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Mayra Alejandra Diosa Toro was born in Itagüí, Colombia on May 28, 1987. 
She attended high school at Las Franciscanas, from where she was expelled 
for not being a believer. After graduating with honors from a more inclusive 
school, she had to choose between two big loves: biology and math. Due to 
her more hippie nature, biology was the better option. In 2004, she started her 
Bachelor of Science in Biology at THE BEST university of Colombia, the alma 
mater, Universidad de Antioquia. Despite often skipping the 6:00 am classes 
and being terrible at physics, her academic performance was always among 
the best.

During her bachelor studies, she joined the research group “immunovirología” 
with the hope of conducting her thesis in a virology-related topic. However, 
the immunological side took over and under the supervision of Paula Andrea 
Velilla, Maria Teresa Rugeles and Fabian Jaimes, Mayra ended up studying the 
role of NK, iNKT and γδT cells on the immunopathogenesis of sepsis. At the end 
of 2009, Mayra finalized her bachelor’s degree being an expert in immunology 
but not so much in virology. In 2010 she moved to Columbus, USA, to start a 
research internship at the Ohio State University at Andrea Doseff’s lab. Many 
of Mayra’s abilities for research were tested here, the biggest: resilience. Also, 
she became obsessive with neat, clear, complete and updated lab journals. 
Here, she also realized that one is smarter and funnier in one’s own language.

After returning to Colombia in 2011 Mayra started her PhD with professor 
Silvio-Urcuqui Inchima at Universidad de Antioquia. Shortly after embarking 
on this new academic adventure she was offered to start a dual PhD program 
with the University of Groningen. Three months and a short interview with 
professor Jolanda Smit later, Mayra flew to the Netherlands. While studying the 
host cell responses to dengue virus infection, she finally had the opportunity to 
become a virologist. While being committed to a high-risk project and many 
disappointments, she learned not just about miRNAs, but also about love and 
friendship. The results of the several projects she designed and worked on are 
presented in this thesis.

Currently, Mayra is continuing her work in the field of arthropod borne-
diseases in Jolanda Smit’s Lab. Soon she will move to Singapore to start her 
post-doctoral research at Mariano Garcia Blanco’s Lab, where she will begin to 
study dengue and zika viruses in the context of the mosquito vector.
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