
 

  

Mission Statement: The Association for Women in Science, Inc. (AWIS) champions the interests of women in 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics across all disciplines and employment sectors. Working for 

positive system transformation, AWIS strives to ensure that all women in these fields can achieve their full 

potential.   
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,ÅÔÔÅÒ &ÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ 
 

Dear AWIS-SD members and friends: 
 

We did it! Another successful WIST conference was 

well-attended on May 20, 2017. Here is the serious 

picture of the WIST Committee taken in front of the  

UCSD Faculty Club before the conference. 

I am so proud of all of our volunteers in all committees.  Each and every 

one of you, who volunteers for a committee, is part of what makes AWIS-

SD so great.  This issue of the newsletter highlights everything that AWIS-

SD does and does so well.  Please take a few moments to review the arti-

cles and gain insights into all the facets of AWIS-SD. 

 

We also could not do all of our work without the generous contributions of 

our sponsors.  Thank you to all AWIS-SD sponsors.  Again, without you, 

this would not be possible. 

 

Finally, if you have not yet joined an AWIS-SD committee, I urge you to 

do soðby actively participating in an AWIS-SD committee, you will get 

the most out of your AWIS-SD membership. 

Warmly, 

 

DeeAnn  
 
DeeAnn Visk,  

President AWIS-SD 

president@awissd.org 

м 
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discoveries. Together with the GCLASS survey, more 
than 200 such clusters of galaxies have been 
discovered. Wilsonôs latest endeavor is to engage 
public interest in science through art and music. The 
play ñStar Maps, Earth Code, and the musical 
performance ñColliding Worldsò are the recent results of 
cosmology colliding with performing arts!   
 
Afternoon keynote address: 
Homa Akbarian, PhD, gave an inspiring keynote 
speech about her journey to leave her beloved home 
country to pursue her dream for a better future.  
 
Akbarian was born in Tehran, Iran. With only a passport 
in her hand and no exit permit, it was impossible for her 
to leave Iran to get a better education abroad. Even 
though her father told her that it was nearly impossible 
to get the exit permit since there were hundreds of 
people applying for only a few available daily, she 
insisted on going anyway. After a lot of physical 
struggle and the help of a kind-hearted stranger, 
Akbarian got the exit permit and flew to Germany.  
 
Her fight did not end there. She was determined to 
learn German, spending 10-11 hours each day. Her 
diligent studying enabled Akbarian to obtain a certificate 
that led to a German Federal Research Foundation 
Graduate Fellowship at Universitat Siegen. After 
earning a Masterôs degree in Physical Chemistry, she 
accompanied her husband to Los Angeles to pursuit his 
career. Akbarian then enrolled as a PhD student in 
Inorganic Chemistry at UCLA. Two impressive tributes 
followed: Akbarian earned UCLAôs Award for 
Outstanding Dissertation in Inorganic Chemistry, and 
UCLAôs Award for Excellence in Research when she 
graduated in 1996.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Dr. Homa Akbarian encourages the audience to 'take the risk and 
never give up'.  Photo credit: Corine Lau.  
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by Corine Lau and Juliati Rahajeng 
 
Morning keynote address:  
Gillian Wilson, PhD, led us to a journey of the 
unlimited sky. Wilson is the interim Deputy Director of 
the University of California Observatories, and a 
professor of physics and astronomy at UC Riverside. 
She grew up in Scotland and obtained her PhD at the 
University of Durham, UK.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Gillian Wilson describing her love for astronomy and 

cosmology. Photo credit: Corine Lau.  

 
Wilson found her passion in astronomy and 
cosmology when pondering big questions such as 
ñHow many stars are out there?ò and ñWhat is going to 
happen to the universe?ò According to Wilson, the 
universe began 13.7 billion years ago following the 
Big Bang, which did not result in a tremendous sound 
as movies often portray. The universe is in a state of 
expansion, and the rate of expansion is increasing. 
However, the growing universe is expected to slow 
down. Now the question becomes: will the universe 
keep expanding or will it turn into a big freeze 
eventually?  
 
