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U  N  I  V  E  R  S  I  T  Y

The University has rescinded 
the honorary doctor of  
humane letters degree 

awarded to Bill Cosby during 
Pitt-Johnstown’s 2002 com-
mencement ceremony.  

Cosby was informed of  the 
action Nov. 12, said Ken Service, 
vice chancellor for communica-
tions.

Chancellor Patrick Gallagher 
made the decision following a 
unanimous recommendation 
from the University committee 
for honorary degree recipients, 
Service told the University Times.  

“The committee found that 
certain actions on Mr. Cosby’s part 
— unknown to the public at the 
time and subsequently admitted 
by him — were in conflict with 
the stated basis for awarding the 
degree and inconsistent with the 
core values and principles of  the 
University,” Service said. 

Cosby publicist David Brokaw 
did not respond to a request for 
comment on the University’s 
action. 

Dozens of  women recently 
have accused the entertainer of  
drugging and/or sexually assault-
ing them in incidents that date 
back to the 1960s. 

Cosby has not been charged 
with any crimes in relation to the 
allegations. 

Seven women have joined 
in a suit filed in federal court in 
Boston, alleging that Cosby and 
his attorney defamed them by 

denying their allegations of  abuse. 
In a separate, similar defama-

tion case in Los Angeles, Cosby is 
appealing legal action brought by 
Janice Dickinson, a model who is 
suing Cosby over his denials of  her 
claims that he drugged and raped 
her in 1982. A California appeals 
court on Nov. 12 granted a stay, 
halting a plan to depose Cosby. 
The judge in that case has ordered 
briefs to be filed by Nov. 30.

The University joins a growing 
number of  institutions that, in the 
wake of  the sexual misconduct 
allegations against the comedian, 
have rescinded honorary degrees 
awarded to Cosby. 

According to published 
reports, nearly 60 institutions 
have awarded Cosby honorary 
degrees since 1985. 

In addition to Pitt, Drexel 
and Bryant universities earlier 
this month rescinded Cosby’s 
honorary degrees, following 
similar actions by Baylor, Brown, 
Fordham, Franklin and Marshall, 
Lehigh, Marquette and Wilkes 
universities.

Other schools, including Carn-
egie Mellon, which bestowed on 
Cosby an honorary doctorate of  
humane letters in 2007, reportedly 
are reviewing those awards. 

Still others are refusing to 
revoke Cosby’s honors, saying 
the degrees were awarded based 
on what was known at the time 
they were presented. 
—Kimberly K. Barlow             n

Cosby degree rescinded

Staff, faculty and graduate 
assistants all may take advan-
tage of  training to become 

part of  Pitt’s Allies Network, 
“a symbol of  this University’s 
efforts to increase awareness and 
acceptance of  the LGBTQ com-
munity,” Sherdina Harper told the 
Staff  Association Council (SAC) 
Nov. 11.

Harper, programming coor-
dinator in the Office of  Cross 
Cultural and Leadership Develop-
ment in Student Affairs, advises 
the Rainbow Alliance, Pitt’s 
LGBT undergraduate group, as 
well as the Black Action Society, 
Campus Women’s Organization 
and other affinity groups. The 
Allies Network training, she noted 
in her presentation, began about a 
decade ago as a chance for Rain-
bow Alliance undergrads to talk 
to Pitt employees about respecting 
LGBT students on campus and 
creating an environment that is 
more inclusive of  them.

The three-hour training 
includes discussions of  the 
Allies Network, LGBTQIA 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, queer, intersex/asexual and 
allied people), micro-aggressions, 
coming out and being an ally. It 
is followed by a panel discussion 
with current Rainbow Alliance 
members over lunch.

Those who complete the train-
ing will receive a placard to post in 
their office. “It says to the students 
and community … that you are a 
person they can feel comfortable 
talking to,” Harper said. 

The next Allies Network train-

ing is March 4, 10 a.m.-2 p.m., in 
Harper’s office, 617 William Pitt 
Union.

q
In other SAC news:
• SAC members, led by the 

health, safety, IT and transporta-
tion committee, held a campus 
crawl on Nov. 17 in response to 
recent fatal accidents in Oakland. 
They toured the campus and took 
pictures of  safety concerns, com-
piling a list that they submitted 
to Pitt Police, City of  Pittsburgh 
Police and Pitt’s Office of  Park-
ing, Transportation and Services. 

Ken Doty, chair of  the SAC 
committee, declined to detail the 
group’s findings until after SAC 
members meet with University 
administrators and Pitt Police in 
December.

• Staff  relations committee 
chair Tammeka Banks said SAC 
had received 1,750 responses to 
its campus-wide staff  survey, 
designed to elicit opinions on 

SAC’s mission and goals, “to see 
if  we are actually doing them.” 
While an early look at results 
reveals that SAC is headed in a 
direction desired by many staff, 
she said, “there are a couple of  

Allies Network explained at SAC meeting
things we’re going to look at” as 
potential new goals. Banks will 
make a full report on the survey 
results early next year.

• There will be no December 
meeting. The Jan. 13 meeting will 

be in the University Club.
• Operations committee head 

Hillary Koller said SAC had 
received 24 applicants for its 
annual book fund awards for the 
children of  staff  who are current 
Pitt students. Winners will be 
announced at the Dec. 8 long-
term staff  recognition ceremony.
—Marty Levine                        n

Retirees forced to withdraw 
portion of TIAA-CREF funds 
After reading about the 

state of  Pitt retirement 
accounts — a presentation 

given by Jay Mahoney, relation-
ship manager in TIAA-CREF’s 
Pittsburgh office, to a meeting of  
the Senate benefits and welfare 
committee and reported in the 
Oct. 1 University Times — one 
recently retired professor felt an 
important fact was missing from 
the presentation. 

When the professor retired 
she was surprised to learn that 
the IRS forces those with Pitt-
sponsored TIAA-CREF and 
Vanguard retirement accounts, 
as well as non-Pitt IRAs, to take a 
minimum distribution from their 
accounts each year and then pay 
federal taxes on it. 

The IRS policy applies to staff  
as well as faculty.

“I must take that amount out,” 
the faculty member, who did not 
wish to be identified, wrote to 
the University Times. “I can take 
more but not less. Luckily so far, 
despite these withdrawals, the 
remaining amount has continued 
to grow, and since the [required 

withdrawal] is more than I need, 
I am still saving money to invest 
in other ways, just in case. 

“Faculty [and staff]should be 
advised not to use all of  what 
they take out, especially if  they are 
healthy and have family members 
who made it past 90,” she added.

TIAA-CREF’s Mahoney 
agrees. The required minimum 
distribution, under IRS rule 
401(a)9, is based on the agency’s 
life expectancy table, he explains. 
If  the average life expectancy for 
those age 70 is 17 more years, the 
IRS adds 10 years, equaling 27, 
and then requires the 70-year-old 
retiree to withdraw 1/27th, or a 
little less than 4 percent, of  his or 
her account value that year.

This amount can be taken out 
monthly, quarterly or all at once, 
but must be withdrawn by the end 
of  each calendar year. Otherwise, 
the IRS imposes a 50 percent tax 
penalty on the amount the retired 
employee should have taken out.

Mahoney says his office checks 
the accounts of  retirees required 
to withdraw the minimum and, if  
it is not withdrawn, automatically 
withdraws it and sends it to the 
account holder.

How many Pitt people does the 
minimum distribution rule affect? 
Mahoney isn’t certain, but believes 

it affects hundreds of  former 
employees. He adds the caveat: 
“They really need to work with 
their tax person or accountant to 
know that they are really satisfying 
the rules.”

The minimum withdrawal 
rules, Mahoney adds, do not apply 
to Roth IRAs, which are funded 
from after-tax money and thus 
have tax-free withdrawals. Some 
retirees choose to shift some of  
their retirement income to Roth 
IRAs so that they, not their heirs, 
will bear the tax burden of  any-
thing left to be inherited. 

Potential Pitt retirees also 
may not realize, Mahoney says, 
that if  they are employed by the 
University beyond age 70  they are 
not required to take out the mini-
mum distribution until April 1 of  
the year following the time they 
terminate employment. People 
who do not plan to retire until 
past this age sometimes take their 
IRAs and roll them into their Pitt 
plan so they can delay the required 
minimum withdrawal. 

“We get quite a lot of  that,” 
Mahoney says. “If  you’re worried 
about taking the minimum, that’s 
probably a good thing. It’s only 
bad if  you don’t need the money 
and you’d rather leave it in place.”
—Marty Levine                        n

The University Senate research 
committee will consider a 
request to establish a perma-

nent connection with the Senate 
tenure and academic freedom 
committee (TAFC). 

