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THIS ISSUE OF HYPOTHESIS CELEBRATES OUR RESILIENCE. The coronavirus pandemic is just one
of the many external factors that required us to change how we work, learn, socialize and do just
about everything else in 2020. Yet much like the willow tree — a traditional symbol of resilience —
we are weathering a storm that may cause us to bend, but will not break us. We are proud to share
the following stories of how SGPS students, postdocs and faculty continued their pursuit of new
discoveries during these most challenging of times.
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our focus on

RESILIENCE
RESILIENCY. WEBSTER’S DICTIONARY DEFINITIONS OF RESILIENCY INCLUDE
“AN ABILITY TO RECOVER FROM OR EASILY ADJUST TO ADVERSITY OR
CHANGE” AND “THE ABILITY OF SOMETHING TO RETURN TO ITS ORIGINAL SIZE
AND SHAPE AFTER BEING COMPRESSED OR DEFORMED.”
In some respects, researchers gain the characteristic of resiliency through normal
research-related activities. Experiments fail; specific aims change; grant applications
are unscored; manuscripts are rejected. Setbacks and change are inherent in the
conduct of research. Moreover, these setbacks can be informative to the thoughtful
researcher, revealing the nature of the research itself and thereby providing new
direction. All of this is normal.
However, over the past year, the COVID-19 pandemic has certainly changed our
lives, bringing personal, academic and professional adversities in ways we have
never before experienced. As a global society and personally, we are challenged
with maintaining our health for ourselves and those around us. We are challenged
in maintaining academic progression and advancing our research projects. We are
challenged with current events across the nation. These challenges are exacerbated
by isolation and increased anxiety. Collectively, we are bending to the forces that
are changing the way in which we live.
As a boy, my home had a large willow tree (Salix babylonica) in the backyard. Its
long, thin branches cascaded from a thick, sturdy trunk. In the heat of a still August
afternoon, it simply draped its branches downward. But when a stormfront came
through, its branches would be almost horizontal, bending and flowing with the
wind. A few of these branches would be on the ground in the aftermath of the
storm. I found these branches the most fascinating of all! Quickly taking one of
those branch segments, I simply put it in a Mason jar of water. Then, I waited. After
a few days, the branch began to grow roots! What had been only one part of a tree
was becoming an entire tree. The branch was recovering from the storm, changing
itself back to the entire tree’s original structure and function. I was amazed.
Thinking back on this boyhood experience, I realize that the astounding ability of a
willow branch to regenerate — to change its form and function back to its original
state, to be resilient in the face of adversity — resided within the branch. It had the
ability to change its pattern of gene expression and re-specify cell fate. But the
branch needed a little help. The branch simply needed some water. Many years later,
two large willow trees now stand in a nearby park from branches I planted.
As we face all the continuing challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is clear we
have the abilities to weather this storm. We have the ability to adjust to forces
that bend our lives. We have the resiliency to recover from these forced changes.
Importantly though, we also need that help and support to allow us to be resilient.
Sometimes, that help is a big lift; sometimes it is as simple and significant as a jar
of water.
I am extremely proud to know that the students, staff, faculty and alumni of SGPS
fully support each other and the RFU community as we meet our current challenges
together with empathy, professionalism and resiliency.
Joseph X. DiMario, PhD
Dean, School of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies
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RACHEL CHUDOBA

SAFETY AND SUPPORT WITH THE GSA

GRADUATE STUDENT, CELLULAR AND MOLECULAR PHARMACOLOGY

When asked “How did you make a difference?” during any given part of her life, Rachel
Chudoba always wants to have an answer ready. As a new graduate student, Rachel was
inspired by the compassionate outreach and encouragement of Max Loh, then-president
of RFU’s Graduate Student Association (GSA). Max’s example of creativity, humor and
support drove Rachel to dive into leadership positions within the GSA — eventually taking
up the mantle of GSA president herself.
Since Rachel became GSA president in the fall of 2019, her tenure has seen a host of changes
and unique challenges as the university contends with COVID-19. When RFU transitioned to a
remote campus in March 2020, Rachel and the GSA board immediately got to work adjusting
their mission to the new paradigm.
“One of our big goals is to be a support system for all students,” Rachel said. “When things
closed down and in-person support was no longer an option, we immediately scheduled
virtual hangouts and support sessions. We didn’t want any students feeling isolated despite
living alone or other difficult situations.” Undaunted by their new circumstances, the GSA
board made sure the graduate students remained as connected as ever, if not more so.
“It’s virtual now, but we’ve kept our event schedule as much the same as possible. We hope to
add some professional development to make sure the students aren’t missing opportunities
they would otherwise have,” Rachel explained.
Checking in with the community is key. The GSA sends out forms and surveys to make sure
everyone’s needs are being met. “We want people to feel safe and comfortable, but still get
the most out of the GSA and what we can do to support them.”
The GSA’s support was evident immediately in March, in the midst of uncertainty about
student housing and the lack of information about the coronavirus. During that dark time,
MD/PhD student Katharine Wolf recommended a communal resource document for GSA
students. Pooling their resources and knowledge, GSA members offered any material or
information assets they could: from housing for those living in possibly unsafe conditions to
cars for those needing assistance with transportation or grocery runs. Right away, Rachel saw
her community show resilience and generosity in times of uncertainty.
To keep herself moving forward in quarantine, Rachel has focused on working and connecting.
“I’ve stayed grounded with two things: keeping occupied and keeping relationships. I couldn’t
have done it alone. Having people to talk to, finding out that they feel the same way, it makes
you feel less alone and frightened. But keeping occupied is equally important. I have found
ways to keep busy but also stay safe.”
No matter what work she’s doing, what Rachel enjoys most is overcoming obstacles. “There’s
always a way to get around it, to make it work. Once you manage to course correct — that’s
the best part of the job!”
At the bench, working from home or connecting virtually with the research community,
Rachel and the GSA board are ready to overcome whatever obstacles come their way.

