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Results released by education and careers advice company 
Quaquarelli Symonds (QS) have ranked the Departments of 
Anatomy and Physiology at the University of Otago to be the 
24th best in the world.  While the international league tables 
for universities and individual subjects have been published 
since 2004, this is the first time Anatomy and Physiology as a 
subject has been included in the world-wide rankings.

Head of the Department of Anatomy Professor Neil Gemmell 
said the result was something the whole Department could 
embrace.  “It places us among some of the best departments at 
the best Universities in the world.”

He continued to say “This is great recognition for the 
exceptional work being done by our staff across all facets of 
our research and teaching.  The QS rankings measure a large 
number of performance indicators, but one of the big ones 
is academic reputation, which is measured by surveying the 
opinions of leading academics about which institutions are most 
notable within their discipline areas.”

“Clearly our staff and students are doing us proud by creating 
lasting, favourable, impressions as they present and interact 
with colleagues at international meetings, publish their work

Anatomy at Otago ranked 24th in the world!

in international journals, and ultimately leave us to start new 
adventures in different parts of the globe.”

“I look forward to us doing even better in future years.”

Criteria used by QS to calculate the rankings include 
academic peer review, the impact of published research 
results, commitment to teaching, and the diversity of 
academic staff and student community.

In the spirit of togetherness and celebration, the 
Departments of Anatomy and Physiology got together on the 
steps of the Otago Medical School for a combined photo to 
celebrate the achievement.

And judging by Professor Gemmell’s final comment, there is 
still so much more the Department and its staff have to offer 
the world. 

[The five top ranked universities for Anatomy and Physiology 
are: (1) University of Oxford, UK; (2) University of Cambridge, UK; 
(3) McGill University, Canada; (4=) Stanford University, USA; (4=) 
University College London, UK.  Visit the QS website to learn more 
(https://www.topuniversities.com).
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Hallie Buckley’s first words to the Vice Chancellor 
when she rang to inform her of her promotion 
were “Wow, that’s pretty cool”.  Hallie concedes it 
was ‘not very professorial of me’, but those four 
words aptly summed up the emotions she felt 
upon hearing she had been promoted to full 
Professor – delighted, humble, and just a little bit 
surreal.

Hallie has worked her way up the academic 
ladder, and counts herself extremely lucky to be 
paid to do something she loves.  

Her passion for learning about people began 
when she travelled to Papua New Guinea as a ten 
year old to visit her Uncle.  “I was very interested in 
the diversity of culture, and fell in love with old bones 
as an undergraduate student in Auckland.  I just 
wanted to keep learning and challenging myself with 
new goals” she says.

“I never tire of learning what the bones of past 
people can tell us, and I have been fortunate to have 
‘grown up’ in this Department with all the support we 
receive”.

She quickly acknowledges lots of people have 
helped her get to where she is today.  “I’d like 
to thank Dr Nancy Tayles for taking a punt on this 
random girl from Auckland who wanted to get 
involved in her project in Thailand.  After first asking 
Lisa Matisoo-Smith about her experience with me as 
an undergraduate student in Auckland, Nancy let me 
volunteer on my first dig in 1996.”  

“Nancy was, and continues to be, a very supportive 
mentor of my research and teaching” Hallie says.

She also acknowledges the support and guidance 
of her Heads of Departments who have all 
encouraged her to shoot for the stars.  

Professor Gareth Jones appointed Hallie as 
Assistant Lecturer in 1999 and he continued 
to support the development of Biological 
Anthropology in the Department, and her 
promotion to Lecturer in 2001.  She notes that 
both Nancy and Gareth fostered her professional 
development in all areas of academic life and 
taught her that being a good departmental citizen 

Professor Hallie Buckley

was very important.

Professor Helen Nicholson gently nudged her in more challenging directions, 
offering her more and more teaching and administration roles.  “She is one of 
my Otago idols” Hallie says. 

Hallie’s family and friends have also been very supportive of her career 
goals, particularly her husband David, who has tolerated her absences and 
encouraged her to go through each scary promotion round.

Her career highlights include taking part in archaeological excavations of 
pivotal Lapita cemetery sites in the Pacific; the Wairau bar koiwi tangata 
project which was, and still is, an incredible opportunity to learn about our 
past and an opportunity to work directly with the community (“All koiwi 
tangata work I have done has been extremely rewarding”); and more recently 
the project on the historic cemetery in Milton where she again worked 
closely with the local community.  

“Finding burials where we could identify some of the people from the paintings 
on the coffin lids and then delving into their history has been a unique experience 
for me and made the process a lot more real”.

Hallie is a strong believer that it is essential for senior academics to engage 
in undergraduate teaching, and to be inspirational role models for students.   
“Passing on knowledge and experience is an obligation that we should all take 
very seriously” she says.  

She has taught HUBS 191 for many years, and for her, the best part is 
watching the light bulbs go on in the young faces, and the excitement 
when they learn about the research she does.  “Teaching is so much fun and 
rewarding” she says.  “I don’t like marking exams though.”

From ‘random girl’ to Professor



This year the Department has experienced a significant 
increase in student numbers in its undergraduate science 
papers.  While this exciting increase in students taking 
Anatomy and Biological Anthropology papers is great 
to see, the increased class sizes have caused a bit of 
head scratching when it comes to fitting everyone into a 
practical lab class.  

