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My academic mentors  

 

First fortuitous mentorship. 2006 marked a successful first year in my medical training that also 

allowed me acceptance in the Honors program at the University of Amsterdam. Serendipitously, 

Prof. Dr. C.J.F. Van Noorden became our program supervisor. I knew from the previous year 

this dedicated and talented teacher always flavored his lectures with science. His interest in 

science both intrigued me and kindled within me an interest of my own. During the first year of 

the Honors Program, he invested his time and knowledge in teaching each individual honor 

student how important it is as a medical practitioner to understand, explore, and practice science. 

It was at this time I realized science is a field that I might like and should seize the opportunity to 

explore. I hoped to experience this journey with Ron and luckily for me he agreed to support me 

in this uncommon and challenging Ph.D. path. Dear Ron, you have set an example for me as an 

academicus, a mentor, good hearted person, and valuable friend. You taught me how to follow 

my dreams without limit, enjoy their fruition even while embracing their struggles in making 

them become reality, and importantly like you, strive to inspire and create opportunities for 

others. You have created in me the challenge to perform science, practice medicine and help to 

educate new generations of medical scientists and practitioners. I hope to succeed in this 

challenge as a legacy to you my mentor and irreplaceable friend. 

 

 

In 2008 I traveled to Boston with a week to explore the potential for pursuing my Ph.D. there. I 

met and talked with Prof. Dr. Xandra O. Breakfield director of the Breakfield Laboratory in 

the department of Neurology at Massachusetts General Hospital. I quickly realized she has 

dedicated her life to science and education as one of the first female professors at Harvard 

University where she is a respected leader in Neuroscience. She serves as a role model for career 

minded women and I was delighted and anxious at the prospect to follow her example. Dear 

Xandra, thank you for the opportunity you provided to me to work in your laboratory, for 

introducing me to leading scientists and allowing me the latitude to explore my broadening 

interests even extending outside your own lab. I remain eternally grateful for the opportunity and 

inspiration you provided and look forward to fruitful future collaborations. 
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In addition to Ron and Xandra who are responsible for my now established love of science, I 

need to additionally thank my clinical mentor Dr. Fred H. Hochberg a neuro-oncologist and 

neuropathologist in the Department of Neurology at Massachusetts General Hospital. I was so 

fortunate to have met this amazing physician-scientist who for forty years has built bridges 

between the world of science and medicine internationally. He has been devoted to improving 

our scientific understanding of medicine, providing unparalleled care for patients, and cultivating 

the talent for science and medicine in students from all over the world. Dear Fred, how can I 

express my gratitude for the wisdom and guidance you have given me in these past three years? 

You are responsible for my mission to translate my love and respect for science into the real life 

applications of patient care. You have continuously demonstrated the value of helping to educate 

all levels of the medical community in the developments of science and impress upon young 

physicians like me the importance of developing leadership skills. I intend to earn your pride and 

respect as I continue ahead in my professional career.  

 

Committee members. 

 

Dear committee members allow me first to thank all of you for your willingness to read for 

approval my Ph.D. work and dissertation. I have requested each of you because of your expertise 

in your fields and involvement these years in supporting my developement as a scientist. Prof. 

Dr. Sturk, thank you for introducing me in 2010 to the relevance of exosomes (EVs) when 

others were skeptical and did not believe there was value in this emerging field. Dr. Nieuwland, 

we shared great moments where we discussed not only the need to explore the understanding of 

exosomes but also their potential role in medicine. Your philosophical approach to science 

inspired me early on as one who likes to think about life and greatly affected the phylosophical  

component of my own life with respect to medicine. 

Dr. Würdinger, thank you for introducing me to Prof. Dr. Breakefield, and thank you for your 

support to encourage this young medical student in 2007 to apply for a Ph.D. program and advise 

her of potential groups. Prof. Dr. Vandertop, thank you for your e-mail in 2009 that believed in 

me and wished me success in achieving my goals that would lead me to a Ph.D. in neuroscience. 

As yet I have not had the distinguished privilege to meet the one responsible for the successful 

leadership of neurosurgery in Amsterdam. Past opportunities have occurred but now most 
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appropriately Prof. Dr. Schlingemann I would like to express my thankfulness for your speech 

during your inaugural impressing the relevance of science in improving the treatment of human 

diseases. Thank you for this forward thinking vision and inspiration. Thank you for also your 

interest to collaborate in the future. I very much look forward to working with you. Dear Prof. 

Dr. Gunning-Schepers it is a pleasure you are willing to be part of this cermony. You have set a 

glowing example for me and many others.  

