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[Intro Music]

Rachael Lyon 0:08
Hi, and welcome to the Accidental Intellectual podcast where we talk to people working in health-related
fields and get to know the human behind the expert. Today you're hearing from me, Rachael Lyon and
Ariana Simone.

Ariana Simone 0:20
In today's episode we sat down with a wonderful Lina Elfaki. We asked Lina to introduce herself.

Lina Elfaki 0:27
Hi everyone, my name is Lina Elfaki. My pronouns are she and her. I identify as a black immigrant
woman and a settler in Toronto or Tkaronto. I'm a second-year medical student at the University of
Toronto and I completed my undergrad degree in physiology Human Biology at U of T, as well as my
Master's in the Institute of Medical Science working on gene therapies for aortic aneurysms. More
recently, I've been passionate about equity seeking cardiovascular research. Beyond academics, I have
been promoting gender and racial equity in healthcare as well as STEM education. In my free time I love
to dance, I love hand lettering, as well as walking to the lake and by the lake, even when the temperature
is like minus 20. I'm also a huge chocolate lover. And as you'll tell by the interview an oatmeal cookie
hater. Yeah, feel free to reach out to me on Twitter or Instagram at Lina_Elfaki.

Ariana Simone 1:29
Lina was so generous in sharing her experiences with us. So without further ado, here's our conversation.

Rachael Lyon 1:34
We hope you enjoy as much as we did.

[Interlude Music]

Ariana Simone 1:43
Okay, so welcome to the Accidental Intellectual Lina, We're so excited to have you on our show.

Lina Elfaki 1:47
Thank you for having me. I'm excited to be here.

Ariana Simone 1:50
Awesome. And, so we are looking forward to the interview and Rachael is going to start us off with a
little something fun.

Rachael Lyon 1:58
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Yeah, so this season we've been asking our guests some rapid fire questions to get you know, to get to
know you better and you know, break the ice a little bit. So these are not like hard questions, just
whatever comes to your mind first.

Lina Elfaki 2:12
Okay. [Laugh]

Ariana Simone 2:14
Okay, no pressure. Okay so Saturday or Sunday.

Lina Elfaki 2:18
Saturday.

Ariana Simone 2:20
Sunday scaries? Avoiding Sunday scaries?

Lina Elfaki 2:22
Yes, yeah Sunday evening is not a good time. [laugh]

Ariana Simone 2:23
Yeah, agreed.

Rachael Lyon 2:27
What is your favorite food?

Lina Elfaki 2:29
Chocolate 100% Chocolate anyone who knows me knows I eat too much, but do I eat too much ice
cream, chocolate ice cream, just chocolate, everything chocolate.

Rachael Lyon 2:39
Delicious.

Ariana Simone 2:40
Would you consider yourself an introvert or an extrovert?

Lina Elfaki 2:43
I think what's called an introverted extrovert, I think that's what it's called. I am very chatty but also I'll
have moments where I'm like I don't - I don't want to talk to anyone I need to recharge so I'd say, I said
introverted, so I think that’s what it’s called, yeah.

Rachael Lyon 2:59
What was your favorite childhood game?

Lina Elfaki 3:04
Oh, um, I’m trying to remember, probably, oh, probably like Tic Tac Toe, which is really silly. But, that’s
just, yeah, yeah. I like grew up in, I grew up in the Middle East where it's too hot so like we didn't really
play outside too much, it was a lot of like, just like, indoor stuff. Tic Tac Toe or like, there was just like
connect the house, connect the dots to make a house game I don't even know if anyone knows this but
these little games I used to play like board games and stuff like that, yeah.
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Rachael Lyon 3:37
Yeah.

Ariana Simone 3:38
Cool, tic tac toe is a classic. Um, If you could be any age. How old would you be and why?

Lina Elfaki 3:47
I think 23 just because it was a good year. It was the year it was a second year of my Master's and also
when I got accepted into med school so that was a really good year I was very optimistic about the future
and also naive about what it meant to be a doctor and I just thought I was going to conquer all. So that
was a great year and I'd love to be that forever.

Ariana Simone 4:08
Nice. Sometimes ignorance is bliss.

Lina Elfaki 4:10
Exactly. [laugh], exactly.

Rachael Lyon 4:14
Springtime or the Fall?