Maria Kovacs, TAFC co-chair, 
asked the research committee 
at its Nov. 20 meeting to add a 
permanent liaison to TAFC to 

its roster. 
 “Many of  the complaints 

come to us from the medical 
school,” she said, touting TAFC’s 
potential to inform the research 
committee on recent or recurring 
issues. 

“It’s important for us to have 
ongoing communication,” she 
said, estimating that eight out of  
10 violations that come to TAFC 
relate to research. 

“Who controls access to the 
(research) funds is an ongoing 
issue that comes up,” Kovacs said. 

Given that the research com-
mittee is working to get an overall 
view of  research-related policies 
and procedures and that, unlike 
TAFC, it is not a grievance com-
mittee, Kovacs said it would be 
“incredibly important” for the 
research committee to have an 
understanding of  what’s happen-
ing at the ground level. 

TAFC deals privately with 
faculty members’ concerns, but 
could present the broader under-
lying issues without disclosing 
confidential details, Kovacs said. 

In addition, Kovacs said TAFC 
could alert the research commit-
tee to unintended loopholes or 
weaknesses in Pitt policies. 

Research committee co-chair 
Penelope Morel said the proposal 
would be addressed in an execu-
tive session. 

In other business:
• Mark Redfern, vice provost 

for research, reported that the 
provost’s policy review committee 

is making progress and hopes to 
bring some policy proposals to 
the Senate committee in January. 

Redfern is heading the com-
mittee, which is reviewing the 
University’s intellectual property/
patents, copyright and conflict of  
interest (COI) policies through a 
trio of  subcommittees.

• George Huber, interim vice 
provost for research conduct and 
compliance, sought input from the 
committee on his draft comments 
in response to proposed changes 
in federal regulations regarding 
human subjects research. Com-
ments are due Dec. 7.

The proposed changes include 
a move to a more centralized 
IRB review process for multi-
institution studies, and clarifica-
tion of  the wording on consent 
forms. Some types of  studies that 
now require IRB review would 
be deemed exempt, and some 
that currently are categorized 
as exempt would be considered 
“excluded,” or excused from 
needing administrative or IRB 
review.

While the federal proposed 
rulemaking is intended to make 
institutional review processes less 
onerous, Huber said Pitt and other 
institutions worry that the reverse 
will be true.

• The research committee 
continued fine-tuning its mission 
statement. An updated version 
will be presented at the Dec. 18  
meeting for further review.
—Kimberly K. Barlow            n

TAFC wants connection with 
Senate research committee
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Hail 
to

Paris
Amid somber music and words of  

hope, the campus community 
paused for a moment of  silence 

and a show of  support for the people of  
France and for the victims of  the Nov. 13 
attacks in Paris.

“Hail to Paris,” organized by the Uni-
versity Center for International Studies 
(UCIS) and the European Studies Center, 
drew 250 people to the Forbes Quadrangle 
to express sympathy and to stand in oppo-
sition to hate and intolerance.

“We come today to express our sup-
port and our solidarity but probably most 
important, our unwillingness to let fear 
control us or to fall victim to religious or 
ethnic stereotype,” said European Stud-
ies Center director Ronald Linden in his 
welcoming remarks at the Nov. 18 event, 
where honorary consul of  France Jean-
Dominique Le Garrec and his predecessor 
Jean-Pierre Collet were honored guests.

Citing the University community’s many 
ties to France, and France’s position as 
the first ally of  the United States, Linden 
said, “Our expression of  friendship and 
of  emotion and of  support to the French 
people does not diminish, displace or 
supplant our sympathy and support for 
others who have suffered under terrorism,” 
acknowledging other recent terror attacks 

in Beirut, Baghdad and Jerusalem.
“We are here to say: We do not, and 

we will not, remain silent,” said UCIS 
director Ariel Armony, citing the duty of  
the scholarly community to take a stand 
against hate, violence, discrimination and 
intolerance. 

“Our worst mistake would be to become 
used to violence,” and to consider such 
incidents routine, he said. “They are an 
attack on all of  humanity. It is our respon-
sibility to stand up against all senseless acts 
of  violence.”

Said Chancellor Patrick Gallagher: “An 
attack like this, while occurring in a very 
specific place, is also an attack on all of  
us. It’s an attack on people who share our 
values, who did nothing wrong other than 
stand in the way of  an ideology. 

“It is very important that we all remem-
ber our commitment to the shared values 
that keep us strong: That freedom and 
those individual rights combined with 
tolerance and compassion are what make 
us truly strong,” the chancellor said. 

“The events of  Paris remind us of  our 
collective responsibility to speak up and to 
stand up to all senseless acts of  violence 
around the world. It’s together we really 
are stronger.”
—Kimberly K. Barlow                         n

Above, from left: Chancellor Patrick Gallagher; Jean-Pierre Collet, former honorary 
consul of France; Lex Jones of the Office of the Mayor of Pittsburgh; UCIS director 
Ariel Armony; Provost Patricia Beeson; and European Studies Center director Ronald 
Linden.

Below: Attendees lined up to add their messages to a book that will be delivered to 
the French embassy in Washington, D.C. The Pitt “Hail to Paris” book will be available 
for signing in the UCIS offices, 4400 Posvar Hall, until midday today, Nov. 25. 

Below right: Merging the musical traditions of east and west, the University gamelan 
ensemble and Paul Miller of Duquesne University performed a threnody for viola and 
gamelan by American composer Lou Harrison.
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A University Senate com-
mittee continues to gather 
data as it prepares to make 

recommendations on improving 
the graduate student experience 
at Pitt.

In its Nov. 19 meeting, the 
student admissions, aid and affairs 
committee received preliminary 
results of  a Graduate and Pro-
fessional Student Government 
(GPSG) climate survey and at 
its next meeting plans to review 
school-by-school information 
on services available to graduate 
students.

Final results of  the GPSG 
survey are expected to be available 
at that meeting, set for Jan. 20. In 
addition to informal information-
gathering by committee members 
in their home schools, Stephanie 

Hoogendoorn of  the Office of  
the Provost said that she will 
work with Alberta Sbragia, vice 
provost for graduate studies, 
to collect uniform information 
from the graduate schools for the 
committee. 

The Senate committee is 
focusing on graduate student con-
cerns in conjunction with GPSG’s 
efforts to boost support and help 
graduate students feel more con-
nected to the University. It plans 
to deliver recommendations to 
the Senate in spring.

In a brief  presentation, GPSG 
president Joseph Kozak and past 
president David Gau, GPSG’s 
representative to the Senate com-
mittee, offered some preliminary 
survey results. 

They prefaced their presenta-

tion with a video clip from the 
March 20 strategic planning town 
hall session in which a Pitt law 
student commented that some 
students there feel connected to 
the law school, yet feel neglected  
by and disconnected from the 
University.

Gau said, “We heard a lot of  
these stories that a lot of  grad 
students felt disconnected from 
the main University itself,” which 
was a motivation for the survey.  
“It’s one thing to hear the stories; 
it’s another see if  we can get some 
numbers behind (them),” he said.

Kozak said the survey also 
shed light on what services stu-
dents are aware of. “One of  the 
most common comments that we 
found is that students don’t even 
know about GPSG.” 

Group gathers info on grad students
The eight-question survey 

closes at 5 p.m. today, Nov. 25. 
Graduate students can access it 
by clicking on the “Take action” 
box at my.pitt.edu.

Based on about 600 early 
responses, when asked which 
services they found important, 
grad students ranked professional 
development highest, followed by 
career services. More than half  
the respondents valued mental 
health services; less important 
were graduate student lounges 
and legal services. 

Gau noted that “a lot of  stu-
dents don’t know we have these 
services for them here already,” 
pointing out that about half  
were not aware of  mental health 
services that are available at the 
University. 

The majority of  respondents 
reported feeling supported in their 
own departments and schools, 
while most felt neutral or not 
supported by the University and 
by GPSG. 

Similarly, in the early results, 
departments and schools most 
often got a positive response when 
students were asked “Do you feel 
that your opinion is represented 
by ...?”  

Kozak said GPSG plans to 
have Computing Services and 
Systems Development sort the 
anonymous data by school and 
by degree level once all the survey 
results are in. 

Gau said, based on respon-
dents’ comments, “It’s pretty clear 
there is pretty big segregation 
amongst the schools. Different 
schools’ students are feeling dif-
ferent things.”
—Kimberly K. Barlow            n

“There are very few vio-
lence virgins on college 
campuses. By the time 

students come to us on college 
campuses, many of  them have 
already experienced or witnessed 
domestic violence — whether it’s 
their parents hurting each other, 
or dating violence and sexual 
violence,” said Elizabeth Miller, 
a faculty member in pediatrics 
and a physician in the Division 
of  Adolescent and Young Adult 
Medicine at Children’s Hospital.

