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Devoted to noteworthy happenings 

at the medical school 

   FOOTNOTE 
Richard Pan (MD ’91, MPH ’98) made headlines  

(and got some death threats) this June as coauthor of 

California’s new law making vaccination requirements 

stricter for schoolchildren. Pan, a pediatrician and 

California state senator, used Pitt Public Health’s FRED 

epidemic simulator to present the risks of not inoculating 

against measles. “No more preventable contagions. No 

more outbreaks. No more hospitalizations. No more deaths. 

And no more fear,” Pan said.

T S I N G H U A  T I E S  S T R E N G T H E N E D
In a darkened room of the neurological surgery outpatient facility in 
UPMC Presbyterian, Chinese Vice Premier Liu Yandong donned black 
3-D glasses. 

“These two areas [of the brain] need to be connected, and there’s 
some cables that connect these two areas from here to here,” said 
Robert Friedlander, an MD, pointing to a brilliant, eye-popping image 
of fibers. 

Friedlander, the chair and Walter E. Dandy Professor of Neurological 
Surgery, was demonstrating high-definition fiber tractography, a color-
ful imaging technology developed at Pitt. Friedlander’s department was 
one of many stops for Liu and her high-ranking colleagues during a 
goodwill visit in June. The whirlwind tour of Pitt included, among other 
presentations, dancing language learners at the Confucius Institute 
and a detailed explanation of the Pitt-UPMC partnership by Arthur S. 
Levine, an MD, senior vice chancellor for the health sciences, and the 
John and Gertrude Petersen Dean of Medicine. 

The talks reinvigorated existing China-Pitt collaborations as Liu 
headed to Washington, D.C., for U.S.-China High-Level Consultation 

on People-to-People Exchange talks with John Kerry and other 
international leaders.

Since 2011, Pitt med has hosted 67 students from 
Tsinghua University—Liu’s alma mater—with 12 more 

expected this summer. At one point in her tour, Liu praised 
two Tsinghua visiting scholars, noting: “I was not as lucky 
as you are today. . . . Cherish this unique opportunity.” 
 —Robyn K. Coggins

Proven Medal  
The American Surgical Association’s top award, the Medallion for Scientific 
Achievement, is considered “the Nobel prize of surgery.” Yet that grand 
comparison comes with distinctions. For one, the medallion isn’t awarded 
annually—only when the ASA decides a person has amassed a worthy 
legacy—and it isn’t given out for one achievement but rather a body of work. 
This year, the ASA bestowed the medal on Timothy Billiar, Pitt’s George Vance 
Foster Professor and chair of surgery.

“He was the first to describe [inducible] nitric oxide synthase, and he 
linked it to septic shock and cardiovascular disease,” says Timothy Eberlein 

(MD ’77), chair of the nominating committee. These discoveries might 
help explain multiorgan failure and long recovery times from serious 

traumas like car accidents.
Billiar, Distinguished Professor of Surgery and member of the 

Institute of Medicine, notes that “three of these awards have gone 
to Pitt people”—himself, Thomas Starzl in 1990, and Bernard Fisher 

in 2000.   —Nick Keppler

Chinese Vice Premier Liu Yandong and Arthur S. Levine mingle with stu-
dents during a June showcase at Pitt.

Billiar
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Faculty Snapshots

Angela Gronenborn, a PhD, has been inducted 

into the German National Academy of 

Sciences, Deutschland’s highest academic 

honor. The UPMC Rosalind Franklin Professor and 

chair of structural biology joins the ranks of greats 

like Charles Darwin and Max Planck. Gronenborn’s 

work has helped describe an exceptionally detailed 

view of the HIV-1 capsid, among other challenging 

protein structures.

Professor of medicine Linda Siminerio has been 

elected to chair the National Diabetes Education 

Program, an effort of the National Institute 

of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney 

Diseases with the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention. As executive director 

of Pitt’s Diabetes Institute, Siminerio, a PhD 

with a secondary appointment in the School 

of Nursing, studies self-management of dia-

betes, as well as translational research for 

the disease.