Enrolments at 300-level have increased from last year, 
but it’s the enrolments at 200-level which have caused the 
most excitement.  

The ANAT 241 (Human Biology: Cells to Systems) paper has 
exploded to a class size of 396 students (this includes 19 
Medical Laboratory Science students), a 60% increase on 
2016 enrolments.  Enrolments for BIOA 201 (Biocultural 
Human Skeletal Biology) have also increased by 42%.

The forecast for second semester papers show projected 
enrolments of 366 students for ANAT 242 (Neurobiology), 
and 180 students for ANAT 243 (Reproductive and 

Providing opportunities for postgraduate students and 
watching them grow as independent researchers is 
another highly gratifying part of her job.  Her advice to 
young academics is to follow your heart and your passion, 
and say ‘yes’ to opportunities.  But be strategic.  “Ask for 
opportunities which will challenge you, such as undergraduate 
teaching, and focus on the core activity of publishing from 
your PhD .”

Her own future challenges include developing a project 
on New Zealand’s early European biosocial history, and 
to continue to work on projects in the wider Asia Pacific 
region on health and disease.  

Perhaps her most satisfying challenge will be to continue 
mentoring her PhD students to become independent 
researchers, and help send them on their own roads to 
academic success.

Anatomy / Neuroscience 
Alumni - where in the world 
are you?  

Are you pushing back the boundries of science?  Are 
you educating our future leaders?  Maybe you are 
involved in policy making or grant funding?  Or you 
are part of a team making a difference in peoples’ 
lives?  

Whatever you are doing we’d like to know where you 
are, what you do, and how you got there.

Get in touch with us anatomy@otago.ac.nz, and 
don’t forget to update your details on the University’s 
Alumni page … http://www.otago.ac.nz/alumni/
index.html

Developmental Biology).  That’s a 53% and a 49% increase 
respectively on 2016 enrolments.  The Summer School 
BIOA 201 paper is also becoming increasingly popular with 
a 53% increase on last year’s enrolments.

The Histology Classroom is running at full capacity this 
semester with the ANAT/MELS 241 students squeezing 
into four practical lab streams each week.  Add to that two 
streams of BIOA 201, two streams of ANAT 250 (Functional 
Anatomy for Physical Education students) run twice each 
week, four streams of MICN 301 (Medicine Third Year), 
the occasional four streams of MICN 201 (Medicine 
Second Year), and a four hour ANAT 333 (Reproductive 
Biology) class and there is hardly enough time for the lab 
technicians to take down one class before setting-up for 
the next.

Fieke Neuman (Teaching Laboratory Manager) says she 
and Teaching Laboratory Technician Liane Sim have been 
staying late some nights to clean-up labs finishing at 6pm 
and then setting-up for labs that start at 9am the next 
morning.  

“The clean-ups have been bigger this year because we 
have had to provide more of everything for the students 
to use in each stream” she says.  “I love working those 10.5 
hour days!”

Should this staggering increase at 200-level continue into 
third-year, we could possibly have over one hundred 
students in most of our 300-level papers in 2018.  Now 
that will be a challenge for the Department’s staff and 
resources!

Science enrolments increase

mailto:anatomy%40otago.ac.nz?subject=Alumni%20response
http://www.otago.ac.nz/alumni/index.html
http://www.otago.ac.nz/alumni/index.html


“Becoming a full Professor feels twice as good as becoming an 
Associate Professor” says Professor John Reynolds.  “It feels 
like the ultimate recognition for a tremendous amount of work 
through the years.”

John graduated from the Otago Medical School in 1994, but his 
desire to learn more about mechanisms of the brain steered 
him away from a career in clinical medicine.  He joined the 
Department of Anatomy as a PhD student in 1997, and later 
became a Junior Research Fellow in the Department, working 
alongside Dr Jeff Wickens in the area of electro-physiology, 
computer simulation and dynamical analysis of single neuron 
function.

John’s teaching, research and administration portfolio 
has grown tremendously since then, and he now runs his 
own research lab and is a leading senior member of the 
Department, University and wider neuroscience research 
community.

With his medical background and keen research interest 
in rehabilitation from brain disorders, it was actually John’s 
curiosity which led his own research to focus on the changes 
that occur in normal brain circuitry after Parkinson’s disease 
and stroke.  His research goal is now focused on developing 
new treatments that will allow people with these disorders 
the chance to live an improved life with the minimum of side 
effects.

John has enjoyed many career highlights over the years, 
including the award of a Rutherford Discovery Fellowship by 
the Royal Society of New Zealand, winning an International 
Brain Research Award, and receiving a prestigious Ako 
Aotearoa Teaching Award.  

Professor John Reynolds

Curiosity a driver for brain research
A recent major research success was gaining a Ministry of 
Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) programme 
grant worth $4.8 M to develop a medical device targeting 
drug delivery within the brain.  It is hoped this technology 
will enable a smart, non-invasive drug delivery system for 
the treatment of disorders with underlying neurochemical 
imbalances.  Future development of this revolutionary 
technology could also target chemotherapy treatments to 
brain cancers and arrest epileptic seizures at the site of origin.

