Not your
ordinary
tuning
Gamelan photos by Kimberly K. Barlow/University Times

Above: Vitale, left, and Kevin O’Brien, a graduate student in musicology, compare notes as Vitale tunes the
saron.
Below: Sparks from a power grinder fly as Vitale shortens a key to raise its pitch. Earplugs muffle the noise
from the power tool.

T

Pitt music department chair and gamelan ensemble director Andrew
Weintraub listens as gamelan tuner Wayne Vitale, standing, tests the
sound of a set of tuned gongs, or bonang, in the ensemble’s Bellefield
Hall practice room.

SAC hears about
humanities grants

T

here’s been a lot of attention
to STEM jobs — science,
technology, engineering and
math — but the fact that Provost
Patricia E. Beeson declared the
academic year 2015-16 the Year of
the Humanities will help the Pitt
community concentrate again on
this traditional core academic area.
That was the message Lisa
Parker brought to the June 15
meeting of the Staff Association
Council (SAC). Parker, faculty
member in the Graduate School
of Public Heath’s Department of
Human Genetics, is a member of
the organizing committee for the
Year of the Humanities.
She noted that staff, faculty
and students may apply for up to
$5,000 in matching funds (www.
humcenter.pitt.edu/YearoftheHumanities-call-for-proposals.
php) to undertake projects that
explore the role of the humanities in work and daily life. Collaborations across Pitt units are
especially encouraged, she said.
Parker offered suggestions:
• Create presentations on why
campus art is considered art and
how we can make better use of it,
or how much your office resembles the TV show “The Office”
and how you can you improve it.
• Make art for your workplace
or other locations.
• Take your Pitt experience
and turn it into a written creation.
• Identify current design issues
at Pitt and devise solutions.

• Gather forums to discuss
important questions of the day,
from “What does it mean to be
human?” to simpler topics.
SAC Executive Vice President
Lindsay Rodzwicz suggested SAC
members should consider creating
a proposal together.
In other news:
• SAC President Rich Colwell
reported that the group has 22
applicants waiting for 11 open
membership slots.
• There will be no SAC meeting
in August; the next meeting is set
for Sept. 9.
• The membership voted
unanimously to create two new
employee relations liaisons, to
be appointed by SAC officers.
One will be the primary liaison,
to be shadowed by the other,
who will take over liaison duties
in two years. He or she will help
non-union staff members seek
answers to questions about work
performance issues, disciplinary
matters and grievances, including formal complaints. The new
liaison rules in the bylaws stress
that “This position will serve as a
resource for staff but not assume
an advocate role in disciplinary
matters.”
• External relations committee
chair Andy Stephany called for
nominations for a new chair, due
to the fact that he and vice chair
Fiona Seels have been elected
SAC officers.
—Marty Levine
n

he whir of power tools
blended with the whirling sounds of Indonesian
instruments in the music department last week as Wayne Vitale
worked to optimize the sounds
of Pitt’s two main gamelan sets.
Armed with a good ear — plus
a power grinder, a heat gun and
some wax — the San Franciscobased gamelan tuner, with the help
of a trio of music department
graduate students, methodically
tapped, tested and listened intently
until multiple gongs and metalkeyed instruments were in tune
with their counterparts.
Gamelan tuning is done with a
little grinding here and some filing
or filling there until the sound is
right. Learning comes by doing.
Unlike a piano, there’s no standard tuning: The gamelan needs
to be in tune with itself, Vitale
said. And there’s variation within
the tunings based on local taste,
the musical repertoire or even the
preference of the gamelan owner.
Pitt’s gamelan sets are tuned
to different five-tone microtonal
scales, so they aren’t interchangeable, noted music department
chair Andrew Weintraub, director
of the Pitt gamelan ensemble.
q
Shortening the keys of the
xylophone-like instruments raises
the pitch; grinding the center of
the key lowers the note, Vitale

explained. Similarly, filing the
button-like top of the small tuned
gongs, or bonang, raises the pitch;
filling inside with a bit of wax does
the opposite.
Vitale, who took up gamelan
tuning on the encouragement
of a friend in Germany, studied
informally with gongsmiths in
Bali. Between gamelan tuning
gigs — he gets two or three a
year in the United States and
Europe — his “day job” is with
the Community Music Center in
San Francisco. In addition, he
composes gamelan music and

