
2025 CAPAC SUMMER TRAINEES’ TESTIMONIALS 
 

 
Alanis N. Rivera-Ramos 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Elsa Pedro-Gutiérrez, PharmD 
 
Summer Project: Outcomes of febrile neutropenia management: mortality, treatment duration, and economic impact 
in oncology hospital 
 
Testimonial: “This summer, I participated in the CAPAC program, where I conducted research on the outcomes of 
febrile neutropenia management. Under the mentorship of Dr. Elsa Pedro, I reviewed electronic medical records and 
explored the mortality, treatment duration, and economic impact of this condition, which remains understudied in Puerto 
Rico. Through this experience, I learned how to write a research proposal, navigate the IRB submission process, and 
gained valuable insight into the world of clinical research. I also had the opportunity to observe the chemotherapy 
preparation process, witness pharmacist-patient interactions, and present my findings through a poster and research 
paper. This program not only strengthened my interest in cancer research and clinical pharmacy, but also reinforced 
the importance of compassionate, evidence-based care. I leave this experience inspired to continue learning, growing, 
and contributing to the future of oncology care.” 
 
 

 
Melody Soto-Vargas 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Medical Sciences Campus 
 
Mentor: Surangani Dharmawardhane, PhD  
 
Summer Project: Evaluation of Phospho-PAK as a Marker of Target Engagement for MBQ-167 Efficacy in Breast 
Cancer Patient Tissue 
 



Testimonial: “Overall, the CAPAC experience was unforgettable. I really enjoyed the dynamic environment and the 
bonding activities. I appreciated how informative and well-organized everything was. It truly was a meaningful 
experience, and I enjoyed it a lot.” 

 
Alexia N. Torres Negrón 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Medical Sciences Campus 
 
Mentor: Josefina Romaguera, MD, MPH 
 
Summer Project: Impact of Pregnancy in Vaginal Dysbiosis: A Potential Protective Factor Against CST-IV and Cervical 
Cancer Risk in Women with HPV 
 
Testimonial: “An incredible opportunity to connect with others and discover how one can make a meaningful impact in 
the field of cancer control and prevention research.” 

 
Alejandro Y. Odeh Couvertier 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Josué Pérez Santiago, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Decreased Levels of Inflammasome Proteins Associated with Oral HPV Infection: A Potential 
Mechanism of Viral Persistence 
 
Testimonial: “A great opportunity to gain experience in cancer research, especially valuable for an MS1 student 
seeking high-quality, medically focused research.” 



 
Adam D. Cordle 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
Mentor: Axel Gierbolini-Bermúdez, DrPH, MA, BBA 
 
Summer Project: Impact of Opioid Prescriptions on Survival Among Adults with Advanced Pancreatic Cancer in Puerto 
Rico, 2012-2021 
 
Testimonial: “The CAPAC program has been a formative part of my medical training. Through my research on 
pancreatic cancer in Puerto Rico, I gained valuable experience in epidemiology and health disparities, which deepened 
my commitment to a career in surgery and to addressing cancer inequities in underserved communities.” 

 
Claudia M. Ramos Lugo 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Medical Sciences Campus 
 
Mentor: Yisel M. Cantres Rosario, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Differential Reactivity and Inflammatory Response in Brain Cells Exposed to Immunogenic Bacterial 
Structural Molecules 
 
Testimonial: “The CAPAC Program was an enriching and valuable experience in my development as a scientist and 
future physician. Through hands-on research, I not only acquire new technical skills, but also develop self-confidence, 
perseverance, and discipline; all while contributing to a research project with the potential to impact many patients' 
lives. The entire program, including my research project, lab team, and fellow CAPAC students made this experience 
incredibly fulfilling and unforgettable.” 



 
Ángel G. Rodríguez Monroig 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Medical Sciences Campus 
 
Mentor: Pablo Vivas, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Characterization of lipid-based nanoparticles to enhance internalization in glioblastoma cells 
 
Testimonial: “As a pharmacy student, CAPAC gave me the opportunity to participate in cancer research focused on a 
potential future treatment for glioblastoma. Precision medicine is the future of patient care, and seeing a possible 
approach in action was truly fascinating. I wish more people could have this experience and expand their knowledge in 
cancer research.” 

 
Daniela L. López Vallejo 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Medical Sciences Campus 
 
Mentor: Cynthia Pérez, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Examining Health-Related Quality of Life in Cancer Survivors: Cross-Sectional Associations with 
Comorbidities, Navigation Services Use, and Social Support 
 
Testimonial: “Participating in the CAPAC program was a transformative and enriching experience that strengthened 
my passion for research and public health. Through mentorship, professional development workshops, and hands-on 
research opportunities, I gained the skills and confidence needed to pursue doctoral studies and feel comfortable 
conducting cancer research and data analysis. CAPAC encouraged us to disseminate and present our research 
findings to colleagues and at national conferences, highlighting the importance of sharing knowledge with diverse 
audiences. I am truly grateful for this opportunity.” 