Although he has many competing and varied demands for his 
time, he finds the variety of the job to be a real strength.  “One 
day I can be with a committee of academics discussing course 
design and the next day I am performing an operation out on the 
farm.”  

John was recently appointed Director of the Health Sciences 
First Year (HSFY) Programme at the University of Otago, a role 
he was excited to take on.  

“It’s a privilege to contribute to the development of a programme 
that provides such an excellent grounding for all our students in 
the health sciences and professional programmes, and attracts 
students in such great numbers due to its reputation” he says.

John puts his heart and soul into everything he does, and 
for him the ultimate reward for teaching is seeing students 
engage with, and enjoy their learning.  He has mentored 
ten PhD students through to completion and always tries to 
prioritise his time for his postgraduate students.  

“My job is to mentor them as new scientists and allow them to 
learn the joy of scientific discovery.  They are always respectful of 
my competing demands and are probably the most patient people 



I know.  And they generate really cool results which outweigh 
all the more mundane parts of the job!”

John is grateful to all those who have given support and 
guidance to him throughout the years.  In particular, he 
mentions his Heads of Department who have provided 
insight, support and excellent advice along the way, 
and his lab staff and postgrads.  “They have allowed me 
to mentor them to find their passion and have all made 
tremendous contributions to the productivity and culture of 
the lab.”   

It is clear that John loves his job, and values the people 
around him who contribute in so many different ways to 
his day.  “I always say, if you are not enjoying what you do, 
you are not in the right career”.

“Find a project that interests you and people you enjoy 
working with.  But above all, find the fun in science and 
teaching.”Having fun at Tent City

Emerging Researchers Group
The Emerging Researchers Group (ERG) is an active 
support network that provides a forum for early career 
researchers in the Department, both postgraduate and 
post-PhD.  The focus for this year’s activities include 
setting up inter-departmental networks, fostering 
presentation skills - especially for the newer students in 
the Department, and establishing a fun, collegial vibe for 
everyone to be a part of.  

The group plan to host four workshops this year, each 
tailored to meet the varying needs of their members.  
These will focus on teaching and demonstrating tips 
and hints; poster preparation and how to ‘schmooze’ at 
conferences; advice on writing and publishing; and the art 
of science communication.

The long-established weekly Journal Club sessions will 
continue throughout the year, giving members the 
opportunity to take turns at presenting recent scientific 
papers of interest to their colleagues in a fun, relaxed 
environment.  

The group also plans to introduce special-topic meet-and-
greet sessions.  These will give interested members the 
opportunity to meet with postdocs and more established 
emerging researchers in the Department, to talk about 
how they got to where they are now, and what the next 
steps will be in their own fledgling research careers.

If you would like to be involved in ERG activities, or would 
like to learn more about the group please contact either 
Catherine Collins (catherine.collins@otago.ac.nz) or  
Megan Elder (eldme595@student.otago.ac.nz).
  

Having fun at Tent City
For the first time ever the Department had a presence 
at  the University’s Tent City during O-Week celebrations.  
There were plenty of activities for students to participate in 
- they could build a skeleton, try their hand at ‘Operation’, 
have fun with the avatar 3-D limb app, and hold a real 
plastinated human brain.  But most importantly they could 
chat to our staff and postgrads about studying Anatomy.

Everyone involved had a fabulous time in the sun (yes, 
it was (mainly) sunny!), and our activities even made the 
highlights page on the University’s own Facebook page!

mailto:catherine.collins%40otago.ac.nz?subject=ERG%20enquiry
mailto:eldme595%40student.otago.ac.nz?subject=ERG%20enquiry


Dr Brad Hurren’s commitment to provide an all-inclusive 
learning environment for students and his ability to inspire 
a passion for science in students has been recognised with 
a coveted University of Otago Teaching Excellence Award.  
Brad is one of only four Otago University staff to receive this 
honour for 2017.  

Brad didn’t always want to be a teacher – when he 
was younger he wanted to be a marine biologist, or an 
astronaut.   His passion for teaching didn’t show until he 
was employed in the Anatomy Department as a student 
demonstrator.  Back then, being a demonstrator was simply 
a way to help pay the bills as he completed his postgraduate 
studies.  But he soon discovered he really enjoyed the job, 
the contact with staff and students, and helping students 
understand the science of anatomy.

“I enjoy trying to describe concepts to students and seeing that 
‘click’ moment when something is understood.  That’s the best 
feeling.  And seeing students achieve their goals is so rewarding” 
he says.

So, what makes him such a popular and successful teacher?  
“I try to relate to students, although that might be getter harder 
as I get older, and my jokes might be starting to turn into ‘dad-
jokes’.  Maybe I need new strategies?” he muses.

Brad considers one of the key attributes of being an 
effective teacher is to try and understand that students 
are often under a lot of pressure academically, socially and 
financially, so being at University can be a really stressful 
time for them.

“I think taking the time to be conscious of this often makes 
you re-evaluate how you communicate if a student is having 
difficulties in a paper.  It might not just be because the content 
is hard.”

“Being aware that everyone is different and everyone has 
different learning styles is really important too.  Sometimes 
it takes a different way of explaining something or drawing 
a diagram or just gently probing for knowledge with more 
questions.  But when you see that understanding sink in, it’s 
awesome.”

