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LETTER FROM THE CHAIR DR. RICHARD NEUBIG

Dear MSU Pharmacology & Toxicology, Alumni, 
Students, Faculty, Staff, and Friends,

It’s hard to believe that it’s been five years since 
I joined MSU and the department. A lot has 
happened in that time. We’ve recruited many 
great faculty and staff to the department. We 
have opened up several new research areas 
and strengthened others. We have also greatly 
expanded undergraduate teaching and responded 
to changes in the medical school teaching. 
 
Cancer research has been greatly expanded 
in the department building on Jay Goodman’s 
longstanding work in carcinogenesis. New faculty, 
Jamie Bernard and Karen Liby, have established 
a strong foundation in mechanisms of cancer 
initiation/promotion, cancer prevention research, 
and tumor microenvironment. They are joined 
by Andrea Doseff – a joint faculty member with 
Physiology – and Jetze Tepe – joint with Chemistry 
who has developed exciting new proteasome 
inhibitors for multiple myeloma. He is also 
collaborating with the Vet School on animal trials 
for breed-specific malignancies. My own research 
has also expanded into mechanisms to prevent 
melanoma metastasis and resistance. Masamitsu 
Kanada, in the IQ institute, brings a novel focus on 
extracellular vesicles in the melanoma and breast 
cancer microenvironment.

We are also enhancing our strength in integrative 
pharmacology. Adam Lauver from the University 
of Michigan has added expertise in cardiac 
pharmacology/physiology as well as novel anti-
thrombotic agents. Nathan Tykocki, from the 
University of Vermont, will be returning to the 
department as our newest assistant professor in 
February 2019 bringing exciting new expertise in 
urinary smooth muscle – which complements our 
longstanding interests in vascular smooth muscle 
mechanisms and calcium regulation.
 
Another key theme is Inflammation which cuts 
across our work in cancer, liver disease, fibrotic 
conditions, and cardiovascular diseases. In 
addition to faculty already working in this area 
(Kaminski, Roth, Ganey, Rockwell, Copple, Liby, 
Bernard, Neubig), K. Sing Lee joined us in 2017 
bringing expertise in chemical biology and target 
identification for novel anti-inflammatory lipids. He 
combines organic synthesis with biological studies 
on dietary lipids, environmental chemicals and 
human health at the molecular level. Also, Stephanie 
Watts is leading the charge on a new direction in 
the cardiovascular group focusing on inflammation 

in obesity, hypertension, and cardiovascular 
disease. Neera Tewari-Singh will also be joining in 
January 2019 from the Colorado University School 
of Pharmacy. She brings new expertise and a novel 
facet of toxicology to the department – Chemical 
Threat Mitigation. She’s already working to bring 
other faculty into this dynamic research area.

A central theme of many of our recent 
recruitments has been related to drug discovery. 
The department has become a central hub at MSU 
for drug discovery research. This is supported by a 
robust set of core facilities with outstanding faculty 
leaders. In the last few years we recruited Tom 
Dexheimer who runs our Assay Development and 
Drug Repurposing Core (HTS core) and Edmund 
Ellsworth, from Zoetis in Kalamazoo. Edmund has 
established a robust Medicinal Chemistry Core 
in the department. Along with Marc Bailie in the 
In Vivo Facility, Edmund, and Tom have provided 
both intellectual and technical support to a wide 
array of drug discovery projects across both the 
East Lansing and Grand Rapids campuses.

Teaching activities are also expanding. The 
Undergraduate Minor in Pharmacology has over 75 
students and a number of new courses have been 
developed including PHM 211 - Pharmacology and 
Toxicology in Society and PHM 320 – Common 
Drugs. Both of these courses are aimed at getting 
undergraduate students exposed to and interested 
in Pharmacology and Toxicology. I’d like to thank 
Peter Cobbett and all of the other faculty who 
have participated in this program. This as well as 
our strong online MS program are highlighted later 
in this newsletter.

