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A brief news digest for U of T’'s Molecular Genetics community.

Event Highlights

Proof We Left the Lab: 2025 MoGen Retreat

The MoGen Retreat is one of the department’s most anticipated annual events,
bringing students, faculty, and staff together to connect through research,
collaboration, and community. This year marked the first time the retreat was held
at Blue Mountain, following past gatherings in Niagara-on-the-Lake. Seminars,
poster sessions, and workshops filled two days, complemented by trivia and
hiking activities. Thank you to the organizers for making it a success.




Celebrating the Barbara Vivash
Award in Molecular Genetics

The Department of Molecular Genetics
has awarded Dr. Kaitlin Laverty the
2023-24 Barbara Vivash Award for the
most outstanding PhD thesis. Co-
supervised by Dr. Tim Hughes and Dr.
Quaid Morris, Dr. Laverty’s work
combined computational and

experimental approaches to study
RNA-protein interactions.

From the Lab to the World: How
the GPD Course Builds Career-
Ready Scientists

MoGen’s Graduate Professional
Development (GPD) course helps
graduate students turn research
expertise into real-world readiness. The
summer session ended with a career
panel featuring professionals from
industry, public health, and healthcare.
Read more.

In the Frappier Lab, viral proteins
rewire host RNA

Postdoctoral reseacher Dr. Ashley

. Campbell showed that during Epstein-
" Barr virus infection, the viral protein

BZLF1 unexpectedly activates a massive
human miRNA cluster usually seen only
in embryonic development. This



discovery reshapes how we understand
EBV persistence and its role in cancer.

The van der Kooy Lab shows how
light can mimic drug reward

A study led by PhD researcher Lyla EI-
Fayomi shows how light can mimic drug
reward. By delivering_carefully patterned
light stimulation to the brain, the team
triggered the same reward responses
normally produced by opiates, but
without using drugs. This biomimetic
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optogenetics approach offers a precise
£ way to study the biology of addiction and
mmmmm may help inform future treatment
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Researchers from the Yuen Lab
reveals hidden influence of DNA
repeats

A Genome Biology study from the Yuen
Lab led by postdoctoral researcher Dr.
Sasha Mitina reveals that the context of
short tandem repeats, not just their size,
shapes gene regulation. The findings
reframe repetitive DNA as active
elements influencing human variation
and potential disease risk, rather than
neutral sequences or harmful only when
expanded.

MoGen researcher Anna Axakova
advances ALS diagnosis

Working in the Roth Lab, then PhD
trainee Anna Axakova tested more than
§ 2,000 SOD1 gene variants. Her study

‘ produced functional maps that clarified
- disease-causing mutations and

reclassified 41% of uncertain variants, a



major step toward better ALS diagnosis
and treatment access.

In the Dick Lab, a Single-Cell
Atlas Reveals How Blood Cancers
Develop

Led by first author Andy Zeng,
researchers in the Dick Lab built a
single-cell transcriptional atlas of human
blood formation, based on more than a

million cells. By comparing this atlas
with leukemia samples, they identified
how acute myeloid leukemia (AML) cells
deviate from normal development.

A new study from the Brumell Lab
reveals VPS13C’s role in
Salmonella infection

y Led by Anna Waldmann, new research
shows that VPS13C helps shape the
compartment where Salmonella grows

| inside cells. The work links a protein tied
| to Parkinson’s disease to infection

biology and uses a new BiolD proximity

labeling approach to study how bacteria

interact with host cells.

In case you missed it

; I The Ensminger Lab identify first virus to infect
g\ Legionella, revealing evolutionary origins of
fn Legionnaires' disease

A new study from the Moffat Lab reveals a
promising_precision target for Barth syndrome



TRAINED PHYSICIANS.

ety Watch: MHSc alumni share how genomics shapes
(O e clinical practice and research
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Announcements

We are excited to introduce our new faculty and instructors. Welcome to the
Department of Molecular Genetics!

Research Faculty Genetic Counselling Instructors
e Dr. Alissa Greenwald e Laura Redondo
o Dr. Katherine Stewart o Marci Schwartz
e Dr. Osama Abdin e Megan Dickson
o Dr. Khalid Al-Zahrani e Laura Redondo

Community News

Meet Sally Al-Mufty, Genetic Counselling Alumna

From U of T’'s MSc Genetic Counselling program to a national
role supporting patients, Sally Al-Mufty shares how her
graduate research shaped her career in education and
advocacy.

5= Researcher Spotlight: Jacob Fine

o |} PhD candidate Jacob Fine of the
Blencowe lab has been awarded a 2025
we—*r \/anier Canada Graduate Scholarship for

ﬁ? his research in computational biology. By

,__,_:-..-ou',ﬂ"

& decoding how RNA guides gene
regulation, he’s helping push the field of
genomics and bioinformatics forward.
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Worms About Town engages
Toronto residents in discovery

PhD student Jonathan Tersigni (Reinke
Lab) is leading Worms About Town,
where Torontonians collect fruit samples
to uncover wild nematodes and
microsporidia. The project blends
discovery with community engagement.

Welcoming two emerging leaders
in discovery and translational
research

The Department of Molecular Genetics
and Sinai Health welcome Dr. Alissa
Greenwald and Dr. Katherine Stewart as
new Assistant Professors at MoGen and
Investigators at LTRI expanding research
in cancer biology, stem cell biology, and
computational genetics.

Awards

2025 Clarivate
Citation Laureate
Dr. John Dick

Derrick Rossi
Innovation Awards
Dr. Peter Roy

Fellow of the Royal
Society of Canada
Dr. Xi Huang




Need a check-in with our learning strategist?

The start of the new academic year is
a great time to take stock of how
things are going with your degree.
How are you feeling about your
progress? Are there any skills you’d
like to develop as you look ahead to
the rest of your degree and your
future career? Or are there any well-
being supports that you'd like to tap
into?

MoGen students in any of our
graduate programs are invited to
reach out to our in-house learning
strategist, Kyle Turner, to discuss
these topics (and more). Whether
you’re experiencing challenges,
would like to level up your academic
skills, or would just like to discuss
your experience in the program, email
me to set up a chat.

mogen.learning@utoronto.ca

Halloween Decor Contest

To get us in the spooky season spirit, the
MoGen staff are challeging each lab to
decorate a lab door (or office door,
bench end, section of wall in a break
room... wherever is feasible). The three
prize categories will be:

e Spookiest Decor
o Best Relevance to Lab Research
e Most Creative/Unique Design
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PRIZES FOR:

e Spookiest Decor
¢ Best Relevance to Lab Research Area
¢ Most Creative/Unique Design

Send photo to Kyle Turner (Learning Strategist)
mogen.learning@utoronto.ca by October 99th
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Email a photo of your masterpiece to
(mogen.learning@utoronto.ca) by
midnight on October 29.

Winners will be announced on October

318!, and the winning lab in each
category will receive a bag of candy!
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