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FOOTNOTE
Pitt’s School of Medicine and Graduate School
of Public Health faculty amassed more than
$414 million from the National Institutes of Health
last year, ranking fifth in the nation overall. That cash
is a hefty chunk of the University’s total NIH funding—at
$475 million, up $19 million from 2014. Pitt’s total places
us above the University of Michigan, UCLA, University

MARY BRADY

Certain infectious agents, such as herpes simplex viruses (HSV) 1 and 2,
cytomegalovirus (CMV), and the protozoan Toxoplasma gondii, can infiltrate
nerve cells, and these infiltrators have long been accused of speeding
cognitive decline.
A paper in December’s Alzheimer Disease & Associated Disorders clarified
this connection. Vishwajit Nimgaonkar, an MD/PhD professor of psychiatry
and human genetics; Mary Ganguli, an MD/MPH professor of psychiatry, epidemiology, and neurology; Chung-Chou Chang, a PhD professor of medicine,
biostatistics, and clinical and translational sciences; and colleagues assessed
the mental acuity of more than 1,000 seniors throughout five years. They found
that although HSV-1 doesn’t seem to be implicated in attention, language, and
memory issues in older adults, HSV-2, CMV, and T. gondii
are associated.
“[This result] points us in a new direction,” says Ganguli, “and could open
up possibilities for both prevention and treatment. Clinical trials could test the
effectiveness of antiviral medication to ward off decline, and public health experts
could develop strategies for preventing
exposure in the first place.”
—Jennifer Larson

Presidential Praise for Pitt
This February, Tina Goldstein, a PhD associate professor of psychiatry and director of psychotherapy for pediatric mood disorders at the
University of Pittsburgh, received the U.S. government’s highest honor
for young scientists—the Presidential Early Career Award for Scientists
and Engineers (PECASE). She and the other winners celebrated the
honor with President Barack Obama at the White House this May.
Goldstein’s studies of treatment for adolescents with bipolar disorder and suicide prevention in that population are supported by nearly
$2.5 million in grants from the National Institute of Mental Health.
Pitt’s Ervin Sejdic, assistant professor of electrical and computer
engineering and of bioengineering, and Elizabeth Skidmore, an associate
professor and chair of occupational therapy, both PhDs, also received
PECASE awards. The School of Medicine’s first winner, in 2000, was Karl
Kandler, a PhD, UPMC Professor of Auditory Development and Plasticity,
professor of otolaryngology and neurobiology, and director of the auditory research group. Overall, seven Pitt faculty members have been
PECASE awardees. —Robyn K. Coggins

of Washington, and Stanford University, to name a few
notable peers.
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Flashback
Happy birthday, Scaife Hall!
Construction of the building
began in 1954 with the help of
$15 million in grants from the
Sarah Mellon Scaife Foundation,
the A.W. Mellon Educational
and Charitable Trust, and the
Richard King Mellon Foundation.
In 1956, the building, designed
by the architectural firm Schmidt,
Garden, and Erikson, opened to
may be 60, but it’s nowhere near
retirement: School officials are
raising funds for a brightly lit
west wing addition with student
lounges, classrooms, and labs.

HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA

students and faculty. Scaife Hall

Pride in the Curriculum

Top Physician-Scientists

Jason Rosenstock, MD associate professor of psychiatry and director of that department’s

Six Pitt physician-scientists were recently inducted into

medical student education program, knows that patients identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual,

two vaunted organizations—the Association of American

transgender, or queer (LGBTQ) can experience implicit or overt bias when seeking care. Lack

Physicians (AAP) and the American Society for Clinical

of provider awareness about recommended treatments and screenings, such as Pap smears to

Investigation (ASCI).