We are also in the midst of major changes to the 
teaching in two of our three medical schools. The 
College of Human Medicine (CHM) program for 
training MDs has embarked on a major experiment 
in medical education. The Shared Discovery 
Curriculum (SDC) emphasizes small group 
learning experiences which has required major 
changes by our faculty who teach in CHM. To help 
accommodate those changes, we recently hired 
Jamie Alan who has both a PhD in Pharmacology 
and a PharmD. Most recently she was teaching 
Pharmacology at the new Central Michigan 
University Medical School. To date, the students 
are very happy with the new curriculum and their 
performance on national board exams seems to 
have improved compared to students who were in 
the legacy curriculum. The College of Veterinary 
Medicine (CVM) is also embarking on a major 
curriculum reform which shares many elements 



with the SDC, so faculty are very busy with teaching 
and curriculum design in both colleges. For the 
College of Osteopathic Medicine (COM), we also hired 
Carolina Restini – another 
PhD, PharmD - to cover the 
two southeast Michigan 
campuses for COM. 

As I’m sure you are aware, 
there have been major 
institutional upheavals here 
at MSU. On the negative 
side are the terrible 
events around the Nassar 
scandal which have had 
effects across the entire 
university. The personal 
toll of this on victims has been horrendous and the 
MSU administration has been working very hard – 
with help from departments and faculty – to build a 
culture of safety to prevent such abuses and to ensure 
that any problems in how individuals are treated are 
detected early and that responses are quick and 
effective. The financial toll of this is also substantial 
but it is being managed thoughtfully. My sense is that 
academic programs and the research enterprise will be 
maintained and that we can expect excellent support 
from the university despite the tight budgets. 

On the positive front from the biomedical perspective, 
there is a lot of excitement about the move of the 
Lansing McLaren Hospital to the south west side of 
the MSU campus (near the University Club). Ground-
breaking for the new hospital just happened yesterday 
with expected completion in 2021. Since McLaren 
owns the Karmanos Cancer Center in Detroit, this may 
represent a great opportunity for our budding cancer 
research programs. The full potential of an enhanced 
partnership with McLaren won’t be understood for a 
few years but this may be an important inflection point 
for biomedical and translational research at MSU.

I hope that you enjoy this update on some of the 
activities of our department. As always, the faculty, 
staff, and students of MSU Pharmacology and 
Toxicology are doing great things. 

I am very pleased to be a part of this great program. 
We wish you a happy holiday and a very successful 
2019. 

Go Green!

Rick Neubig
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The Department of Pharmacology & Toxicology is a growing department and has a large variety of research 
being conducted by its Faculty and support team. Our research aims to improve health and quality of life. 

Karen Liby, Ph.D.
Associate Professor

Pharmacology & 
Toxicology

Marc Bailie, Ph.D.
Associate Professor

Adam Lauver, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor

Nicholas Ether
Ph.D. Student

Cancer Prevention 

We are interested in developing new therapeutic options to prevent cancer in 
high risk patients. These individuals have known risk factors that greatly increase 
disease incidence, a documented family history, or have already been diagnosed 
with a primary cancer that is likely to recur or metastasize without intervention. 
One approach we study is chemoprevention, or the use of drugs to prevent the 
initiation or progression of cancer. We are developing and testing novel drugs that 
target immune cells that promote the growth of breast, lung or pancreatic cancer. 
If effective and safe, these drugs could be used to intervene early in the disease 
process. Other complementary strategies that we investigate include dose de-
escalation, intermittent therapy and drug combinations. Our long term goal is to 
develop a safe and effective combination of drugs that would benefit patients 
who presently suffer either the anxiety of “watchful waiting” or the disfigurement 
and long-term consequences of radical surgery.

Scientists at Michigan State University and Eli Lilly and Company will team up 
to develop new computational methods of predicting drug-induced arrhythmias.  

