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ANNUAL 
ADMINISTRATIVE 
MEETING (EAC) 

The PHSU NIGMS RISE 
program held its virtual annual 
advisory committee meeting 
on Wednesday, May 18, 2022. 
This meeting brought 
members of the internal and 
external advisory committees 
together for program updates, 
outcomes and planning for the 
new T32 grant. The EAC had 
a productive meeting with the 
Internal Advisory Committee 
(Drs. Caroline Appleyard, 
James Porter, Vanessa 
Rivera, Marian Sepúlveda, 
Idhaliz Flores, and graduate 
student/former RISE trainee, 
Roberto Morales), as well as 
with the current RISE trainees. 
We thank our EAC members, 
Dr. Estela Estape, Dr. Andrew 
Tsin and Dr. Charles Irvin, for 
their valuable contributions 
and commitment to our 
program, as well as the IAC, 
Ivelisse Rivera (RISE Lab 
Supervisor) and trainees for 
their feedback and dedication. 
Thank you all!  
 

 

 
IMMUNOLOGY 
MEETING 2022 

 
Congratulations to Paola 
Flores (1st year RISE trainee), 
who successfully attended her 
first national meeting- 
Immunology 2022- in Portland, 
Oregon, from May 6-10, 2022.  
Paola had the opportunity to 
attend lectures from some of 
the world’s most prominent 
immunologists, as well as 
poster presentations & 
exhibits. This was a great 
opportunity for her to learn, 
network and have fun!  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

         
 
 
 
 
 
 

RISE changes to T32 grant mechanism: G-RISE at Ponce Health 
Sciences University, a new chapter! 
By: Dr. Caroline Appleyard, Director 
 

After 14 successful years the RISE graduate training program at Ponce Health Sciences 
University will change from an R25 to T32GM144896. The new grant “G-RISE at Ponce Health 
Sciences University’ started this past May 1, 2022. This $3.18 million 5-year grant aims to 
increase the number of Hispanic Americans doing biomedical research and encourage the growth of 
biomedical research in Puerto Rico. 

The new grant continues to build upon the very successful training program created under the 
previous R25-RISE funding mechanism which had a positive impact on the training of our PhD 
students and on the entire PHSU community. Under the prior R25-RISE Program the PhD completion 
rate increased from 73% to 90%, the average time to graduation decreased from 6.24 to 5.55 years, 
and 64% of R25-RISE trainees continued with postdoctoral training after graduating. Of the 60 R25-
RISE trainees supported 24 obtained independent fellowships, 35 already graduated with a PhD and 
8 have full-time faculty positions. G-RISE will build upon those successes and adapt to several 
important lessons learned. It will provide the organizational structure and extensive mentoring 
necessary to ensure trainees have a sense of belonging and scientific identity while empowering 
them to prepare for and overcome obstacles in their scientific careers. The program proposes to 
accomplish these goals through enhancement of the academic, research, personal, and professional 
competence of our underrepresented minority students to better prepare them for diverse careers in 
the biomedical sciences. The specific measurable objectives of the PHSU G-RISE program are to 
provide: (1) professional, operational, and technical research skills training for PHSU G-RISE 
trainees; (2) communication skills training for PHSU G-RISE trainees; (3) team building/networking 
opportunities for PHSU G-RISE trainees; and (4) increase the PhD completion rate while reducing 
time-to-degree. Each of these objectives will be pursued with an experience-based balance of 
continuing activities that were highly effective as well as a strategic set of new training components 
that were developed to address the emerging needs of our trainees.  

We look forward to continuing to increase the competitiveness of highly qualified 
underrepresented students graduating from the Biomedical Sciences PhD Program at PHSU and the 
number who advance to postdoctoral positions and diverse research-related careers! 

 

 
                                      (L-R) Dr. James Porter, Associate Program Director, Jean M.  

         Schmidt, Program Coordinator, Dr. Caroline Appleyard,  

                       Program Director 
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RISE WELCOMES NEW TRAINEES! 
The beginning of a new academic year brings new students to the PhD and RISE Programs! 
We wish all our students much success in this new semester. 
 

