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HoD’s Foreword 
 

I’m delighted to see that 2023 was such a productive year in our Department. It was great to 

restore some normality with more in person meetings and office chat. 

Once more we can celebrate an impressive number of publications and grants been awarded, 

with the special highlight being the renewal of the funding for the SFI FutureNeuro Centre, an 

achievement which will bring a most welcome boost to the neuroscience research in RCSI and 

in Ireland as whole. 

Many congratulations to all newly minted doctors and a warm welcome to everyone who 

joined in this year and my thanks to all staff with teaching commitments for the outstanding 

work with our undergraduate and postgraduate student education. In line with outreach activi-

ties, Prof Tríona Ní Chonghaile’s research was featured on a TG4 documentary on “Recovery 

from Cancer”. 

The Green Lab Committee has been very active implementing initiatives to reduce our impact 

on the environment: we took part in another freezer challenge, had tap aerators installed in 

the labs (representing 50% reduction in water consumption) and more importantly our initia-

tives are leading the way for a more sustainable research environment in RCSI and fulfilling our 

sustainability goals. 

A big thanks to everyone in Department for their contribution to the newsletter and I hope we 

have a successful and impactful 2024.   

 

Jochen 

 

Welcome new colleagues! 

February: Elena Perez Morrissey (RA) – Team Jochen, Valentina Salari (Visiting Scientist) –

Team Tobias, Kate Hanratty (Internship) – Team Omar, Sean Kerrane (Internship) – Team 

Brona) and Nina Flach (Visiting Scientist) – Team Marc. 

March: Dr Ludovica Di Martino (Postdoctoral fellow) – Team Tríona and Florian Osswald (MSc 

Student) – Team Brona. 

April: Rocky O’Halloran (International Engagement Manager) – Team Jochen. 

June: Mohannad Dabbour (GLIORESOLVE PhD candidate) – Teams Annette & Jochen 

September: Dr Rachel Stewart (Postdoctoral fellow) and Barry Maguire (MD Candidate) – 

Team Jochen, Lauren McAuley (PhD Candidate) – Team Simon, Suzanne Murphy (MD 

Candidate) – Team Annette, Dr Ana Fernandez (Postdoctoral fellow), Olga de Luca (Visiting 

Scientist), Aisling Coady (Visiting Scientist), and Yitao Wang (PhD Candidate) – Team Tobias, Dr 

Cian Darcy (Postdoctoral fellow) – Team Tríona. 

October: Keelan Farnan (PhD candidate) - Team Tríona. 
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New Projects, Grants & Theses 

New Doctors! Congratulations  

2023 Vivas:  

Aileen Harnett, Archi-

ta Biswas, Justine 

Mathoux, Karen 

Conboy, Kieron 

White, Lyndsey Flana-

gan. 

In May, Anna Blüm-

mel, Elisabeth Jirström, Jorin Bejleri and Kieron White re-

ceived their diplomas—Congrats to all of you! 

 

Grants and Awards 

Congrats to Prof Henshall and the FN team for the renewal of the funding (a whoop-

ing €18M!) for the FutureNeuro Centre for another 6 years. His group also secured 

€600K in funding from Roche. Dr Simon Furney was awarded €300K for the project 

“NoCoSMiCC: Non-Coding Somatic Mutations in Colorectal Cancer” under the SFI 

Frontiers for the Future Programme in May. Prof 

Brona Murphy was awarded 

€300K from Enterprise Ire-

land and Dr Niamh Connolly 

and Prof Jochen Prehn were 

awarded €500K from the 

JPND programme (HRB). 

Dr Niamh Connolly also won 

most Highly cited RCSI Senior Authored paper with Indus-

try collaboration’ at Research Day in March while (now Dr) 

Lyndsey Flannagan 

took home the 

award for Post-

graduate in Year 

2+ Poster Presen-

tation. During the 

IACR in February, 

Andrew Roe 

(Team Tríona) won the Best PhD Proffered 

Talk and in October, Florian Osswald (Team Brona) was awarded the inaugural Ronnie 

Fehily Medal for his lay description of his Master's Research. Last, but not least, Car-

men Stepek won two funding awards: the Helmholtz Information and Data Science 

Academy (HIDA) Visiting researcher grant (€8,168) and the Shirley Kearney AWC Basel 

University Study Degree Award (US$4,000) and Javier Villegas Salmeron won a €300 

travel grant to attend the CNIC PHDay. Outstanding work everyone! 
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Shout-out to... 

