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July 16, 2021

A year
in review
(what a year)
The Applied AI Lab is a talent accelerator program, and it’s also much more than that.
It is a blueprint for building on the momentum of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in Canada
and increasing the pool of industry-ready data science talent. By bringing together
Associates, Industry Partners and AltaML Teams to experiment on real AI use cases
and data, the Lab is driving AI integration in business.
What a year. With a pandemic lockdown underway, we launched the first Cohort of
the AltaML Applied AI Lab virtually rather than in-office as planned. An idea that
was envisioned after numerous discussions of the need for both an increase in local
industry-ready data science talent pool and to help equip companies with added
capacity and new approaches to solve AI use cases.

A year ago, AltaML launched the Applied AI

We were able to attract outstanding candidates

Lab with great excitement, welcoming eight

on the strength of the program and the partners

Associates in the inaugural cohort to work on use
cases from four founding industry partners. We
are so pleased to present the Impact Report for
year one, highlighting the myriad of ways that the
Lab is helping to transform careers, companies
and the wider community.
As we celebrate this milestone, we’d especially like to
recognize how the Calgary community rallied around
the project and came together to make it happen.
The City of Calgary’s Opportunity Calgary Investment
Fund (OCIF) was truly catalytic in providing a potential
funding mechanism that allowed us to have big sky
conversations with industry, with the result that
visionary leaders stepped up to say “we’re in” before
the details were fully ironed out.

involved, and the selected Associates made valuable
contributions in helping the industry partners
get through their AI use case backlog. Equally
important, outgoing Associates were quickly hired
into data science positions, mostly in Calgary,
per the project mandate.
The Applied AI Lab has truly showcased the
power of partnerships to create shared value, and
how AI can be applied to elevate human potential.
We are so proud of the goodwill and the network
of relationships built around the Applied AI Lab —
linking alumni, AltaML and our founding industry
partners Suncor, ATB Financial, TransAlta and
Spartan Controls, the City of Calgary, as well as the
wider community, and can’t wait to see what the next
year will bring.

Fortunately, the project’s momentum was not

Nicole Janssen
and Cory Janssen

lost when Covid-19 created enormous upheaval

Co-CEOs, AltaML

and uncertainty, including changing the way we
live and work. Rather, the shared commitment to
collaboratively accelerate AI skill development
in Calgary through industry-led work integrated
learning, separate from delivery adjustments
associated with remote work, carried us all through.

To date, the Lab has received over 1500 applications from across North America and
attracted new talent to Calgary from Waterloo, Toronto, Vancouver, Houston, and
Montreal. This year, four Cohorts of Associates learned our AltaML methodology
on taking a machine learning use case from ideation to working model to providing
proposed business and data initiatives for using Applied AI to transform business.
Over 12 months, together with our partners, our Associates have worked on 38
AI projects across the finance, supply chain, utilities, marketing, and energy and
resources spaces. The Lab has not only tackled a variety of use cases, but it has also
exposed practices of AI and ML to different divisions inside the partner companies
— engaging both practitioner and business levels in Suncor, TransAlta, Spartan
Controls, and ATB Financial.
At the same time, 63 people gained the skills and confidence needed to participate
in our digital economy and to launch their data science careers in both the tech and
traditional sectors.
This year has shown us, now more than ever, the necessity of bold ideas,
brilliant talent, and pure grit to create the future of Canadian artificial
intelligence. Perhaps more importantly, it has shown us that with
a resilient and dedicated group, this future will arrive sooner than
we thought possible.
There is still a lot of work to be done, and the momentum
is on our side.
Danielle Gifford
Senior Manager, AltaML Applied AI Lab
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Holding a PhD in Applied

ASSOCIATES
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Mathematics and an
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M.Sc. in Data Science,
Marvin Min applied
to the first cohort of
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the AI Lab wanting
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to put his learning
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Diplomas

Highest
Education
Levels
Education
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Applied Statistics
Biomedical Engineering
Business Communications
Chemical Engineering
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John Hopkins University
McGill University
McMaster University
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to practice.

AI USE CASES

38

100%

Completion Rate

of Associates found
employment in Calgary

Meeting the Need for Data
Science Talent in Calgary

60 Days

Time to Hire

95%

to Calgary and began working
at AltaML with TransAlta as the industry partner.
The TransAlta use case he worked on showed him
just how different things in the real world can be from

energy

renewables

what is learned in textbooks. Eye openers included the

marketing

essential collaboration between domain experts and
data scientists, and the importance of communication
to learn what the partner really cares about in order to

industrial
automation

supply
chain

finance

And we’ve created
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Dashboards
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“

solve the problem.

The AI Lab absolutely
changed my career. I’m an
ML Developer at AlphaLayer
mainly because of the AI Lab.