One of his favourite teaching moments came at the 2016 
Māori pre-grad function.  “I saw some students that I tutored 
in second-year graduate with their BSc, and then in front of 
their families they announced that they had been accepted into 
Medicine.  That was pretty awesome.”

And there have also been some not-so-good moments, like 
when he threw a mini chocolate bar to a student in a lecture 
as part of a quiz and it hit the student on the head, or when 
he fell up the podium in a HUBS lab in front of a group of 
students he was teaching for the very first time, or when his 
jokes in lectures or labs are lame and no-one laughs.

But talking comes easy for Brad.  “Most people that know me 
are aware that I like talking, and I’m pretty hard to shut up.  My 
PhD supervisor used to say to me that she could tell I liked to 
talk, even on paper!”

So for him, talking about anatomy is fun, and being involved in the 
Department’s outreach activities, such as the International Science 
Festival and Tent City at O-week, is a bonus.  “The human body is 
relatable to everyone, so it’s pretty easy to have a conversation about 
really!”

Brad believes that a lot of recognition he has received for his 
teaching is actually due to hard work from a lot of people in the 
Department and the wider University.  

“I am pretty lucky to have a job where I get to work with great 
colleagues and friends that enable me to help our students succeed” 
he says.  And this support helps fuel his enthusiasm for teaching 
anatomy.

 “Students want to know that you want to be there as their teacher 
while they are on this University journey.  If you are enthusiastic about 
the subject you are teaching, they will be too.”

[The Otago Teaching Excellence Awards have been held since 2002.  Candidates 
are judged on five criteria: planning and design for learning; ability to facilitate 
learning; ability to assess student learning; ability to evaluate learning and 
teaching – including reflecting on and improving their own teaching; and their 
professional development and leadership in teaching.

Dr Brad Hurren has been a Teaching Fellow in the Department since 2007.  He 
completed his PhD under the supervision of Dr Marilyn Duxson in 2013.   As 
a recipient of the Otago Award he will receive $10,000 from the University 
to support his own learning and teaching.  Brad, along with the other three 
winners from Otago, will be eligible for consideration for the national Tertiary 
Teaching Excellence Awards held in Wellington later this year.]

Teaching award apt recognition 



Having completed an Honours degree in Anatomy, Sneha 
George was in a very good position when vying for a 
coveted place on the postgraduate medicine programme 
at Deakin University.   Her previous qualification 
demonstrated that she was prepared for the high 
intensity nature of learning medicine, and also helped 
her stand out from the other candidates.

The medical course is very demanding, and students are 
expected to continuously build on knowledge already 
learnt.  This is where Sneha says her postgraduate 
research experience worked really well for her.  

“Doing postgrad research made me more independent 
and taught me about effective time management, and I’ve 
definitely drawn on these experiences though out the year.”

Her level of anatomy knowledge going in to study 
medicine has made it easier for her to pick up on content 
being taught, and being able to recall concepts learnt in 
her undergraduate studies has made the workload seem 
less daunting.

Sneha enjoyed her undergraduate papers in Anatomy 
and says that, after speaking to a few lecturers about the 
research they were doing, to her it was an obvious choice 
to pursue further study in the Department.

Her Honours research looked at the effect the metabolic 
hormones leptin and ghrelin has on fertility.  

“Postgrad study is great because you decide what you want 
to do.  It’s a fresh change from undergrad study.  With 
research, you have the opportunity to direct your own 
learning, attend conferences and interact with the top 
experts in the field.  There’s a lot of potential for growth and 
I loved that!”

Although Sneha does caution that research is not a walk 
in the park and requires commitment, she also says she 
found it rewarding and fun, especially as she can now say 
that she has written a thesis!

She recommends anyone thinking of going on to 
postgraduate study to find a topic they are interested in, 
and a supervisor they get along with and are comfortable 
working with.  

“Talk to a variety of people so you know what options are 
out there and find a research topic you are motivated to 
investigate and enjoy learning about.  Be sure your purpose 
is something that drives you and most importantly, don’t 
let one or two failed attempts stop you from achieving your 
goal.” 

ALUMNI PROFILE...

“My research helped me stand out from the others”  

Sneha George, BSc(Hons)



Device could diagnose heart disease
A non-invasive portable screening device created by 
Dr Yusuf Cakmak and colleagues from the Auckland 
Bioengineering Institute, has the potential to diagnose 
heart disease.

Jugular venous waveforms (JVW) and carotid artery pulse 
waveforms (CAW) are important indicators of heart 
disease, however they are one of the more difficult physical 
examinations to perform accurately when diagnosing 
the disease.  Existing diagnostic methods are based on 
subjective and unreliable visual observations, or require 
invasive cathertisation.

This portable camera-based instrument measures JVW 
and CAW, and has the potential to be able to embed into 
mobile phones, enabling medical practitioners to use the 
device as a screening tool to perform initial diagoses for a 

range of heart diseases.

Yusuf and his research team recently received a MedTech 
CoRE Seed project grant of $50,000 to further explore the 
potential of the device.

Preliminary tests on healthy subjects have demonstrated 
that the proto-type is able to measure JVW which offers 
encouraging evidence that a novel, quantitative non-
invasive medical device could perform JVW and CAW tests.