Wilson took a unique approach to address the 
question on universe expansion.  She studies distant 
regions in the universe where clusters of galaxies are 
closer to each other than average. Interestingly, 
galaxies in these clusters do not expand, nor do they 
produce stars, thus providing a good model for 
studying universe evolution. To find these clusters of 
galaxies, Wilson relies on the most sophisticated 
telescopes available, including the Hale telescope at 
the Palomar Observatory, NASAôs Hubble and Spitzer 
Space telescopes, and the twin 10m Keck telescopes 
located in the summit in Mauna Kea, Hawaii.  
 
Wilson leads a 25-member international team in the 
SpARCs survey and reporting on new cluster galaxy 

7)34 ËÅÙÎÏÔÅ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÕÓ ÁÌÌ 



Cŀƭƭ нлмс          ±ƻƭǳƳŜ нпΣ LǎǎǳŜ п 

о 

{ǇǊƛƴƎ нлмт          ±ƻƭǳƳŜ нрΣ LǎǎǳŜ н 

After her graduation, Akbarian received three to four 
job offers and decided to work for Clorox Company as 
a Scientist II in the New Products Department. She 
worked her way up the corporate ladder for the next 
12 years. Then, she was offered a leadership position 
in the Regulatory Department. In 2007, Akbarianôs 
husband accepted a faculty position at  The University 
of California, San Francisco (UCSF) and she gladly 
followed.  
 
Because of her experience in regulatory affairs, 
Akbarian obtained a position as the Director of 
Technical Transfer and Technical Assurance at 
Neutrogena, a skin care product division of Johnson & 
Johnson. After working for more than five years at 
Neutrogena, she transferred to the companyôs 
Medical Device and Diagnostic division, where she 
has worked for the past five years.  
 
Based on the many challenges in her life, Akbarian 
offered the following advice: 
 
1. Take the risk and never give up. 
 
2. Focus on what is in your control and donôt worry 
about what is out of your control. 
 
3. Change teaches you to first survive, then thrive, 
manage, and lead in our rapidly changing 
environment. 
 
4. Love what you do and do it well. 
 
5. Continue learning instead of being intimidated, and 
use the opportunities to reboot your brain. 

7)34 ËÅÙÎÏÔÅ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÕÓ ÁÌÌ ɉÃÏÎȭÔɊ 

ςπρχ !7)3-3$ 3ÃÈÏÌÁÒÓÈÉÐ 2ÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔÓ 

by Joan Allmaras 

 

AWIS-San Diego annually awards scholarships to 

recognize the accomplishments of women in STEM 

fields at the community college, undergraduate, 

masterôs, and doctoral levels studying at any school 

within San Diego County. These scholarships would 

not be possible without the generous donations from 

corporate sponsors, including Thermo Fisher and 

UCSD Extension. More than 100 applications were 

received from applicants in fields ranging from engi-

neering to earth science to psychology. Of those 

applicants, seven outstanding young women received a 

$1,000 scholarship. 

 

This year's AWIS-SD scholarship recipients whose accomplishments were 

recognized at WIST.  Photo credit: Corine Lau.  

 

 

Arian Reyes is pursuing a degree in computer engi-

neering at San Diego City College. She is actively in-

volved in the INSPIRE engineering program at UC-

Irvine, HACKJUNTOS at Qualcomm, and the Adelante 

Training program at Northrup Grumman. In addition, 

Arian serves as the Vice President of the Society of His-

panic Professional Engineers. She plans to transfer to 

UCLA this fall to continue her education in computer 

engineering. 

 

Viridiana Apodaca is also a student at San Diego City 

College and is an active member of the MESA 

(Mathematics, Engineering, and Science Achievement) 

Program. She was selected for the NASA Community 

College Aerospace Scholars program, and plans to 

transfer to UC-Santa Barbara in the fall to continue her 

studies. Her ultimate goal is to obtain a Masterôs degree 

in chemical engineering. 

 

Chrestina Mansoor is an undergraduate student at 

San Diego State University studying civil engineering. 

