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T he Gorfe lab uses computer 
simulation methods to study 

biological systems at the atomic level 
of detail. Dr. Gorfe’s laboratory has a 
long-standing interest in Ras research 
with an ultimate goal of developing 
novel anti-Ras inhibitors. To this end, 
the group works toward developing a 
detailed understanding of allostery and 
conformational distribution in normal 
Ras and Ras mutants that cause 
cancer and developmental disorders. 
Using a divide and conquer strategy, 
they work on the soluble catalytic 
domain in water, the lipid-modified 
membrane-anchoring motif in bilayers, 
and the full-length protein in 

membranes. Informed by insights from 
these studies, Dr. Gorfe initiated a 
vigorous dynamics-guided drug design 
program that recently led to the first 
potential leads for novel isoform-
selective anti-cancer therapeutics. The 
idea is to design ligands that directly 
inhibit Ras, a notoriously difficult drug 
target. Another exciting direction of 
their recent work involves exploring the 
mechanisms of lateral assembly and 
domain formation by Ras proteins on 
membrane surfaces. The laboratory is 
equipped with state-of-the-art 
computational facilities, including half a 
dozen high-end workstations and a 384
-core high-performance computer 
cluster. They also have access to NSF-

Hualin Li, Priyanaka Prakash, Dr. Gorfe, Harrison Hocker, Nandini Rambahal & Zhenlong Li 

Chatting with Computational 
Biologists~Greetings from the Gorfe Group 
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funded national supercomputers, such as the Texas 
Advanced Super Computing Center. “A number of bright 
and hardworking individuals have helped to shape the 
culture and productivity of my young research group”, Dr 
Gorfe notes, and he believes that research is inherently 
a team effort. He is highly appreciative of the 
contributions of current and former members of his 
group. The following is a highlight of the activities and 
achievements of current members of the group, in their 
own words. 

Current members of Dr. Gorfe’s research team include 
graduate students Harrison Hocker and Nandini 
Rambahal, Postdoctoral Associates Priyanka Prakash, 
Hualin Li and Zhenlong Li. The group has achieved 
several milestones over the past year.  

Harrison passed his Ph.D. qualifying examination 
unconditionally; Priyanka and Zhenlong were first 
authors on two major publications in PLoS 
Computational Biology and the Proceedings of the 
American Academy of Sciences; Hualin, Zhenlong, and 
Priyanka swept the top three Postdoctoral poster prizes 
at a recent Structural biology Symposium in Galveston. 
Furthermore, Harrison and Nandini recently received 
GSBS travel awards to present their work at the 
upcoming Protein Society meeting in San Diego.  

Commenting on his recent publication in PNAS entitled 
“Organization, dynamics, and segregation of Ras 
nanoclusters in membrane domains”, Zhenlong Li 
reports, “We used extensive semiatomic simulations to 
reveal, for the first time, the molecular basis for the 
formation and domain-specific distribution of Ras 
nanoclusters.” In his recent talk at the Biophysical 
Society meeting and his award-winning poster at the 
Structural Biology Symposium in Galveston, Zhenlong 
discussed the latest results about the morphology of the 
lipid membrane containing Ras proteins at the molecular 
level. About his future work, Zhenlong says he is 
“fascinated by the heterogeneity of the cell membrane 
and the lipid raft concept, and I’m currently working on 
the organization of line-active proteins at membrane 
domain boundaries.”   

Priyanka’s recent work published in PloS Computational 
Biology, entitled “The Role of Conserved Waters in 
Conformational Transitions of Q61H K-ras”, describes 
the classification of Ras structures in different functional 
states based upon two novel reaction coordinates and 
identifies critical water molecules that serve as allosteric 
ligands to induce a population shift in these 

conformational states”. Her current interest lies in 
understanding the aggregation behavior of non-steroidal 
anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), bile acids, and 
phospholipids in order to understand bile-related NSAID 
cytotoxicity. She has presented her work on this subject 
at the recent Biophysical Society meeting, Digestive 
Diseases Conference, and the Sealy Structural Biology 
Symposium, where she won an award for her poster.  

Hualin Li presented his work on simulating the formation 
and dynamics of H-ras nanoclusters at the Biophysical 
Society Meeting and Sealy Structural Biology 
Symposium, where he won a prize for his poster. He is 
currently working on a project that aims at understanding 
how transient signaling complexes assemble on 
membrane surfaces.  

