 
switched into chemistry due to her curiosity of how 
molecules interacted with the biological system and 
induce therapeutic effects. “When I was in high 
school, I got really into maths and physics and 
thought I would pursue those at university. After 
first year maths everything got crazy, and we were 
dealing with imaginary numbers and all sorts, so I 
knew it was time to do something else. I loved 
second year biochemistry and physiology and 
learning about the body and drugs to treat 
diseases, so I pursued chemistry/ chemical biology 
from there!” 

Every young scientist should partake in some form 
of event involving public speaking as it helps build 
your skills to communicate science. Nisha shares 
some advice on where to start. “Start by talking to 
your non-science friends and family about your 
research, it’s great practice and they’ll be so happy 
to hear about it!” 

“There are so many opportunities out there! Look 
at what’s offered at your University, competitions 
like 3 Minute Thesis are easy to enter and often 
come with support or training sessions. Once 
you’re feeling a little more confident you can 
explore what else is available in your local area, 
things like Pint of Science, FameLab and Soapbox 
Science are great! Speak to your supervisor (or 
other people within CIPPS!) about your interests 
and they will likely know of opportunities as well. If 
you can, find out who is in the science 
communication/ media team at your University and 
introduce yourself, they are often looking for 
scientists to help them out with social media 
content. Finally, talk to me!! I’d love to chat about 
science communication and help you find cool 
things to get involved in!” 

Nisha’s dream careers when she was younger 
included being a ballerina, professional basketball 
player and the host of the TV program “Getaway”. 
“The only other course I really considered studying 
at Uni was Law but I’m very, very glad I didn’t do 
that. I still think being the host of Getaway would 
be really cool but it’s probably too late for that 
now”. 

Accessing opportunities that assist you in 
developing interpersonal skills can make you a 
valuable asset for any career. “Take as many 
opportunities as you can! It can be easy to 
become so consumed by working hard in the 
lab that you don’t build up any other 
experience or skills for your CV. Yes, it’s 
important to do research and publish papers, 
but, if you’re considering a career outside of 
research, (or if you want to be competitive in 
grant applications within science), you need to 
prove that you have other skills too! Being part 
of CIPPS can help you with this, so get involved 
and upskill!” 

https://twitter.com/nishaduggan?lang=en


 

 

12 MARIA HOUNTONDJI 

Maria is an international PhD student from 
France, and currently in her 3rd year of PhD at 
USyd. Maria’s mother is originally from Morrocco 
(North Africa) and dad is from Benin (West 
Africa). They met while studying in Paris, which is 
where Maria was later born and raised. Maria 
studied Biology and Chemistry, then completed a 
Masters’ degree in Biomolecules Engineering and 
Chemistry. She is now in Australia to pursue a 
PhD in Chemistry with Professor Kate Jolliffe 
following her Master’s internship in the same 
group. Maria’s research aims to develop  
molecular probes for sensing vital phospholipids 
at the cell surface. The technology would be used  
to diagnose diseases that display phospholipids 
at the cellular surface interface. 
 
Outside of work, Maria likes to go hiking. She also 
enjoys reading and skiing (when there is snow 
around). 

PhD Student (She/Her) 
School of Chemistry | Jolliffe Group 

The University of Sydney 

ABOUT MARIA 
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Maria’s ability to achieve her dream of being a 

scientist came from her mindset of being open-
minded, especially learning from criticism. She 

shares some knowledge for fellow CIPPS students 

“Be open-minded! Being open to criticism and 
learning from others will help you become a 

better professional and continue to learn new 

things. Trust yourself, enjoy your science, learn 

from failures, and also, don't forget to take 

breaks. There is a wonderful and fascinating 

world out there that awaits our exploration! If 

you want to make the most of your degree to 
advance, then give back in whatever manner 

you can. Working hard and having a positive 

influence may be very satisfying. I also believe 

that professional life can be fun. Find work that 

you enjoy, and to find happiness in it”. 