An Iraqi immigrant, she was inspired by the destruction 

she witnessed firsthand during the Iraq War to develop 

safer infrastructure. As a result, Chrestina has partici-

pated in several research projects, such as the Missis-

sippi River Gulf Outlet Inspection and the Wind Turbine 

Project. She is also an active member of the SDSU ME-

SA program and has been nominated to represent the 
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Krista Ellsworth from Thermo Fisher Scientific (left), and Shannon 

McDonald from UCSD Extenstion (right) present their $1000 scholar-

ships.   

Photo credit: Corine Lau.  

 

 

Given the exceptional quality of the applicants this year, 

the scholarship committee also recognized six addition-

al women with honorable mention: 

 

Luz Robelido, San Diego City College 

 

Mariah Moschetti, University of California-San Diego 

 

Ruichen Sun, University of California-San Diego 

 

Lorrie Yates, California State University-San Marcos 

 

Karli Chudeau, California State University-San Marcos 

 

Annie Rathore, Salk Institute 
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organization at their annual Statewide Leadership Con-

ference. 

 

Rani Shiao is an undergraduate student at UCSD pur-

suing a dual bachelorôs degree in molecular biology and 

earth science. She volunteers in the Tuszynski lab and 

the UCSD Center for Neural Repair as well as the Norris 

lab at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography at UCSD. 

She plans to pursue a masterôs degree, researching the 

effects of serotonergic inputs on neuropathic pain fol-

lowing spinal cord injury. 

 

Chidinma Okonkwo is also an undergraduate student 

at UCSD, studying biochemistry/chemistry. She is a 

scholar in the NIGMS-funded Initiative for Maximizing 

Student Development and has been working in the 

Ghosh lab for the last year. In this role, Chidinma exam-

ines the importance of protein structures of a bacterial 

protein and the molecular interactions to understand 

approaches that might be necessary to prevent bacterial 

infection. Upon graduation this spring, she plans to con-

tinue her education with graduate studies in biochemis-

try. 

 

Kathryn Shaw is a Masterôs-degree student at CSU-

San Marcos, studying the psychology of phantom vibra-

tion syndrome. Her early research experience examined 

the immune functioning of young adult survivors of child 

abuse as well as projects focused on adolescent care-

givers. In addition, she has worked at a suicide hotline, 

crisis treatment facility, and as a teaching assistant. She 

plans to ultimately earn her doctorate in quantitative 

psychology. 

 

Shereen Ghosh is a doctoral student at UCSD, one of 

the highest-ranked in her class. She is currently working 

in the Gleeson laboratory on pediatric neurodegenera-

tive disease, in which she has identified a familial muta-

tion as well as a prospective cure. While a Masterôs-

degree student at the Salk Institute, she also worked at 

Pfizer, and has been involved with high school outreach 

and teaching assistantships. 

 

Six of the seven recipients were able to attend the WIST 

Conference to be recognized for their accomplishments 

as well as network and socialize with fellow scientists. 
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by Mai Khuong 

As a graduate student wanting to transition away from the bench after graduation, I was delighted to attend 
the Non-Bench Careers workshop held during the WIST conference on May 20, 2017. Panelists Dr. Alessan-
dra Blasina, Dr. Miriam Cohen, and Dr. Shannon Muir shared their experiences with transitioning from the 
laboratory bench work to their current industry non-bench careers. 

Blasina made the transition after spending more than 15 years at the bench at various biotechnology compa-
nies (Pfizer, Shire Pharmaceuticals, and COI Pharmaceuticals). She now works as a Regulatory Affairs Asso-
ciate at Agility Clinical, Inc, where she oversees compliance with all industry laws and regulations. 

Cohen transitioned to business after spending more than 10 years at the bench in academia. She said that 
five of those years were spent as a ñglorified post-doctoral fellow.ò She now works as a medical writer at Arbor 
Scientia, writing material for promotional medical education. Her duties include creating PowerPoint presenta-
tions, interactive models, and visual aids for her clients. 

Unlike other panelists, Muir transitioned away from the bench and into science policy shortly after receiving 
her PhD. As a California Council of Science and Technology Science (CCST) Policy Fellow, she worked on 
policies that ranged from online prescriptions to electronic cigarette usage. 
 