Rachel Chudoba, graduate student and GSA
president.
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“One of our big goals is to be a support system for all
students.”

GROWTH IN ADVERSITY
Rachel is proud to represent
the SGPS student community
as part of an excellent team.
She strongly emphasized that
all her accomplishments are
the result of working together
with GSA Vice President
Matt Stratton, Secretary Alex
Ritger, Treasurer Viral Mistry
and First-year Representative
Elise Webber. “The GSA is a
full board, not just one person.
The important part is that
everyone’s voice gets heard
and everyone has a role to
play.”
When asked what words she
might have for her fellow
students, Rachel wanted them
to see their own growth. “I
would encourage everyone to
think of what they learned and
how they grew throughout this
time. I know there are a lot of
negative things that have been
going on, but I think the best
way to come out of this is to
focus on how we’ve changed
for the better as individuals and
as a community.”
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CATALYZING CHANGE:
DIVERSITY & INCLUSION
STUDENT TASK FORCE

MAX LOH, WREN
MICHAELSAIELLO
AND VIRAL MISTRY
SALVATORE
SECOND-YEAR
MD/PhD
STUDENT,
PHYSIOLOGY
AND BIOPHYSICS
GRADUATE
STUDENTS,
SGPS DIVERSITY
AND
INCLUSION STUDENT
TASK FORCE
This summer, the nation grappled with a long-overdue racial reckoning against the
backdrop of a pandemic that has disproportionately affected communities of color. For
many members of the School of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies, this conversation was
not new or shocking, but a heavy weight that they had carried throughout their lives and
their scientific careers.
In response, Dean Joseph DiMario gathered together voices from every level of SGPS to
provide a unified statement. With faculty, students, postdocs, administrators and staff all
signing off, SGPS wrote in support of Black Lives Matter, vowing to combat institutional
racism in the scientific community. That battle would begin at home: The dean began a
student-faculty collaboration by requesting volunteers for the Diversity and Inclusion Student
Task Force.
Given the chance to gather resources and advocate for their peers, graduate students Max
Loh, Wren Michaels and Viral Mistry took a stand to change their corner of the scientific
community for the better. The task force recently brought their thoughts, concerns and
carefully considered recommendations to the first SGPS Curriculum Committee meeting at
the end of October.
In collaboration with faculty and the SGPS Dean’s Office, their ongoing work is to bring our
curriculum closer in line with SGPS’ mission statement: To provide outstanding graduate
education and postdoctoral training to meet the need for highly qualified researchers and
educators in the life science and healthcare fields, and to advance knowledge through
biomedical research.
Speaking to faculty and students about transforming the SGPS curriculum, Dr. DiMario
emphasized the importance of diversity and inclusion to the school’s central principles:
“Institutional racism in the scientific community affects both how science is perceived and
how it is performed. It is incumbent upon us to counter and address these issues for the
betterment of the scientific community and the sake of our students.”
Viral finds himself feeling cautiously optimistic after his experiences on the task force from
the summer through the present.

“Working with, organizing
with and learning from one
another has been a bright
light in otherwise dark
skies. I feel empowered by
them to continue struggling
for a brighter future for
everyone.” — Viral Mistry
Graduate students Max Loh
(holding sign), Viral Mistry and
Wren Michaels.

SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES

“We are all too familiar with how the reality of complex institutional bureaucracy can often
become a weaponized tool to stymie attempts at change. I try to approach this moment
guided by some sage advice my father, who grew up a sugarcane farmer, taught me: ‘When it
rains, plough the fields.’ So while the circumstances of this moment weren’t exactly surprising
to me, I understand they have been for others, and I hope to use both this moment and the
newfound clarity it brings to some to advance some change in the right direction.”
Viral, Max and Wren have compiled a thorough library of educational resources for diversity
and inclusion, from books and articles to podcasts, Netflix series, TED Talks and guidelines
for building an anti-racist lab. These resources are available on the SGPS InSite intranet page
for all students, faculty and staff, and will serve as stepping stones to inform and strengthen
future conversations.
Throughout the process, the Diversity and Inclusion Student Task Force members have kept
an open dialogue with their fellow students, gauging support for curricular initiatives and
recommended changes. “I will say the thing that keeps me going is knowing that my fellow
graduate students, and the broader student community here at RFU, have my back,” Viral
elaborates. “Working with, organizing with and learning from one another has been a bright
light in otherwise dark skies. I feel empowered by them to continue struggling for a brighter
future for everyone.”