@Mariahount 

Maria was encouraged to be an inspiring scientist 
from her parents. “Both my parents inspired me in 
to study science. They both studied chemistry and 
biochemistry, and my dad is a Professor in 
biochemistry in France, so I have grown up 
surrounded by people that are involved in the 
chemical sciences”. Maria recalls her fondest 
memory as a kid where she and her sisters would be 
brought into her dad’s workplace and play with the 
atomic modelling set. “My dad would take me and 
my sisters to his lab at Sorbonne University and we 
would play with the atomic model sets in his office. 
We also heard him discuss science without really 
understanding what was going on”. The influence 
from her parents had inspired Maria’s future 
trajectory in science, and that’s when she started to 
explore chemistry through internship opportunities. 
 
“Because I had always liked science at school I 
decided to do many domestic and international 
undergrad internships to learn more science and 
to gain research experiences in the lab. This gave 
me a chance to explore a diverse range of 
chemical research. I decided to become a 
scientist because it was a field I was familiar 
with”. 

Maria arrived in Australia as a visiting student in 
2019 and really loved it here. Particularly because 
the weather was nice, she had an inspiring 
supervisor, and the working lab space was good. 
Maria decided to stay in Australia for a higher 
degree of research for a few personal reasons. “I did 
not want to stay in France for my PhD because I 
wanted to stay in research, and I wanted to have the 
opportunity to practice English too, knowing that 
many research papers are written in English, and at 
the time I was struggling in English”.  “I also believe 
that Australia would have been a much better 
environment for my future, not only for its fruitful 
career opportunities but also for me to practice 
English. Plus it was a new challenge for me too!” 

A personal achievement of Maria is knowing that she 
has the courage to think forward and achieve her 
goals as a scientists by doing a PhD in Australia. “I 
feel a huge sense of achievement when I think of the 
fact that I went out of my comfort zone and moved 
>15,000 km away from home to study here. Being 
far from my family and friends have been hard to 
navigate at the beginning (especially during the 
COVID-19 pandemic), but I’m happy with how I have 
coped and achieved in life so far”. 

At the beginning of her PhD, Maria learned that a key 
element that no one teaches you in science is 
learning to be organised. “Not being organised made 
me waste so much time. One of the challenges when 
doing multiple projects, simultaneously, is spreading 
your attention too much. Dedicating some time 
every day to write down my experiments 
properly and planning ahead definitely helped 
me a lot”. 

In an alternate universe, Maria would probably be a 
medical doctor. “I would probably be a medical 
doctor like my older sister! That was my other 
option, but I liked biochemistry way better”. “I think 
that being a medical doctor is very similar to what I 
do in chemistry in terms of contributing to science, 
trying to develop tools to help people get better or 
cure people. It is such a beautiful work to be able to 
help science move forward. 

https://twitter.com/Mariahount


 

 

CANDACE YEE TING HO 13 

Candace is a final year PhD student at Monash, 
who is from Hong Kong, China, and has spent 
most of her time studying overseas.  
 
Candace is very interested in the biosynthesis of 
large peptide complexes, which are catalysed by 
non-ribosomal peptide synthetases (NRPS). Her 
current project is focused on developing 
chemical tools to structurally characterise facets 
of NRPS biosynthesis, with the aim of engineering 
NRPS to generate compounds that overcome 
antibiotic resistance. 
 
Outside the lab, Candace likes to hang out with 
friends, explore cities and restaurants, and 
staying at home to relax and enjoy the weekend. 

PhD Student (She/Her) 
Biomedicine Discovery Institute | Cryle Group 

Monash University 

ABOUT CANDACE 
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Candace is fascinated in the biochemical space and 
has sought out research opportunities to explore 
this field wherever possible. Originally from Hong 
Kong, Candace spent the majority of her time 
studying overseas. She decided to come to Australia 
because of its fruitful opportunities. “I have always 
been interested to do research in the biochemical 
space since my Masters degree, and have been 
interested to learn a variety of technical skill sets 
from my undergraduate and Master degree. I 
decided to come to Australia because I found that 
the program ‘Monash—Warwick Alliance’ can 
provide me an opportunity to partake in this global 
partnership to further expand my scientific career. 
Plus, I enjoy travelling overseas”. 

You are not alone in your study 
path, there will always be 

someone who will be there to 
encourage you and guide you. 

