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Turning adversity into opportunity



About Me
● PhD Candidate at UNSW 

Sydney, working with the 

Behavioural Sciences Unit in 

the Kids Cancer Centre 

● Author and blogger

● Riding the Cancer 

Coaster: Survival Guide 

for Teens and Young 

Adults

● www.teen-cancer.com

● Advocate

● Wife, mum

http://www.teen-cancer.com/


What I hope you can learn from my story

Impacts of cancer treatment may be lifelong, but through setting goals, 

focusing on what you can do and what you are good at, leaning into support 

from family and friends, and seeking resources to help bridge gaps between 

your abilities/needs and goals, a fresh start and fulfilling life after cancer may 

be possible.



My life
1996-1998: Acute Lymphoblastic Leukaemia

1998-2007: Happy, healthy childhood

2007-2009: Relapsed

2012: Graduated high school

2016: Graduated university and started my first job

2017: Moved to Australia

2018: Got married

2019: Started my PhD

2021: Welcomed my son into the world

Today: 13 years post-treatment, about to complete my PhD, happily married for 3 years, and a proud mum of a one year old 

☺



“Take this adversity 

and turn it into an 

opportunity” – My 

mum 

Education

• Do what you can and do 

what you like

• Set goals for what you 

want life to look like:

• After treatment

• One year from now

• Five years from now



Career building
● I knew I wanted to help other young people diagnosed with cancer, and thought I wanted to be a 

doctor, so began uni studying medicine - I failed out of the hard science courses

● My specific passion was improving care for the social well-being of young people affected by 

cancer and serious illness – changed to psychology degree

● Through suggestion by my psychology degree program advisor, I did everything I could through 

participating in uni courses, clubs, and volunteering activities to learn skills and connect with 

people who were working on this

● Mentorship from my advisor and the leaders of the activities I participated in helped me find my 

way to doing psycho-oncology research as I am today



Friendships
● During treatment: feeling stuck 

and left behind

○ Seeking support from other young 
people who have/had cancer can help

● Transitioning back to school: 
important to focus on what you do 
have in common with others 
rather than all the ways you feel 
different

● University: although a blank slate, 
can be difficult to decide if, when 
and how to tell new friends your 
history



Family
• Best things parents can do:

• Open channels of communication: survivors and 
siblings may worry about burdening or upsetting you 
with their feelings

• Empower your child to be their own advocate

• Remember siblings need support too

• My parents visited a psychologist with my brother after 
I finished treatment and it gave him some time to work 
through the isolation and other challenges he 
experienced while I was sick

• Parents also need support themselves: my parents 
sought counselling through social worker and 
frequently leaned on each other and extended 
family for emotional and practical support – I think 
this helped give them the capacity to empower and 
guide my brother and I



Finding a partner
● Challenges: when to bring up cancer history, body 

image concerns, reaction to possible infertility, 

impact of possible secondary cancers, impact of 

possible other late effects

● Turned out what I thought would be deal-breakers 

and turn-offs were not

● As with disclosing cancer history in other social 

situations, survivors can practice their narrative to 

share in dating situations as well – key to remind 

yourself you’re in control and you have the power 

to decide when and to whom you share your 

experience with



Starting a 
family

● Was warned I would not be able to have 
children after age 30

● Failed 3 rounds of attempted fertility 
preservation at age 26, only to get pregnant 
naturally 4 months later

● Welcomed my son, Enver, happy and healthy, 
in July 2021, after a really normal, healthy 
pregnancy

● The past year has been difficult because I’ve 
found myself waffling between resentment for 
having to have a baby before I was ready – to 
guilt about resenting anything about my son’s 
healthy and beautiful being 

○ The choices and challenges of fertility 
issues after cancer come with many 
emotions – seeking support from a 
psychologist has helped me



Living with the lasting impacts of 
cancer treatment
Lasting effects of cancer treatment that I continue to struggle with include:

○ Anxiety

○ Early-onset infertility

○ Thyroid dysfunction (requiring daily medication)

○ Being overweight and having high blood pressure

○ Degenerative disk disease in my back from too many lumbar punctures and too much 
intrathecal chemotherapy

○ Slowed processing speed



Coping with late effects
● Make best friends with your GP

● Attend long-term follow up care at a designated cancer 

survivorship clinic

● Parents: empower your kids to understand and manage their 

healthcare early  - eventually they will have to make decisions 

without you and it’s much easier if they’re 

prepared/knowledgeable
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