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Freddy Valencia ‘10
Paving the Way
While he pursues his doctorate at Harvard University, 
Alfredo “Freddy” Valencia ’10 also pursues his passion 
of helping students reach their potential as scholars. 

By Ryan Wood

Alfredo “Freddy” Valencia ’10 does not hesitate to acknowledge that his 
ambition, intellect and work ethic truly blossomed with the help of life-
changing mentors throughout his educational journey. 

He is currently pursuing his doctorate in chemical biology at Harvard 
University and conducting groundbreaking research at the Dana-Farber 
Cancer Institute in Boston. He hopes eventually to become an academic 
researcher running his own lab and teaching at a university.

Looking back at his journey and the mentors who helped him along the 
way, Mr. Valencia is determined to be one of those mentors himself, to 
make sure the next generation of motivated scholars has a clear path toward 
reaching their dreams. 

“I’m passionate about giving back to other students who have an interest, 
but maybe not the knowledge, in navigating and reaching their educational 
goals,” he said. 
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The notion of giving back brought Mr. Valencia to 
St. Margaret’s this fall, when he took a brief break from his 
graduate research. His visit centered around the opportunity 
to speak at the Tartan Tee-Off, the annual golf tournament 
that benefits St. Margaret’s Financial Aid program. As a 
former financial-aid recipient, he spoke graciously and 
eloquently about how support of the Financial Aid program at 
St. Margaret’s changes lives — including his own.

“I truly can’t imagine what my life would be like if it weren’t for 
all the opportunities that St. Margaret’s provided me,” he told 
the participants.

Growing up in Santa Ana as the youngest of five children, 
Mr. Valencia was recognized as a student with great potential 
by Maria Colmenares, a guidance counselor at his local 
middle school. He was encouraged to apply to St. Margaret’s 
through A Better Chance, an organization that helps 
academically talented students of color gain access to the 
nation’s top independent schools. 

He recognizes his counselor’s support and encouragement as 
a pivotal moment in his life. Upon enrolling as a freshman at 
St. Margaret’s in 2006, Mr. Valencia thrived. He was an Honor 
Committee member, volunteered with Breakthrough SJC, 
and played football, baseball and soccer and participated in 
track for the Tartans.

“He received overwhelming support from his peers when 
he sought a position on the Honor Committee because 
they perceived him as trustworthy, fair and honorable,” 
St. Margaret’s Director of College Counseling Roland Allen said. 

“I admired his idealism, tenacity, engagement and willingness 
to take risks. But most importantly, he was genuinely kind. He 
brought gifts to St. Margaret’s that enriched our community 
in so many ways.”

After graduating, Mr. Valencia enrolled at Pitzer College in 
2010 and overcame his own self-doubts about studying 
the sciences. In 2014, he completed his biochemistry 
degree with honors.

“Science seemed like a daunting task for someone who didn’t 
have scientists in their family,” he said. “The efforts of mentors 
and role models at St. Margaret’s motivated me and made me 
feel confident in my ability to pursue the sciences in college.”

Mr. Valencia was the first in his family to earn a bachelor’s 
degree, but he was interested in continuing his studies.  
He was accepted into Harvard’s chemical biology graduate 
program, where he currently is researching the underlying 
epigenetic mechanisms implicated in the development 
of disorders and diseases such as cancer. His work at the 
Dana-Farber Cancer Institute has led to contributions 

on papers published in scientific journals such as Nature 
Genetics, Nature Cell Biology and Cell. In 2017, he was 
awarded the prestigious Howard Hughes Medical Institute 
(HHMI) Gilliam Fellowship as well as the Ford Foundation 
Predoctoral Fellowship.  

In addition to his biochemistry work, Mr. Valencia cherishes 
his role in helping other motivated and underrepresented 
students reach their academic potential. He has served 
as co-president of the Minority Biomedical Scientists of 
Harvard organization, which aims to foster a community of 
diverse scholars. He also serves as Diversity and Inclusion 
Fellow for Harvard’s Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. 
He was a mentor and academic advisor to first-generation 
college students at Pitzer and served as a volunteer, 
teaching fellow and advisor for Breakthrough SJC.

