
 

My name is La’Cheyla Blount. I am a senior and an undergraduate Natural Sciences major at Virginia Union 

University, a private liberal arts institution in Richmond, Virginia. Given that my institution concentrates on 

liberal arts, there are few opportunities to partake in the stimulating world of scientific research. For these 

purposes I applied to the Summer Research Opportunity Program in Pathology (SROPP) through the American 

Society for Investigative Pathology (ASIP) and received notice in April that I had been accepted to attend this 

program. Excited about this news and acceptance, I began to ask questions about the details and program 

information. This summer I was assigned to world renowned Physician Scientist, Dr. Satdarshan Paul Singh 

Monga. This experience took place in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania at the University of Pittsburgh in the Biomedical 

Science Tower Medical Center. Dr. Monga's laboratory is engaged in elucidating the cellular and molecular basis 

of liver development, regeneration, cancer and injury. Specifically, my project contributed to β-catenin and how 

this gene creates a sexual dimorphic response to hepatic iron overload. Iron overload caused by hepcidin 

dysregulation or other factors can result in diseases such as hemochromatosis and hepatocellular carcinoma. β-

catenin plays various roles in liver homeostasis, and aberrant signaling contributes to the same diseases; 

however, a connection between β-catenin and iron homeostasis remains unknown. In previous analyses, male 

and female β-catenin knockout (KO) and control (CON) mice were subjected to an iron overload diet for three 

months. Male KO showed morbidity after the diet, with lower liver weights and higher injury markers. 

Intriguingly, fatty acid deposits were seen in all groups except male KO. Therefore, we looked at fatty acid 

synthase (FAS) for a potential role, and we hypothesized β-catenin may regulate FAS in males but not females, 

specifically after iron overload. We proposed a mechanism by which FAS is regulated, involving hepcidin and 

steroid regulatory element-binding protein 1 (SREBP-1). Our findings suggest β-catenin may regulate hepcidin 

in females but not males, and another pathway besides FAS may contribute to fatty acid deposits. Additionally, 

we analyzed genes involved in upregulation or downregulation of hepcidin expression, and saw differential 

mRNA expression in male and female CON and KO. Of major importance, we saw increases in hepcidin 

downregulator SREBP-1 and hepcidin-upregulator bone morphogeneic protein 2 (BMP2) in male KO. This 

suggests BMP2 tries to compensate for hepcidin downregulation in male KO, but SREBP-1 levels may sustain 

hepcidin decrease. Taken together, our data suggest a novel role for β-catenin in iron metabolism and may 

provide insight into why iron-overload disorders such as hemochromatosis affect males more than females. 

Working closely with my summer mentor, PhD candidate Morgan Preziosi, we attempted to evaluate the further 

understanding of β-catenin and how this gene relates to gene expression and regulation or biochemical 

pathways. During my time in Pittsburgh, and in the Monga laboratory, I was introduced to new techniques and 

learning experiences that Morgan was able to teach and oversee. Techniques such as: western blotting, 

extracting RNA from harvested mouse liver, reverse transcriptions, quantitative polymerase chain reaction, etc. 

Also during my experience I was able to tour around the city (trips to amusement parks, Pittsburgh Pirates 

baseball games, etc.) and see the people in my lab outside in a more relaxed environment (farewell and 

graduation festivities). I enjoyed my experiences throughout the duration of this summer and would highly 



recommend students to take advantage of this opportunity to get experience in research. This internship has 

provided me with various skills, such as: working and cooperating with people, broadening my horizons, 

performing pathology research, networking, understanding my learning style, dine and development sessions, 

and so much more. This experience was more than a learning experience, I have gained life-long mentors and 

colleagues, a support system in and outside of the lab, and experiences/techniques I will have with me for years 

to come and I encourage others to have this opportunity as well. 