Lina Elfaki 4:15
Spring 100% Spring. Yeah, I'm a different person in spring. I always joke that I'm in the wrong continent
and I don't know why my family decided to move to Canada and because I grew up in the Middle East,
as I mentioned it's - I'm used to the heat so yeah my mind sets in spring is a lot, very different from fall,
so very a lot more like happier and also excited about life in spring.

Ariana Simone 4:42
Nice. Do you use a paper agenda or an electronic calendar?

Lina Elfaki 4:46
Paper agenda, 100% paper agenda.

Ariana Simone 4:50
Nice, that’s cool.

Lina Elfaki 4:51
Yeah.

Rachael Lyon 4:52
Okay, raisins, do they belong in oatmeal cookies, yes or no?

Lina Elfaki 4:57
I mean I don't, I don't think raisins belong but also oatmeal. Oatmeal cookies shouldn't exist [laugh]. I
think both of those are so, no.

Rachael Lyon 5:10
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Yeah, how interesting, we haven’t gotten that response yet. [laugh]. I am partial to the oatmeal cookie,
but I strongly believe that raisins don’t belong in baked goods, but.

Lina Elfaki 5:24
Yeah you might have guessed – I’m a chocolate chip kind of cookie person, so I think both of them
should just not exist. [laugh]

Ariana Simone 5:32
I mean, that fits with the chocolate obsession that we heard about earlier, so, that makes sense. Okay and
last question, place in the world that you want to visit most.

Lina Elfaki 5:43
Um, so just because I recently had conversations about this and so it’s very, very much in the forefront of
my mind, but a - Amsterdam just to go to the Anne Frank museum, um, yeah, that’s the one place that I
think I would want to go most during this pandemic.

Ariana Simone 6:02
Nice.

Rachael Lyon 6:04
Amazing. Okay. So, um, we're hoping just to start off the interview you could tell us a little bit about
what sparked your interest in medicine and health advocacy maybe more in general.

Lina Elfaki 6:17
Yeah, um I have thought about this a lot because I get asked that a lot. But, so it's hard to pin down to a
specific moment. I grew up, as I mentioned in the Middle East and I remember in school, my family is a
lot - my family has a lot of educators, my mom, my grandma, my great grandfather all educators,
teachers, and so I really enjoyed school I remember, I really enjoyed math. When I was like in
elementary school. And so at the time they were also building a house back home in Sudan. And so I
remember like I really enjoyed like the creativity and the brains that like, I associated with engineers and
I was like okay, I'm going to be an engineer. There you go, done, like that's my career choice. And then I
remember in grade nine was when we learned about like the dialysis machine. And that's when I was like
okay, biology is not just like, memorize what a cell is it's like actually this thought that goes into it,
there's mechanics, there's problem solving, it's also creative like it's, it's interesting. So that's when I
think I was like the first time or I was like okay there's more than just math like there's other specialties
where you can get to be creative and problem solve. And I think part of it was also the fact that I would
travel between Sudan and the Middle East very often I would spend three out of three months of the year
in Sudan, and so I was very much exposed to, like, racial inequities, gender inequities, and as well in
social interactions, but specifically in healthcare. I would - I would compare the two healthcare systems,
it was very obvious to me the differences in terms of who can access care, what the care looks like and
what outcomes look like for people. And even what outcomes are considered acceptable to people. And
so, just I think comparing the two really made me realize my role and what my role can be. And that's
when I think I was like okay, I need to be a doctor because I felt this responsibility to one day go back
home and support, wherever I can, and support in a way because I recognize and I feel very connected to
my community. Yeah. And so right after high school, I moved, my family moved to Canada, and I did an
undergrad and physiology at U of T, at the University of Toronto in physiology and human biology
health and disease. And at the time I was also again comparing the three healthcare system, at that point
it kind of became, it was really interesting to me because I did go through an identity crisis but also I
was, it was also a crisis of what is - what are our values are as humans in general. And that was, that was
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really interesting to me because I think every time I would travel between the three I would recognize
that the value of a human is - or the value of human life is very different between the three, it’s very
apparent. And that kind of pushed me more and so and so to continue despite all the challenges I faced in
undergrad and moving to a whole new country, and the culture shock. It forced me to really, I guess
stand my ground and persistent and try to pursue medicine. I honestly did not think I would ever get in,
but I - it all, every time I would try to kind of turn away, there was always like, there was, I always felt
this like guilt or this responsibility like no I need to do this it's not just, I want to but I need to. Yeah.