A PhD can become stressful oftentimes, and it might 
seem like you are all alone in this desolation. But 
that’s not true! Candace says that “you are not 
alone in your study path! There will always be 
someone who will be there to encourage you 
and guide you”. 

HO 

CANDACE YEE TING 

What keeps Candace motivated is a drive to 
overcome challenges. “And the satisfaction of 
solving problems to reach an answer after all the 
hard work!” 

WOMEN IN CIPPS | VIC NODE 



 

 

KASUNI EKANAYAKE 14 

PhD Student (She/Her) 
Research School of Chemistry | Otting Group 

Australian National University 

ABOUT KASUNI 

CIPPS PERSPECTIVE WOMEN IN CIPPS        EKANAYAKE 
KASUNI 

As I grew older, I came to 
understand the role of how 
chemistry was pivotal in all 
aspects of life, from the food 
we eat to the clothes we wear. 

Stay curious, be open to new 
experiences and 
perspectives, and never stop 
learning. With hard work and 
determination, anything is 
possible. 

Kasuni’s advice to other students is to “believe in 
yourself and stay committed to your goals, even 
in the face of setbacks and challenges”. Pursuing 
a career in STEM requires dedication and 
perseverance. “Stay curious, be open to new 
experiences and perspectives, and never stop 
learning. With hard work and determination, 
anything is possible”. 

I now recognise that setbacks 
can sometimes provide valuable 
insight and opportunities for 
personal growth. 

At a young age, Kasuni was fascinated with science 
and how it is the fundamental operator that makes 
up the world around us. “And as I grew older, I 
came to understand the role of how chemistry was 
pivotal in all aspects of life, from the food we eat to 
the clothes we wear”. Kasuni was drawn to the 
challenges of understanding the intricate 
biochemical mechanisms that underpin our daily 
existence.  “I chose to pursue further studies in 
chemistry and biochemistry at university because I 
wanted to learn more about the biochemical 
mechanisms that allow us to function”.  

Kasuni was interested to pursue a higher degree of 
research in Australia because Australia has long 
been recognized as a hub for scientific research 
and innovation, and the ANU is known for its 
foundational programs in biochemistry and 
chemical biology. “I was particularly drawn to the 
opportunity to work with some of the researchers 
in the protein field, and to access cutting-edge 
technology”. The cultural and diversity of Australia 
was also a motivator that inspired Kasuni to move 
here, “I was excited to immerse myself in a new 
environment and learn from a range of 
perspectives”. 

During her Advanced studies in biology, Kasuni 
recalls a time where she made a small mistake on 
an exam that caused her a great deal of stress at 
the time. “In retrospect, I see that this mistake was 
a valuable learning opportunity that taught me the 
importance of resilience and adaptability.” Learning 
from her experience Kasuni now approach 
challenges with a more growth-oriented mindset, “I 
now recognise that setbacks can sometimes 
provide valuable insight and opportunities for 
personal growth”.  

In high school Kasuni was involved in a number of 
extracurricular activities, such as playing netball. 
Through the sport, Kasuni learned about 
teamwork, perseverance, and leadership. She says 
that “these lessons have stayed with me 
throughout my life, and I am proud of the personal 
growth I experienced through my involvement in 
netball and other activities!” Kasuni says that these 
experiences have made her a more well-rounded 
and capable individual. 

If Kasuni had not pursued a career in chemistry, 
She  would have been interested in studying law 
and human rights. “I have a strong interest in 
social justice and equity, and I believe that 
pursuing a career in law would have allowed me 
to make a meaningful impact in this area”.  

Kasuni comes from the beautiful island of Sri 
Lanka. She graduated with a BSc Honours degree  
in Chemistry with first-class from the University of 
Peradeniya, Sri Lanka. Currently, Kasuni is in her 
final year of her PhD at ANU, conducting research 
in protein NMR with Prof Gottfried Otting. 

