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MHIRT 2018 TRAINEES DELIVER AND PARTICIPATE IN TRAINING AND LECTURES, RUN A LOT OF 

LAB SAMPLES, AND TAKE TRIPS OUTSIDE THEIR BASE CITIES 
  
Team Cameroon 
MHIRT Trainee Highlight: John Paul (JP) Arios: JP was selected as part of the organizing planning team for 
the annual SEDEMA workshop at the Biotechnology Center (BTC). SEDEMA is a training workshop for local 

graduate students and postdocs, focused on lab techniques in infectious disease 
research. The workshop includes professors from Kanazawa University, in 
Japan. JP and others taught graduate students techniques such as collecting 
skin swab samples, using the DNA extraction kit, and PCR. 
 Then JP and Boonya along with their mentors and staff took their 
experiments into the field for the first time, at Efoulan District Hospital, ensuring 
that they brought ethanol and DNA extraction kits. In 
three days, the team collected samples from 51 HIV 
negative and positive patients. Though the assignment 

started "rough" because they did not know what to expect, by the third day, they were 
working efficiently as a team including learning to say "turn around please" in French! 
Out of the 51 participants, they found five in the later stages of AIDS, and two of the 
four patients had Kaposi Sarcoma. Each day, after collecting samples, JP and Boonya immediately returned to 
the lab to conduct DNA isolation, which takes them about two hours for 90 samples. 
 JP's experiences in the SEDEMA workshop and collecting samples in the field has been an enormous 
learning opportunity both in carrying out the procedures and learning about healthcare access. Organizing the 
workshop has helped JP learn patience in completing tasks. JP remarked: "I have definitely learned to be 
patient from this experience and to complete future tasks in advance.” JP also learned that the inability to 

access medical care or the lack of medical attention 
results in morbidity and mortality that is generally 
prevented in the United States. Dr. Loni, JPs mentor,  
explained that in rural areas in Cameroon, many AIDS 
patients come to the hospital at very late stages of the 
disease; when they can no longer be treated with 
antiretroviral drugs (ART), which usually prevents HIV 
patients from full-blown AIDS. ART is not widely 
available in Cameroon, and not all patients are able to 
obtain the treatment. 

JP and Boonya, after collecting samples, took the Japanese professors out to have 
grilled, fresh-caught fish at their favorite place, Le Bunker. 
Boonyanudh Jiyarom and John Paul (JP) Arios met local officials: Aside from their field and lab work, 
Boonya and JP met with officials in Cameroon to discuss about the work they are doing. They visited the Vice 
Rector of the University of Yaounde I, Professor Jean-Emmanuel Pondi, to describe their research and the 
cultural projects they are involved in. They also met with the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) 
officer Yumito Endo to discuss malaria control and prevention in Cameroon. 
  
Team Thailand  
MHIRT Spotlight Alison Nguyen. Each week, we have been providing updates on Alison's MRI phantom 
image project. This week, her work is covered in more detail. Her work is almost finished, and she will "simply 
need to add noise to the figure." She attended a training course for the new MRI machine where she learned to 
navigate the MRI computer system and to how to use the different coils to focus the signal on specific parts of 
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the body. Alison further described her training: "The most interesting part of this training course was observing 
the scanning of an actual patient. The technician performed 
head scans on a patient with a brain lesion. During the first 
scan, the patient was simply scanned by the machine. 
However, in the second scan, the patient had contrast 
medium injected into her blood. There was a huge difference 
in the image contrast between the two images. Following, the 
injection of the contrast medium, the image lit up and the 
contrast between the different tissues in the brain were much 

more distinguishable." 
 Alison is enjoying the delicious Thai food, but also misses the “taste of home." I 
love Japanese curry so when I saw the ‘Coco Ichibanya Curry House’ at Maya Mall, I was 
very excited. She enjoyed having familiar foods when she found the Coco Ichibanya Curry 
House. She said, "To my delight, it tasted very much like the curry house back home.” 
Meanwhile, Kenneth Go has been under the weather with stomach issues. After 
consulting with Dr. Sirida, Kenneth has been resting, eating fruits, reading, and studying. 
 
Jasmine Padamada, Jenny Nguyen, Joana Garcia, and Christine Joy Baltazar continue working in the 
lab, enjoying the sites and sounds of Bangkok, and experiencing BTS delay.   
 Christine, Jasmine, and Joana worked extracting DNA and running gels. Joana 
extracted DNA from 28 samples of Angiostrongylus cantonesis L5 adults. Jasmine ran a 
second round of  PCR for the Zika virus (ZIKV) NS5 gene to get a higher signal and 
received the sequence results of the ZIKV Envelope to analyze. Christine ran two gels, 
cultured additional samples from the previous week and continued with the PFGE process. 
She felt “amazed and excited” to have run her biggest gel, “30 wells to be exact!” Also, 
journal club is going well, and they are learning about Burkholderia and its pathogenicity.  

