
PhD Studentship:  Investigating antigenic determinants inducing stronger and broader 
cross-protective immunity among H5 avian influenza viruses 
 
Closing date:   22 June 2018 
Project Ref:   22/MI/NL 
Anticipated Start Date:  October 2018 
Duration:   3.5 years full-time 
 
Eligibility: 

 This studentship is open to science graduates with, or who anticipate obtaining, at least a 2.1 or equivalent, 
in a relevant biological subject in their undergraduate degree, or a Masters degree - subject to university 
regulations. Other first degrees, e.g. veterinary science, will be considered. Additional practical experience is 
welcomed. 

 You should be looking for a challenging, interdisciplinary research training environment and have an active 
interest in the control of infectious diseases. 

 Students without English as a first language must also provide evidence that they meet the English language 
requirement, e.g. with an IELTS score of 7.0 and no less than 6.5 in any of the subsections. 

Supervision: 

Principal Supervisors: Professor Munir Iqbal (The Pirbright Institute); Dr Nicola Lewis (RVC) 
Co-Supervisors:   Dr Jean-Remy Sadeyen, Dr Pengxiang Chang (The Pirbright Institute) 

Project Details: 

Avian influenza viruses (AIV) of H5 subtype pose a significant threat to global poultry production and to human 
health by zoonotic transmission. Currently, a range of antigenic H5Nx variants (H5N1, H5N2, H5 N3, H5N6, H5N8 
and H5 N9) are prevalent in nature and causing disease outbreaks in poultry. Vaccination of poultry is key to 
disease control in endemic countries, and vaccination of humans could be a major component in the response to 
a pandemic situation.  

Vaccine effectiveness is continually challenged by the emergence of antigenically variant H5Nx viruses. There is 
limited knowledge of the underlying mechanisms which drive virus immune escape and vaccine failure. This 
project will utilise a combination of molecular virology, immunology, vaccinology, bioinformatics and modelling 
to undertake systematic analysis to identify molecular factors that compromise vaccine effectiveness. The aim is 
to develop approaches that enhance efficacy and potency of poultry vaccines against H5 AIV.              

References for Background Reading: 
1. Peacock T, Reddy K, James J, Adamiak B, Barclay W, Shelton H, et al. Antigenic mapping of an H9N2 avian 

influenza virus reveals two discrete antigenic sites and a novel mechanism of immune escape. Sci Rep. 
2016;6:18745.  

2. Peacock TP, Benton DJ, James J, Sadeyen JR, Chang P, Sealy JE, et al. Immune Escape Variants of H9N2 
Influenza Viruses Containing Deletions at the Hemagglutinin Receptor Binding Site Retain Fitness In Vivo and 
Display Enhanced Zoonotic Characteristics. J Virol. 2017;91(14). 

3. Peng Y, Li X, Zhou H, Wu A, Dong L, Zhang Y, et al. Continual Antigenic Diversification in China Leads to Global 
Antigenic Complexity of Avian Influenza H5N1 Viruses. Sci Rep. 2017;7:43566.  

Registration, Training and Funding: 
This project is funded by The Pirbright Institute and supported by the Royal Veterinary College. The student will 
be based at The Pirbright Institute with visits to the RVC as required.  The student will be registered with the 
RVC. Eligible students will receive a minimum annual stipend of £14,777 and university registration fees will be 
paid. A full range of research and transferrable skills training will be made available to the student as 
appropriate. 

https://www.pirbright.ac.uk/users/prof-munir-iqbal
https://www.pirbright.ac.uk/users/dr-jean-remy-sadeyen
https://www.pirbright.ac.uk/users/dr-pengxiang-chang
http://www.nature.com/articles/srep18745.pdf
http://www.nature.com/articles/srep18745.pdf
http://jvi.asm.org/content/91/14/e00218-17.full.pdf+html
https://www.nature.com/articles/srep43566.pdf


Applications: 

Details of how to apply can be found here:  How to apply 

Essential documents: 
- Application Form 
- CV 
- Two references sent directly by your referees 

Please email your application form and CV to studentship@pirbright.ac.uk by the closing date noted above. 
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