                  
➢ Miguel Oyola Mi nombre completo es Miguel Xavier Oyola Rivera, soy del pueblo de Cidra, obtuve un 

Bachillerato en Biología y una Maestría en Biología con concentración en Microbiología ambas de la UPR- 
Mayagüez. Me gusta hacer snorkeling, gimnasia y explorar(hiking).  Le adjunto además tres fotos para que 
utilice la más que le guste. Una es de un poster presentation en SACNAS 2016 en Long Beach, CA, la otra 
es de un taller de ingeniería de tejidos en UPRM y la última fue de la ceremonia de bienvenida de la 
Conferencia Halophiles 2016 (San Juan, PR) de la cual fui parte del comité organizador y presente poster. 
Si necesita algo mas, me deja saber y se lo envío lo antes posible. 

 
              

 
➢ Roberto Morales-Soy natural de Salinas. Obtuve el grado de B.S. en ciencias naturales con concentración 

en Biomedica en la Universidad de Puerto Rico, Recinto de Ponce  en( lo terminó ahora el 28 de julio 
oficialmente). Durante mi bachillerato fui miembro del programa PRISE en donde participe de diferentes 
conferencias como : ABRCMS y Experimental Biology. Me interesan los deportes y tambien el baile.  

➢ holds a Bachelor of Science degree in Microbiology from the 
➢ University of Puerto Rico in Arecibo and a Master’s degree in Biotechnology from the  
➢ Pontifical Catholic University of Puerto Rico in Ponce. It was during her master’s work 
➢ that she met Dr. Gladys Chompre under whose mentorship she was able to conduct  
➢ research on an endometriosis collaboration in Dr. Caroline Appleyard’s lab. This  
➢ experience confirmed her desire to pursue a Ph.D. at PSMHS. 

 
John: was a RISE trainee during the first semester of 2016.  Since then, Felix has continued  
research in Dr. Kenira Thompson's lab and published a paper (Matos-Ocasio et al., 2014).  
A second manuscript is also in process. Felix will be presenting the poster TBOA Reverts  
Ceftriaxone Effects on Memory at the 2014 National Institute on Minority Health and Health  
Disparities (NIMHD) Grantees' Conference in December 1–3, 2014 at National Harbor, MD.  
Felix holds a Bachelor of Science degree in Biomedical Sciences from the University of Puerto  
Rico in Ponce.  
 

          
 

17th ANNUAL PHSU-PRI SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE 
On May 7, 2022, the Ponce Research Institute hosted its 17th Annual Scientific Conference, which was held 
at the Hilton Ponce Golf and Casino Hotel.  The main goal of this conference is to highlight ongoing research 
activities at Ponce Health Sciences University, and its affiliated hospitals. It also promotes network and 
collaborations. There were over 400 registrants, with 133 research presentations in Basic Sciences, 
Behavioral Sciences, Clinical Cases, Clinical Sciences, and Public Health. Presentations were evaluated by 
over 30 judges from affiliated and partner institutions throughout Puerto Rico.   At the end of the activity, 
prizes were awarded to the top three presenters in each category. Winners from the biomedical sciences 
include sixth year RISE trainee, Lubriel Sambolin, who was awarded 2nd place in poster presentation and 
second year RISE trainee, Nashaly Irizarry, who was awarded 3rd place in oral presentation respectively. 
We congratulate them for their excellent work! 
 
ORAL PRESENTATION 
3rd place:  Nashaly Irizarry (2nd year RISE trainee)  
Effects of reducing FKBP5 expression in the ventral hippocampus  
on PTSD-related behaviors 

 

 
 
 
 
 
POSTER PRESENTATION 
2nd place Lubriel Sambolín (6th year RISE trainee)  
Peripheral and Ventral Hippocampal Long-chain Ceramides  
Correlate with Depressive-like Behaviors in Rats 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We also recognize the outstanding presentations of all our trainees:  Jessalyn Pla (4th year), Sheila Valle (3rd 
year), Nelly Arroyo (3rd year), Joshua Pérez (2nd year) & Yobet Pérez (2nd year), as well as former RISE 
trainees, Elliott Rodríguez (4th year), Alexandra Aquino (4th year), Roberto J. Morales (5th year) and Orlando I. 
Torres (6th year).  Congratulations!  