The next phase of the project will focus on measuring JVW 
and CAW outputs in 30 healthy subjects.

If all goes well, and with a little more testing, this non-
invasive portable device could be available at a medical 
practice near you sometime in the future.

When dreams turn to gold ... 
A tailored men’s trouser-suit created by our very own Fieke Neuman during her previous life as 
a fashion desiner, features in the “When Dreams Turn to Gold: The Benson & Hedges and Smokefree 
Fashion Design Awards 1964-1998” exhibition currently showing at the Dunedin Public Art Gallery.  
Fieke’s design, entitled  “Distracted”, won the Menswear section at the 1998 Smokefree Fashion 
Design Awards.   Fieke says she was inspired by Japanese and Belgian fashion influences, and 
designed the suit for ‘a distracted poet’ she knows!

The exhibition runs at the Dunedin Public Art Gallery until 25th June 2017.
 



NEWS FROM THE RESEARCH GROUPS

Biological Anthropology...

From Africa to Aotearoa - 
the longest journey
A project led by Professor Lisa Matisoo-Smith, 
with the assistance of the Biological Educators 
Association of New Zealand, has received funding 
from the 2017 Unlocking Curious Minds funding 
round.  The fund focuses on supporting projects 
that engage with young New Zealanders.  Professor 
Matisoo-Smith’s project is one of only four funded 
from the Univesity of Otago.

Lisa says her project, From Africa to Aotearoa - the 
Longest Journey,  aims to “engage and excite young 
minds about science, history and life in general.”

The project, which uses DNA analysis to tell the 
great adventure our ancestors undertook to travel 
out of Africa, across the great Pacific Ocean, to 
settle in New Zealand, is aimed at 12 - 18 year olds, and 
their Biology and Social Sciences teachers.  

Lisa hopes the project will encourage students all over 
New Zealand to engage with and appreciate the stories 
of how their own families came to New Zealand. 

“Through their own DNA analyses, teachers will be able 
to demonstrate the value of DNA for studying human 
migrations, and students can celebrate and share their own 
family journeys to Aotearoa.”

The project has a significant 
focus on the settlement of the 
Pacific region, which Lisa says 
makes it particularly relevant 
to Māori and Pasifika students, 
but also of interest to all New 
Zealanders.

“We have already seen that 
story-telling is highly appealing 
to all students, especially 
Māori and Pasifika students, 
and the children of migrants 
and refugees.  Their ancestors 
embarked on the longest and 
most dangerous journeys of all.  It 
is well known that there is a need 
to better engage these students in 
the education system.”

Lisa says the project will also be of professional value for 
teachers, updating them on the latest genetic technologies, 
and what we now understand about the settlement of 
the Pacific and Aotearoa.  Teachers will assist with in-class 
activities which are in alignment with the current New 
Zealand curriculum.

The project will tour around all regions of New Zealand.

If you would like to learn more about this project please 
contact Lisa (lisa.matisoo-smith@otago.ac.nz) .

mailto:lisa.matisoo-smith%40otago.ac.nz?subject=Africa%20to%20Aotearoa%20project


CLICK THE PLAY 
BUTTON TO 
WATCH HELEN’S 
VIDEO ON OUR 
NEW WEBSITE

Students get hands-on with 
the past
Members of the Biological Anthropology team hosted 
groups of high school students (Year 12 and 13) from 
around New Zealand earlier this year, as part of Hands-On 
at Otago.  The Hands-On at Otago programme is designed 
to support and encourage talented young New Zealanders 
to consider further study at University as a step in their 
career pathway.

The Hands-On “Snack” programme (a mini-project 
designed to give students a small taste of a variety 
of research activities and see researchers in action 
in a research environment) offered by the team gave 
the students an overview of how bones can be used 
to reconstruct people’s lives, in the past and forensic 
contexts.

Postdoctoral Fellow Dr Charlotte King, who was involved 
in organising the Biological Anthropology Snack, said the 
students were taught basic techniques, including how to 
work out the age and sex of people from their skeletons, 
and how to recognise obvious trauma or pathology on 
bones.

“Then we had them investigate two hypothetical ‘cold-cases’ 

looking at real individuals, and getting properly hands-on 
to find out what they could from the skeletons using the 
techniques they’d learnt.” 

“Our feedback was really positive, and we’ve hopefully opened 
up a whole new area of discovery for these students who had 
no idea how much of our lives is recorded in our bones!” 

This is the first time a Snack in Biological Anthropology 
has been offered, but judging by its success and the 
enthusiasm shown by the students, it may become a 
regular thing at future Hands-On programmes.

Hands-On at Otago
Hands-On at Otago is held at the 
University of Otago, Dunedin, during 
the secondary schools summer 
vacation, and runs for a week: Sunday 
through to Friday.

There is competition for places in some projects offered, so 
it is advisable to apply promptly.  Registrations for 2018 will 
open in early August.

For more information please visit the Hands-On at Otago 
website (http://www.otago.ac.nz/hands-on-at-otago/index.
html).

http://www.otago.ac.nz/hands-on-at-otago/index.html
http://www.otago.ac.nz/hands-on-at-otago/index.html


Clinical Anatomy...

