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ABOUT ME

Name:
Matt Dickinson

Home town / area:
From Scunthorpe, now live in Oxford

Job title (course title if currently a student):

Scientist in viral immunology research, and vet

Company name:
University of Oxford

FUN FACT ABOUT ME!
For example: do you have a pet? Where is your favourite place to go on holiday? What do you
like to do in your spare time?

As a child, my dream job was to be an astronaut. As an adult, I'm not very good with heights,
so that pretty much ruled that one out.

WHAT DO YOU DO DAY-TO-DAY IN YOUR ROLE?

I work in viral immunology research for my PhD. This means | work in a lab studying how the
immune system fights viruses, which is essential for developing vaccines and treatments. The
virus | work on is HIV, the cause of AIDS. HIV/AIDS is a pandemic which started in the 80s
and still rages on, today. The virus is very clever and we still haven’t found a vaccine. I'm also
a qualified vet, which | do on weekends, dealing mostly with dogs and cats, but sometimes
other animals smaller than these as well.

WHAT ARE THE BEST & WORST PARTS OF YOUR ROLE?

Virus research: It feels rewarding working on a disease that affects millions of peoples’ lives,
flexible working hours, and you can collaborate with scientists all over the world. However,
research moves slowly, so you don’t always see the immediate benefits of your work. Also,
live cells and viruses can be temperamental, experiments commonly fail after days of work,
requiring resilience. Veterinary medicine: You can have a real impact on an animal’s health
and wellbeing (sometimes within a 15-minute consultation!), which is rewarding. Downsides
are long working hours, can be very stressful, and lower pay than e.g. human doctors.




HOW DO YOU HAVE TO DRESS AND WHAT EQUIPMENT DO YOU NEED FOR
YOUR ROLE?

In the lab, personal protective equipment (PPE) is strict. When we work with live HIV virus, we
wear a full body-length waterproof gown, eye protection, and two pairs of gloves, and only
handle the virus inside a sort of glass cabinet which our arms and hands go inside, to contain it
in case of spillage. These precautions are containment level 3, for fairly high-risk pathogens.
Level 3 isn’t the highest though, some work at level 4 with much worse viruses!

WHAT SUBJECTS DID YOU STUDY IN SCHOOL / WHAT QUALIFICATIONS
DO YOU NEED FOR YOUR ROLE?

You need to do a 5-year veterinary medicine/vet science degree to be a vet. Most vet schools
require 2 science/maths subjects plus one other, at A level. | took chemistry, biology, maths and
French. Entry is very competitive and it's common to not get in first time even with good grades
— I didn’t. | took a year out and got in second time round. To do a PhD in virology, you need a
related undergraduate science degree — | did a BSc Virology & Immunology degree.

WHAT WAS YOUR FAVOURITE SUBJECT IN PRIMARY / SECONDARY
SCHOOL AND WHY?

In school, my favourite subjects were biology, French, music and English. For the last three, |
really enjoyed the creative aspects of the subjects and that there isn’t always a correct way to
write an essay. They provided a break from other subjects where | felt you had to simply “know”
an answer or a process.

WHAT DO YOU SEE YOURSELF ACHIEVING PROFESSIONALLY WITHIN THE
NEXT 10 YEARS?

One thing | could do is bring together the two branches of my career so far, by perhaps
progressing as a researcher of viruses which infect both animals and people. 75% of all new
emerging viruses in people are derived from animals, and the current COVID-19 outbreak is a
perfect example. Vets with virology training can offer unique skills in combatting these
pandemics.

MY CHALLENGE FOR YOU:

Set a challenge for the pupils who will read your profile.
Choose ONE of the following options and complete:

1. Write a question for students to think about eg. When planning to build a new train line, what
do you think are the jobs created from the start of the planning stage to the completion of the
new train line?

2. A short problem you face at work — ask students to think about how they would deal with it.
eg. In my city, there are too many cars on the road, and the population is growing. People
spend a lot of time in traffic, especially the ones living in the outskirts but working in the city.
How would you solve this problem?

3. Add a picture of a piece of equipment you use at work — ask students what they think it might
be used for, or maybe take a picture of H+S errors and ask students to spot the mistakes!

Please complete the following page:




MY CHALLENGE FOR YOU:

| AM HAPPY FOR TEACHERS / STUDENTS TO CONTACT ME WITH

QUERIES / QUESTIONS VIA EMAIL:

@ YES - please provide your matthew.dickinson@ndm.ox.ac.uk
email address in the box

provided
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