 



 

  

Science Ticker 

By Alyson Smith 
 

¶ Around 15,000 scientists and science 
enthusiasts gathered in downtown San 
Diego on Earth Day for one of the more 
than 600 Marches for Science. Marchers 
advocated for evidence-based government 
policies, continued funding for scientific 
research, and increased diversity in STEM. 
Speakers at the San Diego march included 
professors and students of all levels from 
around San Diego County. 
Representatives from AWIS-SD attended 
the march, wearing AWIS ñWhy do you 
love Scienceò shirts and ñI support women 
in STEMò buttons.  
 

¶ In collaboration with researchers in Beijing, 
the Izpis¼a Belmonte group at the Salk 
Institute has developed a new type of stem 
cell termed extended pluripotent stem cells. 
In contrast to embryonic stem cells and 
induced pluripotent stem cells, this new cell 
type can give rise to extra-embryonic 
tissues such as the placenta in addition to 
all embryonic tissues. These cells can be 
stably cultured, allowing for the 
development of new methods in disease 
modeling, drug discovery, and tissue 
generation.  
 

¶ Grace Engleman, a San Diego high school 
student, has founded an all-female robotics 
team, called ROARbots, at the School for 
Entrepreneurship and Technology. 
Engleman was asked to start the team 
after gaining robotics experience as the 
only female student on the schoolôs 
freshman team. ROARbots participated in 
EXPO Day as part of this yearôs San Diego 
Festival of Science and Engineering.  
 

¶ A team of researchers from the La Jolla 
Institute of Allergy and Immunology and 
Sanford Burnham Prebys Medical 
Discovery Institute have developed a new 
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The panelists give their experience and advice on transitioning from 
bench to non-bench positions. Photo credit: Mai Khuong. 

Based on their individual experiences, all three panel-
ists shared their insights and advice on how to transi-
tion. Here are two main takeaways from the workshop. 

1. Be involved in organizations. 

All three panelists joined non-profit organizations prior 
to transitioning into their non-bench careers. They con-
sider their involvement extremely valuable in making 
their transitions. Blasina joined San Diego Regulatory 
Affairs Network (SDRAN) and participated in its men-
toring program. 

Through the program, Blasina learned that skills for a 
new job are acquired gradually as one begins working 
in a particular position. Rarely does one possess these 
skills ahead of time. 

Cohen served on AWIS-SDôs Corporate Sponsorship 
Committee. While on the committee, she gained lead-
ership skills and successfully wrote funded grants, 
which aided in her job search for a medical writing posi-
tion. 

While a graduate student, Muir affiliated with the UC 
San Diego Graduate Student Association and the UC 
Student Association Board of Directors. Muirôs involve-
ment with those organizations greatly aided her transi-
tion into science policy. 
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drug with the potential to reverse type 2 
diabetes. This drug increases insulin 
sensitivity by specifically targeting a 
tyrosine phosphatase that normally 
inactivates the insulin receptor. In mice, it 
prevented high-fat induced onset of 
diabetes symptoms without affecting 
weight. The team plans to begin clinical 
trials in humans soon.  
 

¶ The vaccination rate of California public 
school kindergartners has risen to 96 
percent, an increase of three percentage 
points over last year and the highest rate 
since the introduction of the current 
vaccination regimen in 2001. The increase 
is linked to a 2015 California law, following 
the Disneyland measles outbreak, which 
greatly restricted personal-belief 
exemptions from vaccination for public 
school students. 
 

¶ Two San Diego biotechnology companies 
recently received grants from the 
Combating Antibiotic Resistant Bacteria 
Biopharmaceutical Accelerator (CARB-X), 
a public-private partnership started by the 
Obama administration in 2015. Forge 
Therapeutics will receive up to $8.8 million 
to continue developing an antibiotic against 
LpxC, a previously untargeted enzyme in 
gram negative bacteria. Cidara 
Therapeutics will receive up to $6.9 million 
to develop its method of inducing immune 
cells to target bacterial, fungal, and viral 
pathogens. 
 

