
2020 MOL BIO SCHOLARS 



ISAAC CHIZHIK 

William Jewel College, Senior 

Molecular Biology 

Hi, I’m Isaac Alexandrovich Williams 
Chizhik of San Diego, CA. I am generally 
interested in genetics, lately with a focus 
on bacteria. I work with Planctomyces. 
However, in the long run, I am also 
interested in stem cell work. Not bad for 
a guy who started in Chemistry.  



ELIZABETH 
DOLBECK 

University of Arizona, Senior 

Major: Molecular and Cell Biology 

Hi name is Elizabeth and I’m from Phoenix, 
Arizona. I am currently a second-year Master’s 
student in Molecular and Cellular Biology at the 
University of Arizona. My primary research 
interest is neurodegenerative disease, and I 
currently work in the Zarnescu lab, which explores 
t h e m e c h a n i s m s u n d e r l y i n g A L S a n d 
Frontotemporal Dementia (FTD). I am working 
with a small team of students to develop a model 
of FTD in Drosophila. Specifically, I explore the 
learning and memory symptoms of FTD by 
comparing the egg-laying behavior of wildtype and 
FTD-like genotypes in response to a wasp threat. 
Besides oviposition, we are studying aggressive and 
social behaviors in Drosophila, and how the FTD-
like mutations affect such behaviors. When I’m not 
in lab, I enjoy spending time with friends, going to 
concerts, embroidery, and water-color painting. 



GARRETT 
FREEMAN 

University of Maryland, Baltimore, Senior 

Major: Biochemistry 

Hello! My name is Garrett Freeman, I am a 
senior chemistry major and Meyerhoff scholar 
at the University of Maryland, Baltimore 
County. I currently reside in Pasadena, MD. I 
am interested in method development in the 
interface of physics and biology well as using 
previously developed tools in that interface to 
study biological systems from a physical and 
structural perspective. I currently work in the 
lab of Dr. Michael Summers studying the 
structure and function of HIV-1's spliced 
RNAs, primarily using NMR and chemical 
probing techniques. Outside of research I 
enjoy swimming competitively and how, no 
matter how good you are at swimming, there 
is always improvement to be made. 



DANIEL GROSO 

University of Florida, Junior 

Major: Biology 

Hello! I am a current third-year Biology/
Bioinformatics student. I grew up the proud son of 
Latin-American immigrants in small-town 
Okeechobee, FL.  
My research interests include genetics/genomics, 
computational biology, and evolutionary/
developmental biology. I worked with Dr. Anthony 
Maurelli at the UF Emerging Pathogens Institute for 
my first research project, which focused on 
understanding the role of bacterial iron transport 
mechanisms in supporting intracellular growth 
upon infection. I currently conduct research at the 
UF Whitney Laboratory for Marine Bioscience with 
my advisor, Dr. Joseph Ryan. I study an unusual 
model, comb jellies, to answer pressing questions 
about the early evolution of developmental 
signaling. I enjoy cooking, playing the trumpet, 
brewing espresso, and spending time with friends 
and family. 



SERAYA JONES 

Grambling State University, Senior 

Major: Biological Sciences 

Hello! My name is Seraya Jones and I am from 
the small Caribbean island of Dominica, 
commonly known as the nature island of the 
Caribbean. My previous research interest aimed 
to understand the role of protein misfolding in 
saturated fat-induced Unfolded Protein 
Response (UPR), by using a fluorescence turn-
on molecule as a folding sensor. My current 
research at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory 
focuses on understanding the behavior of 
Microprocessor complex against different RNA 
structures. I completely love nature and 
thoroughly enjoy hiking and exploring. 



SIDNEY MARTIN 

University of Alabama in Huntsville, Junior 

Major: Biology and Chemistry 

Hi my name is Sid, a junior double majoring in Biology 
and Chemistry at the University of Alabama in 
Huntsville. Recently, I was apart of the Broad Summer 
Research Program at the Broad Institute of Harvard 
and MIT. My research this summer focused on studying 
TSC1/2 mutations to study Tuberous Sclerosis Complex 
through the Broad's Cancer Cell Line Encyclopedia 
(CCLE). Using the R coding language, I was able to 
perform a DESeq2 analysis on the differentially 
expressed genes between TSC1/2 wild-type and 
mutation data. Then, I visualized that data using a 
volcano plot and sorted that data into GOseq, a 
program that categorizes the data into a biological 
function. From that data, I learned how the TSC1/2 
mutations affect the immune system on a biological 
level. Although this experience was virtual, this sparked 
my interest into Cellular Biology and how certain 
pathways operate when proteins/genes are manipulated 
or mutated. My research interests are in Cellular 
Biology, more specia l ly Cancer Biology or 
Metabolomics Research. 



CLAUDIA MELO-PEREZ 

Brooklyn College, Senior 

Major: Biology and Chemistry 

My name is Claudia (SHE/HER), I am from the 
Dominican Republic. I am applying to the molecular 
biology department because I want to have a 
microbiologist -virologist training in which in the 
future I could expand and study compounds in 
plants that have antimicrobial activity against 
diseases. This is important because there is an 
urgency to renew the arsenal of antimicrobial agents 
to fight infectious diseases. In the past, I investigated 
the antioxidant, antiviral, and antibacterial properties 
of guava leaves, and found a high concentration of 
beneficial compounds., these were exciting results 
and have led to new collaborations to conduct 
research on the antiviral and antibacterial activity. 
We prove that the leaves had both activities! We 
published this in the Journal of Medicinally Active 
Plants, and it is my first first-authored manuscript. I 
am a huge Star Wars fan, love to paint and going to 
the beach. 