Harrison, a recipient of the Keck Gulf Coast Consortia 
Training in Pharmacological Sciences Grant and Ph.D. 
candidate, is also using his proficiency in biomedical 
engineering to diversify his projects and reports of his 
work. “I am currently working on the development of 
novel inhibitors for Ras and understanding how highly 
hydrophobic ligands can interact with G protein coupled 
receptors.”  

Nandini, a recent addition to the group made a decision 
to transition from the world of in-vivo and in vitro 
experiments to work in the in-silico environment. 
Commenting on her project and experience so far she 
notes, “I am currently studying the dynamics of mutant K
-ras proteins. It is  fascinating to observe how even the 
slightest mutation can perturb the conformational 
dynamics and affect the function of the protein. As we 
probe the dynamics at the amino acid and nanosecond 
time scale, it is like watching the protein dance in slow-
motion, and you develop a great appreciation and 
respect for the power of computational simulation as you 
discover hidden conformations and motions on the 
nanoscale level.”  

Every member of the Gorfe group is thrilled by their 
achievements as a group and is very excited about their 
current projects. They are more than willing to explain 
their world of simulations to anyone who stops by their 
offices at MSB 4.107 and MSB 4.304. Additional 
information about Dr Gorfe’s Computational Structural 
Groups is available at the group website  

www.http://uth.tmc.edu/agorfe_lab. 

~Gorfe Lab 

Computational Biologists~ Continued 

http://www.uth.tmc.edu/agorfe_lab
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Welcome, IBP’s Newest Members! 

 

T he Department of Integrative Biology & Pharmacology welcomes a number of new employees and 
postdoctoral students who have joined the department since March when the last newsletter was published.     

Mark Nixon in Dr. Berdeaux’s lab, Ziqing Wang in Dr. Du’s lab and Eun Hyeon Song in Dr. Frost’s lab are the newest 
post doctoral fellows to join the department.  

Yan Wang in Dr. Dessauer’s lab and Claire Mauvais in Dr. Denicourt’s lab are Research Assistants.   

Aihua Qian is a visiting Scientist in Dr. Hu’s lab.    

~Anne Dybala 

M ay is designated as teaching excellence month for the Medical School and several faculty in Integrative 
Biology & Pharmacology were recognized. The decision is based upon student evaluations, peer review and 
recommendations from Dr. Hancock, as Chair of the department.  Congratulations to all the 2012 awardees! 

 

 

Rebecca 
Berdeaux, Ph.D. 

Catherine 
Denicourt, Ph.D.  

Jeff  
Frost, Ph.D. 

David  
Loose, Ph.D.  

Roger  
O’Neil, Ph.D.  

Gary  
Rosenfeld, Ph.D.  

Andy  
Morris, Ph.D.  

Kartik 
Venkatachalam, 

Ph.D.  

Terry  
Walters, Ph.D.  

EPARTMENTAL NEWS & EVENTS D 

Dean’s Teaching Excellence Awards 
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R ay Grill and his laboratory 
were the recent recipients 

of a Jerry Johnston Andrew Spinal 
Cord Research Project Award for 
their proposal entitled, “Preventing 
spinal cord injury-induced 
osteoporosis using a cannabinoid-2 
agonist”.  Spinal trauma invariably 

results in a wide range of pathological outcomes for 
patients.  Spinal cord injury is known to result in a 
profound loss of both motor and sensory function.  As 
there is currently no effective, FDA-approved treatment 
to improve outcome, these patients face a lifetime of 
paralysis and a substantial decrease in overall quality of 
life.  In addition to the well-described deficits in motor 
and sensory function, many patients living with a spinal 
cord injury will also develop a rapid loss of bone density 

ACULTY SPOTLIGHT F 
Pochynyuk Receives New Investigator Award 

O leh Pochynyuk 
was selected as 

a recipient of the Renal 
Section New Investigator 
Award from the American 
Physiological Society 
(APS) at the last 
Experimental Biology 
meeting (April 21-25th, 
2012) at San Diego, CA.  
The Renal Section New 
Investigator Award 

recognizes an outstanding investigator in the early 
stages of his/her career. Candidates should be 

investigators who have made meritorious contributions 
to the areas of research represented by the Renal 
Section.  They should not be above the rank of Assistant 
Professor or a comparable position in a research track 
at an academic institution and receive nominations from 
at least two regular members of the APS.  Candidates 
will be judged on their publications, how the publications 
relate to the Renal Section and evidence for 
independence and promise (grant funding, peer review 
activities, etc.).  The candidate must be an APS member 
in good standing with a primary affiliation in the Renal 
Section. Awardees must attend the Experimental 
Biology meeting in order to collect the cash prize and 
are recognized at the EB 2012 Renal Dinner. 

