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About JustGarciaHill

JustGarciaHill is dedicated to three outstanding minority scientists. 
Ernest Everett Just, 1883-1941, Fabian Garcia, 1871 - 1948, and 
Rosa Minoka Hill, 1875 - 1952. Ernest Everett Just, 1883-1941, 
was an African American biologist whose prolific research in early 
development brought him international recognition. However, because 
of racism and segregation, the gates of the research establishment in 
the U.S. remained closed to him. Rosa Minoka Hill, 1875 - 1952, 
was the second Native American to receive a medical degree. She 
served the poor Indian and white community of Oneida, Wisconsin 
selflessly for forty years. Fabian Garcia, 1871 - 1948, was a Chicano 
biotechnologist, a pioneer who engineered chili plants that have 
launched the southwest as a major player in agrobusiness.
JustGarciaHill is committed to increasing the number of minorities 
entering science careers and to celebrating contributions to science 
by minority scientists. We pay tribute to these three pioneers who had 
to surmount significant obstacles to do what they loved, science. You 
will find more about Just, Garcia, and Minoka Hill, and other minority 
scientists in the Biography section of the site
With the JGH portal we hope to provide a supportive environment that 
would stimulate underrepresented minorities to pursue and strengthen 
scientific output in the United States and improve the health and well 
being of minority populations.

Robert Dottin, Director. 
City University of New York at Hunter College 

Goals

•	 To enhance the professional development of underrepresented minorities 
in science

•	 To increase the number of minorities engaged in scientific research
•	 To advance research on diseases �that disproportionately affect minority 

populations
•	 To encourage the efforts of minority-focused programs



Biographies

 
John F. Alderete, Ph.D.
Microbiologist

John F. Alderete, Ph.D. is Professor of 
Microbiology at the University of Texas Health 
Science Center at San Antonio, where he has 
received over $12 million in research support 
and over $3 million to support minority 
organizations and activities.
Dr. Alderete was born in Las Vegas, N.M. in 
1950. As an undergraduate student at New 
Mexico Institute of Mining and Technology 
at Socorro, he received two B.S. degrees 
(mathematics and biology). His first and second 
publications were completed while an undergraduate 
working on the African sleeping sickness parasite, 
Trypanosoma brucei brucei with Dr. Gilbert Sanchez at 
New Mexico Tech, and as a student intern working with Dr. Tom H. 
Wilson at the Department of Physiology at Harvard Medical School, 
respectively. In 1978, he received his Ph.D. in microbiology from the 
U. Kansas-Lawrence.
He completed postdoctoral work at UNC-Chapel Hill prior to taking 
a faculty position at the UT Health Science Center at San Antonio. 
He was director of two training grants from NIAID/NIH. Dr. Alderete 
has published over 100 publications in peer-review journals and is the 
author of 31 book chapters and invited OP-ED editorials. His research 
on sexually transmitted diseases and on the number one, non-viral 
sexually transmitted agent, Trichomonas vaginalis, has been presented 
as abstracts published in 117 proceedings of national and international 
scientific meetings, where he has also participated in, chaired, and 
organized scientific symposia. 
His research has resulted in five patents and one patent-pending. His 
laboratory has submitted 23 sequences to the GenBank database and 
he has an exclusive license agreement between the Board of Regents 
of UT and Xenotope Diagnostics, Inc. He has been a member of 
study sections and panels for NIH institutes, the NSF, USDA and 

