
We had a very good few months. As outlined below, there are several postdoctoral projects funded, some of which 
are sponsored by the Vancouver Coastal Research Institute. In fact, the first DSI postdoctoral fellow, Dr. Zahra  Jalali, 
has joined us recently. Welcome, Zahra! We also have a Data Science for Social Good Program launching in May. For 
further details, please visit our website.

Raymond Ng 

Scientific Director’s Message                   

Funded DSI Projects                  

The DSI has the mandate to incubate interdisciplinary teams that combine advances in data science 
basic research with domain-specific research questions. Over the last six months, we’ve funded these 
three projects:

Modeling multiple types of “omics” data to understand the biology of human exposure to 
pollution and allergens: This project seeks to capture biological information impeded within a large 
set of pollution exposure driven ‘omics data (i.e., molecular data such as genomics) generated using 
the state-of-the-art Air Pollution Exposure Laboratory, to derive key markers of lung disease. Joint 
analyzes of these high-dimensional data sets will also create a statistical/computational framework 
that can be used by researchers in their relevant expert niche across the spectrum of heart and lung 
disease. Ultimately, this will close the existing gap between genomics knowledge and its implications 
for clinical health care. This project is co-sponsored by VCHRI and PHIX. Awarded to Drs. Chris 
Carlsten and Sara Mostafavi.

From heuristics to guarantees: the mathematical foundations of algorithms for data science: This 
project aims to build theoretical foundations for key algorithmic approaches used in data-science 
applications, such as convolutional neural networks (CNNs) and data-fitting formulations based on 
non-convex loss functions. Increasing the robustness of these algorithms are paramount for critical 
applications in medical diagnoses and in unsupervised algorithms embedded into electronic devices 
(e.g., self-driving car). Awarded to Drs. Michael Friedlander and Ozgur Yilmaz.

Data science over graphs, streams, and sequences: From the analysis of fake news to prediction 
and intervention: This project will develop a multi-prong approach to detect fake news by 
developing text mining techniques to analyze “tweets” and explore the possible use of new statistical 
tools for the analysis of social network and media data. In particular, they will use Twitter data to 
learn user intents and specifically analyze the language for discriminate features of fake news by 
comparing with genuine ones. Devising strategies to combat and contain fake news propagation 
will reduce its consequence and harm for effective functioning of a civil society. Awarded to Drs. Laks 
Lakshmaman and Ruben Zamar.
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Profile: Dr. Zahra Jalali               

Dr. Zahra Jalali is the first postdoctoral fellow to be funded by the Data Science 
Institute. She received her Ph.D. in Bioinformatics from the South African National 
Bioinformatics Institute in 2013. The focus of her thesis was on the computational 
identification and characterization of iron regulatory-related proteins in Glossina 
morsitans. She further continued her academic career as a postdoctoral fellow at the 
same institute, focusing on the comparative genomics analysis of mycobacterium 
tuberculosis in identifying putative drug resistance-associated markers. She has re-
cently joined UBC (Drs. Carlsten and Mostafavi) to develop and implement efficient 
statistical models for integrating multiple ‘omics data types with the aim of identify 
novel genes and pathways associated with the pathophysiology of respiratory health 
and lung disease. 

Pacific Institute for Mathematics (PIMS) partnering with Compute 
Canada to provide Jupyter service for researchers:

This partnership is piloting a free web service that responds to the need of Canadian researchers across a wide 
spectrum of domains for an accessible web-based computing platform for data intensive applications. This service, 
called Jupyter notebook, delivers an easy-to-use research computing and data analysis environment for code creation, 
data visualization and research collaboration. It includes a host of popular languages such as Julia, Python and R. The 
vision for this project is to help develop and democratize data science skills across all disciplines. UBC researchers 
can try this new service by logging in (https://ubc.syzygy.ca) with their CWL accounts. Read more: https://www.
computecanada.ca/featured/compute-canada-and-pims-launch-jupyter-service-for-researchers/.

DSI Launch Event                  

We celebrated the launch of the DSI by inviting Dr. Robert Gentleman on March 2, 2017 to speak at our inaugural 
distinguished lecture. Here are some photos from the event:


