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Dr. Andy Morris, 
Associate Professor, 
was recently 
appointed as the Vice
-Chair for Education 
in the Department of 
Integrative Biology & 
Pharmacology.  In 
the past two years, 
Dr. Morris has 
modernized the 

didactic content of the Physiology and 
Pharmacology course, mentored all new 
IBP faculty in teaching to medical 
students and has been actively engaged 
in the development of new learning 
methods.  He has modernized 
examinations in the department, 
developed improved methods for collating 
student feed back and is driving a number 
of other initiatives in the department.  As 
well, Dr. Morris represents IBP on all 
medical school curriculum and 
educational committees.   

Dr. Morris arrived in the department in 
1993, accepting a cross-appointment with 
Internal Medicine-Gastroenterology/
hepatology and Nutrition: a position he 
held for 15 years. During his tenure in IM 
he was actively involved for many years in 
the division’s GI fellowship program by 
providing GI basic science training for 
clinical fellows after their first degree 
(MD). 

Dr. Morris has been and Associate 
Professor at UTHealth for approximately 
ten years, interspaced by an off-campus 
break after he closed his research 
laboratories to pursue a Professorial level 
teaching position in Medical and 
Undergraduate education at the 
University of Otago, New Zealand.  

Prior to Dr. Morris’s arrival at UT, he was 
a junior faculty member at the University 
of Alabama school of Biosciences and 
Medicine, and part of a US region Cystic 

Fibrosis (CF) Center. He was recruited 
into the CF center in 1998 following the 
completion of  his post-doctoral  studies at 
the University of Liverpool Medical school 
department of Physiology and Medical 
research Council (MRC) sponsored 
secretory Control Group, where he 
received  a diploma in the Philosophy of 
Medicine focusing on the control of 
epithelial fluid secretion.  While attending 
the MRC in the UK, Dr. Morris was one of 
the first scientists world-wide to be trained 
in the modern biophysical technique of 
patch-clamping as well as voltage 
selective microelectrode and phase-lock 
capacitance measurements.  He was also 
at this time (late 1980’) the first UK 
investigator to make light based 
fluorescent measurements from a 
standard inverted microscope,  made by 
capturing ratio-metric  measurements  of 
intracellular calcium-sensing  dye 
fluorescence and combined with a novel 
patch-pipette perfusion method.  

Shortly after Dr. Morris’s arrival in the 
department in 1992, he instigated the 
building of a departmental imaging center 
designed for faculty and post-doctoral 
training, and supported by extramural 
funding he obtained.  He and Dr. Roger 
O’Neil ran this core facility for many (10+) 
years  and during this period, over 110 
medical school faculty both received 
training and credited his facility with their 
success at obtaining NIH funding.  

Dr. Morris’s has a long standing 
publication record as well as a history of 
being awarded competitive research 
grants.  Sixty peer review papers reflect 
work almost exclusively performed by him 
or his laboratory. Two of his early 
publications dealing with the novel role of 
inositol polyphosphates in intracellular 
calcium signaling were current content 
classics, being the first record of inositol 
polyphosphate mobilization in cells and 
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Morris Named Vice-Chair of Education 
coupled to calcium-sensing channel activity. Others 
represent salient and novel contributions to the fields of 
Cystic Fibrosis research, as well as more recently in the 
last decade, basic mechanisms for inappropriate secretion 
recorded during bacterial and viral enteritis.  

His laboratory, together with Dr. M. Estes at Baylor College 
of Medicine, was the first to forward the hypothesis that 
NSP4 acted as a novel viral enterotoxin in children by 
eliciting age-dependent diarrhea through intracellular 
calcium-mobilization coupled to an ontogenically regulated 
chloride channel. For this work, he is recognized both 
nationally and internationally as an innovative thinker and 
hypothesis maker in the diarrheal pathophysiology field.  

In 2007, Dr. Morris changed his academic emphasis and 
took on the more traditional and, in many respects, more 
European mantle of faculty based medical educator. He 
chose this track because he felt that with the aging of 
current medical programs in the US and shifting face of 
medical education, now was a good time to actively 
participate while the accumulated knowledge of senior 
educators still resided within the system. As MS teaching 
emphasis has moved away from discipline specific 
pedagogical teaching towards more learner centric and 
andragogic learning approaches, he has  recognized that 
senior scholars at the ground level are needed to both 
support and promote this change.  His interest in 
educational development, scholarship and assessment 
arises from many years of experience as a medical school 
faculty, garners the respect of his peers, and allows him to 
more easily integrate IBP and school efforts in this area. 

