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An overview of the Masters of Philosophy program H800 
 

The Master of Philosophy (MPhil) course is an elite intensive postgraduate research degree, providing 
students with the opportunity to pursue an independent investigative research project along with 
specialised coursework that is designed to provide skills in research design, the interpretation and 
communication of research and an understanding of research integrity.  

 

The MPhil will suit students who are inquisitive, analytical and interested in pursuing higher 
coursework skills and further research in the health and medical sciences field. The MPhil is specifically 
designed to provide students from diverse undergraduate backgrounds with an opportunity to expand 
their knowledge base and become an independent researcher with specialised technical, critical 
thinking, communication and cognitive skills. These skills are highly sought by many employers, with 
the course providing students with a dedicated pathway into both national and international PhD 
programs or into careers, both local and globally, within academia, industry, medical research as well 
as government and non-government scientific agencies.  

 

The MPhil course comprises both coursework units and research under the guidance of a supervisor, 
culminating in a research thesis. The program is undertaken over 18 months-two years full-time (or 
full-time equivalent). 

 

 

Entry requirements 

Applicants must have successfully completed one of the following to be eligible for selection*: 

• Bachelor degree with a distinction average (70%) for the third year or equivalent in the same 
discipline as the proposed research thesis.  

OR 

• Coursework Master degree with a minimum credit average (65%) in the same discipline as the 
proposed research thesis.  

 
OR 

• Completion of the pre-clinical component of the Bachelor of Medicine Bachelor of Surgery (or 
equivalent degree) at the postgraduate level. 

 

International Students must also possess an overall IELTS score of 7 with no band less than 6.5 (Band 
C or equivalent) 

*Entry will also be determined by the availability of supervisors and resources. 
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Course Structure of H800 
 
HMH812 Research Thesis. Students will work continuously on their research project over an 18-
month to two-year period of full-time study (~36 hrs/week). Students are eligible for four weeks of 
leave each year. It is possible to enrol part-time at 0.5 FTE. 
 
In addition, students need to complete 4 credit points of research training coursework units within 
the first year (FTE) of the course. 
 
HMH810 Research Communication (2 credit points) – Available Trimester 1 or Trimester 2. 
 
HMH811 Research Interpretation and Integrity (1 credit point) – Available Trimester 1. 
 
And one of: 
 
HMH800 Research Design (1 credit point)- Available Trimester 1 or 2 
or 
HSH746 Biostatistics 1 (1 credit point) – Available Trimester 1 
or 
HSH715 Qualitative Health Research (1 credit point) – Available Trimester 1 
 

The Trimester in which the coursework will be undertaken will be determined by the enrolment date 
and after consultation with the Course Director.  
 
HMH800: In this unit, students will learn how to design a research project, how to formulate a research 
hypothesis and develop aims along with appropriate study design to test the hypothesis. The unit 
places a strong emphasis on developing the student’s understanding of various statistical tests by 
which to analyse research data, including relevant software. It will also emphasise appropriate 
professional practice in the workplace and compliance with regulatory authorities.  
 
HMH810: This Unit will engage students to learn and develop communication skills that are 
fundamental for a career in research but which will also have broad application in careers other than 
research. The topics that will be covered include developing effective written and verbal 
communication skills to interpret and transmit a body of knowledge in the discipline of medical 
research to specialist and non-specialist audiences, and will incorporate how social media can be used 
to communicate research and build a researcher’s profile. It will include written presentations of a 
literature review and the research project as well as a verbal presentation of the research proposal. 
 
HMH811: This unit will teach students the philosophies, ethics and principles of research integrity. It 
will also provide students with the skills to be able to critically analyse literature in their discipline for 
their strengths and weaknesses.  
 
HSH746: This is an introductory unit on biostatistics. In this unit, students will explore the philosophical 
basis of statistical thought, examine fundamental statistical concepts and methods and explore their 
application in a variety of health settings. The delivery of the Unit is designed to facilitate the syntheses 
of the basic components of learning through practical exercises, statistical computing labs and the 
application of biostatistical techniques to realistic health-related data. The main topic areas covered 
will include: descriptive statistics, hypothesis testing, confidence intervals, comparison of means, 
inference on proportions, contingency tables, correlation and basic regression concepts. 
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HSH715: This unit aims to introduce students to the qualitative health research. Students will explore 
the types of research questions that can be answered using qualitative methods. Students will develop 
skills in identifying researchable questions from theories, their practices and observations; designing, 
planning and conducting qualitative health research; and qualitative 
data analysis techniques. This unit is recommended for students considering conducting, evaluating 
or designing health research in a higher degree or workplace setting. 

