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Armando Peña is a doctoral student in the College of Health Solutions at Arizona State University under the mentorship 

of CHPDP Director, Dr. Gabe Shaibi. He attended all three state universities where he obtained his bachelor’s degree in 

Kinesiology from ASU and a master’s in Biological Sciences with emphasis in Exercise Physiology from NAU. Raised in 

Somerton, Arizona, Armando looks forward to a career as a scientist in academia that addresses public health 

emergencies.  

Tell us about your background and how you came to be part of the Center for Health Promotion and Disease 

Prevention.  

Armando: I was born in El Paso, Texas and my family moved to Somerton, Arizona shortly thereafter. I went to the 

University of Arizona for my first year of college, focused on a physical education degree. I played sports my entire life 

and after high school I really wanted to play football in college but decided against it and took an academic scholarship 

through the U of A. Throughout my first year of college I realized how much I missed playing football so I decided to 

transfer to Pima Community College, where I played for one year before getting recruited to a better team in Phoenix. 

However, after deep reflection that summer regarding what the pursuit of a professional football career realistically 

looked like…the schedule, amount of travel, etc…I decided to discontinue my football career, hung up my cleats, and 

enrolled in the undergraduate Kinesiology program at ASU.  

Following graduation, I returned to my hometown and began my career in personal training. It was great to apply my 

knowledge and skills to help people feel better, but after a year and half I noticed my knowledge level plateauing and 

had questions I couldn’t answer in the training setting. Therefore, I decided to go back to school for my master’s degree. 

I spent two years at NAU in their Biological Sciences program and completed my master’s thesis on the effects of tart 

cherry juice (antioxidant) on oxidative stress, inflammation, and muscle damage in collegiate soccer athletes. I then 

returned to Yuma and opened my own personal training business, but after motivation from my dad and hitting another 

knowledge plateau, I took a teaching position at NAU in Flagstaff in hopes of beefing up my resume to become a 

competitive applicant for PhD programs. During that year, I was introduced to Dr. Gabe Shaibi by one of his previous 

mentees who is a good friend of mine. I kept in contact with Gabe over the course of 2 years and finally applied and was 

admitted to the ASU Exercise and Nutritional Sciences PhD program under his mentorship. I am now in my second year 

as a PhD student working focusing on biological and physiological mechanisms in Latino youth with obesity and 

prediabetes and learning a lot about addressing health disparities.  

What project(s) are you currently focused on?  

Armando: I have received two years of supplemental funding from the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and 

Kidney Disease to support my research focused on redox balance and inflammation associated with obesity and type 2 

diabetes in Latino youth, before and after a lifestyle intervention. This supplement leverages off Dr. Shaibi’s Preventing 

Diabetes in Latino Youth R01, which is a culturally-grounded, lifestyle intervention aimed at reducing diabetes risk in 

obese, prediabetic Latino adolescents. I have multiple opportunities to learn and receive hands-on training through Dr. 

Shaibi’s team and work in the lab which really supports my research career development. I recently wrote a paper on a 

novel measure of insulin sensitivity more applicable in the community setting compared to the rigorous measures done 

in the clinic. I’m hoping to get that published soon!  



Have you always had interest in research and obtaining a PhD? If so, why? If not, did anything specific happen to lead 

you down this career path? 

Armando: No, I thought I’d get my bachelors and then start a career to make money. I can actually pinpoint a time in 3rd 

grade when we were talking about what it meant to be a scientist and I asked myself, “Who wants to be a scientist? Why 

would someone want the troubles of the world in their hands? I would never want to do that.” I didn’t really entertain 

the idea of a PhD until after my master’s program. Understanding the physiology of the body gave me the ability to 

translate that knowledge to my personal training career, unlike trainers who never received that degree of information. 

It was very important to me that my work was evidence-based and individually tailored to my clients. My interest in the 

science grew and I think that’s what reeled me in to where I am now. When I finished my master’s program, I never 

thought I wanted a career that required writing grants, but my parents always encouraged me to take that next step. 

Along with my own personal curiosity, and the understanding that the more I knew as a trainer, the more I can help 

people, I decided to make the leap into the PhD. Now my work is in the context of public health crisis and diabetes. After 

seeing all of the moving parts in Dr. Shaibi’s lab firsthand, I was hooked on the research process. His team navigates 

through weekly meetings with medical doctors, postdocs, researchers, and staff, which not only continues to motivate 

me but inspires me to continue my career in community-based research and lead my own team one day. 

Most researchers are very passionate about the topic they do their research on. What is it about the research your 

working on (or would like to in the future) that motivates you?  

My own personal Latino background really motivates me. I come from areas like Maryvale where most of its people are 

Latino, and I have always wanted to give back to the community I grew up in, Somerton. I know now that research is my 

vice to do so. Another thing that makes me passionate about the work is the translation of our work making an impact 

on people now. As we speak, we are building mechanisms to train and educating community members to take over and 

educate their own community. In doing so, we are making a real time impact, creating sustainability, and although it 

requires a little more time and effort, it is well worth it! For my future research, I am interested in understanding the 

effects of behavioral interventions (physical activity, nutrition, breastfeeding) on health outcomes in pregnant mothers 

and their infants. My current coursework in maternal and child health has really opened my eyes to the importance of 

not only engaging in physical activity and healthy nutrition, which I had already known, but also the importance of 

breastfeeding on overall development of the child. 

What do you like to do outside of school and research?  

I like going to coffee shops, but that usually includes me working. I enjoy training, hiking, intentional meditations and 

being outside when it’s nice, and I have two awesome dogs (Kona and Bruce) whose jobs are to throw my life off track! I 

really enjoy all types of music, oldies, R & B, classical, meditation, Spanish rock and other Mexican music… anything but 

country! My favorite artist, since childhood, is probably Tupac. He started writing poetry, something I did as a kid and 

still try to do, which turned into music, and it all focuses on his experiences growing up in poverty, social injustices, and 

inequalities among the Black community. And of course, there is nothing like a nice, long run to the revolutionary and 

calming music of Bob Marley and The Wailers. Both artists spoke passionately in their music about living in a corrupt 

system that diminished their own people, and music was their release as well as their means of communicating with the 

masses. Ironically, both of those artists wrote on topics that are linked to my research and personal background, and I 

now see why their lyrics and music always resonated with me.  