plays in gamelan ensembles.
During his visit to campus last
week, Vitale tuned the University’s
iron gamelan set for the first time
since its arrival in 1995. “After
metal is forged, it’s still changing
internally for a long time,” said
Vitale. The internal changes in
the metal, as well as the effects
of playing, cause gamelan sets to
need tuning. How often depends
on the age and the type of metal,
with iron maintaining a tune
longer than other metals, he said.
Newer sets need more frequent
tuning before settling into a sweet
spot after which a tuning every
decade or two is sufficient.
The University’s bronze
gamelan arrived in 2005 and was
tuned by its maker in 2009, said
Weintraub. (To view the process,
see www.ucis.pitt.edu/gamelan/
content/galleries?q=node/117.)
Weintraub estimated that there
are about 150-200 gamelan sets
in the U.S., including about 50 in
university programs. Pitt has three
— an indication of the richness of
the University’s program, he said.
The first public performance
on the newly tuned gamelan is
scheduled to be part of an Asian
Studies Center conference in
October, Weintraub said.
More information on the
gamelan is at www.music.pitt.
edu/gamelan.
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n

F A C U L T Y & S T A F F C A M P A I G N

Why they give

Through the Faculty and
Staff Campaign, University
employees can help Pitt thrive
by contributing to any of more
than 2,000 scholarship, fellowship and professorship funds.
Payroll deductions are available, and donors of $1,000 or
more are recognized through
the Chancellor’s Circle program.
Annually, nearly 3,000
Pitt employees take part in
the campaign, from every
part of the University. Their
backgrounds, and reasons for
giving, are as diverse as the
Pitt community.
The University Times has
been profiling some Faculty &
Staff Campaign donors.
—Marty Levine

“I’ve always wanted to be a big
supporter of education because I
think education is the big equalizer,” says Bill Young, director of
communications services. His 26
consecutive years
of giving to Pitt’s
Faculty & Staff
Campaign includes
the support of Pitt
Magazine and the
PittFund.
“I see the
enthusiasm of the
students and faculty and how much
the University is
changing them,”
he says.
Young especially enjoys getting
to see his gifts in

action: “Every day, I get to talk
to students. I get to see how
excited they are to be here. It’s
just a feeling of satisfaction …
that hopefully in a small way my
contribution is
helping a student
or a researcher or
reaching out to
alumni.”
He sees alumni
as some of Pitt’s
greatest advocates, and appreciates how the
alumni magazine
reaches out to
them: “It’s a way
for others to be
told about what
is going on at
the University.”n
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EDUCATION
INNOVATION
Western PA Writing Project
aims for transformation
of teaching and learning

M

apping the relationships
between the Western
Pennsylvania Writing
Project (WPWP) and fellow
innovators in education might
very well turn the game of six
degrees of separation into an
exercise in excess.
When it comes to the University-based WPWP’s many
overlapping connections, six
steps is likely to leave four or five
intermediaries to spare. Trace the
WPWP’s multiple links and an
ever-expanding network of hubs
and nodes emerges.
Envision a fractal pattern, or a

constellation that’s linked to many
other patterns of stars and you
get the idea.
WPWP is connected to a
network of nearly 200 universityhosted sites across the country by
virtue of its status as part of the
National Writing Project (NWP),
which aims to improve the teaching of writing for learners at all
levels.
Locally, WPWP is among more
than 200 organizations including
schools, museums, libraries and
community centers that have
banded together in the Remake
Learning (remakelearning.org)

network, which in turn is part of
larger national and international
efforts to transform education.
It’s also involved in the
Pittsburgh City of Learning
connected-learning initiative
(citiesoflearning.org), through
which young people can earn
digital badges to document skills
they’ve mastered through a variety
of school and community-based
educational opportunities.
The many connections provide myriad opportunities for
mixing and matching among
like-minded members.
q
Connections are made oneon-one as well and summer is a
prime season for sparking a passion for writing among teachers
and students alike.
• Sixteen teachers selected
from across western Pennsylvania
are spending this month on the
Pittsburgh campus at the annual
invitational Summer Institute for
Teachers. The four-week intensive
program is devoted to strengthening teachers’ own writing and
developing leadership in the teaching of writing, operating on the
premise that teachers who write
are the most effective teachers
of writing.
Teachers who complete the
course can become WPWP
teacher-consultants who provide workshops, presentations,
coaching and other consultation
services on the teaching of writing
in area school districts.
• On July 13, about 100 students in grades 4-12 converged
on the Cathedral of Learning for
the annual Young Writers Institute, which wraps up tomorrow.
Similar WPWP summer young
writers’ programs already have
concluded at Franklin Regional
and in Clairton.
• Two dozen Clairton students
in grades 4-9 visited campus with
their teachers late last month as
part of a new weeklong Clairton
Writes! summer program. They
took inspiration from the Nationality Rooms and composed poems
and sketches inspired by their
detailed observations of iconic