 

 

Contact details 

For further information please contact the MPhil Course Director: 
 
Prof Tania de Koning-Ward 
Phone: (03)5227 2923 
Email: taniad@deakin.edu.au 
 
Please refer to the website for any further information on MPhil in the School of Medicine: 
http://www.deakin.edu.au/medicine/research/research-projects . 

 
 

 

Course Fees 
If you are a successful applicant for research degree candidature, and you are an Australian citizen, 
permanent resident or New Zealand citizen, you will not pay any tuition fees.   

You also do not need to pay the University's Student Services and Amenities Fee (SSAF). 

For all other applicants, course fees apply. Please refer to www.deakin.edu.au/courses/fees 

 

  

mailto:john.stambas@deakin.edu.au
http://www.deakin.edu.au/medicine/research/research-projects
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How to apply 

The application process requires all prospective MPhil students to: 

1. Examine the research projects or research disciplines on offer in the School of Medicine. For 

projects/topics that you are interested in, it is mandatory that you contact the named 

supervisor to discuss the proposed project. This will enable you to gauge whether the research 

project aligns with your career goals, and enables the supervisor to establish whether you 

have the appropriate academic background to undertake and complete the research project. 

Please provide the supervisor with academic transcripts.  

2. Once approval has been given to you to apply by the MPhil coordinator and the prospective 

supervisor has agreed to take you on as a student, you will need to submit an online 

application directly to Deakin University using the following link: 

www.deakin.edu.au/research/become-a-research-student/how-to-apply-research-

degrees.  Note that the application form requires an applicant to provide a one page outline 

of their proposed research program as this needs to be undertaken in consultation with the 

supervisor.  

3. More information for international students can be obtained from 

www.deakin.edu.au/international-students 

Enrolment dates: Note that the processes for accepting enrolment are different to undergraduate 

courses and the time can be lengthy (can take up to 8 weeks). For international students, the process 

will be even lengthier due to VISA applications, etc. Whilst students can enrol for candidature and thus 

commence the research component at any time, it is recommended that students are ready to 

commence in either the beginning of February or beginning of July to allow sufficient time for 

orientation and safety training and commencement of coursework in either Trimester 1 or 2.   

Accordingly, it is requested that applications are submitted either by: 

End November for commencement in February the following year, with coursework beginning in 

Trimester 1  

Beginning of May for commencement in July the same year, with some coursework beginning in 

Trimester 2. 
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Research Programs 
 
Molecular basis of malaria 
 
Contact:  Professor Tania de Koning-Ward, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   taniad@deakin.edu.au; Phone: (+61-3) 522 72923 
  
Discipline:  Infection and Immunity 
  
Malaria represents one of the most devastating infectious diseases in the world today. With 
no licenced malaria vaccine and widespread resistance to currently available anti-malaria 
drugs, there is a desperate need to identify new intervention strategies to reduce the global 
burden of malaria. Our world-class research program utilises cutting-edge genetic 
engineering, cell biology and biochemical approaches to mechanistically dissect core 
processes that are fundamental to the ability of malaria parasites to thrive within their host 
cells, prevent clearance by the host and cause disease. Combining both clinically relevant 
human parasites cultured in vitro as well as mouse malaria infection models provides a 
powerful approach to studying parasite-host cell interactions. The overarching goal of our 
research is to better understand how malaria parasites have become such successful 
pathogens to identify strategies to develop novel and effective therapeutics.   
 