Rachael Lyon 9:55
I'm curious if you could tell us a little bit about some of the differences in the systems because you have
this unique experience of having, having, you know, been exposed to or experienced yourself these three,
it sounds very different healthcare systems so I'm curious what that looked like.

Lina Elfaki 10:12
Yeah, so of course in Canada we have our public health care system. Saudi has I would say a two tiered
system, where there's a private sector as well as the public sector, whereas in Sudan, there is a private
and public health care system but the two do look similar in terms of what you can access in Saudi that's
not the case - the public health care system looks very different from the private. And so for example for
myself and my family, we had insurance so we never, we never accessed, private - public health care, we
always accessed privates. And so, like I remember we, like every hospital, honestly looked like a five
star hotel. Like a fancy hotel suite, so yeah it was it's very, it's very luxurious I would say the healthcare
system in Saudi, whereas in Sudan and people are struggling to even afford a syringe to get medication.
And so in my undergrad in my first year of undergrad I trained in - I went and did a short a very, very
short internship at a hospital in Sudan just because I wanted to see what that was like. And I remember
like, there were there would be patients who came in and they could not afford the syringe to get the
medication, and the syringe would cost I would say probably like in Canadian dollars would be like two
cents, like, three cents like something around that. And, or you would have, like, in the inpatient wards
there would literally be cats roaming around, there would be like - it was a regular that there would be
like no ceiling or ceiling drips would not be available, catheters would not be available. it was just it was
just very regular for patients that come in and they're in the emergency and you're like whoops don't have
this, we have to turn you away. And the next hospital is probably three, four, 30 - 40 minutes away I
would say. So yeah, I did get to see things that were very horrific that I don't know if I should go into,
just seeing how young children would die because we just didn't have any, anything to provide them, no
medication nothing, no treatments surgeries, sterility and surgeries was not even, it was just not, it was
not optimal, at all. But I also did see this compassion from doctors and a lot of the doctors there are not
really, they're not even paid. I would say a 10th of what they should be. Even in like Sudanese pounds,
and yet everyday they show up and they do the work and they stay behind. And there's no even doubt in
their mind that they should be doing this work. A lot of them are trained, are trained on the job as
opposed to having received like official or formal training. So, yeah, it's just I think that compassion was
what really stuck to me. They didn't consider it as a job they considered it as like a life calling, which
again I saw was really interesting compared to like how we consider medicine here as well as well as
like in the Middle East, where it's thought of more as a like a structured job a nine to five or a seven to
six or whatever, whatever, whatever the, the shift is. That's not the case and so then people just show up
and do what is needed to be done.

Ariana Simone 13:23
Wow. It's very inspiring and touching and it really highlights what, like the inequities that exist amongst
those that you know have the insurance or can't afford the luxurious five star hotel hospital versus those
that are in accessing the public hospital equipment and, you know, like you said, not even being able to
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afford a syringe and it's - it's so upsetting to hear and it sounds like it's something that you've taken and a
real interest in like equitable health care and access to equitable health care. Is that - is that experience
living in these three places sort of what sparked your interest in that aspect of healthcare?

Lina Elfaki 14:03
Yeah, I think when I, when I moved to Canada, I was very naive in thinking that. I think just how people,
just in general how people that you think of Western societies we think of it as like the model society as
like, now they have access to everything, everything is like fancy, well provided, accessible to everyone.
That was an that wasn’t reality when I moved here especially as a black person. And as someone who I
was 17 at the time so it was just very interesting for me to see how people experiencing homelessness
access our health care system, black patients who lived in areas where there was barely any primary care
physicians access our health care system, even looking at like the people who came to the emergency
room, what they look like, the issues that they came in with, that was really I think that was very. That
was very shocking to me. Yeah, I think all of these things kind of just made me realize that you know
what, that's not the case, we have the tools. We have the expertise, we have the knowledge and yet not
everyone has access to that knowledge, and not everyone has access to these not - not everyone has
access to this like world-class, world-class healthcare system, essentially.

Rachael Lyon 15:14
Wow. Yeah, and we can see that you're such a strong advocate for equitable access to health care. And I
know when we were doing our little background research on you and all of the amazing things that you
do, and we learned a little bit about the Toronto Political Advocacy Committee. And so, could you talk
to us a little bit about that how you became involved, what role advocacy plays in your life
professionally and personally?