Oakland buildings such as the
Stephen Foster Memorial, Alumni
Hall and Mellon Institute, under
the guidance of a team from the
Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation.
The writing programs all result
in the publication of participants’
collective work.
Not all of the writing that
the WPWP encourages takes the
form of words on paper: WPWP
has partnered with the Carnegie
Science Center in SmashJam science video workshops, in which
students use iPads to create videos
that illustrate science concepts.
The most recent session in midJuly sold out.
The collaboration is funded
through a National Science
Foundation Intersections Initiative grant, which brings together
science centers and NWP teachers
in projects that integrate science
and literacy.
The WPWP also collaborates
with Pittsburgh Filmmakers in the
Hear Me 101 initiative, in which
students write and produce indepth documentaries on relevant
topics.
q
“We love partnerships,” said
WPWP director Laura Roop, a
faculty member in the School of
Education. “Relationships are
what lets the work continue and
new dreams to be dreamed.”
She brings her own connections to the mix. Roop is new in
her role in Pittsburgh, but she
is no newcomer to the National
Writing Project. An English
teacher by training, she spent 18
years as director of an NWP site
in Michigan and has directed the
state’s network of NWP sites.
She’s interested in tapping
deeper into the maker movement
of techies and other creative doit-yourselfers, as well as science,
technology, engineering and math
(STEM) and STEAM (STEM plus
arts) learning initiatives.
Next week, teachers and program directors have been invited
to the Pittsburgh campus to learn
about “21st century notebooking,” a STEAM enterprise that

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette columnist and editorial board member Tony Norman leads a session at Falk School for invited participants in the Western
Pennsylvania Writing Project’s annual Summer Institute for Teachers.
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combines programming and
paper circuitry with sketching and
writing to enable students to create
light-enhanced notebooks. “It’s
making, writing and thinking,”
Roop said.
“I see this [Pittsburgh] site
contributing powerfully on a
national level,” Roop said. “How
do we get to the point where that
is the case?
“For this site at this time this
might be the project,” she said.
“It’s about innovating: through
inquiry, through collaboration and
deep literacy work. That’s what
we’re about.”
WPWP has established a
“long, deep history in humanities
and arts,” observed Roop, who is
tending to the established partnerships she inherited on her arrival in
2014 and growing additional ones.
“I am in awe of the resources
here,” she said. “There’s a lot of
commitment and investment in
working with young people.”
Roop sees powerful learning
opportunities in balancing fun and
content, not just in school, but in
out-of-school settings — places
where a lot of learning happens,
she said. “You can build relationships to have more robust learning
contexts.”
The maker movement “needs
to do more than just futzing
around” — that is where real disciplinary literacies come in, she said,
adding that WPWP expertise can
deepen the academic component.
q
Roop said there’s often a
disconnect between traditional
school and the kind of skills
students need today. “We have an
educational system that is pushing
kids into boxes and kind of being
frightened when they think,” she
said.
“People should feel a kind of
urgency about preparing students
who are able to actually design new
solutions to problems because we
have a world that is absolutely
chock-full with problems. And
problems are messy by their very
nature. So we have to have students who are able to handle the
CONTINUED ON PAGE 5
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“O

nly about 5-10 percent of the people in
the world who need
a wheelchair actually get them,”
says Jonathan Pearlman, faculty
member in the School of Health
and Rehabilitation Sciences. And
many of those are poorly suited
to the people who get them.
To help professionalize wheelchair service worldwide, the U.S.
Agency for International Development and the World Health
Organization (WHO) funded
the International Society of
Wheelchair Professionals (ISWP)
and chose Pitt to lead the group.
Pearlman is director of ISWP
and Rory Cooper, director of the
Human Engineering Research
Laboratories (HERL), is serving
as co-director.
Historically, to fulfill the enormous gap in wheelchair services
worldwide, agencies distributing
aid, and the developing countries
accepting the help, have taken a
something-is-better-than-nothing
approach, handing out hospitalstyle wheelchairs, built for temporary use indoors, en masse to
those in need.
But there is no coordination
of distribution. “The materials
are being delivered by different
organizations around the world,”
Pearlman says. “Nobody is talking
to each other.”
Not only can basic wheelchairs
be ineffective medicine, they can
be harmful to the health of those
with disabilities. And healthcare
workers may lack the training to
fit or prescribe this device.
While there are many societies
and conferences focused on prosthetics (replacement devices) and

