
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Questions, questions: 
why I love science 
 
 
 

Jessica Woods 
Course graduated from: BSc (Hons) majoring 
in anatomy/pathology and pharmacology 

Year of Graduation: 2004 

Job: Analytical development chemist, Institute 
of Drug Technology  

Career: Toxicologist at the Victorian Institute of 
Forensic Medicine, forensic officer with the 
Victoria Police fingerprints section 

Reflection: ”I like the idea of challenging things. 
The Big Bang happened. But what happened 
before that? There is this endless knowledge, 
which is overwhelming and amazing.” 

 

“I’d decided on a career as a 
forensic scientist by the age 

of 12.” 

Jessica Woods was a familiar face in the Monash 

science faculty before she had even finished year ten. 

A member of a science club, she helped out at 

university science “open days” for school students – 

and Monash soon became her favourite. 

Woods had a chemistry set and a mini-microscope at 

the age of seven, and was soon absorbing her 

mother’s interest in crime novels – and listening to her 

police officer uncle’s work stories. By the age of 12, 

she had decided on a career as a forensic scientist.  

Project in forensic medicine while in 
honours year 

“I sculpted my Year 12 subjects to fit,” she recalls. 

“Biology, chemistry, physics – and legal studies.” 

At the end of her third year at Monash, Woods saw 

that the Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine (VIFM) 

was offering one of the projects available to honours 

students.  

She didn't know what it was.  

“To be honest, I didn't care. I just wanted to get in 

there. I think I rang every day for three weeks.”  

Working on a new hair analysis technique 
as an undergraduate  

Woods was thrilled to learn that the VIFM assignment 

involved devising a method for the analysis of selective 

serotonin re-uptake inhibitor (SSRI) anti-depressants in 

human hair. Hair analysis is now a routine drug testing 

procedure. But back in 2003, it was still new in 

Australia.  

“The aim was to establish a timeframe for drug usage,” 

says Woods.  

“Pretty much whatever is in your blood will be 

deposited in your hair. But hair growth can be 

unpredictable and inconsistent across both the head 

and body.” 

Woods worked at VIFM until 2010, when she left for 

Germany with her husband and their toddler son, 

returning home the next year as a single mother. 

The 31-year-old is now an analytical development 

chemist at the Institute of Drug Technology, where she 

is helping to develop methods for testing the purity and 

exact quantity of ingredients of the drugs that the IDT 

manufactures.  

Eager to do a PhD on drug use 

Forensic toxicology still fascinates her, however, and 

she is keen to do a PhD on drug use as a factor in car 

accidents. 

With her little boy now six, she’s not sure when. 

But she can always look to her father’s example. A fitter 

and turner with a scientist’s mindset, he always fixed his 

own car, while showing his daughters how the bits 

worked. Frustrated by the limits on his knowledge, he 

went back to school, did a science/engineering degree 

and a PhD, and took a job as a scientist at the CSIRO.  

“Dad did his science degree at 35. So I could still go 

back at 60!” 

 

 