NEWS FROM THE RESEARCH GROUPS

Profiling: Dr Kelby Smith-
Han
Kelby joined the Department in 2014 as a Postdoctoral 
Fellow working part-time for Professor Helen Nicholson.  
His background was in psychology and mental health (he 
has Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in these subjects) 

before he moved 
into the field of 
medical education.  
He completed his 
PhD (‘Just a GP’: 
an exploration of 
undergraduate 
medical students’ 
discourses of 
General Practice) in 
early 2014. 

Kelby also holds positions as a Research Fellow (CAPLE 
Project  - http://www.otago.ac.nz/bioethics/research/
caple/index.html) and Teaching Fellow with the Otago 
Medical School.  His teaching and research interests 
include the socialisation of medical students, medical 
student identity, the clinical experience of medical 
students, small group teaching, the hidden curriculum, 
discourses in medical education, and student support.

He uses a variety of research methods and analyses 
including qualitative research e.g. discourse analysis, 
grounded theory analysis, thematic analysis and 
narrative analysis; and mixed methods e.g. combining 
qualitative and quantitative methods in survey research 
as well as combining quantitative survey data and 

qualitative interview and/or focus group data.

One of his latest publications about medical students 
practicing invasive medical procedures, which 
stemmed from a Summer Studentship, received 
both national and international media attention 
with Radio New Zealand, NZ Herald, Times Higher 
Education, and The Guardian profiling the research. 
[see references below.]

Another recent article, entitled “That’s not what you 
expect to do as a doctor, you know, you don’t expect 
your patients to die” was recently published in the BMC 
Medical Education journal. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/

s12909-016-0631-3)

If you would like to discuss anything to do with 
medical/higher education teaching and/or research 
(e.g. peer review of teaching, research ideas etc), 
please feel free to contact Kelby (kelby.smith-han@
otago.ac.nz) to have a chat.

Bai, M., Nicholson, H., Smith-Han, K. (2016). Medical 
students’ experiences of practising invasive medical 
procedures. New Zealand Medical Journal, 129 (1444), 
43-57.

Links to media articles:

•  http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/316697/med-

students-practising-invasive-procedures-on-themselves

•  https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-week-

in-higher-education-3-november-2016

•   https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/28/

medical-students-operate-on-themselves-at-home-to-

practice-says-report

http://www.otago.ac.nz/bioethics/research/caple/index.html
http://www.otago.ac.nz/bioethics/research/caple/index.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0631-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0631-3
mailto:kelby.smith-han%40otago.ac.nz?subject=
mailto:kelby.smith-han%40otago.ac.nz?subject=
http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/316697/med-students-practising-invasive-procedures-on-themselves
http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/316697/med-students-practising-invasive-procedures-on-themselves
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-week-in-higher-education-3-november-2016
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/the-week-in-higher-education-3-november-2016
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/28/medical-students-operate-on-themselves-at-home-to-practice-says-report
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/28/medical-students-operate-on-themselves-at-home-to-practice-says-report
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/28/medical-students-operate-on-themselves-at-home-to-practice-says-report


Professional Practice Fellow Mr Vivek Perumal recently 
published his 5-year research work looking at the use and 
effect of clinical anatomy e-cases in student learning.  

The e-cases are an on-line supplementary clinical anatomy 
learning resource based on third year medical anatomy 
practical labs in the Department.  

Interactive 
online 
resources 
to support 
the learning 
of clinical 
anatomy 
are limited, 
and there 
are limited 
data to show 
whether such 

resources are useful to student learning.  

Vivek says the e-cases developed in the Department have 
received positive feedback from students, and won an 
award for teaching innovation in 2011, and a University of 
Otago CALT (Committee for the Advancement of Learning 
and Technology) award in 2014. 

Vivek has analysed the medical students’ utilisation of the 
e-cases over a 5-year period, and the results have been 
presented at three international conferences and several 
seminars. The data have also contributed to a research 
publication and a book chapter on higher education. 

The results showed the e-cases were well integrated with 
practical lab classes, and promoted a deeper understanding 
of the subject. They also demonstrated that e-cases were 
a great revision tool and the number of students accessing 
them increased substantially in the lead-up to the final 
examination period. 

Vivek also noted that some 
students in their clinical 
years (post third-year) 
were still revisiting some 
of the e-cases to brush-up 
on their clinical anatomy 
knowledge!

The results showed 
student’s consistently 
engaged with the material 
during weekends and after hours, almost 24/7.  In fact the 
only real ‘down-time’ was between 3am and 5am! 

Vivek has recently extended this resource to include 
cross-sectional anatomy learning for both the nervous 
system and regional anatomy modules. He believes these 
supplementary resources help students learn and revise 
at their own pace, in a non-competitive and stress free 
environment. 

Awarded the ‘OUMSA best demonstrator’ for 6 years, 
he is now busy developing more interactive elements to 
supplement medical teaching, the most recent one being 
the neuroanatomy GAME for third-year medicine. 

As well as teaching clinical anatomy and being actively 
involved in developing e-learning material, Vivek is also 
doing a PhD. His doctoral research is supervised by 
Professor Helen Nicholson and Dr Stephanie Woodley.