Pitt heads group
to professionalize
wheelchair service
orthotics (devices that fit around
an existing limb, for instance, to
correct a problem or weakness),
he says they are not leading the
charge to help improve wheelchair services for the 20 million
individuals who develop the need
for a chair each year.
q
“Not a lot of people understand the size of the need for
wheelchairs,” Pearlman says.
Nor do most countries provide
governmental support for wheelchairs, counting on charities,
rather than hospitals, to make the
chairs available. The device often
is viewed as a stopgap measure.
ISWP hopes to convince people
that wheelchairs are crucial to
restoring people to life – to jobs,
studies and their own households.
Finding not just a wheelchair
but the right wheelchair can be
critical. The biomechanics of
wheelchair propulsion can cause
shoulder and wrist problems for
users, Pearlman explains. If a
spinal injury causes sensation loss,
those in wheelchairs may develop
pressure sores from ill-fitting
devices, or from devices they are
not taught to use properly. Badly
fitted wheelchairs also may cause
postural deformity and difficulty

in breathing or in controlling one’s
bowel or bladder, he adds.
ISWP currently is developing
research tools to test the skills of
those trained to prescribe and fit
wheelchairs. The first such online
tests have been taken by 150
people around the world. The
organization also aims to develop
standardized research data sets
about wheelchair use.
ISWP already has developed
a calendar of wheelchair services trainings based on WHO
guidelines, as well as a map of
worldwide wheelchair service
organizations. The group is trying
to coordinate where such training is available and encourage its
wider distribution, and to leverage
the international community to
bring more training and funding
to a wider swath of the globe,
particularly by lobbying for new
laws in many countries. While
wheelchairs distributed in the
U.S. are required to have FDA
approval, in other countries they
are largely unregulated.
“We’re trying to solve the
problem but make sure resources
are used wisely,” Pearlman says.
“It’s a little bit of the Wild West
right now.”
q

One of the 18 people involved
in ISWP at Pitt is Maria Hernandez, a PhD student in rehabilitation science and technology in
SHRS, attending Pitt from Colombia to study assistive technology.
She intends to bring ISWP’s expertise back to her native Medellin,
Colombia’s second-largest city.
“There are many barriers for
people with disabilities” in her
country, Hernandez says. “People
with disabilities are usually the
poorest of the poor.”
Although the federal government provides everyone with
basic healthcare, wheelchairs
are not available as part of this
national plan. While a physical
therapist in the U.S. likely would
fit a wheelchair user with the
proper type of chair, a Colombian
physician’s prescription goes to
a local wheelchair vendor, “who
is not necessarily going to assess
you and choose what is the best
chair for you,” she notes.
Hernandez hopes she can
bring the experience she has
gained here, including the WHO
training, to Medellin to help fill
the gap.
“I think it’s a good moment for
change to happen,” she says. “I’m
looking forward to going back to

connect with these people who
are advocating for new laws …
in assistive technology.
“The importance of this society,” she says, “is that people from
different countries are going to
be able to learn from each other.
People from developing countries,
in general we face the same challenges.”
q
ISWP has 60 members thus
far from outside of Pitt, many
of whom are part of its advisory
group or one of three working
groups that will develop wheelchair standards, create strategies
for organizations to advocate
for better wheelchairs in more
countries and promote the WHO
training.
Advisory board member
groups are from Brazil, Ireland,
South Korea, Canada, the United
Kingdom, Japan, South Africa,
Germany, Mexico, Switzerland
and across the U.S.
Pitt was chosen to lead the
group, Pearlman explains, because
its missions of research and
teaching does not compete with
organizations providing wheelchairs around the world. The
University also was chosen for its
broad and long-term expertise in
assistive technology development
at HERL, as well as its resources
in global health, engineering and
international affairs, he says.
“It’s a first of its kind grant for
us,” Pearlman adds. Within a few
years, he sees the new organization, once incubated here, taking
off on its own, perhaps as an
organization within the United
Nations.
—Marty Levine
n