STANDING TOGETHER
For senior students Wren
Michaels and Max Loh, their
work on the task force is simply
a continuation of the dedication
they’ve shown throughout
their graduate careers. As they
participated in many seminars
and community discussions
hosted by the Office of Diversity
and Inclusion, those dialogues
provided important lenses
for leading organizations,
mentoring and advocating.
The new Diversity and Inclusion
library is a step to provide those
same insights to both SGPS and
the wider RFU community.
As the task force works with
faculty to shape the curriculum,
Max emphasizes the importance
of Diversity and Inclusion to
training responsible members
of the scientific community.
“Our goal is to build upon
SGPS student competency, for
students to know not only the
science they conduct but also
how that science will function
in a world that has racial,
socioeconomic and gender
disparities.”
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INTO THE UNKNOWN

JESSICA CENTA, PhD ’20
CENTER FOR GENETIC DISEASES
Like many biology majors, Jessica Centa started her education as a pre-med student. But a
new world opened up for her once she got a taste of bench research.
Pursuit of the unknown eventually drew Jessica to the School of Graduate and Postdoctoral
Studies, where she joined Dr. Michelle Hastings’ lab. In the Center for Genetic Diseases, Jessica
researches juvenile CLN3 disease, part of a group of disorders known as neuronal ceroid
lipofuscinoses (NCLs), or Batten disease. These uncommon diseases target the nervous
system, causing increasing difficulty with vision, movement and cognitive ability. The smaller
field has given Jessica a chance to connect with researchers and patients.
“Since I’m working with a rare disease, it’s been really nice to go to conferences in this small
field. I’ve met many researchers and parents of children with the disease; hearing their stories,
it really makes the work more dedicated, more important, more real. I’m hoping to develop
a treatment, because right now there’s just nothing available to these families. That hope is
what keeps me working despite it all.”
Jessica’s hope and dedication to benchwork keep her excited to return to campus, no matter
what protocols she must follow to do so safely. But working to defend her dissertation has
forced her to shift gears, stretching her writing muscles during the months of quarantine.

“It was the pursuit of knowledge — you’re always learning and
diving into the unknown. It drew me in and never let go. I fell
in love right away!”
“It actually worked out — the timing of the shutdown — because I had just got revisions back
and we were finishing up final experiments. So when I was locked up at home, I could keep
my head down working on my final submission for the manuscript.”
Jessica continues collaborating closely with her fellow students and her mentor throughout
the writing process. Dr. Hastings shared that Jessica’s insight and dedication have turned
projects in entirely new and exciting directions.
“Jessica is the epitome of a scientific investigator. After everyone else has finished evaluating
an experiment and analyzing the result, she will see something that no one else has seen.
And it is usually the most important thing. The thing that breaks the case wide open. She has
incredible powers of observation and great instincts, qualities that are hard to teach but often
make the best scientists,” Dr. Hastings said.
As the campus reopens, Jessica has spent time in the lab preparing to pass the torch after
her graduation. The lab has found ways to adapt and support each other through a split
schedule of morning and evening shifts. “It’s a bit of a tag team,” Jessica describes with
a laugh, enumerating the ways her labmates help each other with projects across the 12hour timelines. She has also participated in Graduate Student Association virtual events and
celebrations for other graduating students. “There are so many people out there supporting
you and wishing you well, especially in this community.”

CREATIVE SCIENCE, IN LAB
AND AT HOME
To keep herself grounded
during her dissertation defense
prep, Jessica has drawn on
the joy of her peers and new
outlets for creativity. “The GSA
has been really good. They’ve
increased the number of
gatherings — including weekly
virtual gatherings — to stay
connected. Beyond that, I have
my own science projects at
home — woodworking, baking
and everything else. I’m trying
to keep my hands busy as much
as possible.”

Thinking back on her time at SGPS, Jessica is most grateful for that community and the
support of her peers. “I love the small university aspect. It’s a lot quieter around the school,
but the support is very real.”
Jessica Centa, PhD ’20, recent
SGPS graduate.

When asked what message she’d like to share with her fellow students as she goes into a new
unknown, Jessica took a stand against impostor syndrome.
“To my friends in SGPS? Don’t doubt yourself. You made it this far. You deserve to
be here.”
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STAYING

CONNECTED
				WHILE APART
Despite the physical distancing necessitated by the COVID pandemic,
SGPS students, postdocs and faculty still found fun and innovative ways
to stay connected while apart. Whether it was a virtual game night, online
Halloween party or celebrating achievements and milestones via group
Zoom calls, the spirit of camaraderie and support for one another was felt
across the distance.
(Clockwise from top left)
The GSA board hosts a Zoom celebration for Jessica Centa following her
successful thesis defense.
The 2020 Science Olympics featured a trivia showdown with fierce virtual
competition.
The GSA’s socially-distanced Halloween Party featured a kaleidoscope of
colorful costumes, accessorized via relevant Zoom backgrounds.
The competition descends into laughter at the Science Drawing portion of the
2020 Science Olympics.
Drawing interpretations fluctuate between guesses and life commentary in the
Science Olympics chat room.
Postdoc Jeff Brown personally wrote the software that captured animation of
the marine gastropod Tritonia diomedea’s swim motor program. Dr. Evan
S. Hill captured swim motor activity in 103 neurons using voltage-sensitive
dyes. Neuronal traces are colored according to their functional ensembles, with
their action potentials driving animations within their neurons of origin in the
animal’s dorsal pedal ganglion.
SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES
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MAKE SOMETHING BETTER

