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Aspiring Leadership Symposium for ECRs 

School of Cardiovascular and Metabolic Medicine & Sciences 

 

 Jean Hanson Room, Henriette Raphael Building 

                  Guy’s Campus 

Friday 15th  May 2026 

 

Programme 
 

1:30-1:55 pm  Registration/trade exhibition/networking.  

1:55 pm        Welcome by Dr Anna Zampetaki, P&C Lead 

2:00 pm  A Career in Research  
Dr Colin Murdoch, University of Dundee 
 

2:20 pm  A Career in Academic Education 
Dr John Broad, Senior Lecturer AEP, KCL, School of Bioscience 
Education 
 

2:40 pm Trying Things, Changing Direction, and Learning on the Way: A 
Very Honest Career Story 
Dr Vicky Aerts, King’s BHF Centre Research Manager 
 

3:00 pm  From Lab to Clinic: Careers in Diagnostic Science 
Vanessa Dewhurst, Clinical Scientist, Synnovis 
 

3:20 pm  From Research to Real-World Impact: a postdoc’s transition into 
clinical project management 
Dr Sara Romeo, Business Manager BAP PHARMA LTD 
 

3:40-4:20 pm Refreshments/trade exhibition/networking. 
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Aspiring Leadership Symposium for ECRs 

School of Cardiovascular and Metabolic Medicine & Sciences 

 

           Jean Hanson Room, Henriette Raphael Building 

                  Guy’s Campus 

Friday 15th  May 2026 
 
4:20 pm 3-minute elevator talks from ECRs. 

Judged by Dr Rekha Bassi, Dr Mark Holt, and Monica Stollery 
A chance to describe your research via a short talk and win a prize  

 
 

Elevator Talks 
 
 
Cindy S Y Gao 

Vascular calcification: likening soft tissue to bone 

Marta Bernardi 

Development of Reverse FunSel (R-FunSel), a CRISPR/Cas9-based method for 

the in vivo functional identification of cardiomyocyte receptors 

Sadiq Khawaja 

Multimodal AI for Personalised Cardiovascular Risk 

George Doherty 

Imaging Cardiomyocyte Nuclear Dynamics in 4D Using State-of-the-Art 

Microscopy in Beating Hearts 

Zekun Lyu 

Sex-dependent transcriptomic analysis reveals divergent regulation of mRNA 

expression in mouse islets in response to misfolded insulin stress. 
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Adya Lonsane 

Stem cell-derived islet transplantation for Type 1 Diabetes 

Louise Keehn 

Arterial stiffening in children and young adults with primary hypertension 

Frido Kixmoeller 

Interplay between Angiopoietins-Tie1/Tie2 system and sNogo-B signalling in 

diabetic glomerulopathy 

 
 
6:00 pm  Drinks & nibbles. Prizegiving.  
 
 
 
Teaching Hub 
Dr Laura Bertolaccini 
Dr Alison Brewer 
Dr Bo Liu 
Dr Tim Pullen 
Dr Rosita Zakeri 
 
Technical Management Hub 
Maliha Mubarik 
Dr Maria Simon 
 
Administration Management Hub 
Dr Hanna Groothuizen 
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Elevator Talk Abstracts 
Cindy S Y Gao 

Vascular calcification: likening soft tissue to bone 

Nearly 85% of CVD deaths stem from vascular disease. Vascular calcification, the 

pathological stiffening of blood vessels, is almost universally observed in older 

individuals and has no curative treatment. Previously considered a passive 

byproduct of age, studies have uncovered that it is an active process in which 

vascular cells become bone-like. In research, most in vitro models use high-dose 

stimuli to initiate this process. While this mimics calcification in certain disease 

states, it does not capture its native development. I will leverage a novel in vitro 

model to investigate mechanisms that naturally drive vascular cells to behave 

like bone-forming ones. 

Marta Bernardi 

Development of Reverse FunSel (R-FunSel), a CRISPR/Cas9-based method for 

the in vivo functional identification of cardiomyocyte receptors 

This project aims to identify surface receptors that regulate cardiomyocyte 

viability following MI and represent potential therapeutic targets for 

cardioprotection. We are developing a novel CRISPR/Cas9-based method 

(named R-FunSel) based on the in vivo selection for cardiomyocyte survival. An 

AAV9 library encoding sgRNAs targeting selected receptors are delivered to the 

infarcted myocardium. Genomic DNA is then collected and sgRNA abundance 

quantified by NGS. This method is based on Darwinian selection for survival: CMs 

expressing sgRNAs targeting protective receptors die, while those expressing 

sgRNAs against detrimental receptors survive. R-FunSel is currently tested on all 

11 receptors in the BMP/TGFb family. 