~Oleh Pochynyuk, Ph.D. 

Oleh Pochynyuk, Ph.D.,  
receiving New Investigator Award 

Jerry Johnston Andrew Spinal Cord Research 

Raymond Grill, Ph.D. 

T he administrative staff of the department have been very busy in the past few months learning about the 
research the Department faculty are conducting as well as taking training courses to be able to better assist 

the department.    In March, Dr. Denicourt shared a presentation on her research which deals primarily with breast 
cancer and focuses on the role of the p27 protein in metastases of cancer cells.  In May, Dr. Chang discussed how the 
biological differences of the same cancer in two people impacts its aggressiveness.   

Lisa Byrd and Anne Dybala attended a one-day FileMaker Pro course in April.  Anne also attended the NIH Regional 
Seminar in Indianapolis.  Deborah Brougher will be attending the same seminar this month in Washington, D.C.   

As part of Administrative Assistants Day and in recognition of their valuable contributions to the Department of 
Integrative Biology & Pharmacology, Lisa Byrd, Sandy Cegielski, Cordelia Conley, Hea Jin and Trish McFarland have 
all been offered the opportunity to participate in a workshop this summer focused on practical skills for productivity and 
organization in the workplace.   

~Anne Dybala 

Training and Staff Seminars 
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known as osteoporosis.  Patients with a spinal cord 
injury who develop osteoporosis experience a far greater 
health risk than those in the aging population.  In 
patients living with a spinal trauma, osteoporosis can 
often result in the fracture of bones that are below the 
level of spinal cord injury.  The fracture may occur in an 
area that is devoid of normal sensation.  As a result, the 
patient may be unaware of the fracture until life-
threatening complications arise.  Recently, members of 
the class of drugs known as cannabinoids have been 
shown to prevent the onset of osteoporosis in animal 
models of aging and menopause.  Cannabinoid 
compounds can stimulate two possible receptors; the 
cannabinoid-1 receptor (CB1) that triggers the euphoric 
sensations associated with marijuana use, and the 
cannabinoid-2 receptor (CB2) that stimulates potent anti-
inflammatory activity without inducing euphoria.   
Recently, the CB2 receptor has been shown to play a 
crucial role in regulating bone growth and maintenance 

during development.  Treatment with CB2 agonists 
prevented the development of osteoporosis in mouse 
models of menopause-related osteoporosis.  We have 
been funded to test the efficacy of a CB2 agonist to 
prevent the onset of osteoporosis in a spinal transection 
model of injury.  We recently demonstrated that a spinal 
transection lesion in mice results in a rapid and 
sustained loss of bone mineral density (McManus and 
Grill, Longitudinal evaluation of mouse hind limb bone 
loss after spinal cord injury using novel, in vivo, 
methodology, Journal of Visualized Experiments, 
58:e3246, 2011).  In the current study, we will use this 
cutting-edge, longitudinal, live animal imaging 
technology (IVIS Lumina XR located within the 
Cytodynamic Imaging Center) to determine if daily 
delivery of a selective CB2 agonist will prevent the 
development of osteoporosis in this mouse model of 
spinal cord injury.   

~Raymond Grill, Ph.D. 

Grill Spinal Cord Research~ Continued 

Ancient Mechanisms for Chronic Pain:  
From Spineless Invertebrates to Spinal Cord Injury 

C hronic pain is defined as 
pain that lasts beyond the 

period expected for healing of an 
injury, and typically refers to pain 
persisting at least several months. 
Approximately one quarter of 
American adults suffer from 
chronic pain, incurring staggering 
societal costs (for example, in 
medical care and lost productivity). 
Unfortunately, there are no 
treatments for most chronic pain 

conditions that are both safe and effective. Research in my 
laboratory is based on the premise that new therapeutic 
approaches to chronic pain in humans can emerge from a 
much broader comparative biological perspective than has 
guided pain research thus far. Our studies have exploited 
experimental advantages of simpler invertebrates to 
generate new functional and mechanistic hypotheses that 
we test in a mammalian model of chronic pain. The 
invertebrate studies are being supported by a recent three-
year grant from the National Science Foundation. The 
mammalian project has been supported by a small grant 
from the National Institutes of Health and pilot grants from 
the Christopher and Dana Reeve Foundation, Craig H. 

