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The Hospital for Sick Children doctor and researcher hopes to help 
eradicate all forms of childhood cancer in his lifetime.
By Adam Michael Segal

By its very nature, medicine is a noble profession—
and for those physicians who work with children, 
the virtues of their job are especially magnani-

mous. Dr. David Malkin approaches the treatment of his 
small patients with passion and conviction.

A pediatric oncologist at the world-renowned Hospital 
for Sick Children (SickKids) in Toronto, he dedicates long 
hours to treating children with cancer. As a senior scien-
tist, his research investigating links between genes and 
cancer are groundbreaking. 

In addition, he has published well over 100 peer-re-
viewed scientific articles, lectures as a highly regarded 

professor at the University of Toronto, and has garnered 
numerous awards from such agencies as the Canadian 
Cancer Society and Israel Cancer Research Fund. And, as a 
true innovator, Malkin revolutionized the cancer genetics 
discipline in pediatrics by establishing the Cancer Genet-
ics Program and the Canadian Centre for Applied Cancer 
Genetics at SickKids.

“It is an extraordinary circumstance to have a child diag-
nosed with cancer,” Malkin says. “It’s devastating, difficult, 
and hard to understand. But on the other hand, the sur-
vival rates for children with cancer continue to increase at 
a very rapid pace. And when a child comes in with a new 
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diagnosis, there is always the sense of 
optimism as we are able to sit down 
with them and map out a plan for 
which there is a reasonable chance for 
cure. The gratification of knowing that 
it is possible to not just put the disease 
in remission, but to cure these kids so 
they can go on and have a fruitful life, 
is amazing. There is nothing that can 
replace that feeling.”

SCIenCe IS APPARenTly In THe 
good doctor’s genes. His father, Aaron, 
and mother, Dina, are both retired 
physicians who enjoyed successful ca-
reers at Sunnybrook Health Sciences 
Centre. Malkin’s older brother Mark, 
along with numerous uncles and cousins, are also doc-
tors. yet, while the path to medical school seems to have 
been predetermined, it wasn’t until university that Malkin 
chose his profession.

“I was always encouraged to keep my options open, so 
when I went to university, I took a variety of courses and 
studied areas that were not necessarily required for medi-
cal school,” he says. “In medical school, it was during a ro-
tation I did in fourth year at Sick Kids where I had an un-
believable experience working in pediatrics. I had a great 
supervisor and team who made it so enticing. And the fact 
I would get to work with kids all the time helped me make 
my decision.”

After finishing medical school and completing his train-
ing at Sick Kids in pediatric hematology and oncology, 
Malkin began a research fellowship in Boston, where he 
studied the role of the P53 tumor suppressor gene in pe-
diatric and familial cancers. This legendary work led to 
two seminal research papers that explored the role of this 
gene in making certain families particularly susceptible to 
some forms of cancer. It also set the tone for Malkin’s re-
search focus in cancer genetics.

Malkin and his colleagues have, for many years, studied 
families with li-Fraumeni Syndrome (lFS), in whom can-
cers occur at an extraordinary rate. They have found that in 
each successive generation, cancer is developing at young-
er ages. To understand this phenomenon, they recently 
tested the chromosomes—strands of DnA—in these fami-
lies and found that the ends of the chromosomes, which 
are called telomeres, are shorter in the children with can-

cer. This led to a crucial finding, namely that by tracking 
the telomere length, researchers can potentially predict 
when to start screening these patients for cancer.

“We are using this information, together with exciting 
new data that examines the whole genome, to develop a 
genetic ‘test’ to identify people in lFS families who are at 
risk of cancer. We can then start following them carefully, 
very early on, in the hopes of detecting cancer early,” he 
says. “Presumably, we will then be more effective at treat-
ing and improving their care. We have already had situa-
tions where using this approach, we identified tumors at 
an extraordinarily small size and surgeons have been able 
to go in and remove them successfully.” 