ALEXIS MOODY 

Hampton University, Senior 

Major: Biology 

I am originally from Somerset, NJ. I got my 
undergraduate degree from Rutgers University. 
Currently I live in Hampton, VA and attend 
graduate school at Hampton University. My 
current research involves the fabrication of an 
opto-active material that can be used for non-
invasive cancer detection. We focus on the 
enzymatic properties of MMP-9 and its 
involvement in cell proliferation. I am interested in 
further exploring the use of fluorescent nano-
particles for cancer diagnostics. I really enjoy 
traveling but due to COVID-19 I haven’t traveled 
anywhere since March. Recently, I’ve been going on 
a lot of hikes and exploring the historic sites in my 
town. I also love dancing and set up a few virtual 
social events for my friends from back in NJ and I 
to be able to safely catch up and have fun. 



CHRISTIAN 
LAGARES-LINARES 

University of Puerto Rico, Cayey, Senior 

Major: Natural Sciences 

Hello, my name is Christian and I’m an 
undergraduate senior at the University of 
Puerto Rico at Cayey and currently researching 
dopaminergic neurons signaling. I have previous 
research experience in microRNAs and cancer 
biology and would like to find a middle ground 
between cancer biology and neuroscience for 
my graduate studies. Besides being a scientist, I 
am yoga enthusiast and a part-time poetry 
writer.  



MONIQUE PORTER 

Pennsylvania State University, Senior 

Major: Microbiology 

Hi my name is Monique and I am from 
Erie, Pennsylvania. I am a senior 
microbiology major at Penn State 
University. My current research interest 
include the study of pathogenic viruses 
and microbes. Currently, I research 
pathogenic bumblebee parasites, and I am 
interested and matriculating to studying 
human pathogens. I have previous 
research experience studying protein 
mutants in Pseudomonas aeruginosa, and 
its contribution to virulence factors in 
cystic fibrosis patients. 



CELESTE 
RODRIGUEZ 

Brown University, Senior 

Major: Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology 

Hi! I was born and raised in Reno, 
Nevada. And now currently a 
Postbac at Brown University in 
Rhode Island. My research interests 
include cell signaling, regulatory 
processes behind these signal 
t r a n s d u c t i o n a n d p r o t e i n 
biochemistry. I’ve mostly studied 
these subjects in plants! I enjoy 
reading a good book and eating 
good food! 



ALEXANDRA 
SALAZAR 

San Jose State University, Senior 

Major: Molecular Biology 

Hi, I'm Alex! I am a graduating senior at San Jose 
State University majoring in Molecular Biology. I am 
lab manager in the Wilkinson Neurophysiology 
Research Lab where I have spent the last 3 years as 
an NIH-RISE Fellow. My research involves 
understanding the molecular mechanisms of how 
muscle sensory neurons sense stretch and 
understanding how environmental conditions and/or 
disease states impair the function of the muscle 
spindle. Have you ever wondered what allows you to 
balance on one foot at a time without looking down 
at your feet? You can thank proprioception for this 
ability! I have worked at the Scripps Research 
Institute as a collaborator in the Patapoutian Lab 
identifying anatomical and physiological differences of 
muscle spindles in the human disease distal 
arthrogryposis type 5 (DA5). I seek to pursue a PhD 
in Molecular Biology, and am broadly interested in the 
field of memory and aging. When I am not in the lab, I 
enjoy powerlifting, cooking, and painting.  



AUSTRE 
SCHIAFFINO 

University of Texas at El Paso, Senior 

Major: Cell and Molecular Biochemistry 

My name is Austre Y. Schiaf f ino 
Bustamante, I am from Mexico but I go to 
the University of Texas of El Paso. I am 
major ing in Cel l and Molecu lar 
Biochemistry with a minor in Biomedical 
Engineering. I have worked in a cancer lab 
for over two years, focusing in the 
screening of anticancer compounds as 
well as investigating their mode of action. 
My research interests include developing 
new therapeutics to treat disease by 
engineering cells and regulate their gene 
expression. 



SHANAIKA 
VARGAS 

Interamerican University of 
Puerto Rico, Aguadilla, Senior 

Major: Biotechnology 

Hello!! Home is Arlington, Texas for the 
past few months, but my heart is in Puerto 
Rico. I’ve done research at MSU working 
with cell response and behavior in breast 
cancer cells. I am also currently working 
with antibiotic use in agriculture and its 
threat to public health. I’m interested in 
studying cell response and behavior in 
cancer and micro environments. Aside 
from science, I enjoy sleep and makeup. 



HANNAH WILKINS 

University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, Senior 

Major: Biology and Hispanic Literature 

 
Hello! My name is Hannah Wilkins, and I am 
from Hurdle Mills, NC. I am a senior 
Chancellor’s Science Scholar at the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill studying 
biology and Hispanic literature and cultures 
with a minor in chemistry. My past research 
experiences include research at UNC-Chapel 
Hill studying biomaterials in application to 
DNA-peptide self-assembly and cystic fibrosis 
therapeutics as well as research at Johns 
Hopkins University studying HIV-1 latency. I 
hope to pursue research in bacteriology or 
virology studying host-pathogen interactions 
and infectious diseases. Some things that I enjoy 
are visiting art museums, baking pastries, and 
hiking! 


