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o name only a few career highlights, Dr. 
Francisco Sy has helped educate people about 

HIV in the middle of the global AIDS pandemic and 
worked for the Centers of Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) and the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH), two of the biggest scientific 
institutions in the world. But he was not destined for 
this career.   
 
Multiple times during our interview, Dr. Sy 
described his journey as a series of twists and turns 
that led him to a career that he is passionate about 
and committed to. 
 
 
Bringing Healthcare to Those in Need 
 
Sy grew up in Manila and was born to a Filipino 
mother and a Chinese father who migrated to Manila 
from Fujian, China. As a college student at the 
University of the Philippines, he originally studied 
foreign service, before shifting into chemistry, then 
finally into pre-med. 
 
He graduated from the UP College of Medicine in 
1975, immediately after Ferdinand Marcos—the 
president at the time—created a mandatory policy 
requiring all newly graduated medical doctors and 
nurses to practice in rural communities for 6 months.  
 
Each graduate went to the Department of Health and 
drew a random location, which is how Sy ended up 
assigned to Palo, Leyte for 6 months. Having lived 
in Manila all his life, this was a big adjustment. But 
he managed to adapt, even learning to speak Waray 
to be able to communicate with his patients. 

 

 
Figure 1: Dr. Francisco Sy 

During this time, he worked next to a Japanese 
research facility dedicated to studying 
schistosomiasis, a tropical parasitic disease common 
in rural areas like Palo.  
 
Dealing with schistosomiasis cases and 
collaborating with the Japanese researchers made Sy 
an expert on the disease and helped him realize a 
passion for public health and research. 
 
“In public health, the patient is the whole community, 
or the whole state, or the whole country,” said Sy, 
comparing it to clinical medicine which is focused 
on treating individual patients.  
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His experience in Leyte led him to take teaching 
Parasitology at the University of the Philippines  

 
Figure 2: Dr. Sy at an event for the Delta Omega Public Health 
Honor Society 

College of Public Health after his 6-month rural 
service. It also shaped how he practiced medicine, 
pushing him to think about medical care more 
accessible to people who usually would be unable to 
afford healthcare.  
 
Sy’s father helped him set up a medical practice 
across Paco Market in Manila, where most of his 
patients were poor market workers. 
 
“If [my patients] don’t have money, I’d give them a 
prescription, but I don’t charge them,” said Sy. “But 
if the businessmen from the first floor [of the 
building] from the grocery or hardware stores come, 
then I charge them more.” 
 
While working at UP, Sy received a scholarship 
from the World Health Organization which allowed 
him to earn a Master of Science degree in Tropical 
Public Health at the Harvard School of Public Health 
in 1981. By working as a research and teaching 
assistant, he studied and obtained his Doctor of 
Public Health degree in Immunology and Infectious 
Diseases at the Johns Hopkins University School of 
Public Health in 1984.  
 
Having completed his graduate studies, Sy returned 
to the Philippines, but the political unrest caused by 
the Marcos dictatorship made it difficult for him to 
settle back down in the country. As a result, he 
decided to move to the U.S. and accepted a   faculty 
position in epidemiology at the University of South 
Carolina (USC) School of Public Health. 
 
Sy started working at USC in 1985, in the early years 
of the AIDS epidemic in the United States. While 
AIDS was a far cry from schistosomiasis, he 
recognized that more prevention and education work 

needed to be done to fight the epidemic. At the time, 
AIDS was occurred mostly among gay men. But as 
it was a sexually transmitted disease and HIV is 
found in the blood, Sy foresaw that the disease 
would soon affect heterosexual population, injection 
drug users, and hemophiliacs. “As an infectious 
disease epidemiologist, I got interested in prevention 
of AIDS.” said Sy.  
 
 
AIDS Education and Prevention-An 
Interdisciplinary Journal 
 
In 1985, there was no shortage of research into AIDS. 
However, Dr. Sy recognized that most of this 
research revolved around the biomedical aspect of 
the virus. Sy wanted to address the gap in prevention 
research, so he organized the first International 
Conference on AIDS Education and Prevention.  
The conference—held in August 1987—was a 
success, with over 500 attendees from all over the 
world. It would be held annually for the next 12 
years. But despite what the conference was able to 
achieve, Sy still wanted to do more.  
 
“Only 500 people could afford to come to a meeting. 
How could you share your knowledge and 
information to a wider global audience to fight this 
global pandemic?” he said. 
 
This thought led Sy to consider developing a journal. 
He met with the leadership of Guilford Publications, 
a publisher in New York, in September 1987. After 
conducting a feasibility study, Guilford found that 
there was a need and decided to publish the AIDS 
Education and Prevention- An Interdisciplinary 
Journal in February 1988. At the time, it was the 
only journal focused on education and prevention of 
HIV and AIDS from interdisciplinary perspectives.  
 
