Karolinska Institute Exchanges Pay Dividends for AllerGen Trainees
In 2007, AllerGen and the Centre for Allergy (CfA) of the Karolinska Institutet (KI) agreed to internationalize and further enrich the training environment for their respective trainees through joint AllerGen-Karolinska HQP Research Exchange Awards. 

This international collaboration has enabled, on a matching funding basis, AllerGen HQPs to be associated with a KI CfA research project in Sweden, and KI CfA HQPs to be similarly associated with an AllerGen research project undertaken at a Canadian University. 

This opportunity was open to Masters, PhD, MD, postdoctoral students, summer students, undergraduates and allied health professionals. Participant support was matched and sponsored jointly by agreement between AllerGen and Karolinska CfA research project supervisors. Each participant spent at least one month in the other jurisdiction, working on a similar or complementary AllerGen or Karolinska CfA projects with the counterpart investigator and her/his research team.  

The HQP exchange awards have: 
· Enhanced AllerGen researcher and trainee partnerships and strengthened international networking and collaborative research and training opportunities with one of the foremost international centres of excellence in allergy and immune disease research.

·  Created new, unique opportunties for research training, knowledge sharing, knowledge exchange and partnered research that will contribute to the excellence of AllerGen’s research programme and enhace the capacity of a new generation of Canadian research professionals; 
· Provided AllerGen and KI HQPs with valuable short-term international research and training exposure in leading allergy research jurisdictions; 
· Exposed HQPs to cutting-edge international discovery and development efforts contributing to reductions in the impact of allergic diseases. 
My Karolinska Institute Experience: Jennifer Protudjer, University of Manitoba
Observe the opportunity - three simple words that provided me with an unforgettable experience.  The chance to participate in the AllerGen – Karolinska Institutet (KI) Centre for Allergy Research Exchange was a rare opportunity to network with researchers outside of Canada and to seek new collaborations.  But, the warmth with which I was received, and the current and future opportunities made available to me were more than I could have hoped for.

Born and raised in Manitoba, I am familiar with winter’s wrath.  So, travelling to a city further north than Churchill, Manitoba during winter was not intimidating.  After all, Stockholm is a city built upon 14 islands and has a mean temperature of -3oC in February.  What I failed to realize is that I arrived in Stockholm during the coldest winter in over 30 years!  The mercury fell to -29oC one morning, complete with a strong north wind.  But the cold weather was quickly and constantly forgotten as a result of the warm hospitality of the people whom I was fortunate to meet.  My supervisor, Dr. Catarina Almqvist Malmros, is an easy-going, patient and brilliant lady, with whom I quickly developed a comfortable rapport.  Her colleagues at the KI were equally welcoming, and I was able to make several key contacts with their allergy and nutrition researchers.  This hospitality was also extended by every Swede that I met.   When asking if they spoke English (along with an apology for not speaking their language), the steadfast response was “Of course!”  At once, I felt welcomed and grateful.
This gratitude was also extended to the access that was granted to me to pursue my project.  Prior to arriving at the KI, Dr. Almqvist and I had agreed on a database project based on data from the Swedish Twin Study of Child and Adolescent Development.  I was provided with the raw data and an English version of the data dictionary.  My project involved considering associations between asthma, puberty and weight status in 2,951 pairs of Swedish twins.   This cohort of children continues to be tracked longitudinally and includes both parent- and child-reported data.  During my stay in Sweden, I was able to complete the first draft of this manuscript.

Based on the work I completed during my stay, I have submitted an abstract to the International Congress on Obesity conference, which will be held this July in Stockholm.  This is one of the many events being held at the KI this year in celebration of its 200 year anniversary.  This fall, an exchangee from the KI will be travelling to Winnipeg as part of this program.  But, this will not be the end of the anticipated collaboration.  Together with Dr. Almqvist, Dr. Becker, my PhD supervisor, and others involved in this exchange, I intend to continue this collaboration, which includes research and dissemination activities.  
This exchange was successful in many ways.  I met several great researchers in Sweden, I was able to work on a project related to my own doctoral work and I foresee numerous opportunities for future collaboration.  I am grateful to Dr. Almqvist, Dr. Becker, the KI and AllerGen NCE for this opportunity.  Tack så mycket!  Thank you very much!

Jennifer Protudjer, PhD Candidate, MSc

University of Manitoba, Manitoba Institute of Child Health

AllerGen Trainee Salman Ali Shines at AllerGen’s 2010 Annual Research Conference
Each year, AllerGen provides funding for a trainee symposium for all of the Highly Qualified Personnel (HQP) in the Network. The specific goals of this symposium are to provide unique professional development opportunities to trainees working on AllerGen research; to complement academic and scientific training and to promote development of collaborations among trainees.  The symposium is designed to provide capacity building opportunities to trainees in areas which they would not normally have access to in their research and academic experiences, for example presentation and speech training.  

Sheelagh Freeman, a highly trained voice, speech and presentation skills professional with over 20 years experience was in attendance at the 2009 “Skill Development & Media” trainee symposium in May.  She provided coaching on how to improve diction, projection and overall presentation skills to all of the trainees in attendance.  Salman Ali, Masters student at the University of British Columbia, attended the symposium where he took part in Ms. Freeman’s workshop on presentation and speech skills.  He used the skills developed at this workshop for his presentation at the annual AllerGen conference this past February in Quebec City.  Mr. Ali’s presentation, Functional characterization of human variants of NFKBIA in susceptibility to infectious and inflammatory disease, went on to win the AllerGen Research (Diagnostics and Therapeutics) Programme B poster competition at the conference.  

In addition, this past spring Mr. Ali successfully defended his Masters thesis at the University of British Columbia.  These two successes demonstrate that the skills taught by Ms. Freeman allowed for Mr. Ali to deliver a brilliant presentation and graduate with praise on his improvement in his pronunciation, speech and presentation skills.  Mr. Ali’s supervisor, AllerGen investigator, Dr. Stuart Turvey, has recently submitted Mr. Ali’s thesis to the Journal of Immunology and they are currently awaiting the manuscript to be published.  Mr. Ali acknowledges AllerGen’s support in providing him with the opportunity to not only work with Ms. Freeman, but for also having the chance to participate in many additional capacity building workshops, conferences and to present his work to other professionals in the field of immunology research.  Mr. Ali believes that the AllerGen network provided him with opportunities that would normally not have been possible.  Additionally he attributes the success of his thesis defense and his victory at the AllerGen conference to the opportunities and skills acquired from the Network’s capacity building opportunities and professional development workshops. 