Educational research in 
Clinical Anatomy 

Hands-On at Otago
Eight Year 12 and 13 students spent a week of their January school holidays in the Department learning all about the knee as part 
of the University’s Hands-On at Otago programme.  As part of their Clinical Anatomy programme they examined the structure and 
function of the knee joint, from the macroscopic to the microscopic level.  As well as dissecting deer knee joints, the students learnt 
to cut, stain, view and analyse tissue sections under a light microscope, viewed samples under the high-powered scanning and 
electron microscopes, and watched an anatomist dissect a human knee joint, so as to compare structures in the human knee to 
those they had learnt about in the deer.



NEWS FROM THE RESEARCH GROUPS

Neuroscience...

News from the Jasoni Lab
Two recent PhD graduates from Associate Professor 
Christine Jasoni’s lab have gained post-doctoral positions 
at highly prestigious research centres in the USA.  

Tessa Sanders
Dr Tessa Sanders has joined the National Institute on 
Deafness and Communication Disorders Centre within 
the National Institute of Health (NIH) in Washington DC, 
USA.  Tessa is now working as a Postdoctoral Fellow in 
the Developmental Neuroscience Laboratory, where 
research focuses on identifying the molecular and 
cellular factors involved in development of the different 
structures within the cochlea and inner ear, including the 
auditory and vestibular sensory epithelia and the spiral 
ganglion, which acts as the first relay between the inner 
ear and the brain. 

Tessa will be using single cell isolation techniques and 
RNAseq to work out what developmental factors might 
be important in defining spiral ganglion neurons in the 
cochlea.

Thomas Kim
Dr Thomas Kim has a position as a Postdoctoral Fellow 
at The Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, USA, and is 
working in the Department of Neuroscience. 

Thomas will be using scRNA-Seq and CRISPR to 
analyse the development and function of Lhx6+ neurons 

in the hypothalamus, and in particular will be focusing 
on the diversification and differentiation of hypothalamic 
GABAergic neurons. 

Before he left the Department Thomas published a paper 
for which he was awarded the Society for Endocrinology’s 
Young Invesgitator paper prize.  That same paper also 
recently won the Society of Endocrinology’s Best of Basic 
Science 2016 award for Decelopmental Origins of Health 
and Disease.  Well done Thomas!

Best Paper Prize
In 2014, Tessa and Thomas were awarded the 
Department’s Best Postgraduate Paper Prize for their 
co-authored journal article “Maternal obesity and IL6 lead 
to aberrant developmental gene expression and deregulated 
neurite growth in the fetal arcuate nucleus”, which was 
published in the journal Endocrinology (2014: 155(7), pp 
2566-2577).



Breaking News ...
Laura was recently awarded the Brain Health Research 
Centre Young Investigator award.  She will accept the award 
and give a seminar on Wednesday 26 April at 12noon, 
Hunter Centre room 122/123.

Exceptional Theses
In addition to Laura’s and Papi’s theses, other Departmental 
theses to be placed on the Health Sciences List of 
Exceptional Theses include ...

Dr Simon Fisher
Action discovery in the basal ganglia through reinforcement of 
spike timing-dependent plasticity.
(Primary Supervisor: Prof John Reynolds)

Dr Anna Gosling (Department of Biochemistry)
Pacific people, metabolic disease and evolutionary processes.
(Supervisors: Prof Tony Merriman and Prof Lisa Matisoo-
Smith)

Dr Joon Kim
Functional analyses of the neuropeptide FF receptor system 
using GJ14, a potent and selective antagonist.
(Primary Supervisors: Assoc Prof Greg Anderson and Prof 
Dave Grattan)

Dr Monica Tromp
Lapita plants, people and pigs.
(Primary Supervisors: Prof Hallie Buckley and Prof Lisa 
Matisoo-Smith)

PhD theses written by Dr Laura Boddington and Dr 
Papi Gustafson have been listed on the Health Sciences 
Divisional List of Exceptional Theses.  The list comprises 
only those doctoral candidates whose research is assessed 
by examiners as being of an exceptional standard in every 
respect – research content, originality, quality of expression 
and accuracy of presentation – and amongst the top 10% of 
theses examined.

Laura’s thesis “Effects of electrical theta burst stimulation on 
interhemispheric inhibition and functional recovery after stroke” 
examined the behavioural and electrophysiological effects 
of applying electrical theta-burst stimulation to the brain 
after a stroke in order to modulate functional recovery.  

The examiners were impressed with her ability to conduct 
very challenging experiments, and thought her critique 
and analysis of the data relative to existing literature was 
at a level of maturity beyond that expected of a doctoral 
candidate.  

Laura was supervised by Professor John Reynolds.  She is 
currently an Assistant Research Fellow in John’s lab and is 
presently pursuing postdoctoral fellow positions overseas.

Papi’s thesis, “The role of prolactin in suppressing the maternal 
stress axis”, looked at how the anterior pituitary hormone 
prolactin acts within the maternal brain to suppress stress-

Theses of exceptional standard

Dr Laura Boddington & Dr Papi Gustafson

regulatory neurons and thus limit activation of the maternal 
stress response.  

Her examiners were impressed with the high standard of 
her thesis and her level of dialogue throughout the oral 
exam.  