Predicting the potential of investigational new drugs to induce Torsades de Pointes 
(TdP) is a critical requirement in early drug development.  TdP is a specific type of 
abnormal heart rhythm that can lead to sudden death.  It is frequently associated 
with medications that interact with ion channels on cardiac cells thereby altering 
their electrical activity.  The U.S. Food and Drug Administration requires that all 
therapeutic agents undergo a rigorous screening process prior to approval.  This 
process is both costly and time consuming and relies on substitute endpoints that 
may not accurately predict how the drug will behave in the body.   

With the help of a research grant from Eli Lilly, members of the MSU Department 
of Pharmacology and Toxicology, Drs. Marc Bailie and Adam Lauver with graduate 
student Nicholas Ether, will work in collaboration with Lilly scientist and adjunct 
faculty, Dr. Derek Leishman, to improve predictive models of drug-induced 
arrhythmia.   

Using machine learning algorithms and computer-based models, the research 
team hopes to identify novel biochemical correlations that can be used to develop 
improved tools to predict how likely a drug is to induce dangerous arrythmias in 
humans.  

The team presented their initial findings at the annual meeting of the Safety 
Pharmacology Society in Washington, D.C. 

Click for more on Eli Lilly...
Click for more on Computational Pharmacology...

Predicting Drug Safety

Research 

https://www.lilly.com/
https://phmtox.msu.edu/sites/_phmtox/assets/File/PDF/Quarterly10_10.pdf


Robert Roth, Ph.D.
Professor

Pharmacology & Toxicology

Patricia Ganey, Ph.D.
Professor

Pharmacology & Toxicology

Liver Research 

Drs. Robert Roth & Patricia Ganey have built a formidable program in liver 
toxicology and injury research. The foundation for their current work is 
embedded in a longstanding interest in how an acute inflammatory response 
can sensitize the liver to injury from chemical exposure.  We were the first to find 
that an otherwise harmless inflammatory episode could render nontoxic doses 
of several chemical agents hepatotoxic.  These agents included environmental 
contaminants such as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), foodborne toxins such 
as aflatoxin B1 and monocrotaline, and industrial chemicals such as allyl alcohol 
and drugs such as acetaminophen. Studies of mechanisms revealed roles for 
neutrophils, Kupffer cells, endothelial cells, the coagulation system, nitric oxide, 
and soluble inflammatory mediators including cytokines and prostanoids 
(depending on the offending toxicant).  These studies served to emphasize the 
importance of inflammatory stress as a sensitivity factor for chemical toxicity.

The results of the inflammation-toxicant interaction studies led us to hypothesize 
that idiosyncratic reactions to drugs might arise from inflammation-induced 
sensitivity to toxicity.  This “inflammatory stress hypothesis” led us to develop 
the first animal models in which liver injury could be produced from drugs that 
cause idiosyncratic, drug-induced liver injury (IDILI) in humans.  In these models, 
liver injury occurred in rodents upon coadministration of an IDILI-associated 
drug and an inflammatory stimulus such as bacterial lipopolysaccharide (LPS).   
For some drugs (eg, trovafloxacin, sulindac, amiodarone), we identified factors 
involved in the pathogenesis.  The inflammatory stress hypothesis has changed 
thinking about IDILI pathogenesis.

Understanding inflammatory factors that contribute to liver injury in the animal 
models has led us to explore mechanisms using cell-based systems in vitro.  It 
seemed possible that IDILI-associated drugs could directly enhance mediator 
release from immune cells and/or enhance the sensitivity of hepatocytes to 
killing by immune mediators. Indeed, we found that trovafloxacin (a drug that 
causes human IDILI) enhances the production of TNF by macrophages in vitro, 
a finding consistent with our results in animal models and with the known 
potential of TNF to initiate cell death pathways in hepatocytes.  Also, several 
IDILI-associated drugs interact with TNF and IFN to cause death of hepatocytes 
in vitro.  Studies of the mechanisms of this interaction revealed that signaling 
kinases, oxidative stress, caspases, intracellular calcium and calpain contribute 
to the hepatocellular death (depending on the drug).  These findings are 
significant not only for what they appear to reveal about the mechanisms of 
IDILI, but also suggest approaches to prevent or treat IDILI reactions.  Based 
on our findings of drug-cytokine interaction, we are currently developing an 
in vitro assay that we hope will provide an early warning on drug candidates 
that may cause IDILI in people. This type of assay could help pharmaceutical 
companies develop safer drugs.