 
 
On May 13, 2022 the 
RISE Lab held a 
workshop “XMap 
Multiplex Assay”, in 
collaboration with the 
Center for Research 
Resources. Pablo 
López, BS. Research 
Technologist from the 
Center for Research 
Resources at Ponce 
Health Sciences 
University gave a 
presentation on the 
basic terms and how 
to do a Multiplex 
Assay. Attendees had 
the opportunity to 
learn about the 
complete procedure 
ranging from the 
materials, kits needed 
and workflow. Mr. 
López also discussed 
and presented 
examples of 
troubleshooting. The 
workshop was 
broadcast via Zoom, 
where viewers had the 
opportunity to ask 
questions in addition 
to the students and 
audience present in 
the classroom. 

 
By: Ivelisse River 

RISE Lab Supervisor 

 
 
 
 

 

 RISE ALUMNI NEWS 
 

 

Congratulations to former RISE trainee, Dr. Siomara Hernández, on her 
new position as non-clinical Study Manager at Audentes Therapeutics, 
effective June 13, 2022. Under the mentorship of Dr. Caroline Appleyard, 
she graduated on 2016 from our PhD Program, and pursued her post doc 
at Michigan State University. Dr. Hernández can be reached at 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/siomarahr for any advice on her field, for 
mentoring or networking!   

All the best, Siomara! 
 

  
 

  

https://www.linkedin.com/in/siomarahr


 
 

 
 

PONCE RESEARCH 

INSTITUTE 
PONCE MEDICAL SCHOOL FOUNDATION INC. 

 Tamdiu Discendum Est. Quamdiu Vivas RISE UP 
PONCE HEALTH SCIENCES UNIVERSITY 

Ponce Research Institute 

RISE Program Newsletter 

May-June 2022  

SCIENZA E ARTE 
On June 9, 2022, the 
Graduate Student 
Association in Biomedical 
Sciences (GSABS) 
celebrated its summit 
fundraising event, Scienza E 
Arte, which took place on the 
Centro Cultural Carmen Solá 
de Pereira in Ponce, PR. 
This event unites Ponce 
Health Sciences University 
(PHSU) administrators, 
faculty, and students in the 
same place combining two 
different aspects: science 
and liberal arts.  “Scienza e 
Arte” provides the perfect 
environment to allow 
students and faculty of 
PHSU, as well as local 
artists, to expose their 
talents.  
This year, Scienza E Arte 
featured a range of invited 
artists who represented 
different areas of the fine 
arts, raffles and silent 
auctions of multiple works 
donated by artists and 
artisans from around the 
island, where enough funds 
were raised for scholarships 
in the benefit of our 
dedicated students of 
GSABS. We thank and 
congratulate the GSABS 
Board 2021-22 for making 
this possible! 

 

 
 

By: Alexandra Aquino (former RISE trainee 
and GSABS President) 

 

 

PD session: Strategies for promoting your research and  
advocating for yourself 

Our RISE Program aims to increase the competitiveness of trainees graduating from our Biomedical 
Sciences PhD Program by providing them with professional skills needed to succeed. Aligned with this, 
we invited Mrs. Cindy Makita-Dodd, Career Strategist and Coach, who gave them a workshop 
about Interview Preparation, on Friday, May 20, 2022.  Through a very detailed presentation, she 
helped them improve their interview skills for future professional opportunities. Our trainees received 
useful tips and guidance and participated in mock interviews. It was a very interactive and pertinent 
session! 

   

PD session: External Training: Updates and Feedback 
As part of our RISE Program funding opportunities, our trainees can benefit from RISE support for 
External Training that will help them learn new techniques as well as advance in their thesis projects. On 
May 27, RISE trainees Jessalyn Pla (4th year), Yesenia Rivera-Escobales (3rd year), Yadiel Rivera (1st 
year) and Elvin Hernández (1st year) gave their peers updates and feedback from their most recent 
experiences attending external trainings. Jessalyn talked about Electrophysiology, Yesenia talked about 
Fiber Photometry, Yadiel and Elvin talked about Diet, Microbiota and Cancer Immunotherapies, as well as 
various educational workshops that they attended as part of the AACR 2022 Annual Meeting. Congrats 
everyone on your excellent presentations! 

