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Chun Peng at her 20%.
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With husband at Beijing Airport before
setting off to Canada in 1988 to further
her studies.
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Prof Peng with her research team members

at her home in 2011.
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Prof Peng with her husband and children at

Guangdong Zhong Shan University in 2010.
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Chun Peng got her doctorate degree in 1992....

a celebration with her husband.
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Pictured with her supervising professor
Dick Peter after getting her doctorate

degree in 1992.
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Chun Peng returned to Zhong Shan
University in 1995 and visited her
supervising professor there.
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Taking part in a walkathon on Centre Island with her
laboratory colleagues in 2009.

BRAFPIF R EFLFF o
Prof Peng with parents at The University
Of British Columbia
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Prof Peng speaking at an international
academic conference.
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Professor Chun Peng

The interview took place on a hot and sunny afternoon. Professor Chun
Peng, looking much younger than her years, talks about her work at York
University. She has already made quite a name for herself in the field of
biology with her findings. Her research bas a positive impact towards

the understanding of how hormones and growth factors control female
reproduction and has potential applications in the development of diagnostic
and therapeutic methods for ovarian cancer and pregnancy- related diseases.
But she humbly says that from research to practical application is a long
road, especially when it relates to human health. A research result has to be
rigorously tested to prove its effectiveness and that there are no adverse side
effects before it can be used in the field of medicine. Professor Chun Peng’s

success story proves once again that ‘where there is a will, there is a way'.

Her success today is due to her hard work over many years. Chun
Peng’s story began in 1962 in the city of Chaozhou in Guangdong
province where she was born to a family with four girls, Chun being
the youngest one. The communist government at that time had been
established for only thirteen years, and there was poverty all around.
Her parents were public servants and the family should have been living
a comfortable life. Unfortunately political changes came one after
another, and Chun had a very unsettled childhood. In 1966 during the
Cultural Revolution, her father was identified as an ‘anti-revolutionary’,
severely criticized and put into a jail at the end. Her mother was also
tainted and had to undergo ‘transformation’in a ‘May 7 State Official
school’ (farms where state officials were sent for ‘thought re-education’
during the cultural revolution). Their four innocent children became
‘orphans’instantly. Chun Peng remembers what happened, My father
was a teacher at one time, and during the civil war, all the teachers

in his school joined the Chinese Nationalist Party’s Youth League.
During the Cultural Revolution, this involvement was dug up as
evidence against him. From then on, we four girls had to take care of

ourselves. My oldest sister was twelve and I was only five at that time.
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To get us away from the chaos of that time, our relatives sent us to live
in a village. During those years, there were not enough clothes to keep
us warm, nor enough food to keep us full. Although our mother could

come to see us every week, most of the time we were separated.”

‘Because we had gone through such hardship, I could do many things
when I was young that normally only adults do. As an example, to
supplement our family income, I did needlework on pillowcases, each
pillowcase earning one RMB, and much of that work was done under a
dim gas light.’

Following the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, the Chinese
Government resumed holding the University Entrance Examination.
Despite missing two years of school, I was qualified to take the
examination. My results were not good on the first try. I wanted to be
a writer, but I did poorly in geography and was rejected. The second
year, I took the examination in sciences, but once again my results
were inadequate. Although I was assigned to a university, I did not
accept the offer because I did not want to give up on my top choice. In
1979, on my third try, I got accepted into my first choice: the Biology
Department in Sun Yat-Sen University in Guangzhou, and thus began
another phase of my life.’

Chun Peng treasured each study moment while at university. In
1983, she got her Bachelor’s degree with outstanding results, and
became a postgraduate student. Three years later, she was conferred
a Master’s degree. During her graduate studies, she was fortunate to
work with Professor Lin Haoran, who at that time was collaborating
with Dr. Dick Peter of the University of Alberta in research. Through
his recommendation, she obtained financial assistance from the
International Development Research Centre (IDRC) and was able
to join Dr. Dick Peter’s laboratory. In 1988, she started her PhD
studies at the University of Alberta. When she got off the plane, she
had only US$50 in her pocket. Dr. Dick Peter was a renowned fish

endocrinologist, and under his guidance, she acquired a lot of leading
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edge scientific knowledge. Despite the financial hardship, Chun Peng
completed her PhD studies four years later in 1992.

Even with a PhD degree, Chun knew that to reach another level in
research, she still had a long road ahead, so she applied for a fellowship
from the Natural Science and Engineering Research Council
(NSERC) to do further research at the University of British Columbia,
staying there until she was offered an Assistant Professor position at
York University in 1995. Since then she has been doing independent
research. She was promoted to be an associate professor with tenure

in 2001 and a full professor in 2007. Aside from doing research,
Professor Chun Peng teaches biology classes, and supervises various
Masters and PhD students, as well as Research Fellows in their research

work.