A look inside JustGarciaHill.org    page 3



other government agencies and is currently a member of the National 
Advisory Research Council for the National Institute of Dental and 
Craniofacial Research/NIH. 
Dr. Alderete served on a National Academy of Sciences Institute of 
Medicine panel to examine the Congressionally-mandated request on 
how NIH prioritizes its research and was the reviewer of two IOM 
panel reports. He serves on three editorial boards and has been an ad 
hoc reviewer of 32 scientific journals. He is asked to speak on issues 
involving minorities, higher education, and the scientific workforce by 
government agencies. These include the President’s National Science 
Board, the NIH, the Federal FDA, the White House Office for Science 
and Technology Policy, and White House “One Nation” on race and 
health disparities. He was asked to moderate the session in October 
1999, a Public Policy Forum on the “Digital Divide” as part of the 
President’s Information Technology Advisory Committee and The 
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. In April 2000, he 
moderated a session at the Office of Research on Minority Health/NIH 
conference on health disparities in Washington, DC. 
He has received many honors and awards, most notably the Premio 
Encuentro Award for Science and Technology in 1992, the single 
highest honor given to an Hispanic in America. He was elected into the 
honorific societies Sigma ÷i and as a Fellow of the American Academy 
of Microbiology, and in the fall of 2001 was honored at the National 
Atomic Museum in New Mexico. Also in 2002, the spring issue of 
Hispanic Engineer & Information Technology magazine honored Dr. 
Alderete for his efforts to bridge the “Digital Divide” for minorities, 
among other outreach activities. Hispanic Magazine selected him as 
one of the 100 Most Influential Hispanics in America. 
For more than ten years, he conducted a Saturday Morning Science 
Camp for minority students, parents and teachers, which was adopted 
by a community-based organization. He has mentored underrepresented 
minorities from undergraduate institutions and high schools as summer 
interns in his laboratory. He has given presentations throughout K-12 
schools in the San Antonio and South Texas area. 
Dr. Alderete is the past-president of the Society for the Advancement 
of Chicanos and Native Americans in the Sciences (SACNAS). More 
recently, he is co-founder of a biotechnology company, Xenotope 
Diagnostics, Inc., a company that specializes in development of 
diagnostics for infectious diseases. The company is FDA-approved 
for two products for the diagnosis of STD vaginitis.



Donna J. Nelson, Ph.D.
Organic Chemist

Donna J. Nelson is an Associate Professor of 
Chemistry at the University of Oklahoma. 
She received her B.S. in chemistry at the 
University of Oklahoma and obtained her 
Ph.D. in chemistry at the University of Texas 
with Michael J.S. Dewar. Her postdoctorate 
work was completed at Purdue University with 
Herbert C. Brown, and joined the University 
of Oklahoma in 1983. During 2003, she visited 
MIT, where she worked with Nancy Hopkins among 
others.
Dr. Nelson has an active research group in physical organic chemistry, 
in which she has developed a new synthetically useful technique for 
gathering mechanistic information on addition reactions of alkenes. 
The investigations often permit selection of one mechanism from 
several which are proposed. This technique has been applied to help 
determine the mechanisms of important addition reactions of alkenes, 
such as hydroboration, oxymercuration, bromination, the Wacker 
reaction, and the Wilkinson reaction. She has been recognized for this 
work, most recently via a Sigma Xi Faculty Research Award (2001), 
a Ford Foundation Fellowship (2003), and a Guggenheim Award 
(2003).
Dr. Nelson utilized her teaching assignment of large sections of organic 
chemistry to do research in chemistry education by developing and 
evaluating learning devices for those students. These devices contain a 
more visual, and less oral or written, method of presenting information; 
two were adopted by publishers to accompany their major organic 
chemistry textbooks. Her research results and materials from one of 
educational project, designed by Oklahoma high school students and 
involving precipitate-forming reactions conducted in microgravity on 
board the STS-40, is the subject of a permanent educational exhibit 
demonstrating the scientific method, at the Oklahoma Air and Space 
Museum.
Between 2001-2003, she surveyed the race/ethnicity, gender, and 
rank of top research faculties in each of 13 science and engineering 
disciplines, (chemistry, physics, math, chemical engineering, civil 
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engineering, electrical engineering, mechanical engineering, computer 
science, political science, sociology, economics, biological sciences, 
and psychology). In each discipline, the departments surveyed were 
the “Top 50”, ranked by NSF according to that discipline’s research 
expenditures. Comparing her faculty data against NSF-compiled 
Ph.D. attainment data for each discipline revealed that generally, the 
representation of females and underrepresented minorities on the 
faculties is much less than that in Ph.D. attainment. These data are the 
first obtained which are disaggregated by discipline, by race/ethnicity, 
by gender, and by rank. They were obtained simultaneously and by a 
consistent protocol and are therefore comparable across a large number 
of disciplines. For chemistry and chemical engineering faculties, 
additional data for native origin were obtained and revealed that more 
international scientists are hired than U.S. females and minorities 
combined. She has presented this and other research papers at national 
meetings of professional societies, at a Capitol Hill briefing with the U.S. 
Congress, and before various other organizations in Washington, DC.

