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FOR ALL THE SUCCESSES THERE HAVE ALSO 
BEEN A LOT OF FAILURES. WHAT CAN WE TAKE 
FROM THAT?
It is true – for example, a disease such as 
Alzheimer’s has had many clinical trial 
failures – however, failure is part of learn-
ing and with each failure we learn a little 
bit more about what is happening in the 
brain. The Foundation focuses on basic 
research in hopes of discovering funda-
mental biological building blocks that can 
be used to develop therapies.
 
TECHNOLOGY AND MEDICINE ARE  
RAPIDLY CONVERGING. HOW WILL THAT 
IMPACT BRAIN RESEARCH?
The brain consists of trillions of 
connections, and while traditional scientific 
research has helped us start to understand 
the brain better, researchers need new tools 
and techniques to ensure their progress 
continues. This is where technology comes 

 ⊲ CONCUSSIONS 

phosphorylated tau or p-tau 
in the brain. It’s linked to the 
development of chronic trau-
matic encephalopathy (CTE), 
a neurodegenerative disease 
that has been found in former 
athletes like boxers or football 
players, who have sustained 
multiple hits to the head  
over time.

She’s trying to detect abnor-
mal tau and its effects on the 
brain by combining infor-
mation from p-tau imaging 
tests and cerebrospinal fluid, 
genetics, eye tracking and neu-
ropsychological assessments. 
“We want to say your brain is 
vulnerable to concussions and 
you cannot afford to get any 
more,” she says.  

While the Centre may be 
tackling the concussion issue 
from various sides – Dr. Tator 
is also working with Ontario’s 
Ministry of Education to 
study concussion education – 
whether it’s policy, education or 
research, the goal is the same: 
To keep brains safe. “Our duty 
is to the research, but it can’t 
just be that,” he says. “We need 
to be at the centre of this and 
shaping those around us.” 

39%

Percentage of 
children aged 
10 to 18 who 
have visited an 
emergency room 
for a sports-
related head 
injury and were 
diagnosed with a 
concussion.  
(Government of Canada)

 ⊲ FIVE QUESTIONS
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and raise awareness of what 
can happen when someone 
gets hit in the head.

GETTING POLICY PASSED
So far, Dr. Tator and his team 
have made progress in all three 
areas. In March, the Ontario 
government passed Rowan’s 
Law, named after 17-year-old 
Rowan Stringer who died in 
2013 after suffering two  
concussions within a week.  
Dr. Tator, among others, 
helped lobby the government 
to pass it. 

The law states states that 
hockey coaches must oversee 
player safety, while organiza-
tions need to develop protocols 
for the removal and re-entry 
of a player into a game after a 
hit to the head has occurred. 
He hopes other provinces 
will adopt this, too. “That’s 
the plan,” he says. “To have it 
spread across the country.” 

DONATING BRAINS TO RESEARCH
On the research side, the 
Canadian Concussion Cen-
tre recently made headlines 
after it received commitments 
from four female athletes – 

Olympic skier Kerrin Lee-
Gartner, hockey legends Cassie 
Campbell-Pascall and Fran 
Rider, and rugby star Jen Kish 
– to receive their brains after 
they pass away. 

This is a coup, because, so far, 
the Centre has only received 
brains from male athletes. 
Since concussion symptoms 
can be worse in women, and 
last longer, than in men, doc-
tors need the brains of female 
athletes to fully understand the 
damage concussions can do, 
says Dr. Tator.

Ideally, by studying the brains 
of deceased athletes, and 
monitoring the health of still-
living ones – the Centre is do-
ing regular tests on more than 
100 Canadian Football League 
alumni – doctors will be able 
to help people prevent brain 
damage before it’s too late. 

LOOKING FOR A TREATMENT 
To that end, Dr. Carmela Tarta-
glia, a neurologist at Krembil, 
and the Marion and Gerald 
Soloway Chair in Brain Injury 
and Concussion Research, 
is looking at the abnormal 
buildup of a protein called 

Concussions are a serious 
issue in sport. Accord-

ing to the National Football 
League, 13.5 per cent more 
concussions were reported 
among its players in 2017 over 
the year before, while Blue 
Cross Blue Shield found a  
43 per cent increase in sports-
related concussions between 
2010 and 2015. That’s not a 
surprise to Dr. Charles Tator, 
director of the Canadian Con-
cussion Centre, an organiza-
tion based out of the Krembil 
Brain Institute that conducts 
concussion-related research. 
“There’s still a lack of aware-
ness and lack of recognition 
around concussions,” he says. 
“We want to change that.” 

Dr. Tator has made it his  
mission to reduce the number 
of concussions in Canada, 
but unlike other doctors who 
mostly focus on science, he’s 
taking a three-pronged ap-
proach to his work: Research, 
education and policy change. 
Since researchers are just start-
ing to learn how concussions 
work, it could take time before 
any treatment is found. That’s 
why he wants to change laws 

The mission to save minds 
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in. Informatics and 
artificial intelligence 
are exciting new 
technologies that 
are starting to 
help researchers 
interpret the brain 
and advance our 
understanding of 
how it works.
 
HOW HAS  
MEDICAL-RELATED  
PHILANTHROPY 
CHANGED?
Traditionally, 
philanthropy 
helped researchers 
by adding to the 
infrastructure 
that supported 
scientific projects 
and recruitment, 
such as institutional 

bricks and mortar gifts and scientific 
equipment. While this kind of support still 
plays an important role, what is lacking 
is increased funding for basic scientific 
inquiry at all levels, from the multi-
million dollar team projects to the single 
researcher-driven basic projects.
 
WHAT DO YOU SAY TO YOUR PEERS WHO 
MIGHT NOT BE GIVING BACK?
This is a difficult question, as I prefer to 
lead by example rather than tell others 
what to do. I believe in helping people and 
would encourage others to do the same. 
We have chosen to help others by partner-
ing with researchers in their quest to 
understand the human brain with the goal 
and hope that this information will lead 
to new solutions and therapies for those 
suffering brain disease. When it comes to 
giving, I would encourage others to follow 
their passion. 

You might be sur-
prised to find the 

brain has traditionally 
taken a back seat to 
other research areas 
when it comes to fund-
ing. While the brain 
may be the organ that 
makes us tick, other 
important areas such 
as cancer and cardiac 
have received propor-
tionally more fund-
ing over the years. In 
2000, Mark Krembil 
noticed that our most 
important organ wasn’t 
getting the attention it 
deserved and decided 
to make the brain a 
major focus at the 
Krembil Foundation. 
Since then, the Foun-
dation has been a ma-
jor brain research donor in Canada and, 
Mr. Krembil says, it will keep supporting 
brain research as long as there is need. We 
asked him why he is so interested in the 
brain, how technology is changing the way 
doctors work and what his peers can do to 
step up their own giving.

HOW DO YOU THINK YOUR CONTRIBUTIONS, 
AND OTHER PEOPLE’S DONATIONS,  
HAVE HELPED?
I started looking at the brain in 2000, 
and since then our understanding has 
advanced dramatically. We understand 
much more about brain cellular chem-
istry and plasticity, how it changes and 
how sometimes it can even heal itself. 
Despite these advances we have only 
just scratched the surface. Before we can 
develop therapies for people suffering 
from these terrible conditions much more 
needs to be discovered.

Dr. Charles Tator is taking a three-pronged approach to help reduce the number of concussions in Canadians.




