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REPORT

We kindly ask our WISH Recipients of the Community Career Investment to provide us with a report on their
studies abroad. Please share with us your experiences, photos, studies, as well as how you benefited from the
WISH FOUNDATION. Your feedback is important in order to evaluate the impact of WISH’s investment on your

Year of Award

Name:(Family) Pregernig (First) Gabriela Date 20.12.2012

career and future recipients.

Current Street Address

Postal Code City Country USA
Alternate Street Address

Postal Code City Country Switzerland
Email Address gpregernig@gmail.com No. Telephone

Email Address pregerni@mit.edu

EPFL Professor Melody SWARTZ
University Abroad Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Prof. Abroad Karl Dane WITTRUP

Title of Master’s Project Abroad  Construction of an scFv-Fc vector for display/secretion

Duration (mo/yr) 09/2010 to 08/2011

PLANNED OBIJECTIVES

Were you able to fulfill all your planned objectives? |:| Yes IEI No
If NO, how do you rate the success you did achieve with these? 4 1-5 (Best outcome =5)
Comment:
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How would you rate your overall cultural experience? 1-5 (Best outcome =5)
Comment:

Did the university abroad aide in the quality of your research? 1-5 (Best outcome = 5)
Comment:

Were you able to obtain funds from other sources? |:| Yes El No
Comment:

BUDGET

Amount Awarded 10,000 CHF Total cost of your studies. 20,000 CHF

2/5



EPFL-WISH FOUNDATION

Station 12, CH-1015 Lausanne

Tel: +41 21 693 42 23 WISH
Fax: +41 21 693 29 35 EPFI—.
www.epfl-wishfoundation.epfl.ch FOU N DATION

In 400 words or less, please share with us your overall achievements during your Master’s Project Abroad?
(Research, Lab Experience, etc.)

My Masters project aimed to provide a useful tool to protein engineers in academia.
Nowadays, many new drug candidates are identified by screening large libraries of
compounds, and assessing whether they are able to bind to, or interact, with target
molecules. These target molecules can for instance be proteins found to be present in
higher than normal quantities on the surface of cancer cells. In this case, finding a
compound that binds preferentially to these proteins would provide a means to direct new
drugs specifically to cancer cells and minimizing side effects. While recently new methods
are used to screen large compound libraries with a higher throughput, these methods are
solely adapted to find a compound of interest, but do not allow the researcher to test it at
intermediate stages. Because of this, researchers have to switch between different platforms
in order to converge towards a compound that has all the desired properties, making the
process of protein selection much longer and more tedious. In this project, we have
developed a novel platform in yeast, which allows to simultaneously screen libraries to find
specific binders, and test them at intermediate stages. In practice, we have provided yeast
with a vector such that library compounds are both presented on the yeast’s cell surface
(this is known as yeast surface display ) and secreted into the yeast cell media. The former
allows to screen libraries with a high throughput as well as to perform a number of
guantitative analyses , . With the latter, lead candidates can be purified at any stage of the
process to test them more extensively in other assays. This integrated system would
therefore streamline the process of binder selection, and diminish the time necessary to find
lead candidates. To prove the utility of this tool, we had started inserting a library of
scFv-Fc's (single-chain variable fragments fused to antibody Fc, scFv's provided by the
Sidhu Lab, University of Toronto) into this construct. A postdoct in the Wittrup lab has since
my departure continued this project, working on the library generation as well as
optimization of the construct to generate better secretion yields.

Overall, | encountered more hurdles than anticipated, however it was a very valuable
experience, given that | had to independently find ways to overcome them and move
forward.

Please attach separately photos of you working in the lab, at your university, anything you would like to
share.
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What can you share with us about your cultural experience abroad?

Moving to the US was definitely a big change for me, especially given that it was the first
time | lived abroad for a more extended period. | enjoyed the city very much; Boston has a
very vibrant student community due to the high number of universities close by. It was also
easy to adjust because of the many international student groups, which allowed you to bond
with other students from nearby home countries studying abroad. | found it more difficult to
make good American friends, given that there are significant differences in lifestyle, and the
references they had growing up. Nevertheless, lab colleagues as well as other students in
the university were always extremely open, and after some time | was able to get to know
them better and become closer to them too. | found that part of the "problem" was that many
students from abroad are not completely at ease speaking English, which makes it more
difficult for them to really follow conversations when "familiar" words or expressions are
used, or to understand jokes, especially when the references are related to American
movie/pop culture. Overall, life in the US is very different from life in Switzerland or Europe
in general, but with enough time, it is easy to adapt.

Please attach separately some photos of your city, university, and colleagues.

How do you feel your association with the WISH Foundation had an overall impact on your studies & future
career?

Receiving a community career investment from the WISH Foundation gave me a feeling of
responsibility, which specifically in the context of my Masters project gave me an additional
reason to perform well and leave a good impression. The fact that it enabled me to go
abroad made a great impact on my life and career in general, since my experience
convinced me that | liked studying abroad and exploring new environments, and that |
wanted to pursue research at least still for the duration of doctoral studies. It has also
reinforced my desire to perform well in my scientific field, in order to represent the
community of women in science, and hopefully become a leader in the field, to convince
others that being a woman does not prevent you from achieving higher scientific career
goals.
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The WISH Foundation would like to know, what you are currently working on & your plans for the future?

I am currently pursuing doctoral studies at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, in the
laboratory of Dr. Ernest Fraenkel, in the field of systems biology/bioinformatics. Since |
entered the program in September 2011, | project to obtain my doctorate degree in
Biological Engineering by the end of 2016. As of now, | am unsure whether | will later on
stay in academia or move to the industry, and whether | will stay in the US or move back to
Europe, both will likely depend on which opportunities present themselves at the time of my
graduation. In either case, | believe that my doctorate degree will enable me to reach higher
positions.

If you have already completed your Master’s Project Abroad, what is your plan to actively support other women in

their personal, professional and career development?

| hereby want to say that, as a Swiss student now pursuing longer term studies abroad, |
would be more than happy to help/guide younger students if they have any questions, or
wish to be paired up with a "mentor". Although | am still quite young and don't feel like | have
enough experience to give career advice yet, | am happy to share what | know with whoever
needs other forms of advice. Once | have completed my thesis proposal (in the next year)
and have less pressure, | plan on getting involved with the MIT student-led group known as
"Graduate Women at MIT", to keep supporting women in science.
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