60-Second Interviews

Avalon Garcia, Ph.D. candidate 
City University of New York at Hunter College

JGH: Briefly describe your research.
AG:  Phospholipase D (PLD) is an enzyme that 
activates survival signals in cancer cells. The 
focus of my research is to identify the signaling 
pathways responsible for the stress induced 
activation of PLD activity in cancer. 

JGH: What inspired you to become a scientist?
AG: My first exposure to research was in the labs of 

Dr. Charlotte Russell and the late Dr. Sharon Cosloy 
at the City College of New York (CUNY).  These women 

served as positive role models who provided a nurturing 



scientific environment for their students.  During my time under their 
mentorship, my interest in research developed into a desire to learn 
and do more.  The passing of Dr. Cosloy from cancer led me to pursue 
a Ph.D. in a cancer related field.
JGH: What have you found most surprising about the life of a scientist?
AG: The most surprising thing about life as a scientist is how easily 
I allow the outcomes of experiments and lab conditions to affect 
my mood.  Good results mean I’m going to have a good day but the 
opposite is unfortunately also true. It’s the kind of behavior that I’m 
working on changing.
JGH: What are your professional goals?
AG: My professional goals include making a significant contribution 
to our understanding and treatment of human cancer.  Another 
important goal of mine is to serve as a positive role model for children, 
especially minority children, so that they will be encouraged to pursue 
the sciences.  And I don’t mean just being a name and a face but taking 
a hands-on approach to exposing kids to science.  This is important 
because I would not be where I am without the exposure and support 
I received from various individuals. 
JGH: What do you do when you’re away from the lab?
AG: When I’m away from the lab I like to read non-science related 
books, and I also really enjoy participating in a variety of sports such 
as tennis, running, and kickboxing.
JGH: What is the most rewarding part of being a research scientist?
AG: The most rewarding part is being the first person to see data that 
supports a novel hypothesis.  I also enjoy training students from high 
school to college in the lab and find it very rewarding when they decide 
to pursue research themselves.
JGH: Did you ever consider becoming anything other than a scientist?
AG:  If I were not doing research, I would either be a math teacher or 
a clothing designer.  I’ve been tutoring mathematics since high school 
and enjoy that look on a child’s face when they’ve “got it.”  In regards 
to designing, I grew up in an environment where several members of 
my family were tailors and seamstresses, in particular my mother.  My 
earliest childhood memories are of me sewing dresses for my dolls 
with scraps of cloth in my mom’s sewing room. 
JGH: What are you reading right now?
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AG:  I have just finished reading the Drinking Life, a memoir by Pete 
Hamill. I  enjoy books that transport me to a different world and a 
different time.
JGH: If you had to make a documentary, what would it be about?
AG: I would make a documentary about the lives of graduate students 
in and out of the lab.  I believe that this would show that people who 
pursue Ph.Ds come from all walks of life, have fun and interact with 
real people (not just their specimens).
JGH: What is the last great movie you saw?
AG: I really enjoyed the Lord of the Rings movie series.

Avalon Garcia, Ph.D. candidate 
City University of New York at Hunter College

JGH:  Briefly describe your current research.
KP: My lab studies how the hypothalamic nuclei 

that regulate sleep promote and respond to the del-
eterious effects of extended wakefulness and stress.  