Continued on next page...

Research 



James P. Luyendyk, Ph.D. 
Professor

Pathobiology & Diagnostic 
Investigation

Pharmacology & Toxicology

Edmund Ellsworth, Ph.D. 
Professor

Pharmacology & Toxicology
Director

Medicinal Chemistry Core

Liver Research Continued...

The liver is responsible for synthesis of several proteins important for blood 
coagulation. As a result, patients with liver damage develop profound alterations 
in blood clotting. Dr. Luyendyk’s research is focused on understanding the 
mechanisms that link liver damage to acute and chronic changes in blood 
coagulation, and reciprocally, how activation of blood clotting processes can 
impact liver injury and repair. His laboratory is actively pursuing the mechanisms 
linking coagulation protease activity to non-alcoholic fatty liver disease, a very 
common consequence of obesity, and the role that coagulation factors play 
in liver pathologies such as fibrosis and cirrhosis. In addition, students and 
post-doctoral fellows in his laboratory are pursuing leading-edge research to 
identify innovative strategies to promote repair of the injured liver. The primary 
focus of these projects is on fibrinogen, a clotting factor that circulates in 
plasma. Dr. Luyendyk’s recent research has inverted the “guilt by association” 
mantra that fibrinogen, a component of blood clots, is uniformly pathologic 
in liver models. In contrast, recent studies from his laboratory suggest the 
opposite, that fibrinogen exerts unique and specific protective activities in the 
liver. In fact, his laboratory is seeking to develop novel therapeutic strategies to 
improve liver repair and regeneration by targeting this protein. 

Academia has a long history of innovation. Industry, although capable, is driven 
by market forces and often unable to spend the resources required to do the 
deep biology required to identify and study new mechanisms of potential 
therapeutic importance. As a consequence, academia often serves as a launch 
pad into the Biotech industry and as a licensing partner for pharma. 

With the help of Dr. Edmund Ellsworth, the Department of Pharmacology 
& Toxicology has developed a Drug Discovery project pipeline to assist 
researchers through primarily small molecule research aimed at: 

1. Advancing research interest through grant support 
2. Developing intellectual property 
3. Creating licensing & spin out opportunities

Drug Discovery Program

Although in its infancy, our Drug Discovery program has already begun to enhance the efforts of researchers 
across the whole of Michigan State University. The graph below shows the basic phases of the process from 
deep biology understanding and target validation through to the identification of new matter that can be 
advanced to new potential therapeutic entities.



1. A P.I. (principal investigator) provides the Medicinal Chemistry Core with chemical matter (from screening 
core or from the literature) with the end goal of developing a chemical probe and / or new intellectual 
property.   Potential matter may also be identified by a variety of other methodologies in a collaboration 
between the core and the PI.  A profile of well-define laboratory objectives is then developed.

2. The Core examines existing data-banks and literature and uses that information to purchase or prepare 
analogs answering key structure-activity relationship (SAR) questions.

3. The P.I. tests and makes the data available to the Core. 
4. The data is analyzed and new analogs are designed and prepared for additional testing.    The cycle 

between the PI and the core continues, each cycle teaching and, if successful, meeting the laboratory 
objectives of the program, providing either chemical probes and / or new IP (Intellectual Property).  This 
process is coupled to federal, foundations, the state of Michigan and MSU granting programs.

5. Once a compound or compounds are determined to have potential therapeutic value, in candidate-
seeking mode, a drug discovery support team (available throughout the process) provides insights and 
helps the PI work with MSU Technologies. The overall desire is to enable the PI (and his collaborators) to 
identify industry experts and to devise a development plan to prepare the program (and its associated IP) 
for licensing or new company spinout.   