EDUCATION INNOVATION
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 4
complexities and navigate them.”
Roop sees value in strengthening points of intersection between
the maker movement and the
classroom to engage students
in the kind of interdisciplinary
learning that she believes is needed
today.
In her 2014 book, “Doing and
Making Authentic Literacies,” she
and co-authors Linda Denstaedt
and Stephen Best write:
“What if we were to take
advantage of the tremendous
potential young people possess,
and the ‘out-of-the-box’ thinking they are capable of, to design
environments in which all can
unleash, develop and publicly
share their talents?
“Instead of ‘doing school’ —
working from textbook-driven,
often contrived ‘school subjects’
— what if we aimed for something
else with our students, something
closer to the public, energized
achievements of accomplished
adults? In too many cases, we
would argue, students aren’t
seeing themselves as ‘doers’ and
‘makers,’ authentically engaged in
disciplines, with real prospects for
using these lenses for their future
lives and work.”
Among the inspirations for the
book was a real-world construction trades class led by a pair of
teachers with contracting expertise. Coached by these experts in
working on-site, students became
home construction experts themselves, learning to use the tools,
techniques and language that
professionals in the trades use.

“If we were talking to people
in chemistry, would they know
the term ‘disciplinary literacy’?
Maybe, maybe not,” Roop said.
“But they understand what I’m
talking about in the sense that
they know the difference between
generic strategies that can be
applied and the literacies that
actually are used by the scientists
as part of their work.”
Math is an interesting example
in that regard, said Roop, who
followed a cohort of students
affiliated with the Algebra Project,
a math literacy program. “A lot of
times people will ask, ‘What does
writing have to do with math?
What does literacy have to do
with math?’” she said.
Through her work with the
Algebra Project, she saw how conversations between teachers and
mathematicians affected students.
“All of a sudden they realize that
the mathematicians think about
math as something that’s aesthetic:
They have a whole way of talking
about that. There’s a language
and there are systematic ways of
working, and there are different
ways of representing problems.
These are all absolutely crucial to
mathematics.
“Often in schools, nobody
is introducing students to that.
Instead they’re handing them a
problem set to complete,” she
said.
“So, you can memorize patterns without understanding
mathematizing — what happens
when you take the world and turn
it into mathematics and use it to

solve problems, which is what
mathematicians do,” she said.
“I was trying to delineate
between literacy in the content
areas or content-area writing and
literacies of the disciplines. No,
you’re not going to slap generic
strategies on a lot of things. You’re
going to actually observe and
study the practices of people who
are deep in this disciplinary work.
And then you are going to figure
out how to introduce students to
those practices.”
The book, published by the
National Council of Teachers of
English, illustrates examples of
teachers facilitating this “authentic
learning.”
“We felt like this issue of
authenticity was really important,”
she said. The shorthand authenticity test is: “Is this really something
that adults in the world outside of
school actually do? And if so, do
the young people we’re teaching
understand that this is legit? That
this is something that actually
happens?
“We sometimes can’t answer
that question or we don’t think
hard enough about that question,”
she said.
“People are eager for a different vision” of education, amid an
environment of systems, policies,
test regimes and “measures” that
must add up.
“We’re wanting to create
spaces where teachers can work
toward a vision that they can feel
passionate about,” she said. “You
find districts trying to test prep all
the time. Teachers lose their sense

of purpose, students are bored
out of their minds and they rebel
against it.”
Teachers need support if they
are to transform their teaching
practice with the kind of authentic
learning opportunities that have
been shown to result in improved
student learning, Roop said.
“We spend a lot of money on
education. The question is how
are we spending it? What is the
vision we’re going toward as we’re
spending this money?” she asked.
“The government just spent
$300 million on development
of two test sets: The (Smarter
Balanced) and the Partnership
for Assessment of Readiness
for College and Careers assessments. They put huge amounts of
money and people’s energy into
the development of those tests,”
Roop said.
“What if we were to use a
similar amount of money and
put it toward the creation of a set
of tools and professional learning opportunities for teachers so
that they can enact practices that
are powerful for students? It just
would make sense as a possibility,
I think,” she said.
q
Roop is hopeful that the time
is right to create more learning
initiatives like those outlined in
her book. “People are feeling
pretty overwhelmed by the policy
environment right now. We’ve
got a real mess. Let’s start to talk
about what we see as a vision we
could work toward and that people
would get excited about.”