Lina Elfaki 15:42
Yeah. So, I, in my first year of my undergrad I think I quickly as we were learning about like diseases
and in the context of like organ systems, I quickly start to recognize and quickly start to question. As I
mentioned what vulnerable patients. What are the causes for the development and worsening of their
illnesses. So I'm talking as I mentioned about patients of colour, patients who are – patients who are
experiencing homelessness, immigrants, refugees, incarcerated patients and others. I quickly realized
that a lot of times chronic illnesses for them are not due to biological causes but more social, social
determinants of health. And the more I, the more I recognized that the more I felt like the more I felt this
gap I think in our learning and that we're learning about the disease in the terms of the organ system but
about what about all the other factors that are causing the disease that we feel like our hands are tied.
When it comes to addressing them. And so, I attended a lot of the Toronto political advocacy committee
events in first year. I remember like one of the workshops, one of the workshops was hosted by Dr.
Shazeen Solomon who's a pediatrician at St. Michael's Hospital. And so she kind of supported us in - n
this like hands on approach where we sat down and she gave us a few cases. And I remember one of
them was a patient, a young patient comes to you and they are a, they are, they've just immigrated from
Syria, if I remember correctly, and they are here, without their family or I think their family was coming,
would be joining them in a little bit of time, how would you support them. And so, initially when you
think about that you think about okay what about what about the medical and the like the medical
illnesses as well as in like mental health illnesses, but there's a lot of other factors that are, that could be
probably more important in that moment. Firstly, thinking about schooling, where we're, how do they
access school, do they go to school? Secondly, thinking about shelter, where are they, where are they
staying who, who are they staying with. I remember the patient also had some type of disability and so
thinking about who is supporting them with this disability if you think about like nutrition, what type of
food do they have access to. Is it food that they, that is culturally informed that they actually like. So
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there's a lot of these other factors that are more important than just like their medical and mental health,
specifically in that moment. And so, afterwards I remember like I was like okay I need to in my second
year actually join TPAC or the Toronto Political Advocacy Committee as an executive. Our aim is
essentially to try to train medical students and how to engage in political advocacy, because we know
issues like lack of affordable housing, police brutality, and whatnot, land many of our patients in the
emergency room, and they're probably more important than the biological causes of illness. For me I
think I recognize that if our healthcare system wants to promote community health in a culturally and
community focused manner, we can reduce rates of like obesity, hypertension, diabetes, a lot of them,
which are thought to be caused by things like racism. We can then reduce wait times in our emergency
room, we can provide more holistic, as well as prompt care. And so, advocacy essentially just allows me
to support, not just the patient that's in front of me but also my future patients and the community at
large, essentially.

Ariana Simone 19:14
That's awesome, and it sounds like the students that you get to talk to and train are really lucky to have
this available to them because I'm sure there's lots of medical programs in Canada and elsewhere that
that aren't thinking about these types of things. So, you know, good for you and your colleagues on this
committee for setting a good example and including this type of training. And, and, you know, another
really interesting aspect of advocacy that you are involved in is females in STEM. And so, we are so
amazed by how many things you get yourself involved with and you must be a really really busy, busy
person, but we know that you founded Step into STEM, which is advocacy for underrepresented females
in STEM. Can you, can you tell us a bit about what Step Into STEM is just to begin?

Lina Elfaki 20:11
Yeah, so step into STEM essentially aims to support high school students by promoting their social
capital and by connecting them with mentorship programs, scholarship programs, researchers, and etc, so
they can have the tools to succeed and progress in education systems essentially it's recognizing that
racialized students as well as low income students experience a lot of challenges that are very unique and
at every step are being held back by these challenges.

Ariana Simone 20:37
Okay, awesome. And what, like how did you come to start this program and like what, how did you get
yourself involved in this work, and I guess I'm wondering what - what motivates you to continue to do
this.