In ADDITIon To HIS nUMeRoUS ReSeARCH AnD 
clinical practice pursuits, Malkin wears many other hats. 
He is a member of several admissions and promotions 
committees, is the associate chief of research in the Sick-
Kids Research Institute, and earlier in his career was the 
residency training program director for hematology and 
oncology at Sick Kids. 

one role Malkin is particularly proud of is being codirector 
of the Cancer Genetics Program. “This has been a really ex-
citing initiative that started to take shape back in the mid 
1990s when the whole idea of familial cancers was becom-
ing more accepted around the world,” he says. “My idea 
was to have three core elements to the program: Act as a 
consulting service to anybody who has a child with cancer 
and a potential hereditary component to their disease; do 
research to see how genes are involved; and provide edu-
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cation. In the first year, 30 
families were referred to us. 
Today, we get more than 200 
referrals each year, and it has 
led to the creation of similar 
programs in Philadelphia, 
Memphis, and other cities.”

Malkin also reflects on 
his role as medical director 
of Camp oochigeas, a resi-
dential overnight camp for 
children with cancer, nestled 
in ontario’s Muskoka heart-
land. He has been associated 
with the camp, as one of the 
camp doctors, for more than 
20 years. “The camp provides 
an enriching and magical en-
vironment for our patients 
to explore all the activities of 
typical camps, at the same time providing all their medical 
needs, including giving chemotherapy and transfusions on 
site so that the kids do not have to miss out on any oppor-
tunities. To see kids regain some of the independence, self-
confidence, and spirit to conquer the challenges imposed 
upon them is simply remarkable.”

While the demands of his professional life are intense, 
Malkin puts family first. He and his wife Karen Ceifets, 
a lawyer, were married in 1991 and are proud parents to 
daughter Alexandra, 15, and son ethan, 13. “We have an 
incredible family life,” Malkin beams. “The kids really are 
fantastic and provide such a source of pride.”

Malkin notes it can be a challenge to balance his ca-
reer with being a husband and dad, but it is a challenge 
he clearly relishes. “My work is wonderful and full of many 
rewarding opportunities, but the best part of it is being 
able to share it with someone you love and someone who 
is there when times aren’t good,” he explains. “Karen helps 
me understand that as hard as I work at the hospital and 
with my research, at the end of the day, the most important 
part for me is my family. She is an unbelievable partner in 
everything we do and I couldn’t ask for anything more.”

FoR HIS ReMARKABle ConTRIBUTIonS To MeDI-
 cal research, patient care, treatment, and philanthropic 
endeavors, Malkin is being honored at the upcoming Is-
rael Cancer Research Fund (ICRF) Men of Distinction lun-

cheon. This is the first year of the award, which is sched-
uled to be given out annually to leaders from a variety of 
sectors whose “contribution to humanitarian causes has 
been outstanding.”

Though he is certainly not one to crave the spotlight, 
Malkin is, nonetheless, immensely appreciative of the hon-
or. “I am deeply humbled by it,” he says. “I don’t go through 
life doing what I do with the expectation of being honored. 
I strongly believe that one does what they do because they 
love it and for me, I love working to make a difference in 
the lives of children. ICRF is an organization that follows 
that same principle.”

looking ahead to the future, Malkin is determined to 
build on the already impressive foundation he has helped 
create. To that end, he is excited to pursue more research 
to investigate the genetic link to childhood cancer and 
subsequent methods to improve screening, treatment, and 
care. Initiatives to foster collaboration between various 
researchers is another priority. But if he’s able to achieve 
his ultimate goal, Malkin would happily put himself out of 
business.

“I like to think that by the time I am ready to retire, my 
practice will be so small because there won’t be kids in 
need of my care,” he intones. “In other words, the one goal 
that all of us have is that within our lifetime, to eradicate, 
if at all possible, childhood cancer.”  
The ICRf’s first annual Men of Distinction luncheon will be held on 

September 24th at the Sheraton Centre in Toronto.
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