We accomplish this by recording sleep in transgenic 
mouse models under challenge conditions, and measur-

ing the impact on hypothalamic gene expression and hor-
monal regulation.  Because the hypothalamus is important for age-re-
lated changes in reproductive function such as puberty and menopause,  
I am interested in the effects of age and gender on the responses of 
sleep to environmental challenge. My long-term goal is to identify the 
hypothalamic factors that drive sleep and wakefulness, and detail the 
impact of age and gender on hypothalamic sleep regulation.
JGH: How did you get interested in the circadian patterns of sleep 
regulation?
KP: As a graduate student I conducted a series of experiments detail-
ing the effects of light on circadian gene expression and its relationship 
to melatonin production.  Around the same time, several groups were 
finding that circadian gene disruption had acute and long-term effects 
on the sleep-wake cycle in humans and animal models.  At that point I 



made a decision to seek a postdoctoral position at the Center for Sleep 
and Circadian Biology at Northwestern University, where I learned 
that manipulating the circadian system is a powerful and effective way 
to tease apart and examine the mechanisms that regulate sleep.
JGH: Have you found links between sleep patterns and changes 
related to aging?
KP: In my own research I have uncovered links that suggest that re-
productive aging alters sleep patterns.  Specifically, sex-differences 
in sleep performance appear to develop during puberty, and are de-
pendent upon the hypothalamic-pituitary-gonadal (HPG) axis. These 
findings suggest that age-associated reproductive changes--such as 
menopause in women-- impact sleep performance through HPG re-
organization.
JGH: What advice would you have for research scientists now 
coming through the pipeline?
KP: There are usually grants and fellowships available at every level 
of training, so seek out funding opportunities early and often.  Build 
a strong track record of obtaining funding as soon as possible, and 
develop a thick skin so you won’t be discouraged by the awards that 
you do not receive.
JGH: What do you do when you’re away from the lab?
KP: When I’m not in the lab, I spend as much time with my family 
as possible.
JGH: What would you want to study if you had unlimited funds 
for your research?
KP:  I would identify the specific substrates through which poor sleep 
habits aggravate disease states, and test whether sleep-wake dysfunc-
tion increases the severity of diseases that disproportionately affect 
people of color, such as cardiovascular disease and HIV infection.  I 
would also promote outreach to improve awareness of sleep dysfunction 
in the populations that are most negatively impacted by poor sleep.
JGH:  Did you ever consider becoming anything other than a scientist?
KP:  I have had the good fortune of knowing that I wanted to be a 
researcher from a very early age.  Though I’ve never seriously consid-
ered another career, I would advise young people today to also exam-
ine economics as a career option (second of course to science).
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JGH: What is the most rewarding part of being a research scientist?
KP:  At this stage, my greatest reward is to see how my findings are 
integrated into current models of biological and behavioral function.  
As researchers we imagine how our work will benefit the public at 
large, and fortunately the research community quickly places all of 
our efforts in the appropriate context.  It can sometimes be a frustrat-
ing process, but mostly it is very satisfying.

eBriefings

Evolution, Health and Disease
Evolutionary medicine can provide a long-term 
perspective on why diseases exist, and offers 
fundamental insights into the nature of disease that 
can help to treat it. more...

Hammers for Glass Ceilings: Practical Career Advice 
for Minority & Women Investigators

JustGarciaHill offers free access, courtesy the New 
York Academy of Sciences, to an eBriefing discussing 
strategies for minorities and women entering the 
quickly changing job market for new PhDs. more...

Bright Idea Seeks Funding: Research Support for the Early 
Career Scientist

JustGarciaHill offers free access, courtesy the New 
York Academy of Sciences, to an eBriefing discussing 
how career scientists can obtain needed research 
money from a wide range of public and private 
funders, including the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH), the National Science Foundation (NSF), and 
the American Cancer Society (ACS). more...



Progress magazine

Download and listen to podcasts of selected articles! 

 

Minority Graduate Students Build 
Professional Network

New York City group may be a successful model for supporting 
traditionally underrepresented science graduate students in other 
parts of the country.