Western Pennsylvania Writing
Project director Laura Roop

It all comes back to partnerships, she said. “It is so important
— people have to work together
toward this kind of vision.”
For teachers, “It’s not a case of
you suddenly springing into these
kinds of rich, project-based learning opportunities. More likely you
connect with somebody and you
begin to experiment. And maybe
that experiment begins to grow.
And then it grows in a different
way. So there’s this evolution of
practice,” she said.
Making connections is key.
“The idea of an individual
teacher in an individual classroom
— we don’t think that’s where the
future is. We think it’s more about
small teams of teachers who are
then working with community
partners,” she said. “I don’t want
teachers to think it’s impossible to
grow toward this vision because
that’s exactly how you can do it:
You let go of your fear and you
partner with people who know
things that you don’t know.”
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n
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Photos by
Rich Colwell/SAC
This year’s Pitt Day at Kennywood, on July 19, sold out
again. Run by the Staff Association Council (SAC), the
day featured kids’ activities such as a coloring contest,
face painting and balloon animals, as well as line dancing,
basket drawings and bingo.
Attendees enjoyed a lunch of hamburgers, hot dogs,
baked beans, tossed salad and watermelon, and the chance
to take live Instagram photos, such as this one featuring
(from left) John Wilds, assistant vice chancellor for community relations; Kathy Humphrey, senior vice chancellor
for engagement, chief of staff and University secretary;
and Kannu Sahni, director of community relations. SAC
member Alex Toner of the Office of the University Registrar
announced activities to the crowd (far right).
Sponsors of Pitt Day at Kennywood were Pitt’s health
and fitness program; Cappy’s Cafe; Carnegie Museums
of Pittsburgh; Hello Bistro; Healthy Ride; Heinz History
Center; Kensington Photography; Kennywood; Phipps
Conservatory and Botanical Gardens; Peace, Love and Zen;
Red Oak Cafe; Soldiers and Sailors Hall; The Porch; and
Wyndham Pittsburgh University Center.
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these benefits against the burden and more sensitive version of the
of co-administration of TB and test, it now also is performing as
HIV treatment on a case-by-case a test that can tell doctors with
basis, but the overarching goal is a high degree of certainty that a
likely to be a move toward treating patient does not have cancer.
all HIV-positive people as early as
Other available tests use differpossible,” said Nachega.
ent technology to serve as accurate
The team included other “rule-out” tools, but do not have
researchers from Pitt; Johns Hop- the high sensitivity needed to also
kins Bloomberg School of Public reliably “rule-in” cancer. And,
Health; Warwick Medical School, in some cases, the accuracy of
Liverpool School of Tropical the “rule-out” tests depends on
Medicine and University College the prevalence of cancer in the
London, United Kingdom; Stel- patients seen by each individual
lenbosch University, South Africa; cancer institute. This is critical
South African Medical Research because clinicians must know this
Council, and University Medical rate at their institution to correctly
Center Utrecht, The Netherlands. calculate the accuracy of “ruleout” test results for each patient.
In addition to Ferris and coauthor
Sally E. Carty, chief of the
New guidelines
Division of Endocrine Surgery
for thyroid cancer
and co-director of the UPMC/
molecular tests
UPCI Multidisciplinary Thyroid
University of Pittsburgh Center, the panel reviewing the
Cancer Institute (UPCI) scientists tests was a multidisciplinary group
recently led a panel of experts in from a dozen institutions in the
revising national guidelines for U.S. and Canada.
thyroid cancer testing to reflect
Ferris noted that “these tests
newly available tests that better give us the ability to not only better
incorporate personalized medi- diagnose and treat thyroid cancer,
cine into diagnosing the condition. but also significantly reduce surTheir clinical explanation for geries for people who don’t have
when to use and how to interpret cancer.”
thyroid cancer tests is published in
the journal Thyroid. The American Thyroid Association is revis- Cholesterol
ing its 2015 Guidelines for Thy- metabolism in
roid Nodule and Thyroid Cancer
Management to direct doctors to immune cells linked
to HIV progression
the scientific publication.
Enhanced cholesterol metaboSaid co-author Robert L.
Ferris, chief of the Division of lism in certain immune cells may
Head and Neck Surgery in the help some people infected with
School of Medicine: “Minimally HIV naturally control disease
invasive molecular testing for progression, according to research
thyroid cancer has improved by from the Graduate School of
leaps and bounds in the last several Public Health.
The findings, funded by the
years. But different tests perform
differently and, therefore, need to National Institute of Allergy and
be interpreted carefully to make Infectious Diseases and presented
the best decisions regarding extent at the International AIDS Society
of surgery for patients with thy- Conference on HIV Pathogenroid nodules. Our goal with this esis, Treatment and Prevention
analysis is to give clinicians a clear in Vancouver, provides a basis
understanding of what each type for potential development of
of test can tell them and when to new approaches to control HIV
use them to determine the best infection by regulating cellular
cholesterol metabolism.
course of treatment.”
Said lead author Giovanna
Cancer of the thyroid, which
is located just below the “Adam’s Rappocciolo, faculty member
apple” area of the neck, is the fifth in the Department of Infectious
most common cancer diagnosed Diseases and Microbiology:
in women. Thyroid cancer is one “We’ve known for two decades
of the few cancers that continues that some people don’t have the
to increase in incidence, although dramatic loss in their T cells and
the five-year survival rate is 97 progression to AIDS that you’d
expect without drug therapy.
percent.
UPCI, partner with UPMC Instead, the disease progresses
CancerCenter, has been a national more slowly, and we believe altered
leader in developing personal- cholesterol metabolism in certain
ized genetic tests for thyroid immune cells may be a reason.”
Immune cells known as anticancer that have spared patients
repeat or unnecessary surgeries. gen-presenting cells (APCs) can
A low-cost test called ThyroSeq, deliver HIV to its primary target
developed by a team led by Yuri — T cells — through a process
Nikiforov, director of the Divi- known as trans infection. HIV
sion of Molecular and Genomic then uses T cells as its main site
Pathology, allows pathologists to of replication. It is through this
simultaneously test for multiple mechanism that levels of HIV
genetic markers of thyroid cancer increase and overwhelm the
using just a few cells collected immune system, leading to AIDs.
However, some HIV-infected
from the nodule. This allows
doctors to make a specific cancer people do not progress to AIDS
diagnosis with a high degree of for many years, even without
certainty, without a biopsy to antiretroviral therapy, because
remove a large portion of the their APCs do not effectively
thyroid, which would then have trans infect T cells. These people
to be followed with a second sur- are known as “nonprogressors.”
gery to remove the entire gland, A closer look revealed that this
defect in trans infection is likely
if cancer is detected.
As Nikiforov’s group added due to altered cholesterol metabomore genetic sequences to the lism within the APCs, which
ThyroSeq test to create a larger appears to be an inherited trait.
8