Neilsen Foundation, and Paralyzed Veterans of America 
Foundation. We just learned that three years of new 
funding has been recommended by the Department of the 
Army. 

Our guiding hypothesis is that chronic pain is driven by 
fundamental cellular mechanisms that appeared very early 
in evolution and have been highly conserved. These 
mechanisms are found in sensory neurons called 
nociceptors, which detect injurious or potentially injurious 
stimulation of the body ("noxious" stimuli). Activation of 
these sensory neurons leads to pain in humans and other 
animals that possess brains capable of conscious 
emotional responses that are central to the human pain 
experience. However, in nearly all animals activation of 
nociceptors leads to unconscious responses such as 
withdrawal reflexes. Nociceptors are usually activated 
transiently, consequent behavioral responses are brief, 
and any pain is temporary. More severe injury and 

Terry Walters, Ph.D. 



 

6                                                                                             Integrative Biology & Pharmacology                                                                          Summer 2012 

inflammation cause more intense, longer-lasting activity 
in nociceptors, causing more persistent behavioral 
changes. I have proposed that a previously 
unrecognized but widespread mechanism for driving 
chronic pain occurs in nociceptors when combinations of 
biological signals are received that indicate to a 
nociceptor that the part of the body that it monitors has 
sustained a peripheral injury so severe that most 
sensory fibers have been destroyed and adequate 
sensory regeneration into the traumatized region is 
unlikely. Sensitivity is especially important for protecting 
weakened tissue. As an adaptation to preserve 
sensitivity in a mangled body part, surviving parts of 
disconnected nociceptors and nearby intact nociceptors 
dramatically increase their signaling effectiveness in 
order to compensate for loss of sensory function; 
surviving nociceptors with fibers in the region become 
much more sensitive and their synaptic outputs to the 
central nervous system stronger. In some cases 
nociceptors begin to fire spontaneously, even if no 
longer connected to the injured region. These changes in 
nociceptors will increase the likelihood of defensive 
responses to stimulation of the injured region. In humans 
and probably many vertebrate animals, these changes 
will also cause prolonged pain. 

The invertebrates we have investigated are a large but 
small-brained marine snail, Aplysia californica, and a 
small but large-brained squid, Loligo pealeii, both of 
which are well known among neuroscientists because 
some of their giant neurons have facilitated Nobel-Prize-
winning discoveries about how neurons work. Each also 
presents advantages for defining cellular mechanisms 
and functions important for adaptive hypersensitivity 
following injury and inflammation. While biological 
arguments suggest that it is unlikely that either Aplysia or 
Loligo experience mental states similar to human pain, 
they both have populations of nociceptors that exhibit 
striking similarities to mammalian nociceptors, and they 
both display prolonged increases in behavioral 
responsiveness following peripheral injury. Aplysia 

nociceptors have long been studied by many groups, 
primarily as cellular models of learning and memory. 
Studies in my lab led by Drs. Ramal Weragoda, Kumud 
Kunjilwar, and Robyn Crook have shown that many of 
the same molecular events associated with molluscan 
and mammalian memory participate in long-term 
adaptive hyperexcitability of Aplysia nociceptors after 
peripheral injury or injury-like stimulation. These include 
roles for common cell signaling pathways (involving the 
protein kinases, PKA, PKC, PKG, ERK MAPK, p38 
MAPK, and tyrosine kinases), local protein synthesis, 
and changes in gene expression. Hyperexcitability of 
Aplysia nociceptors after peripheral nerve injury lasts for 
at least several months, and may be permanent, 
suggesting that if related, memory-like alterations occur 
in mammalian nociceptors, these might be persistent 
enough to contribute to chronic pain.  