For his substantial contributions to clini- 

cal and basic neuroscience, Ian Pollack  

(Res ’90, Fel ’91) was awarded the 2015  

H. Richard Winn, MD, Prize of the Society of 

Neurological Surgeons, making Pitt one of 

only two institutions with two Winn awardees 

(Robert Friedlander, chair and Walter E. Dandy 

Professor of Neurological Surgery, being the 

other). Pollack is codirector of the Brain Tumor 

Program at the University of Pittsburgh Cancer 

Institute, chief of pediatric neurosurgery at 

Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh of UPMC, and 

the A. Leland Albright Professor of Children’s 

Neurosurgery at Pitt.

Director of the Stem Cell Core and assistant 

professor of developmental biology Lei 

Yang, a PhD, received an NIH Director’s New 

Innovator Award for his efforts toward mak-

ing a functioning heart out of stem cells. 

The award “supports exceptionally creative, 

early career investigators who propose inno-

vative, high-impact projects.” 

Kara Bernstein, a PhD assistant profes-

sor of microbiology and molecular genet-

ics, received one of six Outstanding New 

Environmental Scientist Awards, an effort 

by the National Institute of Environmental 

Health Sciences to bridge funding gaps for young 

researchers. Her lab studies double-strand-break 

repair and how misregulation of DNA repair contrib-

utes to cancer predisposition.   —RKC
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There’s one prescription that Perri Klass, MD professor of journalism and pediatrics at New York 

University, gives to every patient: Read. As national medical director for Reach Out and Read, she 

helps doctors promote reading and give kids a free, age-appropriate book at wellness visits. That’s 10 

books by kindergarten, with millions gifted nationwide since the program began in 1989. She herself 

is the author of 11 books, both fiction and nonfiction. In Treatment Kind and Fair: Letters to a Young 

Doctor (Basic Books, 2008), Klass addresses her own son as he begins medical school. In the intro-

duction to that book, she writes, So what I’m going to do now is tell you how I have spent my own life 

as a student. I’m going to tell you what it’s like learning to take care of patients—to listen to their 

stories and to touch their bodies. I’m going to tell you about the challenge of keeping up with science 

as new discoveries are made, and about the complexities of making a living as a doctor as medicine 

changes. Klass was the med school’s 2015 commencement speaker, so a new crop of docs were privy 

to her insights. 

What book do you think every doctor or parent should have?
We get a lot of traction with Goodnight Moon because everybody wants a book that will help a child 

go to sleep! I just love the idea of the books being in the house and being in the children’s routines 

and showing up at bedtime.

How has pediatrics changed since your med school days?
As long as I can remember, it’s been part of our job to partner with parents and help parents feel 

that we’re on the same side, which we are, and that we’re working toward the same things. In that 

context [we] sometimes say, You know, I think you might want to think about doing this differently, 

or You might not want to worry about this. The forms change a little bit with time, but I think the 

complexities of it are sort of built in. 

What’s important for new MDs to remember? 
When I worked in the newborn intensive care unit in residency . . . [it] was totally terrifying. The 

babies were insanely small . . . the buzzers were buzzing and the lights were flashing and, What 

if I bump against a baby and something terrible happens? Then, by the time you’ve done it for a 

couple of months even, you walk in, and it’s like, Ah, this is the safe place! . . . When you start feel-

ing that, then, of course, one of the things that’s happened is you’ve completely lost the ability to 

see it the way the terrified parents of a new baby see it. That’s important; you want to feel like that 

about your workplace. But it’s very different from the way everybody else feels walking in.

    —Interview by Robyn K. Coggins

Overheard    
Bedside Stories with Perri Klass

Bernstein
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Grassroots Grannies 
They say word of mouth is the best advertising. Well, some of the 

wisest voices are speaking up to boost awareness of the human 

papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine. “I grew up in the civil rights, anti-

war movement,” says Eileen Lane, cochair of the Pittsburgh chap-

ter of Grandmother Power—a global movement of women who 

seek a better life for future generations. “I’ve seen grassroots 

efforts work.”