Papi was supervised by Associate Professor Stephen Bunn 
and Professor Dave Grattan. She is currently working as a 
Postdoctoral Fellow in Dave’s lab, extending the work she 
did during her PhD to produce high impact publications.



Associate Professor Greg Anderson’s research lab has had an 
exciting new article accepted for publication in the Journal of 
Neuroscience.  

Co-authored by Neuroscience Masters student Olivia Egan, 
Research Technician Megan Inglis, and Associate Professor 
Anderson, the article looks at conditions of nutritional 
imbalance which could contribute to infertility.

Sexual maturation and fertility are dispensable at the 
individual level but critical for species survival. Conditions 
such as nutritional imbalance may therefore suppress 
puberty onset and fertility in an individual. In societies 
characterised by widespread obesity, the sensitivity of 
reproduction to metabolic imbalance has significant public 
health implications. Deficient leptin signalling due to diet-
induced leptin resistance is associated with infertility in 
humans and rodents, and treatments for human infertility Olivia Egan

show a decreased success rate with increasing body 
mass index. In this paper we show that the transmission 
of metabolic information to the hypothalamo-pituitary-
gonadal axis is mediated 
by leptin receptors on 
AgRP neurons. Female 
mice with leptin receptor 
knockout solely in AgRP 
neurons exhibited 
delayed in the pubertal 
onset of estrous cycles 
compared to control 
animals. Furthermore, 
male and female mice 
with leptin receptors 
‘rescued’ only in AgRP 
neurons exhibited almost 
completely restored all 
reproductive attributes 
to levels similar to those of normal mice despite minimal 
rescue of metabolic function. These results provide 
conclusive new insights into the mechanisms that cause of 
infertility due to malnourishment.

Full reference: 
Olivia K. Egan, Megan A. Inglis and Greg M. Anderson 
(2017) Leptin signalling in AgRP neurons modulates 
puberty onset and adult fertility in mice. Journal of 
Neuroscience, in press.

Visit the Centre for Neuroendocrinology website to learn 
more about the research being carried out in Greg’s 
research lab (http://www.otago.ac.nz/neuroendocrinology/
labs/anderson.html) .

Reproduction, Genomics and Development ...

Hot new publication!

http://www.otago.ac.nz/neuroendocrinology/labs/anderson.html
http://www.otago.ac.nz/neuroendocrinology/labs/anderson.html


Andrew Wang, a recent BBioMedSci Honours graduate, 
has been accepted into a Masters course in Clinical 
Embryology at the University of Oxford.  Andrew will 
join the Green Templeton College which specialises in 
medical and life sciences, management sciences and 
social sciences.

As part of his Honours research project supervised by 
Dr Tim Hore, Andrew undertook a lot of cell culture, 
diagnostic testing and cell manipulation, and also made 
some novel cell lines in an attempt to create a synthetic 
system of epigenetic memory in mouse stem cells.   
All of which have set him in good stead for his new 
endeavour into clinical embryology.  

Andrew Wang - Oxford bound

Anyone interested in following Andrew’s experiences as a 
student heading to the UK can read his blog ...
http://invitronz.blogspot.co.nz/

With the support of the Department, Andrew was able to 
present his research at an international conference last 
year.  So all-in-all, it has been a pretty exciting year for 
him!

Because his Masters course doesn’t begin until the start 
of the UK academic year in September,  Andrew has 
rejoined the Hore lab as a part-time Research Assistant.  
It’s great to have him back in the Department, albeit 
temporarily!

The Reproduction, Genomics and Development Group (RGD) is made up of a number of labs that explore different aspects of 
development: from fertilisation and the processes governing the very first cellular divisions, through to adulthood and how 
problems that arise during early development and gestation may have effects on the health of individuals and populations.  
The RGD group explores these questions in humans, model systems and a host of unique and understudied animal taxa.

Their research blends deveopmental and reproductive biology with genomics, ecology, population, conservation and 
evolutionary biology.  A lot of research focuses on questions of pure scientific interest, but there is also a strong element of 
work that has application and commercial benefit to end users in medicine, public health, conservation, biosecurity, fisheries 
and agriculture.

http://invitronz.blogspot.co.nz/


Anatomy t-shirts... Just $15!

Two style options: 
Mali women’s shaped tee in grey marle

If you are interested in purchasing a t-shirt then please email t-shirts@anatomy.otago.
ac.nz.  Please note that for out-of-town purchasers there will be an additional charge on 
top of the $15 to cover the cost of postage. Alternatively you can send a courier bag with 
your payment.  For information on t-shirt sizes, go to http://www.ascolour.co.nz/ .

Staple men’s/unisex tee in grey marle

Printed on high quality AS 
Colour t-shirts.  

Tees come with a small 
identifier on the front and the 

larger design on the back.  
There is also a small University 
of Otago patch on the sleeve.

www.otago.ac.nz/anatomy   

http://www.ascolour.co.nz/4008-mali-tee.html
mailto:t-shirts%40anatomy.otago.ac.nz?subject=t-shirt%20enquiry
mailto:t-shirts%40anatomy.otago.ac.nz?subject=t-shirt%20enquiry
http://www.ascolour.co.nz/
http://www.ascolour.co.nz/5001-staple-tee.html
http://www.otago.ac.nz/anatomy