 

 
Sophia Colón Serrano 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Elba V. Caraballo, PhD, MSc 
 
Summer Project: Stage-Specific Biomarker Analysis of Colorectal Cancer Using Transcriptomics and Cytokine 
Profiling 
 
Testimonial: “I am incredibly grateful for the opportunity to participate in the CAPAC program. In Puerto Rico, there 
are no other programs like this, which make this experience truly invaluable. CAPAC provided the structured 
organization and guidance I needed to conduct research, develop abstracts, create posters, write manuscripts, and 
work toward publication. More importantly, beyond the academic skills, this program offered meaningful connections to 
mentors and a supportive network of peers, relationships I will continue to foster as I advance in my career. Ultimately, 
CAPAC has equipped me with a wide array of tools to support my professional growth and personal development. I will 
continue to recommend that future students apply and take part in this incredible opportunity.” 
 

 
Rocío del Mar Avilés Mercado 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
Mentor: Stephanie E. Dorta Estremera, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Characterizing local and systemic immune signatures in cervical cancer 
 
Testimonial: “Participating in the CAPAC program was a transformative experience that deepened my passion for 
cancer research and health equity. Through hands-on laboratory work, mentorship, and professional development 
workshops, I gained valuable skills and confidence as an emerging researcher. Being part of a community dedicated 
to addressing cancer disparities, especially within Hispanic and underserved populations, reinforced my commitment 
to pursuing a career in cancer research and contributing to more inclusive and impactful science.” 
 
 



 
Celianne M. Viera Rodríguez 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Ana Patricia Ortiz, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Prevalence and correlates of periodontal disease indicators in people living with HIV in Puerto Rico, 
Mexico, and San Francisco 
 
Testimonial: “Being part of CAPAC was an eye-opening and empowering experience. It provided me with the tools to 
connect my passion for dentistry with research in cancer prevention and health equity. I'm grateful for the mentorship, 
knowledge, and community I found through this program.” 

 
William Hernández 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Carola T. Sánchez Díaz, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Exploring Lifestyle Behaviors, Comorbidities, and Health-Related Quality of Life Among Survivors of 
Obesity-Related Cancers in Puerto Rico 
 
Testimonial: “I had an amazing time in Puerto Rico working with the CAPAC program. I was able to work closely with 
Dr. Carola Sánchez and Genesis Rodríguez, who helped me strengthen my data analysis skills and better prepare for 
a future as a health researcher.” 
 



 
Luis M. Cáceres 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentors: Nancy R. Cardona-Cordero, DrPH, MS and Marievelisse Soto-Salgado, DrPH, MS 
 
Summer Project: Assessing Impacts of Extreme Weather Events on the Cancer Care Continuum: Insights from a 
Cross-Sectional Pilot Study in Puerto Rico 
 
Testimonial: “The CAPAC program has laid the foundation for a successful career in cancer prevention and control. It 
restored my confidence in my ability to make meaningful contributions to a research project and taught me technical, 
professional, and interpersonal skills that I will carry forward into my career. I am grateful for the connections I have 
made, the lessons I have learned, and the opportunity to do such impactful work on the beautiful island of Puerto Rico!” 

 
Wilfred Ferrer Fonseca (Peer-to-peer mentor) 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Dr. Carlos Díaz Osterman, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Targeting Rho GTPases RAC1 and Cdc42 in advanced prostate cancer cell lines 
 
Testimonial: “The CAPAC program has been an incredible experience. Everyone involved was extremely proactive 
and always available to help. Their guidance and support played a key role in helping me clarify my career goals and 
explore new opportunities in cancer research. I'm truly grateful for the mentorship and community this program 
provides.” 
 



 
Eliam L. Aguilar Rollero 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Medical Sciences Campus 
 
Mentor: Sherily Pereira Morales, PhD, RNA 
 
Summer Project: Impact of Transversus Abdominis Plane (TAP) Block on Postoperative Recovery within the Enhanced 
Recovery After Surgery (ERAS) Protocol: A Secondary Analysis of a Randomized Controlled Trial in Gynecologic 
Oncology Surgery 
 
Testimonial: “This program is one-of-a-kind, and the knowledge and experience you'll gain are truly incredible. Plus, 
the diverse group of people you'll meet will help broaden your horizons and deepen your understanding of why 
interdisciplinary teams are so important.” 
 

 
Nicole Arroyo Feliciano 
 
Institution: Ponce Health Sciences University 
 
Mentor: Guillermo Armaiz, PhD 
 
Summer Project: The role of chronic stress on neuroinflammation in the hypothalamus of ovarian cancer-bearing mice 
 
Testimonial: “My time in the CAPAC program was a valuable learning experience that provided meaningful exposure 
to cancer research and helped me grow as a developing scientist. I truly appreciate CAPAC's mission to support 
students from different backgrounds and am grateful for the opportunity to have been part of this important effort.” 
 



 
Desiré Vázquez Ortiz 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center  
 
Mentor: Nancy Cardona-Cordero, DrPH, MS 
 
Summer Project: Invasive Breast Cancer Risk Scores Among Caribbean Women Within a 5-year Period and Up to 
Age 90 (Lifetime Risk) in Puerto Rico 
 
Testimonial: “CAPAC is an enriching experience where you can learn and apply your skills. This hands-on research 
opportunity promotes individual growth in a professional environment. It is a well-established and respected program, 
providing 10 to 15 weeks of rigorous and effective work.” 
 