 

Outside of the lab Kasuni enjoys spending her free 
time reading books, listening to music, and 
participating in community activities. Kasuni also 
takes pride in being a good cook and enjoys 
exploring new recipes in her kitchen. 
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Michelle has a PhD in Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology. She has worked for >10 years as a molecular 
biologist/ virologist and have recently started a new 
career pathway in research administration. Michelle 
works part-time as the Victorian node administrator 
for CIPPS and the rest of her time she is kept pretty 
busy by her 2 year old, Eli. Michelle has a ~10 year 
old beagle-cross who acts more like a cat than a dog, 
but she loves her regardless!  
 
Michelle has a coffee addiction and enjoys running 
outdoors whenever she gets the chance. 

Node Administrator (She/Her) 
Biomedicine Discovery Institute 

Monash University 

@m_audsley 

ABOUT MICHELLE 
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Michelle had quite an intensive journey during her 
PhD. She shares from her experience—always back 
up your data and to create an organised system for 
managing information! “Early in my PhD I was so 
focused on performing experiments and getting 
results that I didn’t make time to create an 
organised system for managing files/ data or 
backing them up. Two years into my PhD my laptop 
was stolen from my desk while I was in a lab 
meeting, and although I was ultimately able to 
recover many of my raw data files, I lost a 
substantial amount of analysis I had performed. A 
costly lesson, but that certainly changed my 
approach in every subsequent position!” 

My previous experience in the lab 
helps me better relate to, and 

communicate with, the 
researchers that I support. 

At an early age, Michelle was fascinated by 
microorganisms, such as bacteria and viruses. Her 
interest to study biology was later reinforced in 
high school where she had the opportunity to 
undertake work experience in a microbiology lab. “I 
loved the whole vibe and experience, and it 
cemented my interest in pursuing a career in a 
similar area. I was fortunate to be able to work 
in the field of virology for my honours, PhD and 
as a postdoctoral research fellow”.  

In an alternate reality you would find Michelle 
doing the same thing she loves, which is studying 
the tiny world of viruses and bacteria. “Given the 
opportunity to go back in time and change my 
career, I wouldn’t change a thing! I enjoyed working 
in research immensely and gained so much value 
from my time as a PhD student and postdoc. I have 
now started down a new career path in research 
administration, but my previous experience in 
the lab helps me better relate to, and 
communicate with, the researchers that I 
support”. 

Michelle has worked as a postdoctoral research 
fellow for about five years and really enjoyed her 
time in academia. She decided to change career 
paths following some self-reflection and also family 
and personal matters. “I was struggling to see a 
long term career pathway for myself as an 
academic researcher due to limited funding and 
positions. I applied for the occasional non-academic 
job while I was still employed as a postdoc, but it 
wasn't until I took time away from research 
(maternity leave) that I felt certain I wanted to try 
something new when I returned. I think it was the 
perfect storm of hitting the 5 year mark post-PhD, 
factors in my personal and family life, and the 
career impact of the extended COVID lockdowns in 
Melbourne”.  

Michelle decided to become a research 
administrator as it meets the sweet spot of working 
around a scientific environment without doing the 
science. Although research administration was 
never the end goal, it was the right fit for Michelle  

Having a clear end goal for finishing your PhD 
degree can really help motivate you in the long run, 
even if your end goal has changed. Michelle shares 
that “during the more difficult times in my PhD, I 
personally found it helpful to remind myself of the 
reasons I wanted to undertake one in the first place 
and to be clear on my end goals—even if they 
changed along the way”. 

at the time. “I was looking very broadly at a range of 
jobs and wasn't sure what I wanted to do, but it 
became clear over time that there was a pattern in 
the jobs I felt most excited about applying for jobs 
that fit under the umbrella of 'research 
administration'. I'm really happy where I've landed 
because I still get to use so much of the knowledge I 
gained working as a researcher and I am also gaining 
a whole range of new skills and experience”.  

There is no pressure to remain in academia, and it 
can certainly be easy to get caught up in a very 
narrow idea of what success looks like (i.e. a 
traditional academic research career).  “I also feel like 
there was a big part of my identity wrapped up in 
being a scientist, and there was some sense of loss 
stepping away from that… but I don't regret it!”. 
Michelle’s past experience as a virologist have 
prepared her with training in data processing, 
science communication, and organisational skills. 
These transferable skills will prove invaluable in her 
career, moving forward. 

https://twitter.com/m_audsley
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