In collaboration with Pittsburgh’s Jewish Healthcare 

Foundation and the Eye & Ear Foundation (which supports Pitt’s 

ophthalmology and ENT departments), Grandmother Power is 

working to increase use and knowledge of the vaccine. Only 38 

percent of girls and 14 percent of boys receive the full three doses. 

Although usually linked to cervical and genital cancers, HPV can 

also cause throat and oral cancers.

Sonya Borrero, an MD associate professor of medicine and of 

clinical and translational science at Pitt, says Grandmother Power 

could make a big difference. She serves on the organization’s 

advisory board. “Grandparents have a longitudinal perspective 

that may allow them to see the forest through the trees.” 

The organization partnered with the Jewish Healthcare 

Foundation on educational events during health expos in 

Highland Park and Homewood this summer.

“There’s a lot of skepticism now around vaccines,” adds 

Karen Wolk Feinstein, president and CEO of the Jewish Healthcare 

Foundation. “We have a vaccine that can prevent cancer, and it is 

not being used. These are not just inconvenient cancers; they are 

killers.”   —Kristin Bundy

I ’ L L  Z E T TA B Y T E
“Big data” sometimes seems more buzz than brass 

tacks, but the reality is that the United States has near-

ly a zettabyte’s, or a trillion gigabytes’, worth of health 

care data, and that number is doubling about every two 

years. If that information is going to be put to use in 

new tech, from apps to wearables to genomic tests to 

IT systems, someone needs to make sense of it.

Pittsburgh’s “innovation corridor” on Forbes Avenue 

is tripling down with its new Health Data Alliance. 

UPMC is funding the efforts of Pitt and Carnegie 

Mellon University faculty as they synthesize these 

data stockpiles. Two new centers will be birthed from 

the Alliance—the Center for Machine Learning and 

Health and the Center for Commercial Applications of 

Healthcare Data. UPMC has pledged $10–20 million per 

year throughout the next five years for basic research 

and commercialization of the collaborative work.

“This isn’t George Jetson—it’s right now. It’s real-

ity,” said Mayor Bill Peduto at the March press confer-

ence announcing the triumvirate.   —RKC
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F A C U LT Y  A A P - L A U D E D
This spring, seven University of Pittsburgh faculty members were elected to two 
of the most prestigious medical societies—the American Society for Clinical 
Investigation (ASCI) and the Association of American Physicians (AAP). 

Jeremy Kahn, MD associate professor of critical care medicine and of health 
policy, and Pawel Kalinski, MD/PhD professor of surgery and immunology in 
the medical school (who is also on the faculty of Pitt Public Health and the 
School of Engineering), were included in a short list of physician-scientists 
elected to ASCI for outstanding achievement in biomedical research. With  
59 ASCI members to date, Pitt outnumbers Yale, Vanderbilt, and UCLA.

Five faculty members were inducted into the AAP this year for their excel-
lence in basic and clinical science: John Kirkwood, MD professor of medicine, 
dermatology, and translational science, who is the Sandra and Thomas Usher 
Professor; Juan Celedón, MD/DrPH and Niels K. Jerne Professor of Pediatrics 
and professor of medicine, epidemiology, and human genetics; Yoel Sadovsky, 
an MD scientific director of Magee-Womens Research Institute, Elsie Hilliard 
Hillman Professor of Women’s and Infants’ Health Research, professor of 
obstetrics, gynecology, and reproductive sciences, and of microbiology and 
molecular genetics; George Michalopoulos, MD/PhD chair of pathology 
and Maud L. Menten Professor of Experimental Pathology; and J. Timothy 
Greenamyre, MD/PhD professor of neurology who holds the UPMC Chair in 
Movement Disorders. AAP’s total membership includes about 2,000 active, 
emeritus, and honorary inductees.   —KB
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Appointments
Pitt’s School of Medicine has chosen one of its own to chair the 
Department of Medicine. Mark Gladwin, MD chief of pulmonary, aller-
gy, and critical care medicine since 2008 and director of the Heart, 
Lung, Blood, and Vascular Medicine Institute at Pitt, is an expert on 
sickle cell disease and its pulmonary complications. His research has 

elucidated how hemoglobin, nitrite, and nitric oxide function in 
the body, especially regarding blood vessel dilation, as well as 

hemolysis-associated endothelial dysfunction and pulmonary 
hypertension.  