To test these hypotheses in mammals, we chose to 
study chronic pain produced by spinal cord injury (SCI). 
More than half of SCI patients endure life-long, 
sometimes debilitating pain that resists all available 
treatments. A nearly universal assumption among 
researchers has been that SCI pain results directly from 
changes within the injured region of the spinal cord and 
at higher levels of pain pathways. Because nociceptors 
have their central terminals within the spinal cord and 
their cell bodies just outside the spinal cord, we 
wondered whether the widespread inflammation, glial 
activation, and neuronal activity produced by SCI might 
incidentally trigger permanent changes in nociceptors 
that help to drive chronic SCI pain. In other words, does 
SCI produce combinations of injury-related signals that 
"fool" many nociceptors into switching into a permanent 
hyperfunctional state like that observed in Aplysia, 
perhaps designed by evolution to compensate for 
apparent loss of peripheral sensory function and to 
defend body parts that appear to be severely damaged, 
even though no significant peripheral damage may have 
occurred after SCI?  

We were fortunate that Dr. Ray Grill, an internationally 
recognized investigator of spinal cord injury, agreed to 
collaborate and teach us the rat spinal contusion model 
that he uses. We also benefited from a continuing 
collaboration with Dr. Susan Carlton, a highly regarded 
pain researcher at the University of Texas Medical 
Branch in Galveston. Drs. Qing Yang, Supinder Bedi, 
Zizhen Wu, and Robyn Crook discovered that SCI 
induces pronounced hyperexcitability in numerous rat 
nociceptors close to and distant from the site of spinal 

Walters Chronic Pain~ Continued 
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P Lx Pharma Inc, a Houston-
based pharmaceutical 

company developing a medical 
discovery made at The University of 
Texas Health Science Center at 
Houston (UTHealth) Medical 
School, has been awarded 
$565,449 for the first year of a 

potential two-year $1,118,398 
grant to conduct research 

designed to enhance a treatment for premature babies 
with a common congenital heart defect. 

Patent ductus arteriosus (PDA) is a leading cause of 
death in low birth weight premature infants. It can occur 
when a heart vessel that normally closes on its own after 
birth remains open. It can affect about half of the very 
low birth weight infants. The grant is from the Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health & 
Human Development. 

A major breakthrough in the treatment for PDA occurred 

with the discovery that a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory 
drug (NSAID) named indomethacin speeds the closure 
process. It is the standard of care in many hospitals, 
often administered over a two- or three-day period and 
given intravenously to babies with PDA. 

The discovery allowed doctors to give parents a less 
invasive and safer alternative to surgery for newborns 
with PDA. 

However, this medical treatment is associated with some 
health risks. Indomethacin can be hard on the 
gastrointestinal tract (GI) of newborns, much like aspirin 
can damage the GI tracts of adults, said J. Marc 
Rhoads, M.D., who is advising the PLx Pharma team 
and is director of the Division of Gastroenterology and 
Nutrition in the Department of Pediatrics at the UTHealth 
Medical School. 

“For example, about 3 percent of very low birth weight 
infants will develop spontaneous intestinal perforation, 
and the risk is approximately twofold greater if they have 
been treated with indomethacin. This is why it is 
important for physicians and parents to weigh the pros 

Lichtenberger Receives PLx Award 

Lenard Lichtenberger,  Ph.D. 

injury. The hyperexcitability is evident both in vivo and 
after isolating the cell body of the nociceptors. As found 
with Aplysia nociceptors, the hyperexcitability in rat 
nociceptors may be permanent; it was present for as long 
as we tested after injury (more than half a year) and the 
nociceptor hyperexcitability was highly correlated with 
behavioral signs of chronic pain. Drs. Yang and Wu have 
gone on to demonstrate that persistent spontaneous 
activity (a particularly important manifestation of the 
hyperexcitability) in rat nociceptors plays a surprisingly 
large role in maintaining pain-like behavior after SCI. 
When they used antisense oligonucleotides to knock down 
in vivo expression of a nociceptor-specific ion channel, 
Nav1.8, both the spontaneous activity and SCI-induced 

reflex hypersensitivity were largely eliminated. Other 
characteristic features of specific nociceptor 
subpopulations, including TRPV1 ion channels, have also 
been shown by Drs. Wu and Yang to be important for 
maintaining spontaneous activity after SCI. These results 
suggest that new therapeutic approaches designed to 
selectively reduce spontaneous activity in hyperexcitable 
nociceptors offer real promise for treating chronic pain 
after SCI. They also validate the use of selected 
invertebrate models to generate novel hypotheses that 
may lead to treatments for clinical conditions such as 
chronic pain.   

