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Graduate Supervision Award Nomination Dossier 

Jeff F Dunn: Nominee Statement 

I’m pleased to be given the opportunity to discuss my supervisory philosophy and accomplishments. 

I’m especially pleased that students of mine, both past and present, support me in this endeavor. Since 

joining the Faculty of Medicine in 2004, I have been the primary supervisor of 16 graduate students and 

over 16 undergraduates. I have been on 13 other graduate committees. After leaving, my students have 

obtained a variety of positions including in research labs, faculty positions, gone to medical school and 

worked in pharmaceuticals. My first student in Biochemistry at Oxford University, Dr. Irene Tracey (co-

supervised with Dr. GK Radda), has become one of the world’s leading neuro-MRI scientists and is the 

Director of the FMRIB lab (functional magnetic resonance imaging of the brain) in Oxford—one of the 

largest fMRI labs in the world. She is an example of many who, after leaving my laboratory, have gone on 

to have successful careers. 

But what should I, as a graduate supervisor provide to the student? The central concept of my 

supervision is that the student is not a technician, just another warm body hired to generate data for the 

lab. They are a valued member of a research team. I want to instill a sense of responsibility and ethics, 

including the concept that research is done for our society. It is not done for the glory of the supervisor 

(although more and more glory is needed for our annual reports!). My job is to help them in their career. 

They should learn enough such that by the time they graduate, they know more about their research 

subject than do I. I also recognize that most graduates do not proceed to a research career. As a result, I 

ensure the student gains important life skills as well as research skills. These life skills include 

communication (oral and written), team building and management. 

Let me expand on these points. The “student as a technician concept” has long dogged research labs. 

As grant funding gets tighter and annual reports more metric based, the pressure mounts on the supervisor 

to get data, get papers and get grants. There is a lot of pressure to generate data. I have worked 

passionately to protect my students from this type of graduate experience throughout my career. In 

addition, I’ve lobbied my colleagues and others to share my belief that a student is not a technician. In 

1992, an article was published in New Scientist from a senior scientist arguing that students should 

seriously consider not going to graduate school because they were glorified technicians. As evidence of 

my longstanding defense of graduate studies as a learning experience, I wrote the following rebuttal to 

this concept (see page 3) that was published in New Scientist. 

When a student enters my lab, I explain that this work is not easy. They are unlikely to succeed 

without long hours and hard work. They won’t succeed working 9-5 and so I don’t monitor their 

attendance. I monitor results. In order to achieve their goals, they need motivation. I aim to empower the 

student to recognize that they have the ability to achieve, to make their own decisions and to make their 

own discoveries. I foster an idea generation culture. We bandy ideas around like a balls in a dodgeball 

game. I was amused when one day, during a planning session, a custodian was listening. They later 

approached me and said it sounded like an episode of the TV medical show “House”. 

The ability to create new knowledge and feel you made that discovery is heady stuff indeed. It is what 

makes the long hours and sacrifice worthwhile. I want each and every one of my students to share this 

excitement with me. To help share this belief, I wrote about it in November 2014, on my blog site that 

was shared online to over 15000 followers of the scientific Twitter account @realscientists that I had the 

opportunity of hosting (see page 4). 

As I teach that creation of new knowledge and the excitement of discovery are important motivators 

for students, so do I teach that we as researchers have an ethical responsibility to society. Data need to be 

as unbiased as possible. Interpretation should be based on data, not on a personal agenda. Knowledge 

should be shared. These concepts are key to maintaining honesty and integrity. They are also at odds with 
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another problem in science—secrecy. Many labs hide new results with the goal of using their reveal to 

promote the lab, to obtain the next grant or to outcompete another laboratory. I disagree with these 

concepts. Without rapid dissemination of new knowledge, we run a serious risk of duplication of research 

which is a waste of resources. By being protectionist, we fail to learn new information from perceived 

competitors—information that could facilitate our own research. I teach that “ideas are cheap” and need to 

be spread like seeds in a field, not hidden never to grow. We should collaborate with labs undertaking 

similar work, and not make them into competitors. As a result, all of my students gain exposure to other 

research groups. They learn to communicate with people who may help them. They learn to discuss new 

ideas at meetings and to generate stimulating brain storming sessions aimed at reaching a common goal. 

This is in contrast to secretive views aimed at protecting the lab. Our responsibility is not to the lab, it is 

to use society’s resources wisely to create new information that, in turn, will improve society as a whole. 

As a supervisor, my primary job is to provide the student with training. The details vary considerably 

between supervisors. I provide technical and academic training in the area of their research program. This 

is the minimum one would expect. To help with both academic and career training, I encourage a co-

supervision model. I provide training in basic science while the co-supervisor trains in an application area 

such as medicine, kinesiology or engineering. If the student is aiming for medicine, we focus on medical 

problems. If the student is aiming for biomedical engineering, we focus more on math and physics.  

A scientist needs to have a niche as well as a network. I encourage students to become experts. I make 

it clear that by the time of their defense, they need to be the expert in their research problem—and they 

need to teach me in that area. Aiming for this goal gives them confidence. To help them develop their 

network, I ensure that they have a local network of collaborators. I also ensure that all of my students 

present at international meetings. This is extremely important for their growth as scientists as well as 

individuals. I introduce students to my extended network of contacts. I facilitate collaboration with groups 

who may be able to help my students either with their current project or with their ongoing career paths. I 

have a large network of contacts who share my belief in open collaboration. 

I recognize that most graduate students in our modern society will not pursue a research career. They 

need training in key marketable skills. These include writing, oral communication and teamwork. The 

students write their papers and documents. I spend considerable time working one on one with them, 

editing and provide writing suggestions. All my students edit work from others in the lab. They assist with 

grant proposals to expose them to grant techniques. My students work as a team. Each tends to be a 

specialist in a particular method or disease, but each will need the assistance of others to complete their 

studies. My student projects always include other laboratories so that the student gains experience with 

other methods, but also with other management and supervision styles. 

I encourage discussions of race, gender, politics and culture. As you might expect with science, my 

lab and the labs of my associates are very multicultural. We often have people from countries that may 

not be overly friendly to one another. I want the students to be able to understand people from diverse 

backgrounds as this is key to successful management in our multicultural society.  

By the time students leave my lab, I want them to have made a contribution that they can be proud of. 

This isn’t just a high mark in a graduate course. They aim to publish a paper in a respected journal. They 

need to have made a new discovery, regardless of whether they are an MSc or PhD student. They need to 

have learned a combination of scientific and life skills that will improve their chances of having a 

successful career regardless of the path they choose to walk. Finally, after graduation, I want my students 

to look upon me as a mentor and collaborator, and not just as a boss. My students are my extended 

academic family. I wish them all well and will do what I can to assist them with their goals. 
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Published, JeffFDunn.blogspot.ca  November 2014. 