“We face many opportunities to translate the remark-
able progress in science to better care for our patients and to 

develop new therapies,” Gladwin, the Jack D. Myers Professor, 
says. “I am convinced that Pittsburgh will continue to be home 
and catalyst for new models of efficient and high-quality patient-

centered care and the training of future generations of physi-
cians and scientists.” 

Howard Gutstein, an MD, is the newly appointed chair of 
anesthesiology, following his tenure as professor at the 

University of Texas–MD Anderson Cancer Center. Gutstein’s 
research focuses on the molecular biology behind opioid toler-

ance and dependence. Specifically, Gutstein found that the cellular 
process that causes morphine tolerance in the brain can be blocked 
by a redeveloped form of imatinib, a drug used to treat multiple types 
of cancer. In Pittsburgh, Gutstein will continue his National Institutes 
of Health–supported research and initiate clinical trials.

In August, neuroscientist Nathan Urban (BS ’91, PhD ’98) returned to Pitt, his 
alma mater and where he became a Rhodes Scholar, to join the Department 
of Neurobiology in the School of Medicine; he’ll serve as vice provost 
for special projects, associate director of Pitt’s Brain Institute, and 
codirector of the Center for the Neural Basis of Cognition, a joint 
Pitt-Carnegie Mellon University program. Urban discovered how the 
variability of neurons allows the brain to process and communicate 
information more resourcefully than computers. He is also interest-
ed in the workings of brain cells behind the olfactory system; a paper 
related to this work was recommended by Faculty of 1,000 as among 
the best in neuroscience. His work is funded by the National Institutes 
of Health, National Science Foundation, and Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency. In 2005, Scientific American named him 
one of the top 50 leaders in science and technology. 

Pitt’s Department of Pediatrics and Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh 
of UPMC have named John V. Williams (Res ’97) chief of the Division 
of Pediatric Infectious Diseases. After completing his residency, 
Williams, an MD, accepted a fellowship in pediatric infectious diseases at 
Vanderbilt University, where he later joined the faculty in 2003. Williams is an 
internationally recognized expert on molecular viral diagnostics and human 
metapneumovirus (MPV). In the last several years, his lab has identified how 
MPV and other acute respiratory viruses impair certain immune cells in the 
lung through a signaling pathway that had previously only been linked with 
cancer and chronic infections. In addition to his research accomplishments, 
Williams is known for his devotion to clinical and classroom teaching.   —SW
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T I M E  F O R  
P I T T  M E D
Mario Lemieux isn’t the only comeback 
kid around here. As part of their ongo-
ing “Solutions that Matter” story series, 
TIME magazine produced Pittsburgh: 
The Comeback, a documentary that 
highlights Pitt med, UPMC, and Carnegie 
Mellon University as the city’s innovation 
leaders. Onscreen, Pittsburgh emerges 
from the Fort Pitt Tunnel as many of us 
have come to know it: a dynamic metrop-
olis of meds and eds, rather than of steel 
and coal. 
    “This is one of the few medical 
schools in the country being driven by 
an interest in research” on the part of 
students as well as faculty, says Arthur 
S. Levine, senior vice chancellor, health 
sciences, and the John and Gertrude 
Petersen Dean. The film also features 
Edward Burton, MD/DPhil professor of 
neurology, and Pitt’s zebra fish lab, as 
well as Carnegie Mellon University’s 
robotics programs. The takeaway is 
optimism. As Burton puts it for TIME: 
“Research is hope.” 
    Watch the 10-minute program:  
http://ti.me/1O7dxNV.   —Susan Wiedel
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