6%
2%
2%
2%
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in Toronto
in Edmonton
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in Halifax

26%

Moved to
Calgary

25%

Women

Marvin credits the UBC Master of Data Science

vs. women in 18%
of Data Science
roles in the US*

for the
program

24%

Have full-time
employment in Data
Science roles within

relocated from Vancouver

A S S O C I AT E D I V E R S I T Y

Program Mandate:

63/63 Associates

applicant, Marvin

Artificial
Intelligence Use
Cases across:

PROGRAM PERFORMANCE METRICS

86%

As a successful

To date we’ve worked on

0-30 DAYS
31-60 DAYS
61-120 DAYS

78%
17%
5%

$75,000 –
$100,000
Average
Reported Salary

Associate
Diversity

in our upcoming cohort

Caucasian

60%

African American,
Asian, Middle-Eastern

program as the most important part of his academic
background in terms of relevance to the AI Lab and
his current position with AlphaLayer, and he feels
that what he especially gained from the AI Lab was
a lot of experience in working with teammates and
the industry partner. Thus his experience in applying
his extensive technical knowledge to real-world
problems allowed him to develop essential soft
skills around collaborating and communicating with

<1%

Hispanic

<1%

Other
*TechRepublic “Why only 18% of data
scientists are women” May 20, 2019

different stakeholders and team members — crucial
to the work environment at AlphaLayer, where
the team is developing AI solutions for partners in
investment management.

The Applied AI Lab leadership
team from left to right:
Bo Zhang (Machine Learning
Team Lead), Gagan Kapoor
(Manager, Data Science), Danielle
Gifford (Senior Manager, AltaML
AI Applied Lab), Jenny Lien
(Machine Learning Team Lead),

Indisputable
industry impact

Jil Macdonald (Managing
Director, Calgary and Regional
Director, Services for Western

When Suncor embarked on this journey with AltaML and the other

Canada), Hera Tahir (Talent

industry partners, we believed that one of the biggest challenges

Acquisition Partner), Pranav Jha

facing the realization of value from the application of AI/ML was

(Project Delivery Manager)

going to be access to experienced talent. Over the past year, program
participants and the extended teams have learned about a variety of
industry-specific use cases, resulting in the development of deeper
insights to how we approach old problems in new and innovative
ways. Through these opportunities, we are meeting the program goal
to attract and develop well-rounded experienced practitioners with
sound industry knowledge.

From real solutions in the Lab
to real solutions in the workplace

We have also realized the benefit from having a fresh
perspective, both for our internal analytics team, and for our
sponsors, coaches and subject matter experts from across
the business. Through the cross functional discussions,
we see new perspectives emerge. We tackled work that we

With a research background in
biological sciences and data
science, Drishti Mannan
applied to the third cohort of
the Applied AI Lab, wanting
to learn how businesses use
AI/ML to establish better
business practices, and to
see the impact of the models

“

in real-time.

the current system has a high chance of failing or
being underutilized, no matter its accuracy.
Her team was intentional in its approach to
understand their industry partner’s overall goals,
and didn’t entirely focus on model performance.

otherwise wouldn’t have and done so in a cost-effective way,
resulting in learnings that we can apply to our own analytics
development and delivery cycles internally.
We remain excited and optimistic about how we can
continue to cultivate and incubate solutions through

As a result, they were able to deliver a well-

this partnership, as well as nurture and expand this

rounded solution to ATB.

important talent pipeline.

Drishti notes that she is comfortable with different

Sam Hayes

thought processes and approaches as a result of her

Head of Advanced Analytics, Suncor

varied academic and research background, including

I was able to appreciate
that any ML solution
is a collaborative effort
between different
stakeholders.
Upon acceptance into the AI Lab, Drishti returned
to Calgary from Johns Hopkins University in the
US, and began working with ATB Financial as the
industry partner. During her time at AltaML, Drishti
was able to appreciate that any ML solution is a
collaborative effort between different stakeholders;
an ML model developed in a silo without
considering how it will be used or implemented in

an MSE in biomedical engineering. This breadth
enabled her to design a solution that the industry
partner could use, rather than focusing on a narrow
metric such as model performance.
Drishti is still in Calgary, having secured a position
as a Machine Learning Software Developer at Circle
Cardiovascular Imaging which is nicely aligned
with her life science and data science expertise.
As a result of her formative experience, she now
constantly evaluates the need and justification
for proposing an ML-based solution, and seeks to
understand how her ML models will be used so that
she can see their shortcomings and possibly look
for other solutions. She notes that all of this was
possible because of her exposure to an environment
that encouraged multifaceted thinking at the
Applied AI Lab.

Cohort #4 Suncor team
Associate Machine
Learning Developers
from left to right:
Varun Pathak, Reza
Esfe, Marko Mijovic,
Kanishk Patel

OU R AMA Z I N G PAR T N E RS

Looking to jump-start your career in tech?
altamlailab.com/applyassociates
Looking to hire industry-ready data science talent?
Contact Hera Tahir: hera@altaml.com
Looking to accelerate your Analytics and Data Science Practice?
Contact Danielle Gifford: danielle@altaml.com

The AltaML Applied AI Lab is supported in part by the
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