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The Labor Day holiday in the United States is always a bittersweet one as we say farewell to the 
hallmarks of summer – barbeques, camping, trips to the beach or lake, daylight lingering long into the 
evening. Of course it also marks the return to school for children, their parents, educators, and school 
administrators. Despite a lifelong losing battle with my morning alarm, I always looked forward to the 
start of a new school year and the promise it held in the blank notebook pages and pristine textbook 
bindings – the promise (and challenge) of learning something entirely new. 
 
It, too, is back-to-school time in Buea, Cameroon, where my partner Lihu Yang and I are stationed for 
five weeks on the second leg of our Merck Fellowship for Global Health collaboration with BIO Ventures 
for Global Health, a small Seattle-based NGO with an ambitious agenda for accelerating drug and 
vaccine discovery and development for infectious diseases. Here in Cameroon, primary school children 
model fresh uniforms; university students line up at outdoor registration tables to check transcripts and 
enroll for courses; vendors display backpacks and pencils on mats at the outdoor markets we frequent 
for fresh fruit and bread. 
 
But hold that “school” thought for a moment, please – I first have to share a (completely innocuous) 
secret. Prior to our departure, we, the 2015 cohort of 31 Richard T. Clark Fellows, were encouraged to 
reflect on our experiences through periodic blog posts. Fellows were asked to adhere roughly to a 
predetermined blogging schedule, and I was tremendously relieved to see my name among the last 
slated to write. “Great,” I thought, “this will make it much easier. I can report on all the progress we’ve 
made in teaching at the University of Buea!” Lihu and I are two of only a few research scientists among 
the fellows, and ostensibly our fellowship mission in Cameroon is built around clear, technical 
objectives. We were tasked with installing an advanced analytical instrument (a high-performance liquid 
chromatography, or HPLC, system generously donated by Merck and orchestrated by 2014 RTC Fellow 
Nicole Buist) in their Biotechnology Unit and conducting classroom and lab-based training on the 
instrument with students and faculty at the University. Access to this instrument will advance their 
research efforts in identifying potent natural products for treating onchocerciasis and other endemic 
infectious diseases. With just over a week remaining in Cameroon, I am fairly confident we have 
achieved this specific teaching goal. Just today, Lihu and I eagerly watched from the periphery as 
students designed, optimized, and executed an HPLC experiment separating a complex mixture of 
closely related compounds. 
 
I quickly grew to realize how foolish it was to anticipate using this blog as a forum to showcase our 
teaching accomplishments. Despite a technical background, my role in Cameroon is not that of an 
expert. While on the fellowship, I am a full-time student – a student who took on an overly ambitious 
course load for a single three-month semester! At home, we are chemists – more comfortable 
communicating in the alphabet of the periodic table – but here, we are ’round-the-clock students 
scrambling to learn the foreign language of global health, in which words like “demand,” “access,” 
“sustainability,” “resourcefulness,” “fortitude,” and “magnanimity” have entirely different depths of 
meaning. A well-worn subject like Introductory Organic Chemistry can hardly be crammed into a 12-
week curriculum at a top research university; imagine how immature our comprehension is of the vast 
subject of global health after only one month! 
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But we have an irrepressible appetite to learn and are trying to do so the best ways we know how – by 
reading, thinking, asking, witnessing and experiencing.  Below is a brief glimpse at the “courses” we’ve 
enrolled in this semester: 
 

 Sustainability and Emerging Market Economies – Our interest in this subject piqued when we 
began considering how scientists at the University of Buea would maintain the HPLC after our 
departure. How would they source the many costly consumables associated with the 
instrument? Who would be tasked with the responsibility of routine maintenance, and where 
would (s)he seek technical assistance when a major instrument component fails? But our inquiry 
of sustainability in Cameroon quickly expanded in scope to consider issues such as: career 
opportunities for highly-educated researchers in the absence of a biotechnology job market; 
access to health care in a country where circumstances incentivize locally trained physicians to 
practice abroad; the constant struggle between advancing industry/capitalism and protecting 
your native environment; etc. (It is worthwhile to note that these are many of the same 
sustainability issues we are confronted with in the U.S.) 
 

 Principles in Engineering: The MacGyver Edition – This course focuses on practical solutions to 
real-life problems, with an emphasis on those of the innovative, enterprising, or elegantly simple 
varieties. This lab-based course is co-taught by the researchers at the University of Buea and my 
partner, Lihu, who have shown me that the combination of a wrench, stainless steel tubing, 
vacuum grease, and a hearty dose of moxie can go a long way in overcoming many perceived 
limitations in the lab.  

 
 Introduction to Rhetoric and (Collegial) Debate – Given the prevalence of counterfeit drugs, 

why would an ill person turn to a pharmacy rather than a tried-and-true natural remedy? How 
can drugs in the U.S. be priced such that a single dose of some medicines costs more than the 
per capita GDP of Cameroon? How can pharmaceutical companies claim to be experts in drug 
discovery when their success rates are so low? In this trial-by-fire class, you’ll learn to think on 
your toes as you aim to compose thoughtful, accurate, articulate responses to these tough 
questions from your classroom audience! 

 
 Humility 102 (pre-requisite: Humiliation 101) – In one of our first days at the University, Lihu 

and I were in excellent spirits, patting each other on the back after finishing 8 hours of lecture 
fueled by lively classroom discussion. A bright young woman pursuing her Master’s degree in 
Biochemistry approached me to share her interest in our presentation. She asked for advice on 
how she could secure a job at a pharmaceutical company after graduation. I scrolled through 
the mental checklist I use when answering this question from students in the U.S. – “apply for 
internships,” “network with alumni working in the industry,” “present your research at national 
conferences.” I was dumbstruck; where did one find these opportunities in Cameroon? I knew 
our company had no discovery research facilities in her continent, much less her country, but I 
had no additional knowledge of the state of the biotechnology industry in the region. This was 
the first of now several incidents during which I have wanted so passionately to help, but had 
nothing truly meaningful to give. Wanting to help is a necessary first step, but that desire 
demands awareness, knowledge, and an executable plan to effect change.  
 

How would others tackle these tough subjects? I'd welcome your input!  

 