This discovery was made
possible by using 30 years of
data and biologic specimens collected through the NIH-funded
Multicenter AIDS Cohort Study
(MACS), a confidential research
study of the natural history of
untreated and treated HIV/AIDS
in men who have sex with men.
The Pittsburgh arm of the study
is the Pitt Men’s Study.
Rappocciolo and her colleagues searched for patterns in
gene expression, or the degree to
which specific genes are turned
on or off, in APCs from eight
HIV nonprogressors and eight
progressors enrolled in MACS.
“Compared to APCs from
progressors, cells from nonprogressors expressed higher levels
of several cholesterol-related
genes associated with defective
trans infection,” Rappocciolo
said.
“These results improve understanding of how nonprogressors
control HIV without drug therapy
and potentially may contribute to
new approaches to manage HIV
infection.”
Other contributors to this
research were public health’s
Jeremy Martinson, Diana
Campbell and Maureen
McGowan.

$20 million
establishes
center for
transfusion medicine

The Vascular Medicine Institute (VMI) has received a new
commitment of $15 million over
the next 10 years from the Institute for Transfusion Medicine’s
(ITxM) Blood Science Foundation, as well as an additional $5 million to establish the Institute for
Transfusion Medicine Research
Endowment. Funding from

ITxM’s Blood Science Foundation and Hemophilia Center of
Western Pennsylvania now totals
$50 million since 2008.
“This is an extraordinary gift,”
said Chancellor Patrick Gallagher,
“that will be a springboard to
draw in other funding from the
National Institutes of Health and
other national organizations.”
Current funding has allowed
the recruitment and support of
investigators who are experts in
vascular biology, red cell and platelet biology, and hemostasis and
thrombosis research, all focused
on understanding human vascular

and blood diseases and developing new targeted therapies, noted
Mark Gladwin, VMI director and
distinguished professor, who also
is the Dr. Jack D. Myers Professor
of Internal Medicine and chair of
the Department of Medicine in
the School of Medicine.
Said Gladwin: “We anticipate
that the study of vascular biology
will enable the development of
new therapies and interventions
for a multitude of vascular conditions, such as sickle cell disease,
diabetes, coronary artery disease
and hemophilia.”
—Compiled by Marty Levinen