...Prof Henshall and his team for featur-

ing in first place of the 100 most-cited 

manuscripts in the fields of Epilepsy and 

Epigenetics out of a total of 632 scientists 

worldwide. Link here. 

… and to now Prof Tríona Ní Chonghaile 

who got promoted 

to Associate 

Professor in April. 

 

Staff Highlight 

Dr Shona Pfeiffer 

Dr Shona Pfeiffer is a Principal Investi-
gator and Lecturer in the Department 
of Physiology & Medical Physics. She 
graduated 
with a BSc 
(Hons) degree 

in Biochemis-
try in 2007 
from Universi-
ty College 
Dublin (UCD) 
and subse-
quently was awarded a PhD in Neuro-

science in 2011. She continued her 
interest in translational neuroscience 
and novel therapies in the treatment 
of neurological disorders in the Centre 
for Systems Medicine, RCSI. Dr Pfeiffer 
was awarded a Postgraduate Diploma 
in Health Professions Education in 

2016.  

Dr Pfeiffer has a particular interest in 
the molecular mechanisms underlying 
neuronal injury, neurodegenerative 
disease and diabetes mellitus, for 
investigating disease progression and 
the development of diagnostic, prog-

nostic and novel therapeutic agents 
for disease modification and neuro-
protection in both pre-clinical and 
clinical settings.  

She is also the Deputy Director of the 
RCSI Research Summer School (RSS) 

supporting and promoting undergrad-
uate research experience. 

 

Fertility Treatment Policy 

 
RCSI has a HR policy dedicated 

to support staff undergoing 

fertility treatments. 

You can find the full policy 

here. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10643235/
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/staff.rcsi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Fertility-Treatment-Policy-1.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/staff.rcsi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Fertility-Treatment-Policy-1.pdf


We started the year with our traditional 

Transition Year programme organised by 

Dr Helena Bonner. 

 

On April 27th we had our first in person 

departmental meeting since COVID. It was 

great to see everyone in person again! 

We also resumed our seminar series the 

Physiology Mini-rounds, featuring Prof 

Brona Murphy, Dr Katja Rybakova, Dr 

Simon Furney and Dr Nicola Cosgrove in 

March and in 

October, Dr Ian 

Miller, Prof Kev-

in McGuigan and Bhairavi Sawant. 

 

In June, our researchers were involved with 

the RCSI Research Summer School, which 

included lec-

tures and 

laboratory 

hands-on 

workshops. 

 

November marked Science Week and Dr 

Helena Bonner 

visited the Mid-

lands to bring a 

bit of our re-

search to 150 

pupils in Laois! 

 

Our 2023 net-

working day was an extended version of 

our annual get together. We met on De-

cember 14th for a full day of activities 

including an overview of Future Neuro 

centre phase 2 delivered by Prof David 

Henshall, a very useful summary of our 

current core facilities provided by Dr Heiko 

Dussmann and a positive note on Sustaina-

bility (more on page 

4) by Dr Niamh Con-

nolly. 

We closed the day 

with a chat with 

three of our depart-

ment’s alumni, Dr 

Frank Lincoln, Dr Alessandra Di Grande, 

and Dr Catríona Dowling, who shared their 

professional 

experiences 

to date. 

 

Volunteering 

Team Tríona got on the bike last 

April  to support the Irish Cancer 

Society. Well done! 
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Meetings and Outreach Events  

Prof Kevin McGuigan  
goes viral! 
Prof Kevin McGuigan went viral last May with a picture post-

ed on Twitter (now X) which reached more than 10 million 

views in 24 h! 

You can read the whole story here. 

Prof Tríona Ní Chonghaile also 

featured on TG4 documentary 

“Biseach ón Ailse” (Recovery from 

Cancer). 

You can watch the episode (as 

Gaeilge!) here. 