Miller challenged her audience 
to consider a trauma-informed 
approach in addressing the 
intertwined issues of  alcohol 
and campus sexual assault at 
the “Reducing Dangerous and 
Underage Drinking: Innovative 
Strategies for the Millennial Gen-
eration” conference,  which drew 
staff  from nearby universities 
for sessions focused on alcohol 
prevention, education, response 
and community support.  

“I think this may in fact be the 
place in which we need to start 
thinking about where alcohol 
fits in,” Miller said in a keynote 
address at the Nov. 10 event in 
the William Pitt Union.

Citing stark national statistics, 
Miller asked her audience to 
think about these issues “in the 
context of  exposure to violence 
that so many young people —the 
students we care for, students we 
serve — have experienced.” 

• One in four women and one 
in five adolescent girls have expe-
rienced violence in the context of  
intimate relationships.

• One in six young men has 
had an abusive sexual experience 
before age 18; one in seven has 
experienced severe intimate part-
ner violence. 

• Most female victims of  com-
pleted rape experienced their first 
rape before age 25. Almost half  
were raped before age 18, more 
than a quarter between ages 11 
and 17, and 10 percent at or before 
the age of  10.  

• Men and women who have 
experienced childhood sexual 
abuse are twice as likely to attempt 
suicide.

• Children who have experi-
enced rape or attempted rape in 
their adolescent years are almost 
14 times more likely to experience 
rape or attempted rape in their 
first year of  college. 

• In addition, sexual assault 
impacts academic achievement. 
Women who have experienced 
sexual assault during their first 
semester of  college tend to have 

lower GPAs throughout their 
academic career.

“You will hear, when people 
start to talk about alcohol and 
sexual violence, that what we just 
have to address is young adult 
promiscuity on college campuses 
— without really understanding 
the ways in which young people’s 
experiences of  their sexuality have 
been profoundly impacted by the 
ways in which they have been hurt 
as children,” said Miller, who is 
testing in student health centers 
a counseling intervention strategy 
aimed at reducing sexual violence. 

Women of  all ages are at risk 
but interpersonal violence peaks 
in young adulthood. Young adults 
have the greatest risk of  nonfatal 
partner violence and the highest 
rates of  rape, sexual assault and 
stalking. 

They also have some of  the 
worst health profiles, Miller said: 
sexually transmitted diseases, 
including HIV; unintended preg-
nancies; and mental health prob-
lems including substance use and 
suicide. 

“In terms of  neuroscience of  
adolescent and young adult devel-
opment we know that there is still 
a lot of  developing to be done for 
the young adults that we serve on 
campus,” she said, positing that 
some of  these health issues are 
rooted in society’s tendency “to 
push young people out of  the nest 
at the age of  18, saying ‘Good luck 
with that’ and then put them on 
college campuses and say to col-
lege administrators,  ‘Good luck 
with that.’” 

Freshmen — whose familiar 
support systems from high school 
have been disrupted — are at 
particular risk, and often targeted.

The role of  alcohol
Studies vary, but find that 

50-70 percent of  campus sexual 
assaults are associated with intoxi-
cation — either of  the victim, the 
perpetrator or both. 

By attributing sexual violence 
to alcohol consumption, “we 
inadvertently blame victims and 
forgive perpetrators for poor 
judgment rather than recognizing 

that these are intentional violent 
acts,” Miller said. Alcohol often 
is intentionally used to subdue 
victims, she said. “More often 
than not perpetrators of  campus 
sexual assault know good and well 
that there is not consent, and in 
fact that is really sort of  part of  
the sexual conquest.”

It’s no secret that alcohol is the 
No. 1 date-rape drug, but the link 
is a co-occurrence, not a cause, 
Miller maintained.

“I offer to you to ponder, to 
think about the possibility, that in 
fact prior exposure to violence is 
part of  what is driving this co-
occurrence of  heavy drinking and 
binge drinking along with sexual 
violence,” Miller said. 

Increasing reporting
Despite all the conversations 

on college campuses, when sexual 
violence occurs, “very, very few 
college women will tell anybody,” 
Miller said, citing a 2000 study that 
found only 5 percent of  attempted 
or completed rapes against col-
lege women are reported to law 
enforcement. 

“My hope is that with all the 
changes that have happened on 
campuses, that we are going to see 
significantly more people coming 
forward and talking about their 
experiences,” she said. 

“What we do know is when 
health center providers talk to 
women about abuse, they’re much 
more likely to seek care: That can 
include talking to an advocate, to 
a counselor or, in the case of  part-
ner violence, a protection order 
or calling a hotline,” Miller said. 

Health center providers “are 
incredibly powerful,” yet few 
campus sexual assault task forces 
include representatives from 
student health services, she said.

Student health center-based 
intervention

Miller currently is testing in 
22 college campus student health 
centers — including many in west-
ern Pennsylvania — an interven-
tion based on universal education.

“People who work in student 
health and wellness are incred-

ibly passionate and love their 
students,” Miller said. “It is really 
in that context we’re being able to 
do this prevention work.”

It’s normal for students to visit 
their campus health center, and 
providers build relationships with 
students over time. Those centers 
can become a gateway for con-
necting students with advocates 
and counselors. 

“What we’re able to do in 
health centers is establish trust 
and take that trust and transfer 
it right over: ‘I know these phe-
nomenal people in counseling.’ 
‘I know these amazing people at 
Pittsburgh Action Against Rape 
and they’re so great and they’ll 
come and talk to you any time.’ 
And so that ‘warm referral’ piece 
is a critical piece of  what campus 
health centers are able to do,” 
she said.

“It’s very, very difficult for 
young adults to actually waltz into 
a clinic saying ‘Hi, I’ve experienced 
sexual assault and I need to see a 
counselor.’ More often than not, 
it’s going to be ‘I’m not sleeping 
well,’ ‘I’m not eating well,’ ‘I’m 
not doing well in my classes,’ ‘My 
stomach hurts,’” Miller said.

Miller’s GIFTSS (Giving 
Information For Trauma Support 
and Safety) intervention aims to 
make it easier for providers to 
initiate what can be a difficult con-
versation by using an educational 
card to break the ice. 

The simple combination of  a 
clinician, a card and a conversation 
can be very impactful, Miller said. 
“We’re doing universal education 
— we’re talking to all students: 
young men, young women, 
regardless of  gender expression or 
sexual orientation. We are talking 
to everybody,” she said.

“It turns out that health care 
providers do universal education 
really well: ‘I really want everyone 
to have this information and 
did you know that these kinds 
of  things can affect your health 
too,’” Miller said. “So we provide 
that education, use an educational 
card, talk about some harm-
reduction strategies, and offer 
referrals.” 

The approach is simple and 
takes about 30 seconds: “‘We’re 
giving this card to all of  our 
patients so they know how to 
get help for themselves or so 
they can help others.’ It normal-
izes the conversation and it’s a 
universal intervention. It benefits 
all patients, even those who have 
not experienced partner violence 
or sexual violence,” Miller said. 

“It signals that the student 
health center is there for antici-
patory guidance; encourages 
students to share this informa-
tion with their friends; includes 
resources for students on how to 
help a friend; and provides mes-
sages on bystander intervention,” 
Miller said.

In addition to referral informa-
tion, the card includes a section 
on understanding consent and 
the role of  alcohol, reinforcing 
the message that when a person 
is drunk they can’t consent to sex. 

Another section of  the card 
offers strategies for being a 
positive “upstander” who can 
intervene on behalf  of  friends. 
And safety planning and harm 
reduction are addressed: using the 
buddy system; safety apps such as 
Circle of  6; or having a designated 
driver, for instance.

A different approach
“This is very, very different 

from the approach typically taken 
at many health centers, not just 
student health, which is kind of  
a checklist approach” of  yes/no 
questions, Miller said. “What is 
key about this approach is that 
disclosure is not the goal.” 

Instead, the aim is to ensure 
that every young person leaves 
with information about resources 
and with the seed planted that 
health services is a confidential 
place they can go to talk and get 
connected to help, she said.  

In tests in other health care 
settings, “Young people who’ve 
received the intervention are 
much more likely to know where 
resources are,” she said. They’re 
likely to share the information 
with friends or family. “And they 
really appreciate the opportunity 
to receive this information and 
discuss relationship issues with 
somebody.” 

In addition, although disclo-
sure isn’t the goal, one adolescent 
health care study of  the approach 
showed disclosure tripled.

“This educational approach 
tends to promote much more 
conversation,” she said.
—Kimberly K. Barlow            n

Alcohol abuse, sexual assault
Consider trauma-informed approach, 
physician urges conference attendees
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Faculty provide more 
input on strategic plan
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
his group is seeking ways to pro-
mote those interactions. “How 
do you move people into areas of  
intersecting, developing relation-
ships and then moving forward?” 