detect cervical cancer in transgender men, or limited insurance coverage for LGBTQ-specific
needs, can be roadblocks to appropriate care. Even an intake form that only offers male or
female for gender options can make some patients reluctant to visit the doctor.
Rosenstock, Dena Hofkosh, an MD and associate dean for faculty affairs, Christopher
David, a third-year medical student, and others have been working with Pitt med course
directors to integrate more LGBTQ-related content into the curriculum to ensure responsible and competent care for LGBTQ patients. During the Behavioral Medicine course, for
instance, med students now discuss the case of an 18-year-old transgender woman dealing
with depression. And as part of the Medical Interviewing course, students now encounter
cases involving well-functioning and healthy same-sex couples to present normative examples of LGBTQ lives. Kristen Eckstrand, an MD/PhD and second-year resident in psychiatry
who coedited a clinical guide to LGBTQ health care, believes that more opportunities for
students to rotate at centers with higher proportions of LGBTQ patients is an important component of students’ training.
Hofkosh, Eckstrand, David, and Rosenstock are members of Pitt’s PRIDE Health, a collec-

William Osler and six other physicians established AAP
in 1885; it recognizes standout clinical and basic science
researchers who are contributing to the pursuit of medical knowledge and its clinical application. Pitt inductees
include David Brent, an MD, professor of psychiatry, pediatrics, and epidemiology, and Professor of Suicide Studies;
Brian Zuckerbraun, an MD and the Henry T. Bahnson
Professor of Surgery; and Anne Newman, an MD/MPH,
epidemiology department chair, director of the Center for
Aging and Population Health, and the Katherine M. Detre
Professor of Population Health Sciences.
ASCI is a physician-scientist honor society created in
1908 for investigators under the age of 50 who successfully
convert laboratory results into innovative clinical practice.
This year its new members include Pitt’s Caterina Rosano,
an MD/MPH and professor of epidemiology; Bernhard

tion of more than 200 students, faculty, and staff focused on patient care and other issues

Kühn, an MD/PhD, associate professor of pediatrics, and

faced by the LGBTQ community in medicine. (They also advocate for individuals born with dif-

director of research for pediatric cardiology; and Stephen

ferences of sex development.) PRIDE’s efforts, Rosenstock says, will “improve the climate to

Chan, an MD/PhD, associate professor of medicine, and

make more individual physicians and medical practices welcoming and culturally proficient

director of the Center for Pulmonary Vascular Biology and

in the care of LGBTQ patients and their families.” —Rachel Mennies and Robyn K. Coggins

Medicine. —Ali Greenholt
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Kasi

As a kid in
high school, Pashtoon Murtaza
Kasi (Internal Medicine Resident
’13) would help his physician parents with their research. Today, the
oncology/hematology fellow and
assistant professor of oncology/
medicine at Mayo Clinic is author of
a book on research and 57 journal
articles. Some of his clinical trials focus on individualized cancer treatments. “Previously, we only
had surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy as three
tools in our toolbox,” Kasi says. “Now, we have
the option of immunotherapies and targeted therapies that act on one particular aberration.” Such
approaches, Kasi notes, are personalizing treatments as cancers evolve within patients. Recently,
Kasi accepted a staff position in gastrointestinal
oncology with a focus on colorectal cancers at
Mayo Clinic’s Jacksonville, Fla., campus. His work
made the cover of the Wall Street Journal in March.

—John Altdorfer, Imaz Athar, Jessica Boddy,

Rachel Mennies, and Susan Wiedel

LET SLEEPI NG KIDS LIE

A

COU RT E SY N I E H S /ST E VE M CC AW

N ATA L I E S H A W
butterfly undergoes metamorphosis inside a chrysalis. A tadpole
transforms while swimming around a pond. For humans, the big
change happens beneath a comforter.
“The brain is what controls puberty, and when it turns on, it releases
hormones that then tell the ovaries or the testicles to make estrogen or
testosterone, respectively,” says Natalie Shaw (MD ’04), a researcher at
Shaw
the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences in North Carolina.
“And the neat thing is that we think the brain first turns on those signals while kids are
asleep,” she says. The intricacies of how this works remain murky, but Shaw’s work suggests that
slow-wave sleep, the deepest sleep, is important. As a pediatric endocrinologist, Shaw seeks to
discover what triggers puberty and how sleep communicates with the reproductive centers of
the brain. Unraveling these mysteries may have important implications for kids who don’t get
enough sleep (like sleep apnea sufferers) or kids for whom puberty is delayed.
Shaw is also part of a group at Massachusetts General Hospital conducting research on
Kallmann syndrome, a genetic disorder characterized by delayed or absent puberty, infertility,
and an inability to smell (or, rarely, the absence of the entire nose). Defects in the two very different systems—reproductive and olfactory—occur together because the brain cells responsible
for starting puberty begin life in the nose and must migrate along the olfactory system “highway” to reach the brain.
Shaw credits the endocrine program at Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh of UPMC for encouraging her early interest in the field and says the city is still near and dear to her. “I miss it and try to
visit often,” says Shaw. —Jason Bittel