By Farooq Ahmed
On a warm weekday evening in July, the 
rooftop of a popular downtown New York 
City bar crowded with the usual mix of 
young, hip professionals and students 
vying for shade or seats. Three dozen 
were there as part of a growing group 
of minority graduate student-scientists 
who meet several times a year to 
network, host and attend lectures, and 
of course, socialize.
The New York City Minority Graduate 
Students Network provides academic and 
research support, professional development 
workshops, and community outreach projects in 
addition to networking events, such as the one earlier this summer. 
Avalon Garcia, a biochemistry doctoral candidate at the City University 
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of New York at Hunter College’s Gene Center who co-chairs NYC-
MGSN, has found the network to be “a great opportunity to meet 
people from various universities and tap into their resources and their 
information.” Hard to find journal articles, she says, are now only 
an email away. The director of the Gene Center, Robert Dottin, has 
known and encouraged Garcia from her teens. He feels that “social 
networking among minority scientists helps to develop more minority 
scientists.”
The group also sponsors a popular seminar series, Shades of Success. 
Though the talks are organized by minority graduate students, Garcia, 
a native of Trinidad and Tobago who is of black-Hispanic descent, 
stresses that, “they are open to students from all backgrounds and 
disciplines.” This inclusiveness contributes to high turnouts for 
events and support from minority as well as non-minority students 
for greater diversity among scientists. For example, nearly 200 people 
attended Valerie Young’s NYC-MGSN-sponsored lecture at the New 
York University School of Medicine in March. Young spoke about 
the impostor syndrome and “feeling as smart and capable as others 
perceive you to be.” In June, NYU Associate Professor of Applied 
Psychology Joshua Aronson lectured on stereotype threat at Hunter 
College. Jhilya Mayas, one of NYC-MGSN’s founders, expressed 
gratitude to the universities for their help and encouragement. “Once 
we got off the ground, a lot of the deans have really been interested in 
funding us, giving us support, and helping us get speakers,” she said.
Mayas, of Caribbean descent, attended the University of Maryland, 
Baltimore County as an undergraduate and currently studies the 
structure and function of HIV’s rev protein at NYU. When she got 
to graduate school, Mayas recognized that “PhDs in the biomedical 
sciences were not as diverse, in terms of minority students [as were 
undergraduates].” (UMBC has been particularly successful. The 
university’s president, Freeman Hrabowski, says that the institution 
has become the leading producer of African Americans who go on to 
get science doctorates in the country.) U.S. Department of Education 
statistics echo Mayas’ sentiments. In 2005, the last year for which data 
was available, 17% of bachelor’s degrees in the “health professions 
and related clinical sciences” went to African American and Hispanic 
students. That number fell to 7% for those receiving doctorates. For 
whites, these numbers decreased slightly, from 76% to 74%, and for 
“Asians and Pacific Islanders,” there was a slight increase, from 5% 
to 8%.
An advisor to NYC-MGSN and an Assistant Dean for Diversity 
Affairs and Community Health at the NYU School of Medicine, 



Mekbib Gemeda sees the group as a model whose success can be 
replicated “in metropolitan areas across the country that have a critical 
mass of minority graduate students.” He hopes that the organization 
will eventually grow beyond New York City and into “a national 
organization with greater impact.” 
Mayas sees opportunities to increase the network’s influence in its 
home city too. She wants to expand its nascent mentoring program 
to attract New York City’s minority youth to careers in the sciences. 
“We’re looking to be the mentors that a lot of us lacked 10 to 15 years 
ago,” she explained. “All they know is ‘if I like biology I should go to 
med-school.’ There are other options. For all of us, mentoring would 
be really satisfying.”
“The idea for the group,” Garcia noted, “started in the fall of 2005.” 
That year, at the Annual Biomedical Research Conference for Minority 
Students in Atlanta, Georgia, graduate students from many of the city’s 
academic and healthcare institutions including CUNY, NYU, and 
Columbia and Rockefeller universities exchanged information with 
the aim of organizing traditionally underrepresented graduate students 
at the local level.
Gemeda was at the ABRCMS conference. “Running outreach 
programs for minority science students at the Gene Center and NYU 
over the years and seeing students join various graduate programs in 
the city,” he wrote in an email interview, “I was aware of the presence 
of a critical mass of minority graduate students and the need for these 
students to organize themselves and create a professional support 
network in the city.” With his help, the group’s first official meeting 
was at NYU in early 2006

Ethnically-linked Genes: A Stepping Stone 
to Individual Medicine?