Beckman brought up the issue 
of  how faculty are judged for 
promotion and tenure in light of  
the strategic plan’s stated strategy 
to “identify and engage in strategic 
research opportunities where we 
can have significant impact on 
society.” 

The notion sounds good, he 
said, but promotion and tenure 
concerns would wipe out most 
of  those opportunities.   

Redfern said senior admin-
istrators are trying to figure out 
how to resolve the issue. “This 
is a discussion that comes up at 
the highest levels in this and every 
other university in this country, 
about aligning the promotion and 
tenure criteria with what we’re 
trying to accomplish now in the 
University.”   

The University of  South Cali-
fornia is succeeding in pursuing 
strategic opportunities, Shuman 
said. “They do it by having 
somebody at a very high level in 
Washington whose job is to see 
what’s coming out and put people 
together on campus that may not 
even know each other but could 
get together creatively to go after 

these.” 
Redfern said Pitt is following 

suit, adding that the process of  
bringing people together centers 
on developing relationships. “It’s 
not just throwing people in a room 
and saying ‘Hey, work together 
and go after this,’” he said.  

“To do transdisciplinary 
research is going to be key for 
moving on some of  the biggest 
problems coming up.”

Frank Wilson of  Pitt-Greens-
burg said a key lament at a recent 
faculty forum on partnering in 
community engagement was 
the problem of  culture. “That’s 
part of  the explanation why you 
see so many non-tenure-stream 
faculty involved in this kind of  
research — because we’re least 
susceptible to the ‘You won’t get 
tenure’ argument.” 

Wilson said he no longer buys 
the explanation that “that’s the 
provost imposing this on us,” he 
said. “It’s the current faculty.” 

Beckman agreed. “We have an 
enemy and they are us,” he said. 
“We do things that are inherently 
self-destructive. And some of  
them are hard to change.”

One example, he said, is that 
in his school National Institutes 
of  Health or National Science 
Foundation funding is more 
highly regarded than other federal 

funding, and federal money is 
ranked more highly than industry 
money. Why? “Because we’ve 
always done it this way,” he said. 

Strengthening communities
Rebecca Bagley, vice chancel-

lor for economic partnerships 
and chair of  the working group 
on strengthening communities, 
said her group is examining how 
the strategy of  increasing the eco-
nomic impact of  the University’s 
work melds with the strategy of  
realizing the social and economic 
impact of  exchanging knowledge 
through external collaborations. 

Bagley said that although it 
sounds self-serving, keeping 
focused on what’s best for Pitt  
— and for furthering student 
knowledge, faculty disciplines and 
publication — will ensure the Uni-
versity’s efforts are sustainable. 

Laurie Kirsch, who is chairing 
the subgroup on strengthening 
the Pitt community, said improv-
ing communication has been an 
ongoing theme. “One of  the 
things that we’ve been struck by 
is how many initiatives currently 
exist in the University that don’t 
know about each other,” she said. 

Jeff  Gleim, associate vice 
chancellor for alumni relations 
and a member of  the Pitt com-
munity subgroup, said work is 

underway with Student Affairs 
to promote a “Pitt for Life” atti-
tude that encourages students to 
remain connected as alumni.

Shuman noted that students’ 
desire to retain their University 
ties often is based on the expe-
rience they had — primarily in 
their department — while they 
were here. 

“In the end if  people are going 
to think kindly about the Univer-
sity, it’s about the education they 
got,” he said.

The key, then, is to change the 
culture and become more sup-
portive in the academic units, rela-
tive to looking at future alumni, 
he said.  

Foundational strength
In the area of  building foun-

dational strength, Beckman urged 
that the University find ways 
to move faster. “We are really 
slow,” he said. “Everyone wor-
ries about mistakes. What about 
emphasizing speed?” he said, 
citing several examples from his 
own experience. 

Shuman added that risk aver-
sion is also problematic.

George Huber, interim vice 
provost for research conduct and 
compliance and a member of  the 
foundational strength working 
group, agreed.  “The process is so 
conservative that it’s outdated,” he 
said, noting that a more decentral-
ized decision-making process is 
in the works. 

Soska said the University has 
had success in building strength, 
citing the recent establishment 
of  the Office of  PittServes to 
improve student engagement. 

“We built what I think was a really 
excellent structure to really change 
what wasn’t working well with 
student outreach,” he said. He 
reiterated that faculty have been 
asking for similar centralized sup-
port to aid faculty engagement in 
building community partnerships.

“We’re strategically challenged 
in this area,” Soska said, stressing 
the value of  enhancing the work 
of  faculty in ways that will help 
students develop their skills and 
their engagement in the com-
munity. 

“We’re still a public university 
and are looked at for that kind of  
a role,” he said. 

Diversity and inclusion
Soska advocated for partner-

ing with community efforts to 
enhance the region’s diversity and 
inclusion. The goal of  attracting 
and retaining diverse students, 
faculty and staff  can suffer if  the 
region isn’t viewed as diverse and 
inclusive as well, he said. 

In response to several faculty 
who expressed the need for some 
new ideas for enhancing faculty 
diversity, Pamela Connelly, asso-
ciate vice chancellor for diversity 
and inclusion and chair of  the 
diversity and inclusion working 
group, offered training for search 
committees to help them focus 
on defining what they want in a 
candidate.   

q
Details on the University’s 

strategic plan and contact infor-
mation for members of  the work-
ing groups are posted at impact.
pitt.edu.
—Kimberly K. Barlow           n



6

U N I V E R S I T Y  T I M E S

Pitt is No. 47 in an expanded 
U.S. News Best Global Universi-
ties rankings, down from No. 42 
a year ago.

The recently released 2016 
Best Global Universities includes 
750 schools in 57 countries, up 
from the 500 institutions in 49 
countries that were rated in last 
year’s inaugural listing. 

Of  the ranked schools, 181 
are in the United States. China 
had the second-largest number 
of  ranked schools with 57 on 
the list, followed by the United 
Kingdom with 55. 

Harvard topped the list both 
years. In the 2016 listing, eight 
of  the top 10 schools are in the 
United States. 

Massachusetts Institute of  
Technology ranked No. 2, fol-
lowed by the University of  
California-Berkeley, Stanford, 
Oxford, Cambridge, California 

Institute of  Technology, UCLA, 
Columbia and the University of  
Chicago. 

Schools are ranked based on a 
dozen indicators: Weighted at 12.5 
percent each are global research 
reputation, regional research 
reputation and the number of  
publications among the 10 percent 
most-cited; weighted at 10 percent 
each are publications, normal-
ized citation impact, percentage 
of  total publications that are 
among the 10 percent most cited 
and international collaboration; 
weighted at 7.5 percent is total cita-
tions; weighted at 5 percent each 
are the number of  PhDs awarded 
and the number of  PhDs awarded 
per academic staff  member; and 
weighted at 2.5 percent each are 
books and conferences. 

The rankings are at www.
usnews.com/education/best-
global-universities/rankings.    n                                    

Pitt No. 47 in global university ranking

Regenerative medicine and 
similar new biotechnolo-
gies are changing the role 

of  subjects in human research, 
raising numerous moral and policy 
questions that must be addressed.

In a recent talk on campus, 
ethicist Nancy M.P. King said: 
“Most of  what’s going on in 
regenerative medicine is first-in-
human or early phase research. 
And what that means for the 
research subjects is starting to 
change because of  the nature of  
regenerative medicine research.” 

Regenerative medicine is a 
complex and diverse area of  
research that aims to under-
stand the basic mechanisms of  
how living organisms grow and 
develop, she said. 

“There’s a lot of  discussion 
of  ‘first-in-human’ trials and 
early-phase research, which focus 
on things other than being able 
to promise the possibility of  
direct benefit to patients who 
are research subjects,” said King, 
co-director of  Wake Forest’s 
Center for Bioethics, Health and 
Society and graduate program in 
bioethics, and a professor in the 
Department of  Social Sciences 
and Health Policy at the Wake 
Forest Institute for Regenerative 
Medicine, Wake Forest School of  
Medicine.

Her Nov. 12 talk, “Ethics in 
Regenerative Medicine: What’s 
Old, What’s New, What’s Bor-
rowed & What’s Blue Sky?” was 
part of  the annual Nordenberg 
Lecture in Law, Medicine and 
Psychiatry series sponsored by 
Pitt’s School of  Law and Center 
for Bioethics and Health Law. 

King drew on the National 
Commission for the Protection 
of  Human Subjects of  Biomedical 
and Behavioral Research’s 1978 
Belmont Report, which outlined 
ethical principles for human sub-
jects research. 