Lina Elfaki 20:50
Yeah, um, as I mentioned I like early on when I started my undergrad I think in my first year of my
undergrad I joined a mentorship program for high school students and that continued to be the case all
during my undergrad, as well as my master's - I was always involved with mentorship. But I think it was
mostly addressing gender inequity, so it was mostly for women in medicine - women in STEM,
essentially, but I quickly realized, I recognized the intersectionality of it - recognizing that yes, women
are being held back, but more so racialized women. And that is - that you can't, you can't separate the
two, you can't just provide a program for racialized people and then another one for women. Because
then you're not recognizing that the challenge is that the two, the two factors bring together are
synergistic essentially and add to each other in a unique manner, essentially. Yeah, so I guess what
motivated me was that I was involved right before, right before I got to starting stuff into summer I was
involved with a group that essentially tried to address gender inequity. But the intersectionality lens was
missing. And I remember being the person in the room saying, hey, can we please think about the fact
that people who don't live downtown Toronto and can't attend our events, as well as people who can't
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-who don't have family to support them people who don't have access to scholarships and things like
that. Can you think about them because we're giving them advice but they can't, they don't have the tools
to - you're telling them to apply to scholarships but if they don't have the tools or the parents or the
siblings to support them with the scholarship application, what is the point? And so, I realized that like,
the people in the room just didn't understand, they didn't relate to what I was saying. And so, in that
moment I just had to make a decision I was either going to kind of fight the system or fight that culture
or just step out of it and find people who with a lot - with like, we're like minded, essentially. And so,
with Step into STEM I remember I was in my master's I had found a few other black women who are
also passionate about mentorship, and all of us were doing mentorship in informal capacities, beyond the
form of mentorship that I was doing in the programs I was involved with or the clubs that I was involved
with all of us were - were regularly talking to students in our free time, connecting with them through
social media or email or, or otherwise. And so, we came together and all of us thought you know what,
why don't we make this formal, why don't we specifically try to address inequities that black women,
racialized and low-income students in general, face, and that that is exactly where Step into STEM came
about. I think because we were all friends first. That really helped us work together and recognize this
shared interest and drive. And it also kept us going. I think and that's what that's what I think keeps me
going is - is recognizing again that community and working with people who have the same drive and
just understand the language and understand the barriers I don't have to explain myself or explain why
this is important or provide statistics, because it just, they just get it, they've either experienced it
themselves or they've seen it.
Um, yeah.

Rachael Lyon 24:03
Wow, it sounds like Step into STEM really filled this gap that you, you saw and so many of your
colleagues were experiencing as well with sort of the intersection between marginalized identity and in
your case, people of colour, it sounds like specifically black women, and this sort of gender piece, and I
think it's amazing that you took that, sort of, you know, confrontation, you know this isn't working and
you're like you know what I'm going to - I'm going to find a way to address this, and in a way outside of
the system that already exists, I'm going to find something else and make something else that that
supports younger people and can provide that mentorship that it sounds like didn't exist for you.

Lina Elfaki 24:49
Yeah, exactly. Yeah definitely, definitely I think craved that mentorship during my undergrad and that is
probably, yeah, that's definitely one of the reasons, yeah.

Ariana Simone 24:59
And how rewarding must that be to give other people that, that mentorship that you like, probably wish
you had at that stage, so I can imagine how fulfilling that must be.

Lina Elfaki 25:09
Yeah, I remember, like every time I think about the first few events we had. I remember one specific
incident where the student came up to us after the - at the end of the events. And she said, I'm from
Scarborough, I've never had a STEM outreach program that tried to reach me, because in our work and
Step into STEM, we made sure that all our marketing tried to reach the students who were not reached
before. And so we connected with Toronto Community Housing, we connected with organizations that
were working in the margins of Toronto, not not downtown for private schools, that wasn’t the goal. And
so I remember the student kept coming up to us and she, she was literally crying and she said, I've never,
I've never been involved in STEM outreach I've never been to an event like this. And I really enjoy
science like thank you so much. I really appreciate it and all of us started crying. It was just a cry fest. It
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was it was very, very powerful because we, in that moment we realized, you know what, Like, we're
getting there. We're doing the work that needs to be done.

Rachael Lyon 26:12
Absolutely. Wow, that's such a beautiful story I can - yeah, it's so nice to see you and things that you put
so much of your heart and soul and passion into really have these very visible effects on people. Um, and
I guess I'm wondering, because this wasn't something really that you experienced in - in your high school
sort of like coming up through the education system. So, how has being involved in these initiatives, um,
you know, all of these groups sort of that you're - you're a part of – the Step into STEM and then the
TPAC as well. How has that influenced your trajectory in your career where you are now?