 
Emily González 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Medical Sciences Campus 
 
Mentor: Carlos Torres-Ramos, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Dissecting APE1 Redox Function in Regulating Mitochondrial Bioenergetics Following Genotoxic 
Stress in Hepatoma Cells 
 
Testimonial: “This is a wonderful program. It challenges you and pushes you beyond your comfort zone. It has helped 
me develop greater empathy, respect, and admiration for researchers, students, and other professionals in Puerto Rico 
and other countries. It was a great experience, and I am very thankful to have been a part of the 2025 cohort.” 
 



 
Cristian D. Vélez Godén 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Ana P. Ortiz, PhD, MPH 
 
Summer Project: Body Mass Index and Factors Associated with Obesity Among a Sample of People Living with HIV 
in Puerto Rico 
 
Testimonial: “CAPAC was an unforgettable experience through which I discovered my purpose within the fields of 
health and research. It helped me redefine my goals, connect with people who, like me, strive to advance health and 
cancer prevention, and provided me with experiences and opportunities that will continue to inspire and guide my path 
forward.” 
 

 
Zinned C. Medina Nieves 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Magaly Martínez Ferrer, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Predicting Prostate Cancer Risk in Hispanic Men Using Genetic and Demographic Data from the All 
of Us Research Program 
 
Testimonial: “My experience in the CAPAC program has been transformative. I received mentorship, hands-on 
research training, and exposure to innovative machine learning approaches, which gave me the confidence to pursue 
a career in cancer research while addressing health disparities.” 
 



 
Richard J. Holcknecht 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Ana Cecilia Sala, PsyD, MSc 
 
Summer Project: The effect of FACT on engaging adaptive behaviors in cancer survivors reporting symptoms of PTSD 
 
Testimonial: “Coming from the mainland, I wasn't sure what to expect, but from the moment I arrived, I felt truly 
welcomed by the CAPAC community. This program not only gave me the opportunity to engage in meaningful cancer 
research – which I am deeply passionate about – but also allowed me to immerse myself in a culture that values 
community, connection, and purpose. Learning in an environment that honors both scientific discovery and cultural 
understanding made this experience incredibly unique and impactful. I'm grateful for the support, mentorship, and sense 
of belonging I found here, and I leave the program more inspired and committed than ever to pursuing a career in 
cancer research.” 
 

 
Melissa Chávez 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center  
 
Mentor: María del Mar González Pons, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Investigating IL-6-Driven Inflammation and Gene-Environment Interactions in Colorectal Cancer 
Disparities Among Puerto Rican Hispanic 
 
Testimonial: “Participating in the CAPAC internship program has been a transformative experience. The program 
provided a unique platform to engage with issues facing Puerto Rico and the broader Latino community, while also 
helping me grow personally and professionally. I'm grateful for the support and mentorship I received throughout the 
internship, and I look forward to carrying these lessons with me as I continue to serve and advocate for equity and 
representation.” 



 

 
Celinés Rodríguez-Acevedo 
 
Institution: University of Puerto Rico Comprehensive Cancer Center 
 
Mentor: Rocío K. Rivera Valentín, MD, PhD, BS 
 
Summer Project: Pediatric Cancer Risk: A regional analysis of superfund sites in Puerto Rico 
 
Testimonial: “Participating in CAPAC's 15-week Cancer Prevention and Control program was a transformative 
experience. The mentorship, hands-on research, and educational activities, along with opportunities to present at 
conferences, deepened my understanding of cancer prevention and strengthened my commitment to pursuing a PhD. 
I'm grateful for the support and the doors this program has opened.” 
 

 
Selimar Álvarez Vázquez (Peer-to-peer mentor) 
 
Institution: Ponce Health Sciences University 
 
Mentor: Harold Saavedra, PhD, BS 
 
Summer Project: Co-targeting of AURKA and AURKB as an innovative therapeutic approach to decrease the 
expression of EMT biomarkers in TNBC 
 
Testimonial: “The CAPAC program offers a unique experience, providing numerous opportunities to develop and 
discover new skills. It motivates participants to reinforce existing goals or set new ones, broadening both professional 
and personal perspectives.” 
 



 
Clara S. Santiago Rosado 
 
Institution: San Juan Bautista School of Medicine 
 
Mentor: Yamixa Delgado, PhD 
 
Summer Project: Antitumor Activity of Diosgenin Combined with Chemotherapy in KRAS-mutant and EGFR-mutant 
Non-Small Cell Lung Carcinoma 
 
Testimonial: “Participating in the CAPAC program has been a transformative experience in my journey as a 
Naturopathic Doctor and aspiring cancer prevention researcher. The training strengthened my skills in research design, 
critical analysis, and interdisciplinary collaborations. Through CAPAC, I had the opportunity to work with an inspiring 
mentor, expand my professional network, and gain the tools necessary to pursue advanced research training. This 
experience reaffirmed my commitment to advancing evidence-based naturopathic approaches that contribute 
meaningfully to cancer prevention and control.” 

 