Since returning to the department from New Zealand in 
2009, he has immersed himself in the school’s and 
department’s teaching effort at all levels. As Director of 
Medical Education in IBP, he has excelled in overseeing a 
major overhaul of the department’s teaching effort, 
including the updating of syllabi, mentoring of 15 new 
faculty, and bringing new educational technologies into 

multiple courses.  Dr. Morris has continued to fulfill his 
tenure responsibilities with continued support of a number 
of national and international professional associations, 
editorial boards, and grant review bodies.  

Dr. Morris has received the UTHealth Deans award for 
excellence in teaching every year since taking over full 
time the reins of the department’s Medical Physiology 
program.   

From the student perspective, Dr. Morris is both well liked 
and approachable. Under his guidance, Medical 
Physiology continuously receives high marks from 4th year 
Medical school graduates and last year (2012), was voted 
most useful undergraduate discipline winning a 98% 
approval rating, much higher than the national average. He 
was voted best physiology teacher by the 2015 graduating 
class. 

Dr. Morris’s present day effort concerns the restructuring of 
the department’s 2nd year Medical Pharmacology course as 
well as supporting the department’s graduate education 
efforts. Presently, he is working with Dr. Rosenfeld to 
introduce new learning approaches and electronic media 
experiences in MS Pharmacology using a formula he 
perfected for the 1st year Physiology programs.  

Lastly, Dr. Morris was chosen in 2003 by a panel from the 
BBC (Education department) and UK-Wales home office to 
be highlighted in a yearlong TV broadcast,  directed by 
Peter Watkins-Hughes  (BBC Wales, Cardiff) which 
promoted a UK government initiative to encourage under-
represented Welsh children attending middle and high 
school  to stay in college and to pursue scientific careers. 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/scifiles/interviewsub/
livemorris.shtml). 

Congratulations, Dr. Morris! 

 
 

Welcome New Employees 
The Department of Integrative Biology and Pharmacology welcomes a number of new employees who have joined the 
department since June when the last newsletter was published. 

Lorena Berlanga, Administrative Coordinator   Blanca Diaz Aguilar, Research Assistant I 

Julia Hadden, Research Assistant I   Jialu Li, GSBS Graduate Research Assistant 

Kaori Ono, Research Associate    Xun Shang, Research Scientist 

Shuli Wang, Research Associate    Yefei Wen, Research Associate 
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T he 2012 Research Forum for medical students 
who participated in the medical school’s Summer 

Research Program was held Oct. 23 in the Medical 
School’s Leather Lounge. 

With the help of 13 faculty judges, Dr. Gary Rosenfeld, 
director of the Summer Research Program, announced the 
winners of the Webber Prize competition:  First Place –
 Ryan Murphy, mentored by Dr. Walter Lowe, chair of 
the Department of Orthopaedic Surgery; Second Place –
 Jenine Zaibaq, mentored by Dr. Theresa Koehler, 
interim Chair of the Department of Microbiology and 
Molecular Genetics; Third Place – Bryan Darger, 
mentored by Dr. Pratik Doshi, assistant professor of 
Emergency Medicine. 

The student winners received ribbons at the event and also 
will receive a plaque and monetary awards at a special 
luncheon with Dean Giuseppe Colasurdo and their faculty 
mentors. 

Student Research on Display during Forum 

Dr. Gary Rosenfeld congratulates the winners of the 

2012 Research Forum, Ryan Murphy, Jennie Zalbaq 

and Bryan Darger 

O n Tuesday, December 11th, the IBP department 
celebrated the holiday season with a party at 

Brian O’Neill’s Traditional Irish Pub in the Village. Guests 
were treated to a buffet which included chips and salsa, 
beef sliders, chicken nuggets, quesadillas and bread 
pudding.    

 All in all everyone seemed to enjoy themselves and are 
looking forward to the 
next departmental get 
together.  