Its three basic principles — 
respect for persons; beneficence 
and non-maleficence; and justice 
— “all have to be balanced, but 
they carry equal moral weight, so 
there’s expected and inevitable 
tension,” King said.

Striving to balance the three 
“leads to lots of  good-faith judg-
ment calls,” she said. “This is what 
(institutional review boards) are 
hashing out with investigators all 
the time. And reasonable people 
may disagree about the proper way 
of  cashing out all these principles 
in a given research setting. That’s 
why it’s absolutely essential to have 
good discussion,” King main-
tained. “That’s why conversation 
between investigators, oversight 
bodies like IRBs, potential sub-
jects and their families and the 
general public is so critical.” 

One area that must be 
addressed in translational research 
is “the point at which one goes 
from bench to the bedside, when 
one goes from doing research 
in the laboratory or animals to 
human subjects,” King said. 

“How you decide when to 
do that and how to do that is an 
extremely important decision for 
the research process,” she said, 
suggesting that time may come 
when a researcher can answer 
‘yes’ to the following questions: 

• Do you have enough pre-
clinical information so that the 
only way to learn more is to go 
to humans?

• Have you done enough 
to reduce the risks of  harm to 
humans and to maximize the 

likelihood that the intervention is 
going to ultimately show benefit?

• Have you reached the point 
of  irreducible uncertainty? “You 
can never eliminate uncertainty,” 
she said. “Is the amount of  irre-
ducible uncertainty small enough 
that it’s fair to offer human sub-
jects research participation?” 

• Do you have a design where 
you can learn both about whether 
it works and how it works?

• Is it possible to do adequate 
monitoring and long-term follow-
up to gather the kind of  informa-
tion you need about the balance 
between harms and benefits?  
“Long-term follow-up is way 
more important in novel biotech-
nologies than it may be in ordinary 
pharmacological research,” King 
said, citing recent news that a 
gene-transfer intervention for the 
blood disorder beta thalassemia 
began losing effectiveness seven 
years after patients had received 
the intervention: “For seven years, 
it worked really well then the effect 
started to degrade,” she said.  

• Can you do informed con-
sent properly? Can you make sure 
that the human subjects have 
reasonable expectations about 
what’s going to happen in their 
participation? 

The path from the bench to 
the bedside often is not a straight 
one, King stressed. Despite the 
desire to move as quickly to human 
subjects as possible, responsible 
research may take U-turns and 
detours. “You have to be able 
to think about when it’s time to 
go back to the preclinical stage 
in order to learn more. Your 
funders and oversight bodies and 
the public have to understand 
that’s not a failure. That’s the way 
research happens,” she said. 

“Early-phase research is at 
this very liminal point between 
preclinical and clinical work and 
you may have to go back to the 
lab. It’s important to realize that.”

She noted that the list of  
questions contains multiple 
value-laden terms: “Has enough 
information been reached? Is 
the uncertainty irreducible? Can 
we do adequate things? Can we 
have reasonable expectations? All 
of  those are more evidence that 
there are value choices embed-
ded in moving along a research 
trajectory. That’s again why it’s 
really important to have dialog 
and real conversation between 
investigators, oversight bodies, 
funders, potential subjects and 
the public.” 

First-in-human trials involve 
beginning proof  of  concept, she 
said. “Gathering preliminary data 
that potentially signal efficacy is 
not the same thing as provid-
ing direct benefit to research 
subjects,” King said, alluding to 
stem-cell tourism that arises when 
some institutes encourage patients 
to come to them for treatment via 
patient-funded trials. 

“There are a lot of  places will-
ing to say that research is going 
really slowly because the powers 
that be want to control answers 

that are already out there and they 
want to control the money and the 
outcome,” King said. “There are 
stem cell institutes that will give 
you stuff  that you shouldn’t be 
able to have available to you,” she 
said. “That blurs the line between 
research and treatment and causes 
a great deal of  confusion.” 

Who should participate?
Another question is who 

should be the first subjects and 
why, she said. 

Seeking the subjects who are 
most likely to benefit from the 
intervention often is the ques-
tion that’s asked but is the wrong 
approach to early-phase studies, 
she said. “Potential for benefit is, 
at best, secondary in early-phase 
research ... if  you talk about who’s 
likely to benefit then you’re going 
in the wrong direction,” she said. 

“Your human subjects are your 
partners in producing generaliz-
able knowledge,” she said. “You 
want subjects for whom you can 
reduce the risk of  harm and get 
really good data.”  

Selecting healthy volunteers is 
the typical model for traditional 
drug-development research. 
Although the risk of  harm can 
be minimized more easily and 
the data gleaned may be reliable, 
these subjects “may be too healthy 
to provide the data” researchers 
need in order to make the next 
step forward.

Using the sickest patient 
model, typical in oncology trials, 
seeks out subjects whose treat-
ment possibilities have been 
exhausted. “These are folks who 
are not being asked to give up 
something that might work in 
order to enroll in research. And 
they may value the small possibility 
of  benefit very highly and be less 
worried about the risks. But they 
may be at greater risk of  harm 
because they’re so sick,” King said. 

“It may be very hard to 
untangle the effects of  their 
disease, the effects of  their prior 
treatment and the effects of  the 
experimental intervention in 
order to determine what is and 
isn’t working. So you have to bal-
ance between those things,” she 
cautioned. 

First-in-humans trials always 
present more uncertainty than 
later phase studies because going 
from preclinical to clinical trials is 
a big step, King said, adding that 
animal models often are either not 

available at all or are imperfect. 
The potential for benefit 

should be thought about in exactly 
the same way: “It’s not enough to 
simply say: ‘You may or may not 
benefit if  you participate in this 
study.’ There needs to be more 
thinking about what the ‘benefit’ 
actually means.” 

Using terms like cell therapy, 
regenerative medicine and gene 
therapy inherently blurs the line 
between research and treatment, 
she said. Likewise, the wording in 
some consent forms, ‘You qualify 
to participate in this research 
because you failed all standard 
treatments,’ sounds like ‘Nothing 
else has worked, so this is the thing 
that’s going to work.’ 

“So the way we talk about this 
is important,” she said. “It’s okay 
to hope for benefit as long as you 
don’t expect it.

 “It’s difficult to negotiate 
between what you hope for 
and what you expect and what’s 
realistic for investigators,” King 
maintained. “Good communica-
tion is vital and over-optimism, 
hope and wishful thinking affects 
not only patients, subjects, their 
families and the press, but it affects 
researchers, providers, oversight 
bodies and funders too. So mis-
taking or confusing research as 
treatment ... has a lot of  potential 
sources in regenerative medicine 
research because you’re using 
patients as research subjects.”

Recently, after traditional 
treatments failed, a toddler in the 
U.K. with lymphocytic leukemia 
received an experimental treat-
ment that combined gene editing 
with a transplant of  T cells. “The 
baby has been pronounced cured 
by the press. But this was a wing 
and a prayer,” King said. “Nobody 
knows if  it’s really a cure: It was 
definitely not enrolling this baby 
in a research study. The rationale 
was: ‘Nothing else has worked, 
so therefore why don’t we try 
this?’ — which is not the same 
as ‘This is somebody who is likely 
to benefit.’”

Reversibility
The question of  reversibility 

comes up in regenerative medi-
cine, even though it’s not a new 
question, King said. “Everybody 
has worried about reversibility for 
a long time but it may be especially 
acute in regenerative medicine 
interventions: If  something 
doesn’t work the way you expect 
it to, can you undo it?”

A new normal?
As much as it may sound like 

science fiction, regenerative medi-
cine might redefine what’s normal 
when it comes to organ function. 

If  a periodic injection of  
healthy cells can boost kidney 
function, staving off  the need for 
dialysis or an organ transplant, are 
we moving toward a time where 
people simply can get a booster 
shot to improve their kidney, 
heart, pancreas or lung function? 

“Regenerative medicine puts 
those possibilities on the table,” 
King said. 

And might the love of  tech-
nology drive out other fixes? 
“Should we quit worrying about 
climate change if  we can make 
people more tolerant of  heat and 
drought?” King asked rhetorically. 
It’s tempting if  developing new 
technology seems more doable 
than tackling complex public 
health or public policy problems. 

The advances new biotechnol-
ogies make possible are promising, 
and there are enormous pressures 
to move faster, she said. “Innova-
tion exploits patients by promising 
speed that really is not possible,” 
King said.

“Right now, really effective 
replenishing, regrowing, replac-
ing — like regenerative medicine 
is supposed to do — is pretty 
much blue-sky for most patient 
subjects. But the knowledge gains 
are enormous.” 

Her conclusion in light of  the 
rapid changes at play in regenera-
tive medicine: “Slow and steady 
wins the race. And really good 
communication with everybody 
is going to be helpful, both to 
inform the public better and to 
get investigators more used to 
talking about what justifies their 
work in a very productive way with 
people who fund it and oversee 
it,” she said.

