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Christine Wu Interview
W: Christine Wu, and I’m an Assistant Professor in the Department of Pharmacology here at the School of Medicine at the University of Colorado.

Q: So, if you would please, tell me a little bit about what you do here in your work.

W: Ok, so my research interest focus’s around technology development. So my lab focuses on a new technology called Proteomics, basically we use mass-spectrometers to measure masses of proteins, and we can monitor thousands of proteins at the same time. So we develop methods to increase sensitivity, and we also take this technology that we develop and then apply it to biological systems such as cancer and heart failure.

Q:  What does it do?

W: So, in a nutshell we’re trying to find the holy grail of science right now, let’s just say cancer research, is to find cancer biomarkers. And we’re able to monitor proteins that are molecules in the cell, and we’re able to monitor differences between cancer cells and normal cells so that we can find the proteins that signify cancer so that we can have a method of detection of cancer.

Q: So tell me a little bit about your background, take yourself back to middle school, high school, and think about where you became interested in science, or sort of how you became interested in science, and then we’ll talk a little bit about how you pursued that interest.

W: Ok, so when I was in junior high and high school, I actually didn’t know that I was going to go into a science career. My parent pushed me towards a science career, my Father was a physician, but I really did not know that I was going to like doing this. The science classes that I took were just general science classes. I had biology, chemistry, physics, I had math, so just a typical curriculum, and I really didn’t think about what I was going to be pursuing later on, it wasn’t until later, even after under-grad, I majored in bio-chemistry in under-grad, but I really didn’t know I was going to go into research until way later, until I actually got into a lab.

Q: And, tell me a little bit about your parents wanting to go into science, your Dad was a physician, did they see that as a good career option for you, or was it sort of a tradition?

W: It was sort of a tradition because my Dad was a physician, and his Dad was a physician, so, I mean he wanted one of his children to actually follow in his footsteps. And so, I was always pushed into a sort of science-based curriculum in school. And it was never thought of as a road toward multiple career paths, it was always like you’re going to take science classes, and then you’re going to go to medical school, and you’re going to be a doctor. So I didn’t even realize that there were other career opportunities if you majored in science.

Q:  Tell me about that time when  you realized there were other career opportunities and when things started to click for you in terms of really, I mean, I’m assuming you’re not just sort of still an automaton, sort of just moving along that path, when did the passion engage and how did that happen?

W: Right, Right. When I was in college I took science classes, and I took science lab classes, which are required, you go in there and you perform your experiment, and I really, really hated that. So, during one of the summers I was actually visiting a friend here in Denver, and I decided well, maybe I’ll give research a try, so I went around to a bunch of professors and talked to them about maybe doing a summer research for them, and picked one that was in cell biology, and then after, I think it was just two weeks into the lab environment where I actually got to design my own experiments, and not to do the experiments someone else told me to do, but actually come up with experiments myself, and use, sort of, the creative aspect, you know, utilize the creative aspect of science. Of the sort of ‘what would I… I wonder what would happen if I did this’ or ‘I wonder if I could do this.’ Designing experiments around those types of questions that have never been answered, I think that’s when I really knew that I was going to go into science.

Q: Well, that’s interesting, What are the qualities that you think have really served you well, I mean obviously you have the (educational) building blocks and things like that, but when you look around at the scientists that you work with who were successful, an maybe and maybe the ones who weren’t so successful, what do you think are really the skills and qualities that a young person would need to have already and develop further as they get into a career in science?

W: I think creativity, I think the ability to be a leader, and the ability to sell yourself, that actually is, and also the ability to write. So, when I was an undergrad even, I didn’t know that there would be so much writing involved with science. But once you’ve discovered something, you have to be able to communicate it to other people. So, you write papers, and you need to get funding for the lab, and for the research that you are going to be doing, and so you need to be able to write proposals, so there’s a lot of writing involved, but mostly it’s, and this is the part I really like about science, is the creativity aspect, coming up with new, innovative ideas. So, I would say probably creativity is the best one.