CL peregrine chick dies

T

he lone peregrine chick that
hatched at the Cathedral of
Learning nest this season
died July 18 at an emergency
veterinary clinic.
The Animal Rescue League
(ARL) Shelter & Wildlife Center
posted the news Monday on
Facebook: “After weeks with
little change to its status, the bird
experienced a sudden drop in
weight — despite routine hand
feedings & daily weight monitoring. After discovering signs of a
respiratory illness on Saturday
morning, a staff member rushed
the falcon to an emergency clinic
in Cleveland to see avian specialist Dr. Jamie Lindstrom. ... While
receiving top-notch care at the
hospital, the falcon passed away.
Dr. Lindstrom felt strongly that
the illness was linked to the animal
being developmentally delayed,
immunosuppressed, & a failure
to thrive & diagnosed him with
a chronic pulmonary obstructive
disease. Unfortunately, there was
nothing further that any of the
doctors could do.”
The fledgling, recently confirmed to be male, was taken to
the ARL wildlife center on June
25 after being found outside Hillman Library, unable to fly. (See July

Jill Argall/
Animal Rescue League Wildlife Center

9 University Times.)
This is the third consecutive
year that Pitt peregrine parents
Dorothy and E2 have had no surviving offspring. In 2014 Dorothy
laid one egg, which did not hatch.
In 2013, two of five eggs hatched.
One chick died in the nest; the
other fledged, but was killed in
traffic on Forbes Avenue.
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n

Iranian Nationality Room approved

T

he University has given its
final approval to an Iranian
Nationality Room in the
Cathedral of Learning, opening
the door for the room’s committee
to begin fundraising.
Ali Masalehdan, ad hoc chair
of the Iranian Nationality Room
Committee, said the committee
aims to raise $800,000-$1 million
to design and build the room, with
a goal of completing construction
within five-eight years.
A new website, www.iraniannationalityroom.org, will be
launched shortly to facilitate fundraising and provide information
about the project.
Chancellor Patrick A. Gallagher granted final approval for
the new room on July 16, Nationality Rooms director E. Maxine
Bruhns told the University Times.
“For a culture whose first efforts
to create an Iranian Nationality
Room began in 1958, this is,
indeed, good news,” Bruhns said.
That initial interest was sparked
when Nader Ardalan, then an
architecture student at Carnegie
Tech (now Carnegie Mellon), and
his uncle, the Iranian ambassador
to the United States, toured Pitt’s
Nationality Rooms.
When Ardalan graduated and
a new ambassador was appointed
a short time later, the concept for
an Iranian room failed to move

forward, said Masalehdan.
Although nearly six decades
have passed, Ardalan, now an
acclaimed architect, will play a role
in overseeing the room’s design,
Masalehdan said.
The committee plans to solicit
concepts via a contest for design
students in Iran. A design committee will select a handful of
finalists, Masalehdan said.
Choosing a final design will
be difficult, he admitted. The
Iranian culture spans seven or
eight distinct architectural time

periods dating back nearly 2,600
years. Finances will dictate in part
how extravagant the design can
be, he said.
Masalehdan estimated there
are about 1,000-1,500 Iranians
in southwestern Pennsylvania,
adding that the committee aims
to raise funds from the Iranian
community here and in other areas
throughout the United States,
including southern California;
Texas; Washington, D.C.; New
York; and Boston.
—Kimberly K. Barlow
n

Pitt gets alcohol ed grant
Pitt has been awarded $34,412
through the Pennsylvania Liquor
Control Board’s 2015-17 alcohol
education grant program.
The grant will fund “Panther
Bridge: Campus and Community
Connections to Address Dangerous and Underage Drinking,”
a three-pronged program that
emphasizes engagement, education and enforcement to reduce
dangerous and underage drinking
among undergraduate students.
Paul Supowitz, Pitt’s vice chancellor for community and governmental relations, said: “This grant
will allow Pitt’s Office of Community and Governmental Relations to collaborate with the Uni-

versity’s Student Health Service,
Pitt Police, Office of Residence
Life and community partners to
enhance programming to reach
new audiences, develop databased training materials, make
available proprietary technology
shown to decrease binge drinking
and implement proven programs
across multiple platforms. We’re
all dedicated to fostering a safe
and positive environment for our
students and the community.”
Panther Bridge will introduce
and expand evidence-informed
programming that has proven to
be effective in reducing dangerous
and underage drinking on and off
college campuses.
n