Jaime Vantrease, PhD
Postdoctoral Research Associate, Center for Neurobiology
of Stress Resilience and Psychiatric Disorders
“MY FAVORITE PART OF SCIENCE IS THE PROBLEM-SOLVING. EVEN AS A KID,
I LOVED MURDER MYSTERIES, LOOKING FOR SOLUTIONS AND ANSWERS TO
QUESTIONS. I JUST LOVE THE IDEA OF FIGURING SOMETHING OUT OR MAKING
SOMETHING BETTER. I DON’T THINK THAT EVER CHANGED; I’M JUST MORE
REALISTIC NOW.”
In the whirlwind of 2020, Jaime Vantrease, PhD, is juggling her work with the
Postdoctoral Steering Committee, her bench research as a postdoctoral research
associate, and the paper she is preparing to submit, all while stealing moments
with her two children at home. Within the balancing act, the science continues.
“Someone earlier on in their postdoc work might be a lot more impacted. I’m doing
less hands-on lab work, but balancing it with a lot more data analysis and writing.
It’s a noticeable change, but it hasn’t been horribly stressful. Just an adjustment.”
As part of these adjustments, Jaime returns again and again to what made her
love science in the first place. “It all comes back to problem-solving. If there’s an
experiment that’s not working or we’re experiencing technical difficulties — finally
getting it to work or finding workable data — that’s the most satisfying moment. I
love that, when something finally works!”
To push through the frustrations and reach those moments, Jaime relies on the
insight and encouragement of her colleagues in the lab. “It’s good to just vent to
people in the first place, but you also never know who will offer a new perspective,
or have experienced a similar problem, or share great advice. It’s not a weakness
to ask others for help — it’s the best way to expand your knowledge. Tell as many
people as possible about your work, get as much feedback as you can. Connect!”
Of course, Jaime is well aware that connecting has gotten a bit more complicated
lately. Faced with the COVID-19 guidelines, her lab has turned to bi-weekly Zoom
meetings to stay connected, later adding monthly happy hours to remain social
despite social distancing. “We just want to see each other’s faces. Twenty to thirty
minutes of our bi-weekly lab meetings are always catching up, checking in — even
if we don’t have data to present, we talk and make sure we’re all doing okay.”
Jaime has encouraged that same care and outreach as a member of the
Postdoctoral Steering Committee, recently hosting a happy hour in honor of
National Postdoc Appreciation Week. “It’s been a challenge reaching out to other
postdocs beyond the lab space, but we find our connections where we can. I’m
lucky that I’m part of a big lab, and the centers are really wonderful, because you
can always see someone else in your center working.”

“It’s been a challenge reaching out to other postdocs beyond
the lab space, but we find our connections where we can.
I’m lucky that I’m part of a big lab, and the centers are really
wonderful, because you can always see someone else in your
center working.”
SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES

Jaime Vantrease, PhD, postdoctoral
research associate.

The main focus of Jaime’s work these days is on writing, writing, writing — bringing
a long project to a satisfying conclusion and laying the groundwork for something
new. “I look at the neurocircuitry underlying sex differences in anxiety. It’s a longterm project that I am finally wrapping up, and we’re seeing some fascinating data
that suggests specific neural circuits are active in a sex-specific manner during
anxiety. Part of me is also excited about starting something new and fresh. There
are so many possibilities. I’m just really looking forward to wrapping things up and
starting something new!”

DOWNTIME WELL SPENT
Despite unprecedented
times, Jaime knows her fellow
postdocs still feel the time
crunch and the pressure to
produce. “I’ve been trying to
tell myself and others that for
postdocs, obviously you want
to get in, do experiments and
publish so you can move on to
the next phase or start your
K99. Personally, having two
maternity leaves, I know the
pressure of not having enough
done or taking too long.”
When faced with COVID-19
delays, Jaime encourages her
fellow postdocs to be kind to
themselves. “With quarantine,
everyone’s being set back the
same amount. Don’t worry too
much about productivity. Enjoy
having more time at home with
family or pets.
“We’re all in it together. My
biggest message is don’t stress
about what you can’t control.
Think of it as time at home
you’ll never have again.”
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AN OPEN CHANNEL AND
AN OPEN HEART

Johnny He, PhD
Director, Center for Cancer Cell Biology, Immunology and Infection

