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Who I am: I am a researcher based in the University of Sheffield, primarily 
working on optical microscopy. My research intersects with biology, chemistry, 
physics and engineering, which means that it is tough to describe my work as any 
one thing. I am a trans woman of colour (of Asian origin) and have lived in four 
countries and worked in five universities over the past decade. Being mobile has 
certainly opened my eyes on different cultures and being a trans woman in this 
scientific space has taught me the importance of advocating for equity (fairness), 
inclusion and accessibility.

Izzy talks about how going to university 
in New Zealand had a profound 

impact on her life and nurtured her 
affinity to science. She also talks 

about the challenges she faces as a 
trans woman of colour in academia CONTENT

Izzy the scientist: I have always had an affinity to science, although I have 
often struggled with it, failing physics in my final year in school, which I had to 
repeat. On my final attempt, I had the opportunity to build my first experimental 
‘rig’ – a prototype of a viscoelastic damper (a shock-absorber), which I entered 
into a local science fair. It won me a prize – a scholarship to study science at the 
University of Auckland, NZ. I discovered microscopy in my postgraduate 
research. In 2006-2007 we saw the emergence of a microscopy concept called 
“super-resolution” which produces images with nanometre-scale resolution 
(approaching the capabilities of electron microscopy), but with optical 
microscopes. This breakthrough unlocked a number of mysteries in the Life 
Sciences, including how DNA is remodelled and repaired inside cells, and how 
protein cargos are moved precisely along the structural scaffolds in cells. By 
learning to build super-resolution microscopes and the chemistry that harnesses 
its utility, my colleagues and I were able to visualise how individual units of the 
giant proteins known as the ryanodine receptors are intimately 
clustered in the cells inside the heart. 



investigations into the role they play in life-threatening conditions like heart 
failure. In my current research, I continue to refine and re-define the capabilities of 
super-resolution microscopy, including applications in more broader disciplines of 
Biology such as environmental and clinical research. 

Izzy the advocate: Being a trans woman of colour 
has definitely shaped my view and perspectives in academia 
which can reinforce things like rejection, prejudice and 
exclusion on scientists who may look or sound ‘different’. 
These were especially felt as I travelled between countries as 
a dark-skinned person, whenever I applied for jobs or funding. 
It seemed odd that I would need to apply for dozens of jobs 
before securing one, dozens of grant applications before receiving funding for 
one, and needing to hop between jobs in order to get promoted, despite being 
reassured that my science was valuable. Joining the equality, diversity and 
inclusion (ED&I) domain of science put me in a position to look at the statistics and 
realise the evidence that women and people of colour are consistently overlooked 
for jobs, promotions, fellowships and research grants. This gave me the clarity that 
I needed to understand why I experienced so much rejection. Perhaps this 
approach is not suitable for everyone, but I feel that this knowledge would have 
given me so much more clarity and drive, had I understood the nature of the 
inequalities within science a lot sooner. For this reason, I spend a few hours in my 
typical week talking, writing and advocating on ED&I to fellow academics, 
government organisations, funding agencies and professional societies that offer 
a safe space for fellow scientists in the margins. 
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If you are impacted by anything in Izzy’s story, 
please reach out. You can find a list of support 
services via Mind here: tinyurl.com/mind-lgbt

Head over to our YouTube channel to listen to 
more experiences & advice from LGBTQ+ 
individuals and 
give your feedback to be entered into a monthly 
prize draw for a £25 Love2Shop Voucher

This was a major breakthrough because the ryanodine 
receptors are some of the main “signalling hubs” 
that trigger the heartbeat. By being able to map these proteins 
in the cells of the heart, we unlocked a new area of 
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