~Edgar T. Walters, Ph.D. 

Walters Chronic Pain~ Continued 

Qing Yang Receives CDRF Gift 

D r. Qing Yang, an Instructor working in Dr. Edgar T. Walters’ lab, was recently offered a gift of 
$25,000 by the Christopher and Dana Reeve Foundation.  This was unexpected good news 

because this foundation, like many others, cannot fund as many projects as it would like.  Dr. Yang  
heard her recent proposal was enthusiastically endorsed by the foundation’s Science Advisory Council, 
but the Board had to drastically cut the number of grants it offered. This welcome gift will be used to 
support additional experiments on potential uses of drugs that open potassium channels to treat chronic 
pain after spinal cord injury (also supported by a grant to Dr. Yang from Paralyzed Veterans of America). Qing Yang, M.D. 
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Agi Schonbrunn Co-Chair of Special Forum 

and cons of treatments,” Rhoads said. 

PLx Pharma and UTHealth are working to reduce the GI 
toxicity of NSAIDs by formulating this family of drugs with 
a natural lipid named phosphatidylcholine. The scientists 
believe this formulation could mitigate problems 
associated with indomethacin PDA treatment. 

The plan is to test a phosphatidylcholine-enriched 
version of indomethacin in a preclinical model of PDA, 
according to Lenard Lichtenberger, Ph.D., and Elizabeth 
Dial, Ph.D., who are leading this study and are on the 
faculty of the Department of Integrative Biology and 
Pharmacology at the UTHealth Medical School. 

“This product is being developed to meet a serious 
unmet need for this compelling patient population,” said 
Ron Zimmerman, president of PLx Pharma. 

Lichtenberger pioneered the use of phosphatidylcholine 
as a way to make NSAIDs safer for the millions in the 
United States who count on this family of drugs for pain 
relief and to protect against heart disease. Clinical trials 
using aspirin and ibuprofen formulated with this 
technology have been successful and suggest a 70 
percent reduction in the risk of upper GI ulcers. 

 ~Rob Cahill 

D r. Agnes Schonbrunn 
organized a one day 

conference on “Modulators of 
GPCR Trafficking and Signaling” 
which will take place on Friday, 
June 22, 2012 as a satellite 
meeting of ENDO12, the annual 
meeting of the Endocrine Society. 
The aim of this one-day 
conference is to bring together 

scientists and clinicians working in the area of G protein 
coupled receptors (GPCRs), receptors which play 
numerous critical roles in hormonal regulation and also 
are the target of almost half the drugs in use today.  The 
conference will assemble internationally renowned 
investigators to present their latest work on GPCR 
structure, regulation and signaling. The Endocrine 
Society, which is sponsoring this conference, is the 
world's oldest, largest, and most active professional 
organization devoted to research on hormones and 
the clinical practice of endocrinology and consists of 
over 15,000 members from over 100 countries.  The 
Society's diverse membership represents medicine, 
research in molecular and cellular biology, 
biochemistry, physiology, genetics, immunology, 
as well as education and industry.  The Society 
works to foster a greater understanding of 
endocrinology amongst the general public and 
practitioners of complementary medical 
disciplines and to promote the interests of all 
endocrinologists at the national scientific 
research and health policy levels of 
government.  Dr. Schonbrunn currently also 

serves as a member of the Endocrine Society’s 
Nominating Committee and chairs its Committee on 
Governance Affairs.  Information on the GPCR 
conference can be found at: 

http://www.endo-society.org/endo/workshops/
workshop.cfm?WorkshopID=9) 

~Agnes Schonbrunn, Ph.D. 

Agnes Schonbrunn, Ph.D. 