RELOCATING A LAB FROM FORT WORTH TO CHICAGO, JOINING A NEW
UNIVERSITY AND TAKING ON THE ROLE OF DISCIPLINE CHAIR FOR
MICROBIOLOGY AND IMMUNOLOGY WOULD BE DAUNTING PROSPECTS FOR
ANY RESEARCH PROFESSOR. JOHNNY HE, PhD, DIRECTOR, RFU’S CENTER
FOR CANCER CELL BIOLOGY, IMMUNOLOGY AND INFECTION, DID ALL
THESE THINGS JUST BEFORE THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC TOOK HOLD OF THE
COUNTRY, ARRIVING ON CAMPUS ON DEC. 23, 2019. AND YET, DR. HE LOOKS
BACK AT THAT TIME AND CONSIDERS HIMSELF LUCKY.
“When we moved to RFU in December, we had two months to set down roots
and get adjusted to the lab before the pandemic took over daily life. That was a
crucial window; if we hadn’t had that time to complete the move, things would
be very different. We have experienced quite a few changes since then — the
relocation, packing and unpacking, restarting the lab, transitioning to work from
home, making sure everyone is safe and able to work — it’s a lot!”
Throughout every twist and turn, the most important factor for Dr. He’s lab was
constant communication. To stay in contact during their move, lab members set
up a social media group to give updates on where they were staying and to
check in when they arrived at destinations safely. That group chat became a
lifeline during the COVID-19 preparations and the changing safety protocols on
campus. “As a group, we connect regularly and have these quick ways of getting
a hold of each other and encouraging each other… Together, we prepare, and
then we execute.”
Dr. He has used this regular communication to reassure his lab members that
they are not alone in their feelings of frustration, anxiety and depression during
this time. “I felt it was important to talk to the students about this, reassure them
that I, too, felt anxious and depressed over these challenges. But acknowledging
these things is the first step — now they feel free to acknowledge these difficulties
and work through them together. I have to show my students and faculty what’s
going on with me, so they feel free to express those things themselves.”
In creating a culture of honesty, respect and openness, Dr. He hopes to give his
graduate students an example of teamwork and camaraderie that they will carry
with them for the rest of their research careers. Communication and teamwork
are his touchstones for graduate students.
“Talk it out! Talk it out now, before it compounds! If you cannot get the answer
from one conversation, initiate another one. Be persistent. If this communication
channel is not optimal, that is where the student needs to reach out to other
resources — chairs, directors, deans — and ask for help. If you don’t talk, if you
don’t share, no one will know how to help. That has been made very clear by this
pandemic.”

“I have to show my students and faculty what’s
going on with me, so they feel free to express
those things themselves.”
SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES

Johnny He, PhD, in his
microbiology and immunology lab.

Despite the interference of COVID-19, Dr. He hopes to continue meeting his
neighbors and coworkers in the university community. “It was my honor to
join this university, and during the transition, so many people have extended
their helping hands and made things so much easier for my students. I am very
grateful. I have every reason to work hard and pay back the kindness RFU has
shown me!”

TRANSLATIONAL HOPES

Dr. He’s virology research
continues despite everything
the year 2020 has thrown at
his lab, including research on
COVID-19 itself. In the midst
of it all, Dr. He looks toward
the hope and change that the
conclusion of a project can
bring — his favorite part of the
scientific process.
“As biomedical scientists, we
need to see the translational
value of what we do and the
questions we have been asking.
For example, I have worked
extensively on HIV, particularly
how it affects the brain. If our
research findings somehow
contribute to a therapeutic
development, that is the most
exciting and most rewarding
part of the work. It keeps
me going every day. It’s the
element of hope, the potential
to change health and health
care — that is my favorite part.”
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FORGING RESILIENCE IN
COMMUNITY

Janice Urban, PhD
Director, Center for Neurobiology of Stress Resilience
and Psychiatric Disorders
AS DIRECTOR OF THE CENTER FOR NEUROBIOLOGY OF STRESS RESILIENCE
AND PSYCHIATRIC DISORDERS AND THE DISCIPLINE CHAIR FOR PHYSIOLOGY
AND BIOPHYSICS, JANICE URBAN, PhD, KNOWS A THING OR TWO ABOUT
KEEPING IT TOGETHER DURING HARD TIMES. HER RESEARCH FOCUSES ON
THE MECHANISMS UNDERLYING STRESS RESILIENCE; UNDERSTANDING
THOSE MECHANISMS HAS HELPED HER LAB ADAPT TO WORK REMOTELY AND
ADHERE TO THE NEW SAFETY PROTOCOLS ON CAMPUS.
“While resilience has always been an important area of study, more laboratories
have refined their research to answer the question, ‘How do you promote
resilience?’ Research in rodents on up to humans indicates that having control
over a stressor as well as support systems in place is key to buffering the ill effects
of stress. Earlier this year when we couldn’t go into the lab, many focused on
things they could do, such as writing papers or performing data analysis at home.
That sounds simple, but accepting a situation and being productive is a way of
controlling stress, which is beneficial to building resilience.”
In addition, Dr. Urban emphasizes the importance of maintaining contact with
others. “There is so much happening now — COVID-19 and the national political
climate — that we may not realize how heavy our burdens are until we have a
chance to talk and share with someone.” She recommends finding a person or
small group to check in with regularly. “For the days when you’re not certain what
to do or how to move forward, find a creative outlet or friend to talk to — and
remember mentors fit in that category too!”
Dr. Urban has kept the mindset of moving forward and staying in touch as she
guides her lab through uncertain times. Though the pace of research may have
slowed, Dr. Urban and her lab continue to make progress, building resilience even
as they study it.
“We are identifying the neural pathways in the brain involved in promoting
resilience. We have recently characterized how an endogenous signaling
molecule, neuropeptide Y (NPY), regulates neural activity in the amygdala to
generate resilience in rats. In humans, NPY is associated with resilience. Therefore,
our thought, and that of many others, is that if we can increase NPY levels or
those neural circuits associated with NPY, perhaps we can help those vulnerable
populations.”