Lina Elfaki 27:00
Um, that's a really, really good question. Um, I think, when I was involved with advocacy, especially
early on, I wasn't doing it because it looked good, I was not doing it because I could put it on a CV in
fact I never put it on a CV because I didn't realize that people cared. And I think there is that hidden
curriculum in our science undergrads in, even in medicine that this is not the most important part, or this
is not what matters most. I would put like for example my research involvement that would be the center
of my CV. But I would never put like the advocacy piece would be a one liner type of thing because I
thought you know what, who cares. Even though privately that was the work that gave me the most
satisfaction and that's the work where I felt most seen. In terms of trajectory I think more and more, I'm
realizing that this is the work that I not just want to do but as I mentioned before, need to do. And I
recognize I think the value of it and the fact that it's not been prioritized previously and that's exactly
why it continues to be important, that's exactly why we still have these inequities. It's because previously
or even until now and it continues to be the case that any advocacy work is not any advocacy work is not
as recognized when it comes to everything from like medical school applications to residency
applications to job positions, things like that. I don't think people get a staff job as a doctor because they
are the best advocate, at least to my knowledge that's not the case. It's because they are a researcher,
they're a prominent researcher in whatever field right? And so, I think, as I mentioned, that's why this
this needs to be important and so when I, when I think about my trajectory I think more and more I'm
realizing that I have to continue to do this work, regardless of what else I'm involved with it. It is
becoming kind of a centerpiece of my identity and a centerpiece of - of my involvement and clinical as
well as extra extracurricular practice. I would say.

Ariana Simone 29:01
And it - I'm seeing a metaphor - I'm hearing a metaphor between how you were describing the doctors
that you saw in, I believe it was Sudan that you were talking about how they were, you know, not going
to work for the money and they felt a need to be there to help their community and I'm hearing that same
thing and in what you're talking about now. It's almost like the career has chosen you, you haven't chosen
that.

Lina Elfaki 29:26
Yeah, yeah. Yeah, I think I - I really struggled with what a doctor looks like in Canada versus what I
want. What, what type of doctor I want to be. And I regularly feel like there's a mold that I'm not fitting
into. But I had a recent conversation with someone who I really respect and, and they said you know
what maybe we're not supposed to look like that, maybe we're not supposed to belong in that way maybe
we're not supposed to fit that mold, because maybe that mold is not meant for us and there's a problem
with that mold. So, I think more and more again I'm realizing that you know what this is my identity and
yes I am, I am - I love the Canadian healthcare system and I want to support it, I want to optimize it, but
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there are pieces to it that I will be bringing in. And I'm recognizing the importance of that too and I'm not
I'm not willing to let that go anymore.

Ariana Simone 30:23
That’s beautiful. And I have to ask, how the heck do you balance all of these things. Like, you must be
the busiest medical student ever, how do you manage all of these things, what is the trick. Tell us, tell us
your tricks.

Lina Elfaki 30:37
Yeah, sure. Um, I think, med students in general are very busy regardless of what, like, I don't think any
of my you my friends, none of us are just doing like, not just studying for med school we're all involved
with extracurricular work. In terms of I guess balance I think, again someone who I really respect told
me that it's an imbalance. Like when you try to balance it that's never going to be the case. That's it, I
think we have to prioritize and triage just kind of using medical language here, but we have to triage just
like in the emergency room, focusing on what's important right this moment. That is what I – that is what
I tried to do a lot. And I do think in terms of planning I do set kind of yearly goals that are more large
scale like just bigger picture, goals, and then more so sometimes I'll - I'll set or every month I pretty
much set a monthly plan that are kind of a smaller scale. And then of course I have like a weekly plan.
And that's where the paper agenda comes in where I'm like okay these are the things I need to
accomplish today. A lot of times I don't get through half of it, but I triage and I get through what needs to
be done on a daily basis. I think recognizing also that this is not like I think I early on in medicine and
first year I was trying to basically solve racism, and I quickly realized that's not the going to be case,
[laugh] which is really unfortunate.

Rachael Lyon 32:01
That’s a big task!

Lina Elfaki 32:05
Yeah, exactly. And now I’m like okay I'm not going to address all of racism, we can just target that one
mini things that will support students along the way. And just being strategic about it and realizing what
are my strengths. How can I leverage my power to support in this specific, one specific aspect of racism
or gender inequity and kind of push the push the needle a little bit at a time as opposed to try to basically
solve racism and fix the world, essentially.