More and more studies are emerging examining ethnically linked 
traits and their potential to lead to specific medical treatments. 
But some fear that linking genetics to ethnicity may re-establish 
the kinds of prejudices that the Human Genome Project might 
have otherwise diminished.
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By Laura Buchholz
More and more studies are emerging examining ethnically linked traits 
and their potential to lead to specific medical treatments. Presumably, 
linking ethnicity to disease susceptibility represents a step towards 
individualized medicine—a model in which each person’s genetic 
profile will inform medical decisions. But in the meantime, some 
fear that linking genetics to ethnicity may re-establish the kinds of 
prejudices that the Human Genome Project might have otherwise 
diminished. 
A recent study led by Dr. Matthew L. Freedman of the Dana-Farber 
Cancer Institute and Broad Institute of Harvard and Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and published in Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (PNAS) found a region of chromosome 8 to be 
linked to a heightened risk for prostate cancer in African-American 
men. This paper verified earlier results by the Icelandic deCODE 
group, but furthermore showed that the associated risk for prostate 
cancer applied only to men under 72 years of age. Freedman’s group 
also recognized that the actual gene responsible for the increased risk 
has not yet been found. 
Genetic tests can help determine which individuals should receive 
earlier, more aggressive treatment, or screening at an earlier age, 
Freedman told Just Garcia Hill. But unlike breast cancer, said Freedman, 
where the BRCA1 and BRCA2 genes in susceptible families can 
predict with some accuracy whether an individual will get the disease, 
in the case of prostate cancer there is not such a direct link. “The 
risk is elevated, not deterministic,” said Freedman. As to whether this 
genetic information will substantially affect clinical practice, “This is 
a policy decision,” said Freedman. 
Another recent study in PNAS revealed a genetic component to 
premature birth in African-Americans arising from preterm premature 
rupture of membranes (PPROM). These are two of the most recent 
studies to emerge in the wake of the BiDil controversy in what seems 
to be a growing trend of coupling ethnically linked genes to disease. 
Dr. Troy Duster, Professor of Sociology at New York University, and 
Dr. Pilar Ossorio, Associate Professor of Law and Medical Ethics at 
the University of Wisconsin, in an article in the January 2005 issue 
of American Psychologist entitled “Race and Genetics: Controversies 
in Biomedical, Behavioral, and Forensic Sciences,” write, “While 
attempting to provide medical benefit, or market products, scientists 
and the pharmaceutical industry may reinvigorate the very notions of 
biological difference that have resulted in racially disparate treatment 
and racially disparate health.” Furthermore, Duster and Ossorio 



suggest that attempts to categorize particular genetic sequences as 
“black” may be misguided, or at the very least impractical. “Around 
the globe,” they write, “Blacks have the most internal genetic variation 
of any racialized population group yet are most likely to be treated as 
if they were genetically homogenous.” 
And yet researchers continue to uncover medically relevant aspects 
of the genome that are tracked to race. A March 2006 study appearing 
in Pharmacogenetics and Genomics identified an allele that causes 
the HIV drug efavirenz to be less effective in African Americans. In 
January 2006 deCODE published a paper in Nature Genetics stating 
that a genetic variant more common in people of European ancestry was 
three times more likely to lead to heart attack in African Americans. 
Acknowledging that the responsible haplotype is rare in Africa, the 
authors of the second study speculate that the increased potency of the 
haplotype in African-Americans may be caused by interactions with 
associated genetic or environmental factors. Duster and Osserio might 
support the environmental aspect of this statement, as they present 
in their paper a new way of making sense of race-associated disease: 
“We suggest a third way of thinking about the relationship between 
race and health—race and racial categories can best be understood 
as a set of social processes that can create biological consequences; 
race is a set of social processes with biological feedbacks that require 
empirical investigation.” 
The current trend towards individualized medicine—targeted 
drug therapy based on a person’s individual mix of genetic and 
environmental influences---aims to one day eliminate the need for 
racial considerations altogether. And yet the social realities and 
biological consequences of life lived in a racially charged society will 
likely not disappear automatically once we have the technology to 
categorize people as a series of genetic traits rather than members of 
an ethnic group.
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