Drug Discovery Pipeline Continued...

Project Rexinoid with Dr. Karen Liby: Walking through a Drug Discovery Project Pipeline

One current project involves Dr. Karen Liby and the therapeutic potential 
of RXR (rexinoid receptor) agonists for the treatment of cancer (lung, 
pancreatic and breast). Dr. Liby began working with rexinoids as part 
of her work at Dartmouth prior to joining Michigan State University. 
She has continued her interest in this area.  Dr. Liby’s problem was she 
needed to develop new IP space, as the existing IP was unsuitable for 
advancement. 
  
In collaboration with the medicinal chemistry core and Dr. Edmund 
Ellsworth, a novel series with promising properties and biological 
activity has been identified. The IP is unique to MSU. A patent is being 
filed and analogs have advanced into preclinical studies. Dr. Liby reports 
that “results seem promising...”. 

The early work was possible due to a MDG (molecular discovery grant) 
from MSU and a MTRAC kickstart grant.  

The Drug Discovery “Learning” cycle. 
A partnership between disciplines 
where the cycle runs many times to 
develop a series of analogs. 

How it works: The Drug Discovery process follows the cycle laid out below: 

Research Seminars

The Department of Pharmacology & Toxicology currently has two weekly seminar series, “PharmTox” and 
“Drug Discovery” which both run during spring and fall semester. Invited speakers join us for the day for 
faculty visits, seminar presentation, and when possible lunch with our Ph.D. students! Our guest include 
researchers from Academia, Industry, and Government. 

PharmTox Seminars: Our PharmTox seminar series invites researchers from Pharmacology, Toxicology, 
Physiology, and other related disciplines. They are scheduled from 12-1pm Wednesdays. 

Drug Discovery Seminars: Our Drug Discovery seminar series invites researchers working in the Drug 
Discovery Process. They are scheduled from 9-10am Fridays. 

Interested in our seminar series? Visit our Department web page to see our full seminar schedule, located on 
the front page under “upcoming department events”. Click the name of the seminar speaker for more details 
including: seminar title, abstract, and remote connection information if you’d like to join us! 

https://phmtox.msu.edu/


Department Promotions & Appointments
Dr. Anne Dorrance was promoted from 
Associate Professor with Tenure to 
Professor with Tenure.

Dr. Jamie Bernard was
reappointed as Assistant 
Professor.

New Faculty Hires

Department Updates

Jamie Alan, RPh, PharmD, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor- Fixed Term
Pharmacology & Toxicology

Bin Chen, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
Pharmacology & Toxicology
Pediatrics & Human Development

Andrea Doseff, Ph.D.
Professor 
Pharmacology & Toxicology 
Physiology

Jeremy Prokop, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
Pharmacology & Toxicology
Pediatrics & Human Development

Neera Tewari-Singh, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor 
Pharmacology & Toxicology 

Nathan Tykocki, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor 
Pharmacology & Toxicology 

New Postdoctoral 
Research Associates

Fan Zhang 
(Lee Lab)

Zhe Zhang 
(Neubig/Li Lab)

Juliette Brown
 (Dorrance Lab)

Robert Sgambelluri 
(SPG Project)

Wajid Bhat 
(SPG Project)

Micheal Sceniak 
(Atchison Lab)

Carlo Barnaba 
(SPG Project)

Jing Xing
(Chen Lab)

New Staff
Patricia Gregory

(Office Receptionist) 

Darlene Whitman
(Human Resources) 



2018 Grants & Fellowships

 
Cannabinoids Modulate Immune Cell-provoked Astrocyte Functions to Suppress HIV-Associated Neuroin-
flammatory Responses.  
 Awarded to: Dr. Norbert Kaminski.  
 Sponsor: National Institutes of Health - $2,440,622

Chemoprevention of experimental estrogen-receptor negative breast cancer: 2018.  
 Awarded to: Dr. Karen Liby.  
 Sponsor: Breast Cancer Research Foundation - $250,000 