“While the move to the IRP in January and
the shutdown due to COVID-19 in March
was not the best timing, we find that the
design of our center in the IRP is optimal for
maintaining distance while still engaging in
conversation. Due to the open concept, and
fewer walls, it is easy to carry on discussions
in and around the common bench area and
still adhere to the ‘6-foot rule.’”
SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES

Dr. Urban credits the open space of RFU’s new Innovation and Research Park (IRP)
and the wisdom of the trainees in the center as huge factors in their progress.
“In the IRP, it is easy to carry on discussions in and around the common bench
area and still adhere to the ‘6-foot rule.’ All of the students and postdocs are
being very wise with their time — they come in, get their lab work done, and then
go home to complete writing and data analysis.”
Dr. Janice Urban in her laboratory, where
she and her team study the mechanisms
underlying stress resilience.

TAKE A DEEP BREATH

As the university community
goes through a season of
elevated, ongoing stress and
anxiety, Dr. Urban emphasizes
the importance of patience,
care and intentional kindness.
Now more than ever, it can
make all the difference to step
back and choose to respond
with gentleness as we navigate
the frustrations of our new
normal.
“This is a hard time for
everyone. A little compassion
and a kind word go a long
way. Everyone handles stress
differently, and they have
different levels of stress that
you can’t always see. This
current climate makes things
harder for everyone, so show
compassion where you can.
Take a deep breath.”

It’s seeing her students and faculty continue to work and thrive despite incredible
circumstances that gives Dr. Urban the greatest joy. “Supporting students,
postdocs and faculty, and seeing them succeed is very rewarding.”

our focus on RESILIENCE

Hypothesis

ALUMNI
20

21

In Memoriam:
Remembering Gina Pisano, PhD ’18

Our SGPS community suffered a great loss this year with the passing of Gina C. Pisano,
PhD ’18. Dr. Pisano passed away at the age of 31 following a motorcycle accident on
May 31, 2020. After her graduation from Glenbard North High School in Carol Stream,
Illinois, in 2007, she continued her studies at DePaul University, joining the DePaul
Honor Society as a freshman. She got her first taste of research at Rosalind Franklin
University during her senior year at DePaul, interning in the Department of Cell Biology
and Anatomy under the mentorship of Michael Sarras, PhD, and Robert Intine, PhD.

As a graduate student, Gina served her community in many capacities. She was president of the RFU
Graduate Student Association, student dean of SGPS, a student ambassador and orientation advisor, and a
participant in the All School Research Consortium and Women in Scientific Discovery or Medicine (WISDOM).
She successfully defended her thesis on the role of IFI16 in Epstein-Barr virus latency and earned a PhD in
microbiology and immunology in 2018. Her friends and colleagues remember her for her infectious joy, her
kindness and forethought, and her creative insights that helped them innovate and explore their projects in a
new light.

Once she graduated from DePaul with a bachelor of arts in biology and a minor in
Spanish, she joined the lab full-time with the dual roles of laboratory manager and
research associate. As the lab manager, she coordinated operations for zebrafish
research labs, and as a research associate she focused on molecular mechanisms
underlying metabolic memory associated with diabetes mellitus. Her transformative
insights and analysis, steady hands in the lab and outstanding organizational skills as
the lab manager all made her an excellent candidate for the PhD program in SGPS. Her
mentors encouraged her to apply, and she eventually joined the entering class in 2012.

Dr. David Everly, one of Gina’s mentors at SGPS, remembers the inquisitive delight she brought to the lab.
“Gina was a curious student who sought to understand things using science. She was also a spirited person. As
you walked the hall outside the lab, you could often hear her laugh. Gina followed her own unique path as she
passed through RFU and beyond.”
Gina continued to do great things after defending her thesis, becoming a postdoctoral fellow at Northwestern
University. She always sought out new knowledge and expertise, earning an executive scholar certificate in
business for scientists and engineers from Northwestern’s Kellogg School of Management. More than that,
she was a generous soul who always shared her insights as a colleague and a beloved teacher. She balanced
responsibilities as a visiting professor at Chamberlain University (microbiology) and National Louis University
(biology). After her passing, notes from students and colleagues flooded in thanking her for her compassionate
mentorship and dedicated support.
Dr. Gina Pisano was a brilliant light in the research community, full of insightful analysis and vivid joy.
She touched the hearts and minds of everyone lucky enough to encounter her — mentors, colleagues and
students. She will be deeply missed.
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DISCOVER
YOUR INFLUENCE.
YOU CAN PERSONALLY AFFECT THE FUTURE
OF GRADUATE STUDENT SCHOLARS AND BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH.

HERE’S HOW THE SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND
POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES (SGPS) IS FORGING A PATH
TO PREPARE FOR THE BRIGHTEST POSSIBLE FUTURE:
•

Supporting the brightest young scientists as they develop the knowledge
and skills to engage in innovative, groundbreaking research.

•

Fostering development of specific competencies for graduate students to
become leaders in numerous biomedical science-centered careers.

•

Encouraging active engagement of our valued and experienced alumni
with SGPS students.

Together, we can discover the impact of current support and mentorship
on graduate students’ future lives in science and in the advancement of research.