“All of  this is changing so fast 
it’s hard to keep up with, so we 
all just need to just keep talking 
together about it.”
—Kimberly K. Barlow             n

REGENERATIVE MEDICINE 
raises moral & policy questions 
about human research subjects 

Nancy M.P. King
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The University Times 
Research Notes column 
reports on funding awarded 
to Pitt researchers and on 
findings arising from Uni-
versity research. 

We welcome submis-
sions from all areas of the 
University. Submit informa-
tion via email to: utimes@
pitt.edu, by fax to 412/624-
4579 or by campus mail to 
308 Bellefield Hall. 

For submission guide-
lines, visit www.utimes.pitt.
edu/?page_id=6807.
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Cleft lip & palate 
genomes studied

Additional co-investigators 
from Pitt are Elizabeth Leslie, 
Seth Weinberg, Alexandre 
Vieira and Manika Govil of  
dental medicine and John Shaffer 
of  public health.

today. Our study highlights the 
importance of  discussing weight 
loss with obese women prior to 
pregnancy because losing weight 
during pregnancy may increase 
the risk of  her baby dying. We 
hope this information empowers 
providers, including obstetricians, 
family doctors and primary care 
physicians, to discuss the benefits 
of  preconception weight loss 
with all obese, reproductive-age 
women.”

Additional Pitt authors on this 
research were Lara Siminerio 
and Sara Parisi. Also contributing 
were colleagues from the Univer-
sity of  British Columbia, Emory 
University and the University of  
California-Berkeley.

The research was funded by 
NIH and the Thrasher Research 
Fund.

noted. The same is the case for 
high-definition televisions, most 
appliances, cell phones and other 
consumer devices and office and 
business equipment, including 
data centers and new forms of  
lighting. 

“Very few items today require 
three-phase alternating current. 
The use and development of  
today’s evolving energy mix, which 
includes more DC resources such 
as solar photovoltaics, as well as 
electric vehicles and battery stor-
age systems, also makes the tran-
sition to DC more sensible and 
viable for future power-delivery 
needs.”

Reed and members of  his 
lab also are advancing research 
into high-voltage DC systems, 
which present the potential of  
developing a commercially viable 
high-voltage DC grid. 

“We’d l ike to develop 
DC microgrids, community 
microgrids in residential devel-
opments, offices, commercial 
buildings and industrial facilities,” 
he added. “I’ve been working on 
this for well over a decade, and 
we know that DC offers a much 
better match between energy 
transmission and utilization in 
many applications.”

To achieve these ends, Reed 
and colleagues face several tech-
nological challenges. Reed says 
that his team will work to develop 
better power electronics conver-
sion and control systems (like the 
aforementioned box on a laptop’s 
power cord), better integration 
technologies for the power gen-
erated by DC microgrids, and 
possibly new electronic devices 
compatible with DC power.

be made available to network 
operations centers (NOCs) and 
engineers without requiring the 
installation of  any local infra-
structure. “The goal is to make 
this as easy as possible,” Rapier 
said. “So instead of  having the 
NOCs install servers, distribute 
the bootable disk images and 
maintain databases, we’ll do all 
that for them. All they will need 
to do is sign up for our service 
and create a local account that 
can receive the files.”

TestRig will perform tests 
using existing perfSONAR net-
work measurement servers. The 
project builds on PSC’s ongoing 
Web10G effort to open TCP/
IP networking protocols so that 
network administrators and users 
can identify and repair networking 
problems.

Partnership aims 
at rare diseases

Pitt has a new research col-
laboration with global biopharma-
ceutical company Shire designed 
to advance potential treatments 
for rare diseases, where sizable 
unmet need exists.

According to patient advocacy 
organization Global Genes, rare 
diseases affect more than 320 mil-
lion people worldwide — 10 times 
the number affected by all cancers 
combined and approximately the 
same number who suffer from 
the global epidemic of  diabetes. 

Scientists have identified 
thousands of  rare diseases, often 
having origins in genetic muta-
tions that can be passed from one 
generation to the next. 

These rare diseases usually are 
extremely severe, cause significant 
suffering and very often result 
in death early in life. While each 
individual disease generally affects 
fewer than several hundred thou-
sand people, collectively these rare 
diseases account for a massive 
global burden of  underserved 
patients.

Said Dietrich Stephan, who 
is leading the collaboration for 
Pitt and is chair of  public health’s 
Department of  Human Genetics: 
“Our scientific teams have been 
among the most prolific in deter-
mining the fundamental causes of  
rare diseases over the past decades. 

“Based on these new insights 
into the core pathogenesis of  rare 
diseases, we have, in many cases, 
developed new preclinical models 
of  disease and lead compounds 
to fuel new drug development 
— the essential ingredients for 
this broad-based partnership in 
the rare disease area.

“Given the scale of  resources 
and level of  expertise within this 
partnership, I am hopeful many 
new life-changing therapies will 
be developed,” Stephan added. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

A federal initiative to accelerate 
research into pediatric diseases 
and conditions will fund an effort 
led by the School of  Dental Medi-
cine and the Graduate School 
of  Public Health to examine the 
entire genomes of  nearly 1,300 
people to learn more about the 
causes of  cleft lip and palate and 
look for treatments.

In its first round of  funding 
under the Gabriella Miller Kids 
First Research Act, the National 
Institutes of  Health, Office of  
the NIH Director, selected this 
proposal to sequence the whole 
genomes of  430 children with 
clefts and their parents. According 
to NIH, this is among the largest 
whole-genome sequencing effort 
to examine an oral condition that 
it has ever initiated.

Said project director and 
principal investigator Mary L. 
Marazita, faculty member and 
vice chair of  dental medicine’s 
Department of  Oral Biology 
and director of  the Center for 
Craniofacial and Dental Genetics: 
“This sequencing will provide a 
wealth of  data that will be made 
available to scientists everywhere, 
providing the basis for years of  
research into causes, prevention 
and treatment of  cleft lip and 
palate.”

Cleft lip and palate are among 
the most common birth defects, 
affecting about 1 in 700 babies. It 
occurs when a baby’s lip or mouth 
does not form properly during 
pregnancy, leaving a gap that can 
make it hard for the child to eat 
or speak. In about 70-80 percent 
of  cases, the cause is believed to 
be due at least in part to genetics, 
but other factors, such as smoking 
during pregnancy, also can con-
tribute to the chance of  having a 
child with cleft lip or palate.   

Said principal investigator 
Eleanor Feingold , faculty 
member in human genetics and 
senior associate dean at the public 
health school: “In addition to 
looking at variations in genes that 
might lead us to treatments, we’re 
also looking for answers for par-
ents who have a child with a cleft 
and want to know if  any future 
children are at risk. This project 
will help us improve genetic 
counseling so we can tell parents 
if  their family is predisposed to 
cleft lips and palates or if  it’s a 
genetic aberration that is highly 
unlikely to happen again.”

Marazita has studied cleft 
lip and palate since the 1980s, 
building a database of  almost 
6,000 families with the condition. 
The research team will mine that 
database for appropriate “trios” 
— mother, father and child with 
cleft lip or palate — who will have 
their whole genomes sequenced 
to find the variations that caused 
the child’s cleft. 

This will allow researchers to 
determine if  the child’s cleft was 
from a variant passed along by 
one of  the parents or if  it arose 
spontaneously.

Pitt will provide DNA samples 
for 430 trios to the McDonnell 
Genome Institute at Wash-
ington University in St. Louis 
for sequencing. In about three 
months, the information will 
come back to Pitt for analysis and 
will be shared through a central-
ized data repository.

Lower pregnancy 
weight reduces risk 
of infant death

Achieving a healthy weight 
before becoming pregnant and 
gaining an appropriate amount 
of  weight during pregnancy sig-
nificantly reduce the risk of  the 
baby dying in his or her first year 
of  life, according to new research 
from Pitt’s public health school.

The findings, published in 
Obesity, highlight the need for 
a comprehensive approach to 
obesity reduction among women 
of  reproductive age that includes 
weight counseling before concep-
tion and during pregnancy.

Said lead author Lisa Bodnar, 
faculty member in the Depart-
ment of  Epidemiology: “One in 
three women start pregnancy at an 
unhealthy weight, and more than 
half  of  women gain either too 
much or too little weight during 
pregnancy. While more research 
needs to be conducted, we are 
hopeful that this study can be 
used to start a dialogue between 
physicians and women on the 
importance of  not only gaining a 
healthy amount of  weight while 
pregnant, but also reducing excess 
weight before they become preg-
nant as a potential way to improve 
infant survival.”