   

#FaceOfScience campaign 
Our PHSU-NIGMS RISE Program joined the Enhance Science and the NIH Diversity Program Consortium for the 
#FaceOfScience social media hashtag campaign on Wednesday, May 4, 2022.  Its purpose was to celebrate the NIH/NIGMS 
Research Training Community.  Our Puerto Rican inspiring young researchers who enhance science across the nation (our 
current PHSU-NIGMS RISE Program trainees) are pictured below!   

 

                     Yesenia Rivera                                      Elvin Hernández& Yadiel Rivera                                        Jessalyn Pla                                        

 

(From L-R) Yobet Pérez (2nd year), Jonathan López (3rd year), 
Lubriel Sambolín (6th year), Jessalyn Pla (4th year), Joshua Pérez (2nd 
year), Yadiel Rivera (1st year), Yesenia Rivera (3rd year), Elvin 
Hernández (1st year), Sheila Valle (3rd year), Nelly Arroyo (3rd year) & 
Paola N. Flores (1st year) 
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Research reported in this publication was supported by the National Institute Of General Medical Sciences of the National Institutes of Health under Award Number T32GM144896. The 
content is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily represent the official views of the National Institutes of Health. Please send questions, suggestions or 
contributions for RISE UPdate to Jean Schmidt at jschmidt@psm.edu or call 787-284-2038. For more information about the RISE program and past issues of RISE UPdate, please visit our 
website at https://www.psm.edu/pri/rise/  
 
 

    PHSU RISE Graduate Training Program 

10th RISE PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE RETREAT 

Our RISE Program held its 10th Annual Philosophy of Science Retreat on June 1-3, 2022, at Copamarina 
Beach Resort & Spa in Guánica, PR.  We selected Biomedical Entrepreneurship: the basics for a successful 
science business as this year’s Retreat theme.  Our retreat goals were to: Provide trainees with the 
foundational concepts of biomedical entrepreneurship; Review useful biomedical entrepreneurship skill sets 
to succeed; Discuss some challenges faced by business ventures in the biomedical sector (Case studies); 
Review the entrepreneurial mindset in problem-solving, project & budget management, and team building. 
The agenda included the following talks: Biomedical Entrepreneurship: How to startup! by Dr. Annelyn Torres; 
Budget Principles for Biomedical Entrepreneurs by Mr. Carlos Domínguez; Case Studies by Dr. Idhaliz 
Flores; Characteristics/Skills of a Successful Biomedical Entrepreneur by Dr. Ignacio Pino. The group also 
gathered for Interactive Activities and games with the aim of teambuilding. On the final day, trainees were 
teamed up for the Entrepreneur Working Group Presentations with the objective of presenting a biomedical 
product to market, considering each of the key elements of product development and describing how they 
would address these to develop their product. We received very good feedback as we were also able to hold 
our retreat in person again for the first time since 2019, due to the restrictions of covid-19. 

  
                   

      Invited Guest Speakers                                                         Entrepreneur Working Group presentations              

        
Interactive Activities/Teambuilding 

     

Under the mentorship of 
Dr. James Porter, our 6th 
year RISE trainee, 
Lubriel Sambolin-
Escobales, successfully 
defended his thesis 
dissertation on June 9, 
2022.  The title of his 
thesis was “Relationships 
between 
Stress, Diet, Long-chain 
Ceramides and 
Depressive-like 
Behaviors in Rats” where 
he aimed to determine 
the possible synergistic 
effect of high-fat diet in 
combination with short-
term unpredictable stress 
on serum sphingolipids 
content and depressive 
symptoms. Also, to 
determine the effect of 
the direct infusion of 
long-chain ceramides 
(C20:0) into the ventral 
hippocampus of rats and 
its effects on the 
development of 
depressive-like 
behaviors.  

Congratulations, Dr. 
Sambolin.  All the best in 

your future endeavors! 
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