 Jenny continues her research at the Red Cross with 
Pich and will review the results section of her paper with Dr. 
Reshmie Ramautarsing. Jenny attended a presentation by Dr. Michelle Dumond 
about mental health among men who have sex with men (MSM) and transgender 
(TG) populations where Dr. Dumond finds that the MSM and TG populations suffer 
from anxiety, depression, or post-traumatic stress disorder at higher rates than the 
general population in Thailand. Pich introduced students to Key Populations-Led 
Health Services (KPLHS) and several projects being conducted at the prevention 
department and took them to the Rainbow Sky Association of Thailand to observe 

the task flow. 
 Joana, Jasmine, and Jenny, with permission, visit Ayutthaya a UNESCO 
heritage site which was the capital of Thailand until the Burmese army invaded the city 
during the Burmese war and burned it into ruins in 1767. Thanks to Ajan Paron the 
trainees rode in style in vans provided by Mahidol University. The remains of the city 
are now considered as archeological relics. They visited Wat Mahathat with the 
headless Buddha, and the Buddha head embedded in a Banyan tree. The Vihara Phra 
Mondkhon Bophit has the largest Buddha statue in that district. They learned about the 
city from Ajan Paron, and Ajan Don answered their questions. They saw many 
attractions and fed the elephants. While there, Jenny also participated in Buddhist 

practices. Jasmine observed that although the Siamese 
people had to leave the city, they are still able to bring 
religion with them. “This just shows how integrated religion and temples are 
important to their culture, identity, and history.” 
 During this time, Christine visited Buriram via an overnight train ride 
which she recommends “for the fun of it.” The car had full beds with curtains 
covering each bed. The cars were separated by gender, and P’Ning and 
Christine slept across from each other. Christine visited the Buriam Hosptial 
which reminded her of rural Philippines. Christine described the hospital as big, 
just like UH Manoa, with lots of walking around because of its size and it was 

busy and crowded. She observed a patient and the enrollment process and a nurse drew blood from the 
patient. Christine also observed her other supervisor P'Non, separate the blood samples into plasma, 
leukocytes/erythrocytes, and serum then store it in a freezer in another building. It took a few hours for P'Ning 
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to teach Christine how to use a program that will help her to analyze the gels of the samples that she will be 
running back in Bangkok. During her free time, Christine continues work on her manuscript and have dinner 
with P’Non, P’Ning, P'Ning's previous boss and her son gave Christine a tour of Buriram including the football 
stadium. 
 The BTS is delayed 10 minutes at each stop, and the students waited for two hours on one occasion 
because the train was always full. They left the hotel 1 hour earlier than usual. Jasmine explained that this 
experience has taught her to manage and plan her time better. One BTS train broke down which pushed back 
the waiting time for the BTS for the whole week. We waited for a BTS for two hours on Monday because it was 
always so full when it came to our stop. 
 
Team Liberia 
Kianalei Garalde-Machida, Melissa Takaaze, and Brien Huan learned to share one pipet, continued to 
enjoy the ono local food and observed and participated in more social activities. Kiana, Melissa, Brien 
and Liberian students Sayma and Abigail coat ELISA plates. The serurm samples were divided among the 
students. They also shared a multichannel pipet among the five of them, and the work took the whole day. On 
another long day in the lab, the students make the best use of their time while waiting for the pipet. Kianalei 
studied for the MCAT while Brien provided advice on scholarship opportunities and even gave them a mini-
lecture on mosquito-borne diseases. 
 Melissa and Kiana attended Dr. Varney Kamara's virology class. In addition to his duties as a lecturer, 
Dr. Kamara is the director of the veterinary lab where the trainees are based. Dr. Varney led a discussion on 
how to address the rabies problem and asked students for suggestions. Dr. Varney advocates for a public 
health approach targeting different settings and groups in the community while incorporating innovative 
mechanisms. His strategies to address rabies involves vaccinations, public awareness, sanitation and proper 
trash disposal using smartphones as a platform for communication and education on disease reduction and 
prevention. Kiana and Melissa along with Saymajukon and Abigail, met with Mrs. Freeman-Moore, a Columbia 
University graduate, director of the University of Liberia's Honors Program, and author of the student success 

skills book (whose book launch was described in a previous update, refer MHIRT 
Newsletter #4). They discussed the ELISA assay protocol, sites in Liberia they 
have visited, and other places to visit in the future.   
 During the weekend, the students left Fendall campus for the hour-and-a-
half-long drive to the National Public Health Institute of Liberia (NPHI), located at 
the former Liberian Institute for Biomedical Research in Charlesville, Margibi 
County. They stopped at the beautiful Farmington Hotel. There, security guards 
inspect the trunk and the underside of the SUV for explosives and weapons before 
they could enter the premises! The hotel has all the modern upscale western 

conveniences: gold ceilings, sparkling chandeliers, ten dollar soup, a shiny espresso machine, flushing toilets, 
and hand towels. With its lavish furnishings, this hotel stands in contrast to most of Liberia, and often, typical of 
wealth inequalities seen globally within developing countries.  Melissa observes 
that “extreme poverty evokes deep sadness, yet witnessing such a manifest of 
wealth relative to the average income of a Liberian citizen was demoralizing. 
Even more striking was that the guests, despite their privilege, appeared no 
more, and arguably less happy, than the smiling children in Yama's Town happily 
kicking around a deflated and cracked piece of plastic that was once a ball.”  
 At NPHI they met with Jim Desmond, a veterinarian, who, with his wife 