 

Paranimfen 

Dear Hannah, please allow me to express how fortunate I feel that our paths crossed and how 

valuable your friendship has increasingly become in these recent months. When I met you in 

2010 as an M.D./Ph.D. candidate working with Dr. Bakhos A. Tannous, I was not then aware 

what great friends we would come to be. We have shared great moments in our respective 

professional pursuits and I also relish the social moments both in Boston and the Netherlands, 

that helped root a friendship that has continued to grow stronger. Sometimes you make me feel 

that I have another wise sister who gives me her precious time, supports me and advises me with 

her knowledge of everything. Your sense of freedom and your caring personality make you 

unique and I appreciate our friendship as one of the gifts that this world has given me. Thank you 

for the opportunity to meet your lovely parents. They are really great people and so proud of you 

in your career. Stay just as you are as you continue to achieve your goals and move forward to 

become the best in medicine and science.  
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Laboratories 

I owe my sincere gratitude to so many people for their support, knowledge and efforts of all 

kinds with this Ph.D. thesis. I would like to formally thank you all as members of the following 

laboratories.  

 

Breakefield Laboratory (XOB lab) Van Noorden Laboratory Hocberg and co’s 

Suzanne McDavitt Monique Arendse Jorg Dietrich 

Robin Sobolewski-Lamberti Wikky Tigchelaar Henrik Malchau  

Xuan Zhang Ingeborg Klaassen Sara Sivaraman  

Prabhakar Shilpa Henk van Veen Rita Gould 

Leonora Balaj Fonnet Bleeker Bob Carter 

Johan Skog Remco Molenaar Ryan Kim 

Carla Dahora Klazien Bosch Bill Butler 

Sam Mardinio Eddy Wierenga William Curry 

Naoto Ito and his wife Elize ten Have Brolin Mawejje 

Bence Gyorgy Mohammed Khurshed Michael Hughes 

Jasmin Hettich Denise Rijkeboer Steven Foster 

Chris Bragg Jacomien Feilzer Ralph Weissleder 

Dakai Mu Philip de Witt Hamer  Hakho Lee 

Erik Abels 

 

Huilin Shao 

Jamsin Redzic 

 

  

Flavia Nery  

Kristan van der Vos 

Charles Lee !! !!
 

Tannous laboratory 

Dear Dr. Tannous, thank you for your collaborative projects and the wise advice you provided 

us during journal clubs. You inspired me to think more comprehensively as I explore science 

including important insights concerning the knowledge and importance of brain cancer imaging. 

It was an honor to work with you and your truly wonderful lab members. I thank you all for the 
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time you gave despite your busy work schedules to help me sometimes daily with problems I 

encountered.  

 

Maguire laboratory  

Dear Casey, it was a great pleasure to work with you and benefit from your supervision. Your 

dedication was an inspiration and your knowledge so valuable in times when our project seemed 

to be struggling. You helped me move forward and encouraged me to believe in what I am 

doing. I should acknowledge that you, my first junior supervisor have valuably enriched me with 

your scientific knowledge. I wish you success with your own lab. I am confident that Dakai Mu 

will support you in the same way he supported me with our two projects. Thank you Dakai.  

 

Cancer center/MIT 

I would like to thank Prof. Dan A. Haber and colleagues at MIT for their collaboration and 

resources for the microfluidic projects (glioma and dystonita). Thank you Dr. Shannon Stott, 

Dr. Daniel Irmia, Fred Floyd and Mahnaz Zeinali for your efforts and support in these 

ongoing projects.  

 

Mempel Laboratory 

Dear Dr. Mempel, I would like to thank you and your group members, especially Ed Kim for 

the fruitful collaboration we had on the Dystonia migration project. In addition I thank all of you 

for the social activities we have shared and the memories they’ve made. I look to the future for 

the opportunity and honor of working with you again. 

 

Stankovic laboratory  

Dear Tina it has been such a pleasure to work with you and your lab members Vitor, and 

Sonam on the schwannoma project. It is so amazing how you can as a young woman 

simultaneously lead and supervise your research group, be an outstanding medical surgeon with 

a compassionate heart for your patients and be the wonderful young women you are that loves 

and cares for her family. You have set a glowing example for me. I love working with you and 

learning from you as I have during my past attended surgeries. In future attending surgeries I will 

continue to aspire to learn from you all possible surgical skills you so generously share with me.  
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Friends & Family 

Life has gifted me with friends that make me sometimes wonder how I could ever deserve this 

extraordinary good fortune. Each of them have features that make them significant in my 

professional and social life and make me realize how happy my life can be. I want to thank you 

all for always being there for me, offering your support, your advice, being understanding about 

my reluctant absence from important events in your lives, your guidance, encouragement, and 

your belief in me, while being so often flexible and available.  