PLx Award~ Continued 

http://www.endo-society.org/endo/workshops/workshop.cfm?WorkshopID=9
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RADUATE STUDENT AWARDS & ACTIVITIES G 
Seventeenth CRB Retreat at Camp Allen 

Back Row: Jeff Chang, Hongzhen Hu, Brian Lauman, Travis Rodkey,  Alex Abebe, Jeff Frost, Terry Walters, Carmen Dessauer, Catherine Denicourt, Shane Cunha, Mike Zhu 
Next Row: Ying Min Zhu, Cameron Brand, Alissa Poteete, Callie Fogler, Nandini Rambahal, Hualin Li,  Caroline Bull Melsom, Zhenlong Li, Jingqi Fu, Feng Zhang, Yong Zhou, Dmitry 
Akhmedov, Alex Bavencoffe, Mark Nixon, Dhanajay Thakur, Roger O’Neil, Shiyun Ling, Ghislain Breton, Yong Li, Kartik Venkatachlam, Christopher Morris, Jin Bin Tian, Bing Shen, David 
Loose 
Next Row: Jialie Luo, Katerina Byanova, Meredith Rees, Priyanka Srivastava,  Rebecca Berdeaux, Shiyun Ling, Lakeisha Debose, Kedryn Baskin, Randi Stewart, Erica 
Cassimere,  Heather Carr, Justin King, Frances Nguyen, Jesse Sjol,  John Hancock, Jonathan Berrout, 
Front Row: Pu Yang, Casey Schultz, Harrison Hocker, Dick Clark, Ching On Wong, Ray Grill, Yungang Lu, Yu Huang, Guangwei Du, Xinghua Feng, Shijin Yin 

CRB Students 
Back Row: Jennifer Dulin, Randi Stewart, Nandini Rambahal, Dhananjay Thakur, Harrison Hocker, Lakiesha Debose, Kedryn Baskin Jonathan Berrout, Christopher Morris, Yu Huang 
Front Row: Caroline Bull Melsom, Cameron Brand, Callie Fogler, Katerina Byanova, Meredith Rees,  Casey Schultz  

The 2012 Cell and Regulatory Program Retreat was held 
at Camp Allen once again this year and by all accounts it 
was a big success.  We had 65 participants including 
students, post-doctoral fellows, faculty, and staff. The 
science was excellent with 26 oral presentations spread 
over the two days and a poster session with ten 
participants on Thursday.  

Even though the “activities” portion of the retreat was 
curtailed because of the restrictions on allowable 
expenditures, there were killer volleyball matches, 

basketball and tennis matches and challenging croquet 
matches over tree roots. The students did their thing on 
Thursday evening with Cameron’s impossible anagrams 
and Katerina’s quiz on European (surprise!) and 
American politics. 

Camp Allen is tough to beat for value and amenities, but 
we are always looking for new possibilities. Please 
contact Trish or Dr. Loose if you have any suggestions. 

~David Loose, Ph.D. 
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Jennifer Dulin and Alissa Poteete, graduate students 
in the lab of Dr. Ray Grill, both successfully completed 

their degrees in 
Neuroscience and 
graduated on May 5, 
2012. 

Alissa joined the Grill lab 
in March 2011 from the 
Department of 
Neurosurgery, where she 
previously worked in the 
lab of Dr. Hariya Pannu. 
She successfully 
defended her M.S. 
thesis, “A Pre-Clinical 
Assessment of 

Minocyline for Treatment of Chronic Neuropathic Pain 
after Spinal Cord Injury”, on April 18. The findings of 
Alissa’s thesis project were that three weeks of daily 
administration of the drug minocycline significantly 
attenuated established neuropathic pain after spinal 
cord injury (SCI) in rats. She found that reduction in 
pain was sustained ten days after withdrawal of 
treatment, indicating that long-term relief of neuropathic 
pain may be possible. This is an important finding 
because neuropathic pain is a major problem 
experienced by SCI patients for which no proven 
effective treatments are currently available. Alissa will 
continue to work in the Grill lab as a Research 
Associate, investigating a novel therapeutic intervention 

for the 
neurodegenerative 
disease amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS), 
a.k.a. Lou Gehrig’s 
disease.  

Jennifer joined the Grill 
lab in May 2008. During 
her four years as a 
graduate student, she 
has focused broadly on 
characterizing 
pathological 

consequences of SCI, and identifying therapeutic 
avenues to improve functional outcome following injury. 
The major findings of Jennifer’s work are:  (1) That the 

blood-testis barrier undergoes acute and sustained 
functional breakdown following traumatic SCI, a 
phenomenon which may underlie the high incidence of 
infertility in male SCI patients; (2) That oxidative stress 
and inflammation within the injured spinal cord tissue, 
which has been previously thought to be constrained to 
the acute phase, is also present in the far chronic 
phase (several months) of SCI, and that dual anti-
inflammatory treatment can attenuate neuropathic pain 
in rats with chronic SCI; (3) That expression of the drug 
transporter, P-glycoprotein (Pgp), is up-regulated during 
acute and chronic SCI, resulting in diminished drug 
delivery to the injured spinal cord, and that this can be 
reversed by dual anti-inflammatory therapy; (4) That 
treatment with a dual anti-inflammatory drug during the 
acute phase of SCI leads to significantly improved 
locomotor functional recovery in rats, showing great 
potential as a new neuroprotective intervention for the 
treatment of acute SCI patients. 