Departmental Holiday Party 
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D r. Venkatachalam has had 
a paper accepted for 

publication: 

Venkatachalam K, Wong C, Montell 
C. Feast or famine: Role of TRPML in 
preventing cellular amino acid 
starvation. Autophagy 2013; 9:98 - 
100; PMID: 23047439; http://

dx.doi.org10.4161/auto.22260. 

 

As well, his group submitted an image of a lysosome fusing 
with a late-endosome to Autophagy.  The journal chose 
this image over many others submitted to be the cover of 
their most recent journal publication.   

D r. Guangwei Du was 
awarded a High-Impact/High

-Risk Research Awards (HIHR) by the 
Cancer Prevention and Research 
Institute of Texas (CPRIT) to study the 
dependence of cancers on their altered 
metabolic requirements and to design 
new therapeutic strategies. Fast 
proliferating cancer cells need 

increased lipid synthesis for biogenesis of cell membranes, 
and fatty acid oxidation for energy production. The unique 
lipid metabolic demands of cancer cells represents a very 
promising yet under-explored therapeutic strategy.  

One challenge in cancer treatment is how to kill only 
cancer without affecting normal cells. It is important to 
design methods that inhibit signaling pathways or cellular 
processes that are altered in cancer cells. Dr. Du proposes 

experiments to understand how cancer cells respond to 
their needs by activating different lipid metabolic activities. 
In Aim 1, his group will examine how a key lipid 
metabolizing enzyme, Lipin1, controls two opposite routes 
of lipid metabolism, the biosynthetic and bioenergetic 
pathways. The knowledge from this study will help us to 
design strategies to target lipid biosynthesis and oxidation 
simultaneously or individually. In Aim 2, they will identify 
novel lipid metabolism regulatory proteins using a new 
procedure developed in his laboratory, and examine how 
these proteins contribute to the altered lipid metabolism in 
cancer. The proteins identified from this screen will provide 
us new types of cancer therapeutic targets. Knowledge 
gained from this study will help to better understand the 
dependence of cancers on their altered metabolic 
requirements and to design new therapeutic strategies. 

Du Awarded CPRIT Grant 
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The Gorfe Lab Looks to the Future 

T he Gorfe Lab would like to wish our IBP family 
warm wishes for a bright and prosperous 2013. 

We had a very exciting 2012 and we look forward to 
unwrapping the wonders of 2013. Our year was very 
productive and filled with numerous recognitions and 
opportunities for lab members. 

Recently Dr. Priyanka Srivastava has been awarded a one 
year postdoctoral fellowship for the project titled 
"leveraging differential membrane binding for ligand design 
to prevent Ras oncogenicity" by the Gulf Coast Consortia/
Keck Center's Computational Cancer Biology Training 
Program (CCBTP). The fellowship involves Alex as her 
primary mentor and Dr. John Hancock as her secondary 
mentor and gives an excellent opportunity of interacting 
and learning experimental biology. 

Dr. Zhenlong Li has been awarded a full-time CPRIT-
UTHealth postdoctoral fellowship in Innovation for Cancer 
Prevention Research (ICPR). This fellowship makes it 
possible for Dr. Li to initialize a new research project titled 
“Bottom-up design of polymeric nanocarriers for cancer 
prevention agents using multiscale computational 
approaches” 

Nandini Rambahal 
received an Education 
Committee Travel 
award from The 
Biophysical Society to 
present her work at 
the annual meeting in 
Philadelphia. Nandini 
and Harrison Hocker 
both received GSBS 
travel awards to 
present their work at 
the American 
Chemical Society 
meeting in New 
Orleans LA. Nandini 
says “I am very 
excited to present at 
these meetings 
because I will have 
feedback from a wide 
variety of backgrounds 
and there is also the 
opportunity to network 

and learn so much about the plethora of projects that will 
be presented there. At these meetings I will present my 
current work on accessing the dynamics between Ras 
isoforms using computational methods. I am very 
enthusiastic and look forward to the comments and 
suggestions from researchers both within and out of our 
field.”  Harrison is also elated for the opportunity to present 
his brand new work on a novel class of compounds that 
are thought to target the notorious oncogene Ras. Harrison 
states “I have utilized structural models of pharmaceutical 
drug targets to identify novel ligand binding sites using 
advanced computational algorithms. This is a very powerful 
computational approach that has provided exciting insights 
and tools that will be indispensible for the future of Ras 
drug design and I am very excited to talk about it.”   