SUPPORT THE SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES
by contributing online

https://rfu.ms/impactrfu

Alumni and
Student

News

Graduate student Wren Michaels and Michelle Hastings, PhD,
director, Center for Genetic Diseases, received a two-year,
$129,000 grant from the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation for the
research study “Antisense Oligonucleotides for the Treatment
of Class I CFTR Mutations.”
Feras Altwal, PhD ’20; Connor Moon, research associate;
Heinz Steiner, PhD, professor, Stanson Toshok Center for Brain
Function and Repair; and Anthony R. West, PhD, formerly a
professor with the Center for Neurodegenerative Diseases
and Therapeutics, co-authored “The Multimodal Serotonergic
Agent Vilazodone Inhibits L-DOPA-Induced Gene Regulation
in Striatal Projection Neurons and Associated Dyskinesia in
an Animal Model of Parkinson’s Disease” as an invited article
inthe “Molecular and Cellular Mechanisms of Parkinson’s
Disease” special issue of the journal Cells in October.
William Hartman, MD ’03, PhD ’99, was interviewed for
the article “Containing the Crisis: A Look into UW Figures
Predicting the Pandemic, and Those Searching for the End,”
published Oct. 6 in the Badger Herald. Dr. Hartman is director
of the AstraZeneca phase III vaccine trials at the University of
Wisconsin.
Kalpit Shah, PhD ’16, is first author of the article “Androgen
Receptor Signaling Regulates the Transcriptome of Prostate
Cancer Cells by Modulating Global Alternative Splicing,”
published in September in Oncogene.
Jeffrey Huang, PhD ’11, is first author on the article “CRISPRCas9 Generated Pompe Knock-in Murine Model Exhibits
Early-onset Hypertrophic Cardiomyopathy and Skeletal
Muscle Weakness,” published in June in Nature Scientific
Reports.
Sayan Chakraborty, PhD ’12, co-authored the article
“Oncogenetic Engagement with Mechanosensing,” published
in Nature Materials in July.
Stanley Bazarek, MD ’17, PhD ’15, a research resident in
neurosurgery at Brigham & Women’s Hospital in Boston,
MA, was awarded a Neurosurgery Research Education
Foundation and Medtronic 2020–21 research fellowship grant
for his project “Transplantation of Human Induced Pluripotent
Stem Cell-Derived Spinal Motor Neurons to Restore Function
Following Peripheral Nerve or Spinal Cord Injury.”
K. Elizabeth Hawk, PhD ’09, MS ’08, MD, was elected to the
American Board of Nuclear Medicine Board of Directors.

Share your achievements, notify us of changes
to your professional position or volunteer to
become a speaker in our alumni speaker series,
“Pathways Taken.”

http://rfu.ms/sgpsupdate

Please consider a recurring gift, which empowers our students and faculty and funds our top priorities.
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PUBLICATIONS and PRESENTATIONS
PUBLICATIONS

Altwal F, Moon C, West AR, Steiner H. (2020). The multimodal
serotonergic agent vilazodone inhibits L-DOPA-induced
gene regulation in striatal projection neurons and associated
dyskinesia in an animal model of Parkinson’s disease. Cells,
2020, 9, 2265.

Brown JW, Taheri A, Kenyon RV, Berger-Wolf T, Llano DA.
(2020). Signal propagation via open-loop intrathalamic
architectures: A computational model. eNeuro, 7(1):ENEURO.
0441-19.2020.

Centa JL, Jodelka FM, Hinrich AJ, Johnson TB, Ochaba J,
Jackson M, Duelli DM, Weimer JM, Rigo F, Hastings ML. (2020).
Antisense oligonucleotides exhibit therapeutic efficacy in
mouse models of CLN3 Batten disease. Nat Med, 26(9),
1444–1451. doi:10.1038/s41591-020-0986-1.

Cheung TP, Choe JY, Richmond JE, Kim H. (2020). BK channel
density is regulated by endoplasmic reticulum associated
degradation and influenced by the SKN-1/NRF1 transcription
factor. PLOS Genetics. 16(6):e1008829.
Ferrara NC, Mrackova E, Loh MK, Padival M, Rosenkranz JA.
(2020). Fear learning enhances prefrontal cortical suppression
of auditory thalamic inputs to the amygdala in adults but
not adolescents. International Journal of Molecular Science,
21(8):3008; PMID: 32344598.

Francesconi W, Berton F, Olivera-Pasilio V, Dabrowska J.
(2020). Oxytocin selectively excites interneurons and inhibits
output neurons of the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis
(BNST). bioRxiv, doi: 10.1101/2020.06.24.169466.
Hill ES*, Brown JW*, Frost WN. (2020). Photodiode-based
optical imaging for recording network dynamics with singleneuron resolution in non-transgenic invertebrates. J. Vis. Exp,
161:e61623. *Co-first authors.

Jarrett B, Cheung TP, Oh E. (2020). The lateral column. Clinics
in Podiatric Medicine and Surgery: Biomechanics of the Lower
Extremity, 37(1):53–60.

SCHOOL OF GRADUATE AND POSTDOCTORAL STUDIES

Michaels WE, Bridges RJ, Hastings ML. (2020). Antisense
oligonucleotide-mediated correction of CFTR splicing
improves chloride secretion in cystic fibrosis patient-derived
bronchial epithelial cells. Nucleic Acids Research, 48(13),
7454–7467.