M A A S AY S, “ A

B L AC K - CO D E A F FA I R ”

“W

e were a very close class—everybody hung out together,” said
Pitt assistant professor of medicine Holly Thomas (MD ’09) as
she hovered over the Class of 2009’s yearbook. She and her
husband, pediatrician Gabriel Cisneros (MD ’08), gathered with nearly 70
others, who hailed from classes ranging from 1958 to 2019, on a drizzly night
this May to reminisce, nosh, and mosey around the Andy Warhol Museum.
The shindig, sponsored by the Medical Alumni Association, welcomed
classmate extraordinaire Ryan McGarry (MD ’09) back to the ’Burgh.
McGarry was in town to speak at the School of Medicine’s commencement. He also gave talks at Pitt related to his role as executive producer
of the new CBS series Code Black, which is based on his award-winning
documentary of the same name.
Also around the yearbook: Hilary Fridman (MD ’09), an academic
hospitalist at the VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System and clinical instructor
of medicine, and her med school sweetheart, cardiology imaging fellow top photo: Professors Georgia
Yaron Fridman (MD ’09). The Fridmans shared stories of McGarry’s party- Duker and Joan Harvey with
McGarry. bottom: Cisneros,
planning prowess: As class president, he organized an epic semiformal
Thomas, and the Fridmans.
in a surprise location that wasn’t revealed until the guests arrived. They
emerged from school buses with blacked-out windows to find themselves at Heinz Field.
This spring’s quasi-reunion was organized by MAA to hold folks over for a spell. The
annual Medical Alumni Weekend has moved to the fall—mark your calendars for September
23–25. (For information contact Ashley Knoch at akk57@pitt.edu.)
While you’re at those fall festivities, stop and say hi to Kelsey Thayer, the MAA’s first-ever
assistant director. And in the meantime, stay in touch with your alumni association through
Instagram (@PittMedAlum) and Twitter (@PittMedAlum). —Robyn K. Coggins
GEORGE THOMAS MENDEL/CIDDE

Cope

a standard endotracheal intubation or the newer
King laryngeal tube, to determine which method is
the safest and most efficient outside of the hospital
setting. Wang is an adjunct associate professor of
emergency medicine at Pitt as well as professor
and vice chair for research in the Department of
Emergency Medicine at the University of Alabama at
Birmingham.
As a medical officer at the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, Jennifer
Cope (MD ’04) is the subject-matter
expert for free-living amoeba infections. Such infections—including
the infamous brain-eating amoeba
Naegleria fowleri—have begun to
respond to treatment with miltefosine. During Cope’s first summer
at the CDC in 2013, the successful
administration of miltefosine saved
an infected girl’s life, and she made
a full recovery—making this patient
the first U.S. survivor of N. fowleri
in more than 30 years. “It was great to be a part of
that milestone,” says Cope.
Rouzan Karabakhtsian (Gynecologic and Breast
Pathology Fellow ’06) is an associate professor of
pathology at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine
and an attending pathologist at Montefiore Medical
Center. In January, she coauthored a paper in
Modern Pathology showing an association between
MRI-detected lobular neoplasia—an atypical
increase of cells in the breast lobule—and breast
cancer. An MRI from the study made the cover.
Karabakhtsian also co-edits the anatomic pathology
abstracts section of CAP Today and is a founder of
the Armenian American Pathology Association. She
presents widely, both nationally and internationally;
recently she spoke on a cost-effective model for
starting new histology labs in developing countries.
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