¶ As part of an effort to develop new ways of 
communicating science to the public, 
London-based artist Ivyone Khoo worked 
with Michael Latz of the Scripps Institution 
of Oceanography to develop a new exhibit 
at the Birch Aquarium. This ñInfinity Cubeò 
exhibit features projections of videos of 
dinoflagellates, single-celled, 
bioluminescent marine organisms. Khoo 
created the video footage for the exhibit by 

7)34 ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐɂ"ÅÎÃÈ ÔÏ .ÏÎ-"ÅÎÃÈ 

#ÁÒÅÅÒÓ ɉÃÏÎȭÔɊ 

2. Be willing to learn on the job. 

The transition from bench to non-bench is not always 

easy. Once you get the position, be willing to learn and 

assume new roles. Blasina took any opportunities that 

came her way. As a Regulatory Affairs Associate, she 

assumed project management roles and even became 

a United States agent for global life science companies 

conducting business in the United States. By doing so, 

she expanded her skill set and became more valuable 

as an employee. As a CCST Science Policy Fellow, 

Muir observed that colleagues willing to set their ego 

aside and learn new skills became the most success-

ful. In her role, Muir had to become the worldôs leading 

expert on whatever topic landed on her desk. For that 

reason, her enthusiasm became a great asset.   

introducing populations of dinoflagellates 
provided by Latz to patterned stimuli and filming 
the resulting bioluminescence.  
 

¶ The Scripps Translational Science Institute 
hosted the tenth annual Future of Genomic 
Medicine Conference at the beginning of March. 
The conference featured discussions on bringing 
genomic medicine research into clinical practice. 
Some topics included the future of CRISPR 
genome editing technology and the federal 
Precision Medicine Initiative. More than 600 
physicians and scientists from around the 
country attended the conference. 

¶  
A team of scientists at Scripps Health and The 
Scripps Research Institute has developed a 
method to artificially construct an entire 
meniscus, the piece of cartilage in the knee joint. 
The method uses high voltages to precisely 
array bovine collagen fibers and simultaneously 
deposit live cartilage cells. This new technology 
can potentially replace cadaver meniscus 
transplants, which are often of the wrong shape 
and may be contaminated; and synthetic 
meniscus replacements, which are less durable 
than live cartilage.  
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by Christina Niemeyer 

Every other year I say I am not going and definitely not volunteering for it. This year, I can happily say I 
did both. My role and participation in WIST 2017 was beneficially to me in many ways, even though I 
am a veteran, having attended and volunteered for almost 20 years. 

One of my favorite aspects of WIST is the networking throughout the day.  That does not mean just 
looking for the next job opportunity.  It means catching up with people I havenôt seen in a while, and 
meeting new and future scientists. A topic of our discussion includes how I can help women move into a 
STEM career. Just one example of networking ñworkingò was at lunch when I was sitting at a table with 
wonderful women, including one of the speakers. We were discussing how even though many of the 
themes of the different WIST events are similar, every time I am newly inspired. It was pointed out to 
me that people get different things out of the talks at different stages of their careers; obvious but not 
always realized. 

I am always a little disappointed that I canôt attend all the concurrent presentations. Luckily, we all were 
able to hear the two keynote speakers. I learned from Dr. Gillian Wilson that there is a massive amount 
of information in a gray square with many white blemishes, so there is always something new to be dis-
covered. From Dr. Homa Akbarian, I was reminded to focus on the things I can change. They were very 
different presentations, yet both were very interesting. 

As most of you know, AWIS-SD is volunteer run and it takes a lot of work to manage the various pro-
gramming.  WIST is the largest of these programs and requires a special committee and 6-9 months of 
preparation.  We had a fantastic group of women working on WIST 2017.  I will not list them all here, but 
I can say that when women work together as we did, we canôt help but be successful and help make the 
world a better place.  

So, when WIST 2019 calls for a planning committee, I will need to pull out this newsletter and the pro-
gram from WIST 2017, and remember that it is time to volunteer for this wonderful event again. Hopeful-
ly, many of you will do the same.  It is not too early to start thinking about it. 
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