Q: Maybe you could describe a little bit about, you know, you just mentioned selling yourself, you also mentioned that you’re going into this meeting, so tell us a little bit about this meeting that’s coming up, or a meeting that you had where you have presented an idea to somebody who has funding, or something like that.

W: You have to be able to come up with the scientific ideas, so innovative ideas. But then you have to be able to put it in a way that the normal person can understand it. Because a lot of the donors, who don’t really have a science background, and yet you have to go and make them believe in your project, and so you sort of put it into the big picture aspect of number one, this is a great idea, number two, I’m going to be able to carry out this project, and number three, what does this mean for human health.

Q: Lastly, I’m thinking, is there any message that you have for kids who are interested in science, about why they should pursue this as a career, what benefit will it have to them and their lives, do you have any particular thoughts if you’re talking to, say your daughter had a friend, and she was saying ‘oh, I might be a scientist’ why would you say that would be a good idea?

W: I guess there would be lots of reasons, but I think the first thing would be you have to do something that you’re passionate about. But in terms of career opportunities, once you get something that you’re passionate about there are lots of career paths that are very, very stable career paths. So, for instance, going into academia, this is a very, very stable job. You’re able to interact with other people, you teach students, so you’re training the sort of future generation of scientists, so you get to contribute to that, and you also get to contribute to the scientific literature, and also coming up with different ways of maybe, you know, affecting people’s lives in terms of health consequences. If you came up with the cure for cancer, that would be absolutely fantastic, the next Nobel Prize, everybody aspires to come to that. 

But, I guess you have to follow your passions, and follow your dreams.  It actually can be quite fast in terms o the applications of the research here. So, as I have mentioned before, a large focus of my lab is using the technology to come up with new biomarkers of disease, and in particular biomarkers for cancer, biomarkers for heart failure. If you can come up with a list of biomarkers, you can come up for tests or assays for those biomarkers, and then they become just diagnostic kits, and then you would be able to use them for diagnosing let’s say, a patient that had early cancer, and you want early detection of these cancers so you can actually treat them with drugs, and have a higher success rate of curing the disease. It actually becomes a very, very fast translational project where just knowing what the protein is can then help you develop an assay to detect that protein, and then you can diagnose patients.

Q: So it’s different from a pharmaceutical product where you might have to test it for years, you’re talking about diagnosis.

W: That’s right, so a diagnostic is different than drug development. In drug development, you actually, I mean, the typical drug these days, you know, is in development for like ten to twenty years. So diagnostics can actually move a little bit faster. Way faster, actually.

Q: So, let’s go back to a friend of your daughters saying, ‘oh, should I go into science as a career?’ Why would you say that would be a good idea today?

W: I would first ask the student, or the friend, whether or not they like science, because that’s key, you have to at least like it. And then I would tell her that there are all sorts of career paths you could go into if you wanted a science career. So you can go into teaching, you can go into research, you can go into even management with a science career. What I do here, in terms of being an assistant professor, and being the head of a research lab, is a little bit of all of those things, so I teach students, I contribute to the next generation of scientists, I design new projects, new experiments.  So there’s that aspect of coming up with something new and novel, and then we’re able to apply that directly towards these projects that will have impacts on human health. For instance, you know, a cancer screen, a cancer diagnostic

Q: And you had mentioned something about having a passion for what you do, can you relate the passion to the result of finding a cure for cancer, or finding a diagnostic tool.

W: I think that you’re always looking down the road at some type of big impact, some type of legacy that you can leave of yourself, and so, whether it be the papers that you have written, you’ve written something that has been published and now it’s just like book for authors. It’s out there, it has your name on it. If you came up with a diagnostic, now somebody could use that, and that would affect their health consequences. So I think that when you think in that direction, and you think that you can impact the general population, and I guess the happiness of, you know, the rest of the population, then that sort of drives you forward. And I also have to mention that another thing that’s really, really great about this type of job is the fact that you don’t do anything that’s the same. So every day is a new experiment, so, you know, students who are really, really excited about doing something, participating in something new every day, science would be a really great career for them because experiments change as you move along in your project, you never do the same thing twice.