Sadiq Khawaja 

Multimodal AI for Personalised Cardiovascular Risk 

This project develops an AI-powered multimodal framework for CVD risk 

prediction, integrating questionnaires, metabolomics, genetics and imaging 
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within a single model. The aim is to deliver accurate, personalised risk 

assessment that remains robust with incomplete data. Early findings show 

improved discrimination with richer inputs, with the C-index increasing from 

0.685 (age and sex) to 0.747 with a complete feature set, outperforming QRISK3. 

The model also provides a measure of confidence in each prediction and 

identifies the most informative next variable to collect, enabling efficient and 

targeted data acquisition. This work supports more accessible population-wide 

screening and earlier, more precise prevention. 

George Doherty 

Imaging Cardiomyocyte Nuclear Dynamics in 4D Using State-of-the-Art 

Microscopy in Beating Hearts 

To maintain its proper form and function, the nucleus needs to respond to forces 

both intrinsic and extrinsic to it. Impaired responses to force result in decreased 

stability of the nucleus, characterised by abnormal nuclear shape and tendency 

to rupture in cardiomyocytes. These characterisations generally take place in-

vitro and require external applications of force to drive shape changes and 

rupture; our understanding of how these dynamics play out in-vivo is limited. In 

my project I am developing a microscopy platform to image cardiomyocyte 

nuclear dynamics in intact, actively contracting whole embryonic mouse hearts 

Zekun Lyu 

Sex-dependent transcriptomic analysis reveals divergent regulation of mRNA 

expression in mouse islets in response to misfolded insulin stress. 

I used bulk RNAseq to quantify the transcriptomic alterations in different 

gender and in wild-type or genetic diabetic mice. 

Adya Lonsane 

Stem cell-derived islet transplantation for Type 1 Diabetes 

Type 1 Diabetes (T1D) is an autoimmune condition caused by the immune-

mediated death of insulin-producing pancreatic beta cells. The primary 

treatment for T1D is lifelong administration of exogenous insulin, via injection, 

pumps, or other devices. Additionally, close monitoring of blood glucose 

concentrations is imperative to prevent hypoglycaemic or hyperglycaemic 

episodes. Pancreatic islet transplantation is therefore a preferable alternative 

treatment; however, availability of donor tissue is limited. We are, therefore, 

developing stem cell-derived islets (SC-islets) to be used for transplantation. My 
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research focuses on validating these SC-islets by transplanting them into mice 

and assessing graft function and morphology. 

Louise Keehn 

Arterial stiffening in children and young adults with primary hypertension 

Aortic stiffness (AS) is increased in children and young people (CYP) with 

hypertension but the underlying cause is unclear. My project investigates 

potential causes of AS in CYP with hypertension, including increased distending 

pressure within the aorta, increased sympathetic tone and smaller aortic 

diameter. AS will be assessed cross-sectionally between hypertensive and 

normotensive CYP,  longitudinally in hypertensive subjects after blood pressure 

reduction and after modulation of sympathetic nervous activity. MRI will be used 

to compare aortic dimensions between hypertensive subjects and controls. 

Findings may help to identify relevant treatments for hypertensive CYP, which 

may differ to those for older patients. 

Frido Kixmoeller 

Interplay between Angiopoietins-Tie1/Tie2 system and sNogo-B signalling in 

diabetic glomerulopathy 

Diabetic nephropathy is a leading cause of kidney failure, driven in part by 

damage to the glomerular vasculature. My project investigates the role of the 

endothelial receptor Tie1 in this process. Using a diabetic mouse model with 

endothelial-specific Tie1 deletion, we found that loss of Tie1 reduces 

albuminuria, suggesting a pro-albuminuria effect of Tie1. We also studied 

sNogoB, a vascular stabilising factor, and showed that its beneficial effects could 

require an intact Tie1 signalling. Overall, our work reveals a complex, context-

dependent role for Tie1 and identifies it as a potential therapeutic target in 

diabetic kidney disease. 


