
Volume 27, No. 3    June, 2019 

 

Page 1 of 3 

 

ISCT Leadership 

SEEING MY FUTURE THROUGH A TOY MICROSCOPE 

 

Lizette Caballero, MLS(ASCP)CM 

CAR T Site Apheresis Liaison 

Janssen Pharmaceuticals Companies of Johnson & Johnson  

Spring House, PA, Unites States 

Since my early years growing up in Puerto Rico, I knew my path will take me to a career in the 
health care field. I remember one of my Christmas presents was a toy microscope. How excited 
I felt when I was able to see what happened at a microscopic level with the help of a lens.  From 
that point on, I dreamed of becoming a scientist.  

I was married and had a child when I went to college to become a Medical Technologist. With 
the help of my husband and my family, I was proud to graduate Magna Cum Laude with a 
Bachelor’s in Science in Medical Technology in 1985.  I immediately went out to work in what  
would turn into a lifelong career.  

My husband and I made the difficult decision to leave our extended family in Puerto Rico to 
move to Florida in 1992.  Though I knew enough English to be able to communicate, early in my 
career as a medical technologist working the evening shift of a clinical laboratory at a hospital in 
Orlando, FL, I was terrified to answer phone calls. I remember vividly how my co-worker and I 
would fight about who would take the next phone call late at night.  But I was able to conquer 
the challenge of a second language and, even with a strong accent, I made myself understood 
and continued to grow professionally. I always have been an ambitious and determined person. 
I come from a family with very strong women who have shown me the path to be successful 
without losing sight of my endpoint of excellent patient care.   

Two years after arriving in FL, I was promoted to a lead position in the Hematology Department. 
My career in management was just starting, and I couldn’t have been happier. One day, I 
received a call from a good friend asking if I was interested in applying for a position as the 
supervisor for a stem cell laboratory in a new Bone Marrow Transplant program opening at 
Florida Hospital in Orlando, FL. I had no idea what a stem cell laboratory was about, but it 
sounded very interesting and challenging. I accepted the position and flew to Duke University in 
North Carolina to learn about how to run a stem cell laboratory. In two weeks, I was trained to 
process, cryopreserve and thaw cellular therapy products. During the next 3 months in my new 
position in Orlando, I wrote SOPs and validated equipment in preparation for “Go Live”. Looking 
back, I’m amazed that, even with my strong accent and very little knowledge of bone marrow 
transplantation, I was able to assist with the implementation of this new Bone Marrow 
Transplant program at Florida Hospital. It was one of my biggest accomplishments and to this 
day I’m very proud to have been part of that success.  
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My career started to grow with the help of many mentors in the field of cellular therapy. In 1998, 
I attended my first ISCT meeting in Baltimore, MD, USA. The society was then known as The 
International Society for Hematotherapy and Graft Engineering (ISHAGE), and the membership 
was in the low hundreds.   That first meeting opened my eyes to the fascinating world of stem 
cells, and I got a deeper understanding on how little I knew about the field. I met so many 
colleagues, who later became like family to me, and learned so much from the talks and the 
networking. I felt overwhelmed by so much information. Little did I know that was just the 
beginning of my interactions with this society. In the years to come I attended many ISCT 
annual and regional meetings, and I became very aware that the involvement with ISCT and the 
relationships I developed attending meetings would help with my path to be recognized as a 
leader in the field of cellular therapy. I started this path by joining the ISCT Laboratory Practice 
Committee as a co-chair. These were the years when we were trying to understand FDA rules 
and regulatory requirements.  During the past 22 years working with ISCT, I have had the honor 
to have held several other positions, including being elected Technologist member of the Board 
of Directors, Chair of the Quality track organizing committee for the annual and regional 
meetings and, most recently, Global Secretary of the Executive Management Committee. It has 
been an honor and a pleasure to work with leaders of this field to help drive the ISCT mission of 
clinical translation of cell and gene therapies worldwide.  

The daughter organization of ISCT, the Foundation for the Accreditation of Cellular Therapy 
(FACT), was instrumental in my professional development also. I became an inspector and, 
under the wing of many other well-versed inspectors, I dove into the world of regulations and 
quality. People who know me will tell you that quality and education are my passions. Mentoring 
has been one of the goals in my career since I realize that we need to prepare the next 
generation in order to continue our mission to provide safe cellular therapies.   

For 24 years I managed cellular therapy laboratories in private and academic clinical settings, 
most recently at the University of California San Francisco (UCSF). Since the laboratory is the 
final step in the life cycle of cellular therapy product production, I became the regulatory and 
quality subject matter expert in my organization, with the help of mentors I acquired thanks to 
my ISCT membership. I have no doubt I couldn’t do this without the networking and exposure 
provided by ISCT. 

 Immunotherapy has kept me busy during the last 5 years. It is a new world for us “old timers” 
who are so used to transplants and our beloved stem cells. Suddenly my world is full of CARs, 
and many of the concepts that I used to think of as essential accreditation requirements are 
different in the world of immunotherapy. Sponsors with much-needed new cellular therapies for 
cancer patients started knocking at our doors. All of them had their own procedures for how to 
process, pack and thaw CAR T cells. I noticed a gap between clinical trial sites’ needs and 
pharmaceutical requirements. My strengths of being vocal and a patient advocate were 
instrumental in this next phase in my career. After many years managing cellular therapy 
laboratories at private and academic institutions, I moved into a position where I can be a liaison 
between the pharma manufacturing facility and supply chain to help them understand the needs 
or wants in the cellular therapy laboratories. I’m now working for industry at Janssen 
Pharmaceuticals, a company from Johnson & Johnson. I started this new adventure in April 
2020 in the middle of a pandemic. Working from home is a change, and I welcome this change. 
It has been interesting, but I can’t wait for the world to open again so I can go out and do what 
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inspires me and makes me happy: the one-to-one contact helping sites getting ready to offer 
immunotherapies.  

I’m grateful to my mentors that I met thanks to ISCT, for their support and encouragement which 
helped me achieve a fulfilling career in the cellular therapy field. Today, I look back on the 
young and naïve girl looking through the lens of my toy microscope and all I can think is: I did it! 
I made a difference to patients and the people who worked with me. I made my dream come 
true. 

 

 

 
 