Every year, approximately 
24,000 infants die in their first 
year of  life in the United States. 
The U.S. rate of  6.1 deaths per 
1,000 live births ranks 26th in the 
world, despite a 20 percent decline 
in the U.S. infant mortality rate 
from 1990 to 2010.

Bodnar and her colleagues 
examined records from more than 
1.2 million births that occurred 
from 2003 to 2011 in Pennsylva-
nia, including 5,530 infant deaths. 
Infant deaths were defined as the 
death of  an infant before his or 
her first birthday.  

The mothers were classified 
as underweight, normal weight, 
overweight or obese according 
to three grades, based on their 
pre-pregnancy body mass index 
— a measure of  weight versus 
height. In each weight group, 
the researchers also examined 
the impact on infant mortality 
when women gained significantly 
more or less weight during preg-
nancy than Institute of  Medicine 
guidelines which, for example, 
recommend a weight gain of  
25-35 pounds for normal-weight 
women and 11-20 pounds for 
obese women.

In all the weight classes except 
the most obese, gaining less than 
or much more than recommended 
amounts increased the risk of  
infant death. However, even when 
obese women gained the optimal 
weight during pregnancy, their risk 
of  infant death still was about 
twice as great as that of  women 
who began pregnancy at a normal 
weight.

Said co-author Katherine 
Himes, faculty member in the 
School of  Medicine’s Department 
of  Obstetrics, Gynecology and 
Reproductive Health: “Obesity 
and infant mortality are among the 
most critical public health issues 

Hillman Foundation 
funds additional 
DC power work 

In the late 1880s, Pittsburgh 
native George Westinghouse 
(using the work and genius of  
Nikola Tesla) won the campaign 
to base the United States’ electric 
power grid on alternating current 
(AC). Thomas Edison, a propo-
nent of  direct current (DC), tried 
to paint AC as dangerous, but as 
things stood at the time, an AC 
grid was cheaper and more effi-
cient, could carry electricity over 
longer distances, and was easier 
to build, so it prevailed.

Over the past year, with the 
help of  a $400,000 grant from 
the Henry L. Hillman Founda-
tion, Gregory Reed, director of  
the Center for Energy and the 
Swanson School of  Engineering’s 
Electric Power Systems Lab and 
faculty member in electrical and 
computer engineering, established 
the DC-AMPS program (Direct 
Current Architecture for Modern 
Power Systems) and has been 
working to bring DC technology 
to the forefront, as well as bringing 
local and regional companies, the 
City of  Pittsburgh and community 
partners into the fold.

Reed has received another Hill-
man grant, totaling $2.5 million 
over three years, to build upon the 
initial success of  the DC-AMPS 
program, to bring a DC power 
grid even closer to fruition, and 
to make Pitt and Pittsburgh the 
epicenter of  an emerging DC 
power industry.

Said Reed: “We want to be the 
place where everybody comes to 
benchmark DC developments and 
to be a leading region of  research 
and demonstration in this emerg-
ing technological field. We want to 
draw more and more companies 
and end-users to the region to 
work with us, to be part of  these 
important developments that are 
related to energy reliability and 
security, and to support economic 
development and job growth.”

Reed’s approach specifically 
addresses DC technology and is 
focused on finding ways to, in the 
not-too-distant future, upgrade 
the longstanding AC power grid 
to more of  a DC grid, which he 
believes has become a more effi-
cient and logical way of  addressing 
energy-delivery needs, especially 
in the 21st century and beyond.

“Your laptop runs on a few 
volts DC; it has to be converted 
from AC by that box, the con-
verter on the power cord,” he 

Network diagnosis, 
repair improved

A proposed automated system 
will allow users to provide network 
administrators with information 
about faulty connections, greatly 
speeding network diagnosis and 
repair. This system, to be called 
TestRig 2.0, is the goal of  a 
new $300,000 National Science 
Foundation grant to researchers 
at the Pittsburgh Supercomputing 
Center (PSC), a joint effort of  Pitt 
and Carnegie Mellon University.

Said Chris Rapier, PSC senior 
research programmer and prin-
cipal investigator for the grant: 
“When researchers encounter 
network problems, they naturally 
reach out to network engineers. 
However, the engineers have to 
rely on the user to provide them 
with enough information to prop-
erly diagnose the problem. This 
means multiple rounds of  email, 
phone calls, tests and oftentimes 
results in significant delays.”

It’s not unusual for this process 
to take days, if  not weeks, before 
the engineers receive enough 
information to start their diag-
nosis and implement a solution. 
TestRig will get around this back-
and-forth cycle, giving the user a 
dynamically generated Linux disk 
image that reboots the system into 
a known good environment and 
automatically performs a variety 
of  tests. TestRig then will send 
the test results to the appropriate 
network engineer without user 
intervention.

“It’s automated from start to 
finish,” Rapier added. “So where 
it once took days to collect the rel-
evant information, it can now be 
completed in less than 15 minutes.

Importantly, TestRig will 
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Aaron Sheon
Aaron Sheon, professor emeri-

tus in the Department of  History 
of  Art and Architecture, died Nov. 
8, 2015, in his Coraopolis home. 
He was 78.

The department today, said 
another of  its emeritus professors, 
David Wilkins, “is recognized as 
one of  the distinguished depart-
ments in the University. I would 
like to think that those of  us who 
built the department, including 
Aaron, were a part of  that.”

Sheon was born in 1937 in 
Toledo, Ohio, earning his BA and 
MA in art history in 1960 from 
the University of  Michigan and 
his MFA and PhD in art history 
from Princeton in 1966. He wrote 
his thesis on Adolphe Monticelli, 
a French Pre-Impressionist who 
worked with Paul Cezanne and 
influenced Vincent Van Gogh. 

In 1962, Sheon received a 
Fulbright Award to conduct his 
thesis research at the Sorbonne 
in Paris, then worked there at the 
UNESCO (the United Nations 
Education and Scientific Office) 
1963-66. 

In 1966 he joined the Pitt 
faculty, teaching about modern 
art and architecture, serving as 
undergraduate adviser for many 

years and curating several of  the 
first exhibitions in the University 
Art Gallery. He also chaired the 
department twice, in 1968 and 
1978-79. 

Outside Pitt, he was a Herodo-
tus fellow and research member at 
Princeton’s Institute for Advanced 
Studies in 1984-85. He lectured at 
a number of  other institutions, 
including at Carnegie Mellon 
University, the College Art Asso-
ciation, New York University and 
the American Association of  
Psychoanalysis. 

Sheon did pioneering work 
demonstrating that Theo van 
Gogh’s terminal syphilis spurred 
his brother Vincent’s suicide. In 
1980, Sheon and Post-Gazette 
writer Donald Miller published 
“Organic Vision: The Archi-
tecture of  Peter Berndtson,” a 
comprehensive survey of  this 
Frank Lloyd Wright disciple in 
Pittsburgh. He also wrote the 
catalog for a two-museum exhibit 
of  painter Paul Guigou’s work 
and for a traveling exhibition on 
Monticelli’s friends and influence. 

Sheon earned numerous 
awards, including a Wilson Fel-
lowship to Princeton University 
in 1961, a Ford Foundation/Inter-

national Dimensions Research 
grant to study new educational 
uses of  museums in developing 
countries (1967), two Faculty of  
Arts and Sciences research grants 
(1969 and 1973), and the College 
of  Arts and Sciences’ Tina and 
David Bellet Teaching Excellence 
Award (2002).

Wilkins recalls Sheon’s role 
as the modernist in their depart-
ment’s early days: “That was 
a really important part of  our 
offerings.” Sheon became widely 
known for his knowledge of  Mon-
ticelli; whenever new Monticellis 
were discovered, Wilkins remem-

bers, “Aaron became an expert on 
determining which ones were real 
and which ones were forgeries.”

He also notes that today pro-
fessors in his department often 
work alone online to select art 
examples to use in class. “One of  
the things that really united us as 
a faculty was our time in the slide 
room,” Wilkins remembers. “In 
the good old days Aaron and I had 
a wonderful time in the slide room. 
There would be a lot of  banter 
and discussion back and forth. 
He would sometimes show me 
photographs: ‘How could anyone 
think this was by Monticelli?’”

He recalls his colleague as 
enjoying “pulling people’s legs, but 
at the same time he was a very solid 
teacher, very engaged with the stu-
dents, and if  there were any kind 
of  problem with the department 
I could count on Aaron having a 
good opinion on it.”

Barbara McCloskey, who 
joined the department in 1990 
and is now chair, recalls her 
arrival. “He was very good to 
me — showed me around the 
city — and really mentored me 
early in my career. He just had this 
great empathy for colleagues and 
students, for people who needed a 

helping hand, for people who were 
trying to establish themselves. 
When I really had no concept of  
where I was, no concept of  how 
to teach or how to be a colleague,” 
Sheon helped her learn how to run 
both seminars and larger classes, 
and even helped her buy furniture 
for her apartment.