Dr. Gorfe notes , "I am proud of our group's activities in 
2012 and look forward to an even more productive future". 

~Nandini Maharaj 
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T wenty-nine proposals were submitted by the Department of Integrative Biology & Pharmacology in the first 
quarter of  Fiscal Year 2013 by Drs. Berdeaux, Breton, Chang, Cunha, Dessauer, Du, Frost, Gorfe, Grill, 
Hancock, Li, Lichtenberger, Tian, Venkatachalam, Walters, Yang, Zhou and Zhu. 

Eleven proposals were awarded. Drs. Grill, Hancock, Lichtenberger, Pochynyuk and Walters received federal awards; 
Drs. Dessauer, Grill, Hancock and Yang received non-profit awards; and Dr. Levental received a state award. 

~Data provided by Deborah Brougher,   

Sr. Grants and Contracts Specialist 

Proposals Submitted FY2013 1st QTR 

# Submitted Federal Non profit State Total 

16  26,697,632.00       26,697,632.00  

12    2,255,891.00       2,255,891.00  

1      57,969.00          57,969.00  

29  26,697,632.00   2,255,891.00   57,969.00   29,011,492.00  

Awards Received FY2013 1st QTR 

# Rec'd Federal Non profit State Total 

6  1,194,419.00       1,194,419.00  

4    110,856.00        110,856.00  

1      500,000.00      500,000.00  

11  1,194,419.00   110,856.00   500,000.00   1,805,275.00  

RESEARCH  HUMOR? 
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Seminars are held on Mondays at 4:00 PM in MSB 2.135, unless otherwise 
noted.     For information and questions, please contact Lorena Berlanga at 
lorena.berlanga@uth.tmc.edu or 713-500-7536.. 

 

January 28, 2013 
 
Alexander Staruschenko, Ph.D.  
Medical College of Wisconsin  
 
“Role of the epithelial Na+ channel 
(ENaC) in salt-sensitive hypertension 
and mechanisms of its regulation by 
EGF“ 
 
 Host– Oleh Pochynyuk, Ph.D. 

  

 

March 11, 2013 
  
Andy Groves, Ph.D. 
Baylor College of Medicine 
 
“Audio, video, disco: The roles of BMP, Notch 
and FGF signaling in cochlear development” 
   
Host– Kartik Venkatachalam, Ph.D. 

 

February 4, 2013 
  
Christine Lavoie, Ph.D.  
Sherbrooke University, Canada  
 
“Non-traditional aspects of Gαs: in-
volvement in GPCR trafficking ” 
   
Host– Catherine Denicourt, Ph.D. 

   
 March 18, 2013 
  
Peter Friedl, Ph.D. 
M.D. Anderson Cancer Center 
 
“Title of Seminar ”-TBD 
 
   
Host– Jeff Frost, Ph.D. 

  
February 11, 2013 
  
Mauro Costa-Mattioli, PhD  
Baylor College of Medicine 
 
“Unlocking the Gate of Memory: molec-
ular and cellular mechanisms” 
   
Host– Kartik Venkatachalam, Ph.D. 

  

 

April 1, 2013 
 
Anton Bennett, Ph.D.  
Yale University 
 
“Title of Seminar ”-TBD 
 
Host– Rebecca Berdeaux, Ph.D. 

 

February 25, 2013 
  
Ergun Sahin,  Ph.D . 
Baylor College of Medicine 
 
TBD 
   
Host– Rebecca Berdeaux, Ph.D. 

   
April 22, 2013 
  
Jenny Yang, Ph.D.  
Georgia State University 
 
“Title of Seminar ”-TBD 
   
Host– Alex Gorfe, Ph.D. 

 

March 4, 2013 
  
Robert S. Kass, Ph.D. 
Columbia University 
 
TBD 
   
Host– Carmen Dessauer, Ph.D. 

   
May 6, 2013 
  
Darren Boehning,  Ph.D . 
The University of Texas Medical Branch 
 
“Title of Seminar ”-TBD 
   
Host– Kartik Venkatachalam, Ph.D. 

IBP Seminar Series~ Directed by Drs. Shane Cunha and Kartik Venkatachalam 