The Netherlands International  Harvard Group 
Ghazal Marthe Mary 
Jasmin Eveline Jacopo 
Aziza Monique Bart 
Khatera Rania Cesar 
Sahar Tal Bronia 
Nila Rotem Luca 
Jamil Ed David 
Stepahnie Rajiv Bert 
Lobna Aayush Kaoru 
Joost Keith Mihail 
Erik-Jan Rebecca Jordi 
Nynke Alexander Manon 
Laura Darsh Daan 
Ahoo Esther Lin Dan  
Jan Suzanne Sara 
Jort Wilson Farnaz 
Rudolph Philomania Joost 
Romain Monika   
Marte Lina   
Martine Monique   
Mara 
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Mike and Sugar 

My lovely and precious friends Mike and Sugar, unexpectedly we met for the first time in the 

cafeteria of Building 149 in 2012. If it had not been for your friendly compliment that day, I 

would never have had the good fortune to get to know what great people you are. Since then you 

both have become a significant part of my life in Boston. You two are angels of protection and as 

parents would act to protect their children in times of struggles, and assist in the formation of 

their future, and contribute to the establishment of their careers, you have done the same. Thank 

you both for the love you have given me, care that you have provided me, and support you 

invested in me to help me to follow my dreams and make possible their realization now so very 

near. These last weeks have been extremely stressing for me but your constant encouragement 

was my driving force to complete the journey and achieve my goals. Next will be the shared 

enjoyment of celebrating moments.  

 

Anastasia and Dylan 

Dear Anastasia, I know you will remember in 2008 when I was hoping to earn my Ph.D. at 

Harvard University. The future at that time did not seem promising and finding a suitable 

laboratory would make it hard, but it was your wise advice to explore all possible options by 

visiting Boston for a week, the memorable week that you helped me arrange. That was my first 

step on the path towards my Ph.D. in Boston and the initiation of the dream I had becoming true. 

I want to thank you for that and in addition for the wisdom you shared with me in our wonderful 

evening talks about life and how one can shape and experience their future. Thanks also Dylan 

for the playful moments you brought to these conversations.   

 

Uncle Abdul Rahman, Mariam and Moshda, 

Dear Uncle Abdul Rahman, Thank you for your encouragement and trust that I would succeed 

in earning my Ph.D. and become an accomplished medical doctor. My dream of becoming a 

neurosurgeon is partially because of your own experience as an operating assistant in this field 

and your love for surgery. It always made me feel so proud to you see you in that very old 

picture of you assisting a brain surgery in Afghanistan, the only picture I think you have of your 

past. I truly believe that this was the moment I found within me the desire to study medicine and 

become a neurosurgeon like those in your picture that you were helping. You have not only been 
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an uncle but also the older brother I lost. Thank you for your being. Additionally I wish that your 

two lovely children Mariam and Moshda, both so extremely bright will one day follow in your 

steps.  

 

Pa and Ma, 

Children will never be able to fully understand parenthood until they have children of their own. 

Even so I am now writing this to you in my attempt to express the depth of my appreciation for 

your sacrifice of everything in life and life itself to give your children birth for the second time, 

opportunities for the second time, and future dreams for a second time at the high price of 

unconditional love only a father and mother can give. Our twisted life history made us, Pa and 

Ma, who we are. You are the brain that feeds mine, my backbone of steel, my strength in life. 

Pa, thank you for knowing that a woman can be as successful as man and hand create a path for 

me to be one such woman. Ma, thank you for the understanding it takes to let a piece of your 

own heart live far away from you for four years. I know how hard that is for you to accept, but 

you did and here we are now. No accomplishment in this life would ever be significant without 

you both there to share it with me. All that I do I do for you and that is my ultimate happiness. I 

so much love you both.  

 

Zak, Sab and Feresht 

My lovely and very intelligent sister Zakia, thank you so much for your great support during my 

Ph.D. and making my life easier in a foreign country by taking good care of all legal 

administration in Holland.  I appreciate your love, efforts and time that you have invested 

unconditionally to help me succeed in my dreams. My precious brother Sab, you are a brother 

that any sister wishes for. Despite the very hard time for you, I always received your attentions 

and support. Every text, call, or e-mail from you made me realize that my little brother is so 

caring and loves his big sister very much. My beautiful and caring baby sister Feresht, you 

carried every single struggle that I have been through in life including my daily questions and 

uncomfortable situations during this Ph.D. on your shoulders as if they were yours. Thank you 

for comprehending my trials at such a tender and young age as you are. I love your old soul and I 

am so very proud of you.  
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Last but not least,  

I would like to thank a lot of other individuals in Atai and Hakimi family who are left behind in 

Afghanistan or are living in other parts of the world. War has shattered apart our family but I 

want to say here that I am grateful and proud to be part of this family and hope one day to meet 

you again. My grandparents, my uncles, aunts and your children, thank you all for your blessings 

and love.  
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