Rachael Lyon 32:38
Yeah, yeah, I think that's good advice I think for any problem but especially one that feels so big, and
kind of almost amorphous like it - to be able to break it up into smaller more manageable pieces and
tackle one thing at a time, and I forget who was - I think it was Andre Picard in one of our other
interviews talked about swallowing the elephant. The expression you use, you swallow an elephant one
bite at a time. Yeah, which is a bit of a funny visual but I think an important lesson and it sounds like
you've sort of started to, to understand that a little bit in the work that you do.

Lina Elfaki 33:26
Yeah, for sure.

Rachael Lyon 33:27
As we start to think about wrapping up, we were wondering if you could share a little bit about either a
failure or perceived failure or a lesson that you've sort of learned through the process of getting to where
you are now.
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Lina Elfaki 33:40
Mm hmm. I think I'll share one thing that I, that I would say was the biggest challenge for me on earlier
on in my in my career, especially in my undergrad when I was very naive. I think one thing that a lot of
people tell you, or a blanket statement that people say is like find mentors, find mentors that will support
you. And I did exactly that. I tried to connect with my professors, I tried to connect with my teaching
assistants, not recognizing that they are not, they're not me, and they don’t understand me. They don’t
understand my challenges especially as a black student and as a black woman, And as an immigrant,
they don't understand it. And so a lot of times the people who I thought were mentors were sharing
advice with me, which is similar to the advice that turns away a lot of black students early on in high
school. The fact that a lot of them are told you know what maybe science is not for you, things like that,
I was kind of being given similar advice of like the stats of medicine getting into med school is really
hard, consider something else. And I would take that to heart because I really respected these world
renowned professors at U of T are world renowned supervisors and researchers. And again, who didn't
understand my drive wouldn't understand that you know what, you're seeing my grade or seeing my DP
but you don’t understand that I am pretty much, I'm more likely - I'm likely to be doing double the work,
compared to the other – to the other students in my class because I don't have the supports that students
in my class have. And so if I have that drive, I'm more likely to continue to actually get into med school
or to achieve whatever goal I want to achieve. And so I think, very quickly I realized that, that whatever
advice I got, I would take it with, I wouldn't say a grain of salt, more like a bucket of salt. And if it didn't
match. If it didn't match with what I wanted to hear and I'm not saying disregard all advice because a lot
of times I think we really need that need that feedback and critical feedback, but if it was just, it was if it
was that type of advice to deter me, I just ignored it. And that's the case right now. I think right now I
realized the importance of having different types of mentors. I have mentors that just provide emotional
support and I have others who are willing to - to go to war for me, who are willing to open up doors for
me to advocate for me. And then there's others where you just kind of speak to, to get to just get to know
the field just to get to know general, generally what their career looks like but you don't take anything
they say too hard because you, you don't know where they're coming from. If you - especially if they
don't relate to you, to your identity to your struggles. So yeah, I would say, for people who early on in
their career of seeking mentorship be really mindful of who you consider a mentor because they might
not be considering you as a mentee, to them you might not be that. To them you might just be another
student who they don't think is good enough. Um, yeah.

Ariana Simone 36:41
I love that advice. That's awesome, and I think it's so - I really like what you said about I have different
mentors for different things like one is my emotion support mentor, one is my research like whatever
types of mentors, because we have to - we have to seek out people who support us in all those different
ways and all those different aspects of who we are. So I think that's, that's really nice advice and I'm sure
you know this, this Step into STEM, the stuff that you're doing is helping a lot of those high school kids
who are getting similar messages like you were getting at that stage. Like you know, try something else
and um, the Step into STEM is hopefully really, you know, encouraging them to persevere and take those
messages with buckets and buckets of salt.

Lina Elfaki 37:27
Exactly [laugh]. Exactly

Ariana Simone 37:30
Thank you so much for chatting with us today, this was really lovely and it was so great to hear about all
the initiatives you’re involved with and we appreciate you taking time out of your busy, busy schedule to
chat with us today.
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Lina Elfaki 40:13
It’s been my pleasure. I loved talking to you and I’m really grateful for the fact that you really actually
reached out and wanted to hear from me and to any student who is hearing this, go for it. Whatever you
want to do, go for it. Ignore, ignore anyone who deters you, you can do it. It will be a long journey but
just go for it.

Rachael Lyon 38:01
Thank you so much, our listeners are going to be so grateful to have this interview to listen to.

Ariana Simone 38:06
Thanks Lina.

[Interlude Music]

Ariana Simone 38:12
So, what a lovely conversation we had with Lina, I thought she was so candid and brought so much good
advice and amazing stories to our show.