Professor Chun Peng’s initial research began with fish. She jokes that
there are many animals that can be research subjects, but she dares to
touch only fish. When she was studying at Sun Yet-Sen University, she
was part of a research team to study how hormones control ovulation
and their research results led to the development of a commercial
product in the fish hatchery industry. To this day, she is still
enthusiastic about the research in this area. Currently her research uses
a small tropical fish called zebrafish to investigate the effect of various
genes in the development of the ovary and maturation of eggs. When
she was at the University of British Columbia for her postdoctoral
training, she discovered that gonaodotropin-releasing hormone, a
hormone known to promote secretions of gonadotropins from the
pituitary, had a direct effect on the ovary. This finding had an important
implication in the research of hormones and fertility treatment. She
hopes her research could help the fish hatchery industry as well as

human reproduction, such as contraception and treatment for infertility.
Ovarian cancer is the most fatal disease among all the gynaecological

cancers. Professor Chun Peng and her research team began studies in

this area ten years ago. They proved for the first time that NODAL
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decreases ovarian cancer cell proliferation and induces their apoptosis.
They were also able to elucidate how NODAL causes cancer cells

to proliferate slower and how it triggers cells to undergo apoptosis
More recently they discovered a small RNA that was related to drug
resistance in certain ovarian cancer patients. This research is beneficial

in helping to find more effective treatment for ovarian cancer patients.

Professor Peng is also investigating placental development and pre-
eclampsia, a pregnancy specific disorder. She explains that about 5%

of pregnant women suffer from this disease, which endangers both

the lives of the mother and the unborn child. Currently the causes

of pre-eclampsia are not well understood, but abnormal placental
development is known to be linked to the disease. There is no effective
way for predicting the probable occurrence of the disease, and in

recent years they have been searching for plasma bio-markers for pre-
eclampsia. They have also been studying how growth factors control the
development of placenta and how their abnormal function contributes

to the pathogenesis of pre-eclampsia.

Professor Chun Peng has received many awards for her outstanding
scientific research. She has also attracted substantial amount of
funding from NSERC and the Canadian Institute of Health Research
(CIHR). She often gets invited to give talks on her work at many
international and national conferences. Furthermore, she has been
actively involved in science outreach activities and often goes to primary
and high schools to give speeches to encourage elementary and high
school students to take an interest in biology. For her own students and
trainees, she is always full of love and patience in helping them finish

their research work.

Professor Chun Peng is one of many who come to Canada as a student
and in the end become an immigrant. But she has not forgotten her
mother country. She has returned to China to give talks at various
universities and research institutes. Presently, she is a guest professor

at Sun Yat-Sen University. In addition, she has been collaborating
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with scientists from the Institute of Zoology, the Chinese Academy

of Sciences and with clinicians in hospitals as well. She also invites
Chinese scholars to come to her lab to study, supporting the ongoing
academic exchange between Canada and China. She feels that Canada
conducts good quality scientific research, but can improve further.
Professor Peng remembers in her time, those who had an opportunity
to go abroad really treasured the opportunity. Using herself as an
example, every morning she began her research work at 8 am, and often
stayed there until midnight. Now many students go abroad because
their parents can afford it. She feels the youths today don’t focus on
their studies, especially the students who are raised under China’s
‘one-child’ policy, spoiled by four grandparents and two parents. It is
doubtful if they can become independent under those circumstances.
Professor Chun Peng is also concerned about the children who are
raised here. While the educational system here stresses creativity and
self-confidence, it provides a lax environment. She thinks the best
educational system is a combination of Chinese and western styles,

neither rigid like in China, nor lax like here.

Chun married her school mate He Xing- Fei, a physicist, in 1986.
When Chun came to Canada in 1988, her husband went to the
Australian National University in Canberra. After her husband
obtained his PhD degree, he went to the University of British
Columbia in 1991 and Chun joined him in Vancouver at the end of
1992. Today Xing-Fei is working at a company in Waterloo. They have
two children, a twelve year old girl and an eight year old boy. Chun
encourages both of them to take extracurricular courses such as Chinese
language, piano, swimming, and drawing. She often teaches her children
to work hard to reach their full potential.

Chun feels lucky to be an immigrant in Canada where she has never
experienced discrimination. She thinks that self-motivation is very
important and that one cannot blame discrimination for not reaching

one’s goal in life.

68

Chinese Canadian Legend 2011

Being a Chinese-Canadian immigrant from China, Professor Chun
Peng is very concerned about what goes on in China. She says that
on the whole the country is much stronger and generally life is better
than before. But there are still many problems, such as the large gap
between rich and poor, the inadequate social welfare system, and the
lack of health insurance coverage. But on the whole Professor Peng’s
evaluation is positive. She believes that democracy will slowly evolve
when there is more call for political reform. She feels that democratic
elections are not feasible currently in China. She also thinks that
school teachers as well as researchers have too many administrative

tasks, which impact both their time and their academic achievement.

Professor Chun Peng feels that China is richer now, and could pay
more attention to scientific research. They should value their talent,
send the top students abroad, and strengthen collaboration efforts
between China and foreign institutes. Most recently China has
attracted a number of high-performing researchers to return, and
they will become future academic leaders in universities and research
institutes. Returning scholars could be a very important force in

China’s future development.
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