 
Role of extracellular vesicles during the pathogenesis of malaria 
 
Contact:  Dr Posh Dhar & Prof. Tania de Koning-Ward, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   Posh.dhar@deakin.edu.au ; Phone: (+61-3) 522 78251 
 
Discipline:  Immunology and Malaria 
 
Malaria is a vector-borne disease caused by Plasmodium parasite, which is primarily seen in 
tropical and sub-tropical countries. Infection with the malarial parasite clinically manifests 
as mild to severe disease forms, depending on the interplay of host and parasite-associated 
factors. The involvement and significance of extracellular vesicles (EVs) during malaria 
infection in humans have recently become evident. These EVs are bi-lipid membrane 
spheres that are released both by the parasite and infected human cells. EVs carry protein, 
lipids and nucleic acids, serving as delivery cargo for parasite-associated molecules. It has 
been demonstrated that these vesicles perform three primary functions during malarial 
pathogenesis: 1) stimulate host immune responses, 2) assist in cell-cell communication and 
3) promote parasite gametocytogenesis. Due to their critical role at the host-pathogen 
interphase, this project will dissect the mechanism of EV-mediated modulation of immune 
responses, primarily in macrophages and dendritic cells. 
  

mailto:taniad@deakin.edu.au
mailto:Posh.dhar@deakin.edu.au
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Viral Immunity 
 
Contact:  Professor John Stambas, CSIRO Australian Animal Health Laboratory 
Email:   john.stambas@deakin.edu.au; Phone: (+61-3) 522 72487 
 
Discipline:  Immunology and Virology 
 
The Stambas laboratory is primarily focused on understanding immune responses following 
virus infection. Our main scientific aim is to carefully dissect host-pathogen interactions 
following virus infection (e.g low and high pathogenicity influenza viruses) to determine 
relevant immune correlates and mechanisms of protection in order to drive innovative 
strategies for development of future vaccine platforms. The lab achieves this through the 
use of multiparameter flow cytometry and cutting-edge molecular biology and virology 
techniques. 
 
 
Innate immune cells and their regulation in zebrafish  
 
Contact:  Dr Clifford Liongue, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   c.liongue@deakin.edu.au; (+61-3) 522 73071 
 
Discipline:  Infection and Immunity  
 
Pathogens represent a constant challenge to maintaining health, with the first line of defence 
being the innate immune system. Key components of this system are the white blood cells 
called neutrophils and macrophages. Neutrophils and macrophages are controlled by a 
network of cytokines, which represent key mediators of cell to cell communication. 
Dysregulation of the cytokine signalling network leads to various blood and immunological 
disorders as well as leukaemia 
 Zebrafish represents a powerful experimental model for understanding development and 
disease, which we and others have used to better understand the immune system and its 
control. The aim of this project is to investigate neutrophil and macrophage functions in this 
model, and especially its regulation by cytokine receptor signaling. 
 Understanding the interactions and regulatory functions of cytokine signalling will reveal 
key insights into blood and immunological diseases and identify novel therapeutic targets. 
 
  

mailto:john.stambas@deakin.edu.au
mailto:c.liongue@deakin.edu.au
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Validating neuronal receptors with therapeutic potential to treat depression and stress-
related disorders 
 
Contact:  Dr Craig Smith, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   Craig.smith@deakin.edu.au; Phone: (+61-3) 524 79473 
 
Discipline:  Neuroscience 
 
To develop better treatments for depression and other stress-related disorders, the 
therapeutic potential of novel receptors within the brain needs to be determined. To 
achieve this, our laboratory investigates whether drugs which manipulate key neuronal 
receptors can reduce anxiety and stress and/or increase motivation and social behaviour, in 
pre-clinical rodent behavioural assays. The mechanisms which underlie these effects are 
also examined, by determining whether these drugs influence known stress-related brain 
pathways and gene expression profiles. A current research focus is the neuronal receptor, 
RXFP3. Promising initial studies have shown that drugs which activate RXFP3 reduce anxiety 
and depression-like behaviour in rodents. Continued target validation research is therefore 
urgently needed, which may fast-track the development of novel therapeutic drugs to treat 
these debilitating mental illnesses. 
  
 
 
Repurposing drugs to treat serious mental disorders 
 
Contact:  Prof Ken Walder, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   walder@deakin.edu.au ; Phone: (+61-3) 522 72883 
 
Discipline:  Mental Health 
 
We use molecular biology techniques such as next generation sequencing to repurpose 
drugs for the treatment of serious mental health disorders such as bipolar disorder, 
schizophrenia and depression. We collect blood samples from patients with mental health 
disorders and healthy matched controls to extract pluripotent stem cells, which we then 
expand and differentiate into neurons and astrocytes. Experiments are then conducted on 
these cells in culture, including identifying differences between patients and controls, 
responses to drug treatments and mechanisms such as mitochondrial dysfunction, 
inflammation and oxidative stress. 
  