When she saw his accomplish-
ments listed in one spot, after his 
death, “it was a revelation to all of  
us how deep and rich his career 
had been, because he simply didn’t 
flaunt it. He did it all.”

Sheon is survived by his wife 
Jill; his daughter Sandrine and 
her husband Elijah Wald; his son 
Nicolas and his wife Susannah 
and their daughters Sophie and 
Saskia; his stepson Chris Belasco 
and his wife Jess Ghilani and their 
daughter Emilia; his stepson Phil-
lip; his godson Julian Critchfield; 
and his brother Robert and his 
wife Irma. 

Memorial contributions may 
be made to a scholarship fund 
for Pitt students studying art in 
Paris: the Aaron Sheon Memo-
rial Fund, Office of  Institutional 
Advancement, 128 N. Craig Street, 
Pittsburgh 15260.
—Marty Levine                     n

Brain implant 
technology advanced

into other areas of  microelec-
trode array technology. Cui will 
serve as principal investigator of  
“Inhibition of  Neural Electrode-
Mediated Inflammation and Neu-
ronal Cell Death.” The study will 
receive $3.1 million over five years 
and will uncover the role of  the 
caspase-1, an enzyme activated 
at the earliest detectable moment 
after ischemia, trauma and other 
neurodegenerative conditions.

Said Chui: “Caspase-1 is a key 
mediator of  both inflammation 
and programmed cell death, both 
of  which are thought to degrade 
neural recording and stimulation 
performance. Once we identify 
it as a major pathway, we can 
disrupt it. 

“In this new study, we are going 
to use two-photon live animal 
imaging in conjunction with 
molecular and electrophysiologi-
cal methods to study the cellular 
response around the electrode 
implant site in real-time.”

Takashi “TK” Kozai, bio-
engineering faculty member in 
the Swanson school, will lead the 
two-photon imaging, which can 
capture images at a deep level of  
tissue in live animals. Although 
this form of  microscopy has 
become popular in neuroscience 
and biology, it has not been widely 
used to examine the interaction 
between electrode implants and 
brain tissue.  

Kozai established the Bio-
Integrating Optoelectric Neural 
Interface & Cybernetics Lab 
and will serve as the principal 
investigator of  the other NIH 
grant study awarded this year. 
“Mechanisms Behind Electrode 
Induced BBB Damage’s Impact 
on Neural Recording” will receive 
about $1.6 million for five years. 
Kozai will examine the damage to 
the brain caused by blood-brain 
barrier (BBB) injury from probe 
implantation.

BBB injury has been found 
around implanted electrodes, 
but the extent and the cause-
and-effect mechanism underlying 
BBB damage and neural recording 
failure has not been established. 

After mapping the brain 
vasculature with two-photon 
microscopy, Kozai will implant 
one group of  electrodes that 
pass through large arterioles and 
another group that avoids major 
blood vessels. 

By comparing the perfor-
mance of  electrodes in the two 
situations and tracking dynamic 
changes with two-photon micros-
copy, Kozai will be able to deter-
mine the impact of  BBB damage 
on signal degradation recorded 
from the implants. 

The Pitt co-investigators on 
these two grants are Alberto 
Vazquez, Robert Friedlander, 
Diane Carlisle and Simon 
Watkins.

present in soil and bedrock-walled 
wells and has no odor, color or 
taste.

Said senior investigator Fabri-
sia Ambrosio, faculty member in 
physical medicine and rehabilita-
tion: “Whereas previous research 
has examined the impact of  arse-
nic and other environmental con-
taminants on stem cell function 
critical for fetal and child develop-
ment, there is very little informa-
tion about how such exposures 
may affect stem cells and their 
function in adulthood. We wanted 
to see if  environmentally relevant 
levels of  arsenic impair the abil-
ity of  skeletal muscle to properly 
repair after injury, and we found 
out that it does.”

In the study, mice drank water 
for five weeks, or about two 
human years, with the equivalent 
of  10 times the arsenic level con-
sidered safe for humans by federal 
standards. Similar levels are seen in 
about 8-10 percent of  wells. Then 
the researchers injured muscle in 
the exposed mice and compared 
the outcome to those of  mice that 
weren’t exposed to arsenic.

They found a significant 
decrease in the ability of  the 
muscle in arsenic-exposed mice to 
regenerate after the injury, and a 
consequent impairment of  muscle 
function. 

They examined muscle tissue 
after taking away all the cells, leav-
ing only what’s called the extra-
cellular matrix, and found it had 
remodeled abnormally, producing 
structural deficits.

The researchers seeded the 
arsenic-exposed extracellular 
matrix with human muscle stem 
cells to see if  healthy muscle 
would reform.

Said co-investigator Aaron 
Barchowsky, faculty member in 
environmental and occupational 
health: “We found that this patho-
genic matrix impaired the ability 

of  our stem cells to form new 
muscle fibers. This may contribute 
to an impaired healing response 
after injury.”

The researchers learned that 
arsenic caused heightened bio-
chemical signals from a protein 
complex called NF kappa B, which 
is involved in matrix remodeling 
and tissue repair.

“A striking finding is that if  
we blocked the activation of  the 
NF kappa B program, we saw the 
arsenic-exposed muscle recovered 
just fine,” Barchowsky said. “We’d 
like to go deeper into this in our 
next steps to explore whether we 
can reverse arsenic’s impact on a 
person who has been chronically 
exposed to it.”

Ambrosio, a physical therapist, 
noted that some patients have 
a harder time recovering from 
surgery or injury. 

“From a rehabilitation per-
spective, it could be important 
to pay more attention to these 
environmental factors that may 
be influencing the ability of  tissue 
to regenerate,” she said. “It would 
be wonderful if  we could identify 
people who may be predisposed 
to a diminished healing capacity 
and then intervene accordingly 
so they are able to better recover 
from injuries.”

Pitt co-authors included 
Changqing Zhang, Ricardo 
Ferrari, Kevin Beezhold, Kris-
ten Stearns-Reider, Antonio 
D’Amore, Martin Haschak and 
Donna Stolz. A researcher from 
the Scripps Research Institute also 
contributed.

The project was funded by 
NIH’s National Institute on 
Aging and National Institute of  
Environmental Health Sciences, 
the Pennsylvania Department of  
Health and the Pittsburgh Claude 
D. Pepper Older Americans Inde-
pendence Center.                            n
—Compiled by Marty Levine
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With the potential to allow 
quadriplegics to operate robotic 
limbs, to reverse damage caused 
by Parkinson’s disease and to map 
the pathways of  the 100 billion 
neurons of  the brain, micro-
electrode arrays — or electronic 
brain implants — are key to the 
human-computer interface. Two 
NIH grants totaling $4.7 mil-
lion, awarded to researchers at 
the Swanson school, will help to 
further research in improving how 
the implants perform in the brain 
and survive the body’s immune 
responses.

Implants come in many shapes 
and sizes and contain anywhere 
from one to hundreds of  elec-
trodes in a single array. Large 
arrays allow for better connectivity 
with the brain, but they also have 
a greater risk of  triggering the 
body’s defense mechanisms. This 
causes inflammation of  the neural 
tissue, which can significantly 
reduce the quality of  the implant’s 
signals over time. Even though it 
won’t cause harm to the patient, 
the body’s rejection of  foreign 
substances is one of  the major 
obstacles limiting the usage of  
microelectrode arrays.

Researchers at the Neural 
Tissue/Electrode Interface and 
Neural Tissue Engineering (NTE) 
Laboratory have been developing 
ways to integrate the implants 
with the host neural tissue. Last 
summer, Xinyan “Tracy” Cui, 
William Kepler Whiteford Profes-
sor of  bioengineering and director 
of  the NTE lab, received an NIH 
grant to research a method of  
disguising microelectrode arrays 
by coating them with biological 
molecules the brain won’t recog-
nize as intruders. 

The new grants from NIH will 
expand the NTE lab’s research 

Chronic arsenic 
exposure impairs 
muscle healing

Chronic exposure to arsenic 
can lead to stem cell dysfunc-
tion that impairs muscle healing 
and regeneration, according to 
an animal study conducted by 
researchers in medicine and public 
health. 

In a report published in the 
journal Stem Cells, the researchers 
noted that inhibiting a certain pro-
tein in an inflammatory pathway 
can reverse the harmful effects 
and that environmental exposures 
might explain why some people 
don’t recover easily after injury 
or surgery.

More than 140 million people 
worldwide and 4 million Ameri-
cans chronically ingest arsenic 
in their drinking water. The 21st 
most abundant metal in the 
Earth’s crust, arsenic is naturally 