Rachael Lyon 38:23
Yeah, I think we’re so lucky that she was willing to share her time with us.

Ariana Simone 38:27
Absolutely, and she is so incredibly impressive like what a, what a woman in, you know her - in the
middle of completing med school, busy as it is, but somehow finds the time to engage herself in all of
these other initiatives, and one that really, really sparked my interest was her Step into STEM initiative,
and you know, I love that story that she told about how she was sitting at that table and you know, there
was a group of people talking about increasing female representation in STEM. And she just felt like
they were not considering the intersectionality of race in that underrepresentation and how that really
urged her to start this initiative.

Rachael Lyon 39:11
I'm sure it's such an important and powerful initiative for, for people who who feel that they're
underrepresented in these fields, and don't really see people who look like them or segue into them, and
she sort of saw how this intersectionality was working, sort of in concert in synergism to make it more
inaccessible and have people who are both, you know, racialized and female underrepresented and was
like, You know what I'm gonna do something about it and this is what it's gonna look like and how I can
access and increase support and mentorship to people who look like me.

Ariana Simone 39:53
Mhm mhm. And how lovely it is that these, you know, these students or these females who are
underrepresented have Lina to talk to you and to approach if they need a word and you know I'm sure,
Lina seems so lovely I'm sure it's more than happy to chat with these people so I'm just feeling really
grateful that she has started this and is able to support these individuals.

Rachael Lyon 40:17
Absolutely, and I think that was another important point that she talked about, or piece of advice that she
offered was having different mentors for different kinds of things, and essentially talking about how
people in your life can play different roles and maybe relying on one person for everything is not the best
plan, a lot of the time and that you need, you know, a person for emotional support and a person, you
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know, to go to bat for you. And I think that's such - such sage advice as we ask for but it's certainly
something that I look to have more concretely in my life.

Ariana Simone 41:00
Absolutely and, and, you know the other bit of that was, was taking people's advice with a grain or a
bucket of salt. When, when they are mentoring you because you know other people don't understand
where you're coming from, their paths aren't necessarily, you know, slightly similar to yours, and they
aren't able to consider all these extra factors that you are having to take into account so you know, really
just believing in yourself and - and if other mentors or people in your life aren't urging you to, to achieve
your best like really just taking that with a grain of salt and knowing, deep down that you can, and she
has so I'm so glad that she didn't take that advice with a grain of salt.

Rachael Lyon 41:43
Yeah, absolutely you can only offer advice to the extent of, of what you understand what you know
right? So, of course, that makes sense that sometimes people in, probably with the best intentions offer
advice that may not be applicable or, you know, doesn't fit the circumstances because their - their
experiences are just different.

Ariana Simone 42:02
Yeah. And, and her as this, you know, as the person who has started Step into STEM probably plays a
very specific and special kind of mentor to a lot of young women.

Rachael Lyon 42:15
Absolutely.

Ariana Simone 42:16
And yeah, so these, these two things went really nicely together I thought. You know and the other thing
that really struck me was how she talked about how, you know she's gotten to witness the healthcare
system in three different places, internationally, and how, you know doctors around the world,
specifically in Sudan are so underpaid and are still really driven to do what they do and aren't in it for the
money and how she feels sort of a similar calling to medicine, and I thought that that was really special
and I'm really happy that she's been able to find that and feel so passionate about her work and for the
right reasons.

Rachael Lyon 43:00
Absolutely. We're so lucky to have her in the Canadian healthcare system and I think she's gonna make
big waves and important changes.

Ariana Simone 43:06
Absolutely.

Rachael Lyon 43:08
Well, thank you so much to Lina for this great interview and for you all for listening, and we look
forward to talking to you next time.

Ariana Simone 43:17
Thanks everyone.

[Outro Theme Music]
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Lee Propp 43:51
You’ve been listening to the Accidental Intellectual. Our podcast is produced by Holly Boyne, Manon
Feasson, Lauren Goldberg, Bronwyn Lamond, Rachael Lyon, Harrison McNaughton, Stephanie Morris,
Lee Propp, and Ariana Simone. Our theme music is by Alexandra Willett and our branding by Maxwell
McNaughton. You can check us out on Twitter @accidental_pod and on Instagram
@accidentalintellectual. Our website is www.accidentalintellectual.com. We’ll be back next time with
more stories from the humans behind the experts.

[Interlude Music]
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