Academic Promotions 

All information on the Academic 
Promotions can be found at the 
Staff Portal. 

https://www.independent.ie/regionals/louth/drogheda-news/louth-mans-poignant-photo-viewed-over-10m-times-on-twitter/a604541803.html
https://www.tg4.ie/en/player/play/?pid=6329408186112&title=Biseach%20%C3%B3n%20Ailse&series=Biseach%20%C3%B3n%20Ailse&genre=Faisneis&pcode=665244
https://www.tg4.ie/en/player/play/?pid=6329408186112&title=Biseach%20%C3%B3n%20Ailse&series=Biseach%20%C3%B3n%20Ailse&genre=Faisneis&pcode=665244
https://staff.rcsi.ie/administration-and-support/human-resources/staff-learning-development/academic-promotions-3


60 seconds with… 

Alice O’Farrel, Programme 
Manager 

A typical day?  

Reviewing budgets, doing grant 

amendments, organising events 

BUT mainly my life involves trying 

to get people to reply to Emails or 

send me things I need for re-

porting! :) 

What’s your life motto?   

I don’t have a life motto…do I need 

one? 

How do you relax?  

I’ve got into Yoga the past couple of 

years. I love ballet. I love watching 

cooking shows.  

Favourite destination (s)?  

South East Asia. I also really like Las 

Vegas.  

If you could step into the shoes of 

one person for a day, who would it 

be and why?   

A food critic – to try as many differ-

ent restaurants as possible. Or any 

Royal Ballet Dancer. These things 

would not work at the same time!!  

 

As part of our Department’s 

commitment to foster Gender 

Equality in Higher Education, 

another two staff members 

joined the 2023-2024 cohort of 

the Aurora programme: Dr Isa-

bela Aparicio and Dr Petra Ben-

curova. Aurora is Advance HE's 

leadership development initiative 

for women. It is run as a unique 

partnership bringing together 

leadership experts, higher educa-

tion providers and research insti-

tutes to take positive action to 

address the under-representation of women in leadership positions in the sector. Previous 

Aurorans in our department include: Dr Eva Jimenez (current at TCD), Dr Niamh Connolly, 

Dr Orlaith Brennan, Patsy Connolly (now at the SPBS). 

If you are interested in learning more about Aurora, follow this link! 
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Green Lab Committee 

Physiology Aurorans 

The Physiology & FN labs took part in the 2022-2023 Freezer 

challenges saving a whooping 30,600Wh per day, equivalent to 

reducing our CO2 emissions by 3,700 Kg over this period, re-

flecting in an economy of €3,318 per year. Many thanks to 

everyone who helped clean up their freezers and keep up the good work!  

Dr Petra Bencurova also carried out a literature review to ascertain the current knowledge on 

sample stability at different temperatures (-70oC and -80oC) in ultra-low temperature freezers. 

While no study directly compared both temperatures, the rich empirical evidence suggests that 

most biological samples (RNA, protein, human/rodent tissue, tissue lysates, yeast & bacteria) are 

stable for up to 10 years at -70oC (The preferred temperature for DNA storage is -20oC). There-

fore, -70oC is a recommended setting for ULT freezers containing the majority of biological 

samples.    

If you have questions about this, contact the Green Lab Team.  

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/programmes-events/developing-leadership/aurora
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Alumni Interview: Ross Gallagher  
When did you work in Physiology? September 2010 – May 2015. I joined RCSI pretty much fresh 
out of college, joining as a research assistant under Dr Caoimhin Concannon, in Prof Jochen Prehn’ 
s group. After a little over 1 year, I switched to Department Lab Manager, holding the reigns while 
Ina Woods was on maternity leave. From there I worked as Senior Technician, until leaving in 2015 
when I moved to Co. Cork to start my adventure in the Pharmaceutical Industry. 
What are your best memories from your time in Physiology (either professional or social)? I know 
it is a cliché, but my best memories are the warmth of the people in RCSI and fun working environ-
ment. The Physiology department was a melting pot of people from all sorts of cultures and back-
grounds. It was a vibrant and joyous place to be.  