Jenny, oversee a chimpanzee sanctuary on the 
grounds of NPHI. Jim has been able to secure a 
501(c)(3) to be economically sustainable for 
ecotourism. This sanctuary has rescued orphaned 
chimpanzees from poachers, sellers and those 
keeping them as pets, whose mothers were killed by poachers for the explicit 
purpose of captivity or meat.  
 The students continued their routine of lunch at Identical Friends, never 
tiring of the food. Kianalei reported, "We are never disappointed when we come to 
this cookshop." They eat cassava leaves and pepper soup which was “delicious, 

delicious, delicious." They also tried another cook shop Belmas with the “best fried fish and dry rice in town! So 
ono.” 
 The students celebrated Saymajukon's 22nd birthday, where they were invited to her apartment for a  
semi-formal ceremony. Abigail, Sayma's housemate and emcee of the event, gave a short welcoming speech, 
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had various group members lead an opening prayer, a song, comments, and a closing prayer. Then everyone 
sang "Happy Birthday" to Sayma. The finger food, prepared by Abigail included fried chicken paired with the 
subtle sweetness of fried plantains. Abigail’s preparation was appreciated by Melissa describing the chicken as 
having "a pleasant crunchiness exterior to a soft center that was interlaced with hints of chewiness. The heat of 
homemade Liberian pepper sauce topped off the salty and sweet flavors by adding a fiery kick to the 
meal.” Melissa also observed that Liberian culture is more formal including events that are more casual in the 
U.S., e.g., having book launches, other gatherings, and birthdays. At these "ceremonies" participants actively 
share through singing, preaching, and other creative ways. Melissa explained, "It fosters the inclusion of, and 
appreciation for, all group members, while simultaneously honoring the individual.” 
 
Laos 
Annalyn “Anna” Oliveros conducts data analysis and plays soccer: Anna 
focuses on data entry this week. Anna writes, “the computers at the hospital are 
limited, but she is able to use the MHIRT laptop which is included as part of her 
supplies for research - Thank you MHIRT. She will be working with the IT person 
at the hospital to see if there's a faster way to collect data so that she can 
analyze it with Dr. Trehan and Diana while she is still in Laos. 
 Anna Reflected on her week: “Last weekend I played soccer with the 
women hospital team. Although the last time I played soccer was 10 years ago, it 
was a lot of fun! I forgot how much I enjoyed playing soccer. I might make it a 
hobby when I get back home, maybe join a club. On top of that I've been watching the World Cup almost every 
night!” 
 
India 
Landon Negrillo made progress in the lab, enjoyed his first Bollywood film, and tried different kinds of 
street food. After feeling frustrated and depressed last week due to his experiments, Landon is feeling more 

optimistic this week. (That’s the spirit, Landon! Well, at least the students are realizing 
now that scientific experiments do not always work. It would not be called research if 
we can predict the outcome). Landon reports that growing the cells longer paid off as 
he was “able to see an even greater proliferation of C. elegans” that could be used for 
his experiments. The C. elegans were distributed into new plates that were streaked 
with bacteria harvested from the stool of HIV-infected and –uninfected children. The C. 
elegans within these plates were observed and harvested within 3 days. He adds that 
“the observations made would either support the hypothesis of microbial translocation 
happening within the gut lumen and increase the understanding that we have of the 
process or propose that there is something else that is happening to the tight junctions 
between the cells”. So let’s keep our fingers crossed for some good results! We are 

looking forward to it, Landon!  
 
For some downtime outside the lab, Landon’s mentor, Dr. Ravi Tandon treated his students to see a Bollywood 
movie entitled Sanju. The movie was based off a true story about Indian actor Sanjay 
Dutt as he deals with drug addiction, name slandering, and his time in prison. According 
to Landon: “watching Sanju was an interesting experience….because it was my first 
Bollywood movie and every word, except for the brief moment that he was in America, 
was in Hindi. It was like piecing together a puzzle of someone’s life. I had to look at the 
relationships between each character, their body language, and the emotions invoked in 
the audience to understand the movie”. Landon also got to try some street food as 
recommended by other students from Dr. Tandon’s lab. Although all were very 
satisfying, one dish specifically stood out for him: golgapa/pani puri which is basically a 
fried puffed ball made of flour filled with what can only be described as spicy water, potato and sprouted mung 
beans. He capped off his week by reconnecting with his family back home by doing a Facebook livestream 
with them and reflecting how his first month of being in India has been.  
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