 
  
 
 
  

mailto:Craig.smith@deakin.edu.au
mailto:walder@deakin.edu.au
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Molecular cancer medicine 
 
Contact:  Prof Wei Duan, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   wduan@deakin.edu.au; Phone: (+61-3) 522 71149 
 
Discipline:  Cancer research 
 
Development of novel chemical antibodies (aptamers) for cancer liquid biopsy. 
  
 
Gene Regulation and Oncogenesis 
 
Contact:  Dr Amardeep Dhillon, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   amardeep.dhillon@deakin.edu.au; (+61-3) 522 78828 
 
Discipline:  Cancer  
 
Cancers develop and progress through the accumulation of genetic and epigenetic lesions 
that perturb the mechanisms that control normal cell growth, survival, differentiation and 
motility. These processes require activation or repression of specific programs of gene 
expression, which in turn are orchestrated by networks of sequence-specific DNA binding 
proteins known as transcription factors. Our research programs aims to understand the 
nature of these transcription factor networks in various types of cancers, to unravel how 
they control pro-malignant gene expression programs and ultimately to identify potential 
vulnerabilities in such networks that could be exploited for development of new therapeutic 
paradigms. Our research employs variety of approaches, including use of genetic models 
(mice, zebrafish, cell lines), biochemical approaches (proteomics), genomics and various cell 
biological assays.  
 
Cancer epigenetics and metabolism 
 
Contact:  Dr Rasika Samarasinghe, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus and Barwon Health 
Email:   r.samarasinghe@deakin.edu.au; (+61-3) 522 72754 
 
Discipline:  Cancer  
 
Childhood cancers are a leading cause of death in children and adolescents, accounting to 
approximately 80,000 deaths annually. Conventional treatment regimens are ineffective, 
cause adverse side effects which leads to reduced quality of life and survival rates. Aberrant 
changes in epigenetic pathways and genetic mutations are implicated in the pathogenesis, 
treatment response and prognosis of these cancers. Our lab is focused on evaluating the 
aberrant epigenetic and metabolic mechanisms regulated in childhood cancers and to find 
new and alternative therapies against these cancers. We will be using a range of molecular 
and cellular techniques, along with drug screening and genetic profiling techniques in our 
research projects. 
 
 

mailto:wduan@deakin.edu.au
mailto:r.samarasinghe@deakin.edu.au
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Monitoring of physical activity of patients with cancer cachexia in a community setting 
 
Contact:  Dr Vanessa Vaughan, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   v.vaughan@deakin.edu.au; (+61-3) 522 72055 
 
Discipline:  Cancer  
 
An estimated 50% of cancer patients develop skeletal muscle cachexia (wasting), suffering a 
significant loss of up to 30% of their original body weight Most patients with the condition 
live in a community setting, and normally only receive clinical support every 4 - 6 weeks. 
This mode of managing patients with cachexia means that data relating to their lifestyle is 
collected infrequently and relies on patients remembering behaviours in-between clinical 
visits. 
This project is a pilot study that will test the suitability of using 'off the shelf’ activity 
monitoring devices e.g. Fitbit, in patients with cachexia. The data will be compared with 
similar data collected via specifically designed telemetry devices and traditional activity 
diaries. Data collected will undergo statistical analysis using methods such as repeated 
measure AVOVA, linear regression and other regression models to determine if a patients’ 
status has declined between clinic visits and if that change can be used to initiate earlier 
clinical intervention(s).  
  