Before the Tartan Tee-Off in October, Mr. Valencia visited 
St. Margaret’s campus. He met with several St. Margaret’s 
students who are part of the Tartan Support Group and 
Breakthrough programs. During that time, he shared 
his journey, offered his advice and answered questions 
about high school, college admissions, graduate school 
and STEAM fields. 

He also met separately with St. Margaret’s Director of Equity 
and Inclusion Victor Cota, Breakthrough SJC Director 
Alex Serna and members of the Breakthrough staff, asking 
questions about St. Margaret’s cultural-competency initiatives 
and the Breakthrough program, sharing his story and giving 
feedback and insight based on his own academic journey. 

“Freddy is a glimpse into the future for Breakthrough students. 
As the first in their families, charting their pathway to and 
through college carries so much uncertainty,” Mr. Serna 
said. “By getting to hear from and feeling a connection with 
Freddy’s story and journey makes that path through college a 
bit more certain, more real and more possible.”

After finishing his doctorate, Mr. Valencia plans to pursue a 
post-doctoral research position on the West Coast, where 
he hopes to continue studying epigenetics through a 
biochemical and bioinformatics perspective. His ultimate 
goal is to run his own lab and teach the next generation of 
scientists at a university. 

His career goals are a nod to the road he has already paved, 
and those who helped him along the way. “I am aspiring 
to become an academic research professor in an effort to 
emulate my excellent mentors and to serve as a role model 
and agent of change for underrepresented students in 
science and higher education.”

“I’m passionate about giving back to other students 
who have an interest, but maybe not the knowledge, 
in navigating and reaching their educational goals."

   G SAS  BU L L E T I N  I  A P R I L 20 1 8    1

Getting an acceptance letter from Harvard University 
brings with it a rush of joy, excitement, and sometimes 
more than a little bit of anxiety. For Freddy Valencia, 
a PhD student in chemical biology, the rigors of 
Harvard’s academics weren’t as intimidating as the 
sense that he might not fit in. 

“In deciding to come to Harvard, I had this 
feeling that I would have to fit the ‘Harvard mold,’” 
he says. Valencia was concerned that as a Latino—and 
a first-generation college student—he wouldn’t be able 
to connect with faculty and fellow students. 

Alyssa Hernandez, a PhD student in the Depart-
ment of Organismic and Evolutionary Biology, had 
the same fears, until she found, via GSAS student 
groups, peers at Harvard who offered her a chance to 
talk about her own experiences as an LGBT woman of 
color in the sciences. “You need someplace to go talk 
to people about what you’re experiencing, and you 

need a safe place to do that,” she says.
Valencia and Hernandez are the inaugural 

diversity and inclusion fellows in the GSAS Office of 
Diversity and Minority Affairs. These yearlong, paid 
positions are designed to improve communication 
between students and administrators at GSAS.

An Unvarnished View
Dean for Academic Programs and Diversity Sheila 
Thomas says that this role is crucial in helping admin-
istrators provide better support to students. While the 
Office of Diversity and Minority Affairs meets with 
student groups to hear their concerns about academic 
and student life, Thomas hopes Hernandez and 
Valencia will provide unvarnished views of the student 
experience.

“If I go out to students as an administrator and say 
‘tell me your thoughts,’ I’m not going to hear the same 
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Union Vote on 
April 18 & 19
A second election to determine 
if students in certain teaching 
and research positions wish 
the Harvard Graduate Students 
Union–United Auto Workers 
(HGSU-UAW) to serve as their 
exclusive bargaining representative 
will be held Wednesday, April 18, 
2018, and Thursday, April 19, 2018. 
The secret ballot election, which 
will be run by the National Labor 
Relations Board, will take place 
at locations easily accessible to 
graduate students. 

More information about voting 
will be sent directly to graduate 
students who are members of the 
bargaining unit.

Everyone who is eligible to vote 
should vote, because the election 
will be decided only by those who 
cast ballots, just like any political 
election. That means that union 
representation for people who 
don’t vote will be determined by 
those who do vote.

If a majority of those voting 
support union representation, then 
all those eligible to vote—including 
those who did not vote and those 
who voted against unionization—will 
be represented exclusively by the 
United Auto Workers through the 
HGSU-UAW on matters concerning 
pay, benefits, and other “terms and 
conditions of employment.” There is 
no “opt-out” process.

To learn more, visit provost.
harvard.edu/studentvote.