Jennifer has received several honors and awards for 
her research, most notably the 2011 Dean’s Research 
Award, and the Center for Clinical and Translational 
Sciences T32 training grant (2010-2012). She has been 
invited to speak about her findings at national and local 
meetings including the 2011 National Neurotrauma 
Symposium, last year’s Sigma-Aldrich Zinc Finger 
Nuclease Symposium, and the November 2011 Mission 
Connect Scientific Meeting, at which she was the first-
ever student speaker.  

Jennifer successfully defended her Ph.D. dissertation, 
titled “Novel Use of Dual Anti-Inflammatory Therapy to 
Overcome Drug Resistance and Improve Functional 
Recovery Following Spinal Cord Injury”, on April 20. In 
July, Jennifer will begin a postdoctoral fellowship in the 
lab of Mark Tuszynski, M.D., Ph.D. at the University of 
California, San Diego. Dr. Tuszynski is a leader in the 
field of central nervous system axon regeneration 
following traumatic SCI as well as in Alzheimer’s 
disease. During her postdoctoral training, Jennifer plans 
to investigate novel combinatorial approaches to 
promote regeneration of spinal cord axons in the 
chronic phase of SCI, with the goal of developing a 
therapy that can ultimately enhance motor function in 
patients suffering from longstanding injuries. 

~Jennifer Dulin, Ph.D. 

Grill Group Graduates! 

Alissa Poteete and Dr. Grill 

Dr. Grill and Jennifer Dulin 
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T hirty proposals, an increase of 100% over last quarter, were submitted by the Department of Integrative Biology 
& Pharmacology in the second quarter of  Fiscal Year 2012. Eight proposals were awarded, all of them Federal. 

~Data provided by Deborah Brougher,   
Sr. Grants and Contracts Specialist 

ESEARCH CORNER R 

Proposals Submitted FY2012 2nd QTR 

# Submitted State Federal Non profit For profit Total 

19   22,227,321.00     1,162,129.00 

10     1,063,549.00   13,076,110.00 

1 6,773.00       378,511.00 

30 6,773.00 22,227,321.00 1,063,549.00 0.00 14,616,750.00 

      

Awards Received  FY2012 2nd QTR 

# Rec’d State Federal Non profit For profit Total 

8   823,698.00     823,698.00 

8 0.00 823,698.00 0.00 0.00 823,698.00 

E ach year the Department of Integrative Biology and Pharmacology recog-
nizes outstanding student performance in the fields of pharmacology and 

physiology.     

The Pharmacology award is named for G. Alan Robison, who was the first chair 
of the department of pharmacology when the medical school was founded over 
40 years ago. 

The 2011-2012 recipient of this 
award  is Adam Banks,  whose final 
grade in his pharmacology class was 
98.29% .   

Similarly, Eugene G. Jacobson was the first chair of physiology upon the 
founding of the medical school.   

The 2011-2012 recipient of this award  is Luke Martin, who achieved a 
score of 97.2% in his physiology class.   

Congratulations are due to both of these students for their outstanding ac-
complishments.  

Students Honored for High Marks 

Dr. Hancock and Adam Banks 

Dr. Hancock and Luke Martin 
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 June 27, 2012 
  
Wenhan Chang, Ph.D. 
University of California –San Francisco 
 
“Diverse Actions of the Extracellular Ca2+-Sensing Receptor in Health and Diseases: 
Studies of Conditional Gene Knockout Mice” 
   
Host- Dr. Hongzhen Hu 

For information and questions, please contact Hea Jin at Hea.Y.Jin@uth.tmc.edu  or 713-
500-7514. 

ALENDAR OF EVENTS C 
IBP Special Seminar 

RESEARCH  HUMOR? 