There where so many laughs along the way, whether it be the weekly pizza and pints nights in the Swan or the myriad of 
social events hosted by RCSI (Christmas balls / research events). I 
was also involved with organising a Physiology version of “Come 
dine with me” and fondly remember a huge snowball fight in front 
of St. Stephen’s Green after a particularly heavy snowfall that 
closed most of Dublin.  
Sporting achievements - We achieved great things!!!!Each year we 
represented RCSI in the local tag rugby tournament - most of us not 
having a clue how to play. We may not have won many games, but 
it was great craic spending time together along the way. It felt like a 
family. 
I very much enjoyed working in research and helping others as lab 
manager and senior technician. I loved contributing with my small 
part in helping push academic research forward for patients.  
Where are you now (career path since leaving physiology)? 
While working in RCSI I was grateful to complete the MSc in Indus-
trial Pharmaceutical Science. This qualification (along with relevant experience) allows for registration with the Health Prod-
ucts Regulatory Authority of Ireland, to act as a Qualified Person for the manufacture of medicines in the EU. A Qualified 
Person takes personal responsibility for the Quality, Safety and Efficacy of each specific batch of medicines. I now work as a 
Consultant Qualified Person and enjoy the role immensely, as with helping to provide critical medicines for patients around 
the world.  
What did you take from your time in Physiology which has helped you in your career going forward? 
Working in research and as laboratory manager have helped form part of a solid base with respect to understanding how 

medicines are discovered and how laboratory techniques are 
performed. A big part of working in research is using critical 
thinking skills and problem solving. I gladly draw on this experi-
ence in my current role as Qualified Person. 
Any career advice for students/Post docs who are considering a 
move away from academia? 
Do your research!!! The grass is not always greener. Weigh up 
the pros and cons of academia versus other roles. Firstly, deter-
mine what experience and qualifications are needed to work at 
your desired role and then put a plan in place as to how to go 
about achieving these milestones over a defined period of time. 
Then fully commit. 
Interesting personal fact: I am married, have 2 children under 3, 
a cat named Tron and live in an old converted Schoolhouse and 
Forge, built before the famine in beautiful East Cork by the sea. 

 

You can find all training opportunities at the Staff Portal on this link! 

Looking for training? 

https://staff.rcsi.ie/category/upcoming-courses


RCSI has six staff equality networks. These are driven by staff interests and supported by 
the EDI Unit. The EDI Networks are championed by Senior Management Team sponsors 
and driven by staff themselves with rotating staff chairs each year. Staff networks include: 

 Age Friendly Network;  
 Intercultural Network;  
 Men’s Shed;  
 Parents and Carers Network; 
 Pride Network;  
 Women’s Network.  

More information can be found here. 

EDI Networks 

Publication and funding output, analysed by gender  

Great vibe at the 
Iveagh Garden 
Hotel for our 
annual  
departmental 
Xmas gathering.  

Physiology Awards 2023! 

Congratulations to all the awardees: Dr Mona 

Heiland won the Most Impactful Publication 

Award 2023; Dr Niamh Connolly was award-

ed the Teaching/Mentoring Champion; Dr 

Éanna Ryan got a price for the Most Engaging 

Progress Report; and congrats to Dr Amaya 

Sanz Rodriguez for being the Team Player of 

the Year 2023! Well done everyone and 

thanks to the organizers.  

Athena SWAN Physiology & Medical Physics Data Workstream (Niamh Connolly [lead], Kieron White)  

Figure 1: Publication output by gender, 2019-2022. (Top) Number 
of first author publications. (Bottom) Number of senior author publi-
cations, normalised by senior staff numbers.  

Figure 2: Funding awarded between 2019-2022, split by gender. The 
number of awards is normalised to the number of permanent academic 
staff members per quarter (as of Q4 2022 there were 9 male and 6 fe-
male permanent academic staff).  

https://www.rcsi.com/equality-diversity-and-inclusion/who-we-are


We would love to hear from 

anyone in the Department 

interested in trying their hand in 

Communications! 

Also, the Athena SWAN SAT is 

looking for new members, in 

particular PhD candidates to 

join our very active and dynamic 

team! Contact Isabela, Orlaith 

or Christopher if you’re 

interested. 
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Athena SWAN Comms Team 
 

Isabela Aparicio 

 

Helena Bonner 

 

Liam Shiels 

 

Meghma Mitra 
 

 

 

Got an update? Comment? 

Criticism? 

Get in touch with us: 

 

 Athenacommsphysiol@rcsi.ie  

 

Or through our  

 

Suggestion Box 

mailto:Athenacommsphysiol@rcsi.ie
https://forms.office.com/r/jDDefEjeVt