Munshi S, Loh MK, Ferrara N, DeJoseph MR, Ritger A, Padival
M, Record MJ, Urban JH, Rosenkranz JA. (2020). Repeated
stress induces a pro-inflammatory state, increases amygdala
neuronal and microglial activation, and causes anxiety in adult
male rats. Brain, Behavior, and Immunity, 84, 180–199.
Olivera-Pasilio V, Dabrowska J. (2020). Oxytocin promotes
accurate fear discrimination and adaptive defensive behaviors.
Front Neurosci, 14:583878. doi:10.3389/fnins.2020.583878.
Yalla SV, Crews RT, Patel NA, Cheung TP, Wu SC. (2020).
Offloading for the diabetic foot: Considerations and
implications. Clinics in Podiatric Medicine and Surgery: Top
Research in Podiatry Education, 37(2):371–384.
BOOK CHAPTER

Ferrara NC, Vantrease JE, Loh MK, Rosenkranz JA. “Chapter
11: Protect and harm: Effects of stress on the amygdala.”
Handbook of Amygdala Structure and Function (eds. Urban JH,
Rosenkranz JA), vol. 26, 241–274 (Elsevier, 2020).

PRESENTATIONS

Brown JW. July 2020. “New computational tools for rapidly
visualizing large-scale activity with single-neuron, singlespike resolution in simple brains.” RFU Brain Science Institute
Neuroscience Research Symposium, North Chicago, IL. (Online.)

Centa J. July 2020. “Splice-switching antisense oligonucleotides
for the treatment of CLN3 Batten disease.” RFU Brain Science
Institute Neuroscience Research Symposium, North Chicago, IL.
(Online.)

Centa J. September 2020. “Antisense oligonucleotide-mediated
exon skipping for therapeutic reading frame correction
in CLN3 Batten disease.” The 16th Annual Meeting of the
Oligonucleotide Therapeutics Society, Montreal, Canada.

Ferrara NC. September 2020. “Amygdala activity is necessary
for developmental changes in social drive.” Penn State
University.

Michaels WE, Bridges RJ, Hastings ML. October 2020.
“Splice-switching antisense oligonucleotides for the
treatment of cystic fibrosis.” North American Cystic Fibrosis
Conference, San Antonio, TX.

Ferrara NC, Padival M, Loh MK, Rosenkranz JA. September
2020. “Amygdala activity is necessary for age-specific
increases in social behavior following brief isolation.”
Pavlovian Society. (Online.)

Mistry V. October 2020. “New ways to analyze and visualize
large-scale network activity in sea slugs with single-neuron,
single-spike resolution.” Neuromatch 3.0. (Online.)

Ferrara NC, Padival M, Loh MK, Rosenkranz JA. October
2020. “Amygdala activity is necessary for age-specific
increases in social behavior following brief isolation.”
International Society for Developmental Psychobiology.
(Online.)

Ritger A, Loh M, Ferrara N, Padival M, Rosenkranz J. July
2020. “Effect of repeated social defeat on medial amygdala
activity and social behavior.” RFU Brain Science Institute
Neuroscience Research Symposium, North Chicago, IL.
(Online.)

Hill ES*, Brown JW*, Frost WN. June 2020. “A rapid
optical imaging and automated analytical workflow for
characterizing network behavior in the new model species
Berghia and other gastropods.” NIH BRAIN Initiative
Investigators Meeting. (Online.) *Co-presenters.

Waltz D, Cheung TP, Tong KP, Kiefer C, Samuelson K, Warciak
D, Larson J, Joseph R, Rogers D. July 2020. “Pulmonary
Embolism Following Superior Peroneal Retinaculum Repair.”
American Podiatric Medical Association, The National.
Boston, MA.

Loh MK, Ferrara NC, Rosenkranz JA. July 2020. The medial
orbitofrontal cortex governs reward-related circuitry. RFU
Brain Science Institute Neuroscience Research Symposium,
North Chicago, IL. (Online.)

Loveland J, Cheung TP, Tong KP, Kiefer C, Samuelson K,
Warciak D, Waltz D, Joseph R. February 2020. “Replantation
of the Navicular After Acute Dislocation in Charcot
Neuroarthropathy.” American College of Foot & Ankle
Surgeons Annual Scientific Conference, 2020.
San Antonio, TX.

Michaels WE, Bridges RJ, Hastings ML. November 2019.
“Splice-switching antisense oligonucleotides for the
treatment of cystic fibrosis.” North American Cystic Fibrosis
Conference, Nashville, TN.

Michaels WE, Bridges RJ, Hastings ML. May 2020. “Spliceswitching antisense oligonucleotides for the treatment
of cystic fibrosis.” Annual Meeting of the RNA Society,
Vancouver, Canada.

Michaels WE, Bridges RJ, Hastings ML. September
2020. “Splice-switching antisense oligonucleotides for
the treatment of cystic fibrosis.” Annual Meeting of the
Oligonucleotide Therapeutics Society, Montreal, Canada.

Names in bold indicate current/former
SGPS graduate students or postdocs.
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SCIENCE, FOR ME,
GIVES A PARTIAL
EXPLANATION FOR
LIFE. IN SO FAR AS IT
GOES, IT IS BASED ON
FACT, EXPERIENCE
AND EXPERIMENT.
ROSALIND FRANKLIN, PhD
1920–1958

3333 Green Bay Road
North Chicago, IL 60064-3095

WE WOULD
LOVE to HEAR
FROM YOU!
CONTACT

us with your news at:
http://rfu.ms/sgpsupdate

FIND
us on Facebook at:
www.facebook.com/rfumsgraduateschool

VISIT

the school’s website:
www.rosalindfranklin.edu/sgps

UPDATE

your contact information at:
www.rosalindfranklin.edu/alumni/update-us