  
The evaluation of the multidisciplinary Cachexia and Nutrition Support Clinic - the patient 
and carers perspective 
 
Contact:  Dr Vanessa Vaughan, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   v.vaughan@deakin.edu.au; (+61-3) 522 72055 
 
Discipline:  Cancer  
 
Project description: 50% of cancer patients develop muscle cachexia (wasting), suffering a 
loss of up to 30% of their original body weight. Established in 2008, the Barwon Health 
Cachexia and Nutrition Support Service (CNSS) is the only clinical service of its kind currently 
operating in Australia. Patients referred to the CNSS meet with an interdisciplinary team 
designed to maximise nutritional support, functional muscle strength, and attenuation of 
symptoms associated with cancer cachexia. Through the patient’s account of their 
experience, and qualitative analysis of the discourse, we can gain insights into the context of 
patient and carers perceptions of value and experience associated with a cachexia-specific 
service. 
A prospective qualitative study focusing on patients and carers attending the CNSS will 
evaluate the stakeholder perspectives of the current multidisciplinary clinic approach. By 
identifying common themes through patient and carer feedback, it will assist in the future 
development and refinement of clinical procedures which strongly align with patient 
requirements within this innovative service. 
  
 
  

mailto:v.vaughan@deakin.edu.au
mailto:v.vaughan@deakin.edu.au
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Multicomponent Scaffolding to Support Tissue Regeneration 
 
Contact:  Dr Richard Williams, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   richard.williams@deakin.edu.au; (+61-3) 522 73558 
 
Discipline:  Tissue regeneration  
 
Materials based regenerative medicine offers the opportunity of custom designed, 
programmable scaffolds that not only provide an ideal environment for the repair of 
damaged tissue but can also influence the native immune response. In this project, the 
student will examine how anti-inflammatory polysaccharides can be rationally and 
controllably presented by a bioactive nanoscaffold. The covalent attachment will allow an 
engineered, uniform interface for cellular adhesion and provide a level of control over the 
immune response that is currently unavailable. 
 
 
 Fundamental and Translational Myology 
 
Contact:  Dr Nicole Stupka, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   nicole.stupka@deakin.edu.au; (61-3) 522 71360 
 
Discipline:  Metabolic and musculoskeletal medicine 
 
Focusing on oxidative stress and fibrosis, our research program aims to elucidate targetable 
cellular mechanisms to improve skeletal muscle health and performance. As these are 
hallmarks and drivers of poor muscle health and function, and present a critical challenge 
for the pharmaceutical industry and regenerative medicine research. 
Specifically, using cell culture and novel mouse models, we are investigating: 
1. How the carefully regulated synthesis and remodelling a provisional extracellular matrix, 
rich in versican and hyaluronan, regulates muscle development, regeneration, metabolism, 
strength and endurance. 
2. How the antioxidant selenoprotein S regulates skeletal muscle contractile function, 
exercise capacity, inflammation and metabolism. 
From a translational perspective, selenoprotein S (and the selenoproteome as whole), 
versican and hyaluronan have known pharmacological targets and their expression is 
regulated by macro and micro nutrient intake. Our research focus lends itself well 
to productive multidisciplinary partnerships in analytical chemistry, biomaterials 
engineering and epidemiology. 
 
 
  

mailto:r.samarasinghe@deakin.edu.au
mailto:nicole.stupka@deakin.edu.au
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Ethical, legal and social implications of epigenetics and development origins of health and disease 
 
Contact:  Associate Professor Jeffrey Craig, Deakin Waurn Ponds Campus 
Email:   jeffrey.craig@deakin.edu.au; (+61-3) 522 78655 
 
Discipline:  bioethics  
 
Recent research has begun to identify genetic and environmental factors that are risk factors 
for a wide range of chronic disorders, from heart disease and diabetes, to autism and 
schizophrenia. Most importantly, there is now increasing evidence that we are most 
vulnerable to these risk factors in our first one thousand days. The proposed project will 
consider the ethical, legal and social implications of studies into epigenetics and the 
development origins of health and disease, paying particular attention to the need to balance 
the potential benefits of such knowledge for disease prediction, diagnosis, intervention and 
tracking, with the possible risks of causing social harms, such as stigmatisation or 
discrimination in health insurance. A central concern will be comparing the medical and socio-
political impacts of risk factors that can be partially controlled, and those that are entirely 
beyond our influence. As the field of epigenetics continues to grow and more information 
becomes available about the genetic and environmental factors responsible for our health, 
there is an urgent need for sound ethico-legal evaluation of this field. 
 
 
 

mailto:jeffrey.craig@deakin.edu.au
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