As editor of an academic journal, Sy’s job is to 
review the submissions, and—with the help of 
expert peer reviewers—determine the best articles 
and studies that will go on to be published.  
 
Having been an editor for 33 years, Sy has a good 
sense for what is good science and what is not. In the 
same way that his public health work seeks to make 
healthcare available to as many people as possible, 
his editorial work seeks to share good science and 
effective AIDS programs with a wider audience.  
 
 
Bringing Voices to the Table 
 
In 2000, Sy left USC and started working as a Senior 
Health Scientist in the Program Evaluation Branch 
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at the CDC Division of HIV/AIDS Prevention for 4 
years and would later go on to work at the NIH 
National Institute of Minority Health and Health 
Disparities from 2004 to 2016. He would spend 
much of this time developing and managing 
extramural research programs for diseases and 
conditions affecting different minority group and 
funding science dedicated to improving healthcare 
for minorities all over America. 
 
These efforts include working as a member of the 
CDC Outbreak Investigation Team on the SARS in 
2003.  Instead of going to Asia, he led the CDC 
community SARS outreach team to Asian 
communities across the US to address the stigma and 
fear about SARS as a “Chinese Disease.” While at 
CDC, he formed the association for Asian and 
Pacific Islander employees in 2003 after working on 
SARS outbreak; and later he served as a program 
director for Asians and Pacific Islanders at the CDC 
Office of Minority Health.   
 
During his time at the NIH, he helped create 
innovative programs to ensure better funding for 
health disparities research that would benefit 
minority communities. NIH funds research for 
health disparities population which include racial 
and ethnic minorities, the medically underserved, 
those with low social economic status and those 
living in rural areas. He developed the justifications 
and proposal to NIH Director and Secretary of the 
Department of Health and Human Services the for 
adding the LGBTQ community or sexual and gender 
minorities as a “health disparity population.” It was 
approved in 2016 and it allows increase in funding 
of research programs that would improve healthcare 
conditions for LGBTQ people.   
 
As a Filipino living in America, Sy knows firsthand 
what it is like to be part of a minority group. Dr. Sy 
recounted how in the CDC and the NIH, “in many 
committee meetings, I was the only colored person, 
the only Filipino, and only Asian. … In those 
meetings, I have to bring the voice of other minority 
people to the table.”  
 
 
At the End of a Long Road 
 
Today, AIDS Education and Prevention- An 
Interdisciplinary Journal is still going and now it is 
published online. Dr. Sy is still trying to make 
science and education more accessible for a wider 
range of people. Since 2016, he has worked at the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) School of 
Public Health as Professor and Chair of the 

Department of Environmental and Occupational 
Health. 

 
Figure 3: Dr. Sy receiving the NIH Director’s Award in 2015 

 
As the Principal Investigator of a five-year $20 
million NIH funded research project, Sy continues to 
find ways to support and work with 13 universities 
across 7 states including Alaska, Hawaii, Idaho, 
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, and Wyoming to 
enhance health disparities research among 
minorities and those living in rural communities 
through the Mountain West Clinical & Translational 
Research Infrastructure Network (CTR-IN).  
 
Because of his experience in the prevention and 
control of SARS which was caused by SARS-CoV-
1 in 2003, Dr. Sy is involved in confronting COVID-
19, which is caused by another coronavirus, SARS-
CoV-2.  He has given numerous presentations about 
the epidemiology and prevention of COVID-19 to 
various medical professional organizations and 
community groups. Working with his public health 
colleagues in Israel, he developed in March 2020 a 
series of 5 short videos in Tagalog on practical tips 
for prevention of COVID-19. They were used to 
educate the 30,000 Filipino caregivers who are 
working in the homes of the elderly in Israel.      
 
He also funds two endowed scholarships for 
undergraduate and graduate students at UNLV 
School of Public Health and is in the process of 
setting one up for doctoral students at Johns Hopkins 
University School of Public Health. These 
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scholarships will give opportunities to Filipino and 
Filipino American students to pursue public health 
degrees in the U.S. He is also contributing to a  

 
Figure 4: Sy with faculty and students at a UNLV graduation 
ceremony 

scholarship for graduate students at UP College of 
Public Health through the UP Medical Alumni 
Society in America (UPMASA).  
 
According to Sy, setting up his own scholarships is 
his way of giving back for everything he was able to 
accomplish as a result of the scholarships that 
allowed him to study at Harvard and Johns Hopkins.  
 
Dr. Francisco Sy’s story shows that science is not all 
about groundbreaking discoveries or flashy 
technology. One of the most important aspects of 
science is finding public health and preventive 
solutions that work and using those solutions to 
improve the lives of people whose needs are often 
overlooked. 
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