Development of a highly potent inhibitor of the Rho/MRTF/SRF pathway as a novel oral therapeutic for 
scleroderma.  
 Awarded to: Dr. Richard Neubig.  
 Sponsor: Michigan Strategic Fund - $122,892

New Rexinoids for lung cancer.  
 Awarded to: Dr. Karen Liby.  
 Sponsor: Michigan Economic Development Fund - $48,824

Evaluating Differences in the Biological Actions of Clopidogrel and its Metabolites.  
 Awarded to: Dr. D. Adam Lauver.  
 Sponsor: Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America Foundation  - $100,000

Research in the laboratory of Dr. Karen Liby.  
 Awarded to: Dr. Karen Liby.  
 Sponsor: Reata Pharmaceuticals, Inc. - $50,000

 Discovery of chemopreventive natural products to prevent malignancy.  
 Awarded to: Dr. Jamie Bernard.
 Sponsor:  Jean P. Schultz Endowed Biomedical Research Fund - $30,000

Faculty Grants

Fellowships
Chemerin stimulation of vascular function in support of blood pressure.  
 Fellowship awarded to: David Ferland, PhD Candidate.  
 Sponsor: National Institutes of Health - $133,572

Targeting Sox10-low cells in drug-resistant melanoma
 Fellowship awarded to: Sean Misek, PhD Candidate.  
 Sponsor: National Institutes of Health - $89,048

The Cardiovascular Pharmacology of Serotonin 7 Receptor. 
 Fellowship awarded to: Bridget Seitz, PhD Candidate.  
 Sponsor: American Heart Association - $53,688.

Identifying the Rho/MRTF-A/SRF signaling axis as a new therapeutic target for Pulmonary Arterial Hy-
pertension
 Fellowship awarded to: Yajing Ji, PhD Candidate.  
 Sponsor: American Heart Association - $53,688.

Fellowship (2x) awarded to: Di Zhang, PhD Candidate.  
 Sponsor: Aitch Foundation - $30,000
 Sponsor: Penner Fund graduate student award - $30,000



Awarded Lectures

Theodore M. Brody Distinguished Lecturer Award
Dr. Theodore M. Brody was recruited from the University of Michigan (U of M) to become 
the inaugural Chair of the Department of Pharmacology (later renamed Department of 
Pharmacology & Toxicology) in 1966. In 1969, the College of Osteopathic Medicine was 
established at Michigan State University and the Department began its academic obligations 
to the college. 

Dr. Brody served as Department Chair for 20 years, laying down the groundwork carried 
forward by subsequent chairs.  During his career, Dr. Brody made many seminal research discoveries on 
the actions of cardiac glycosides. He co-authored multiple editions of a textbook titled “Brody’s Human 
Pharmacology”, which remains popular today. Other career highlights include:
 
1973 – President of the American Society of Pharmacology and Experimental Therapeutics (ASPET)  
1984 – Distinguished Faculty Award from Michigan State University
1995 – ASPET‘s highest honor, The Torald Sollman Medal  

Dr. Brody enjoyed golfing, playing bridge, department bowling and softball events, and volunteered his time 
as a little league coach. He loved being part of the East Lansing Community. Dr. Brody passed away June 11, 
2007. He is survived by his wife Ethel, children Steven, Debra, Laura, Elizabeth, and seven grandchildren.
 
Dr. Brody’s legacy is evident around the department including having an award in his memory: Theodore M. 
Brody Distinguished Lectureship. A close and collaborative relationship with the U of M is stronger than ever 
before. Many of our Faculty received part of their formal education at U of M, and collaborative publications 
have become common. 

Dr. Brody considered himself very fortunate to have lived in the “Golden age of Pharmacology” 

Dr. Quentin Pittman was selected by our awards committee due to his 
leading research in the field of Pharmacology. Dr. Pittman is currently a 
Professor with the Department of Physiology & Pharmacology, Hotchkiss 
Brain Institute at the University of Calgary. His seminar had to be rescheduled 
to Spring of 2018 due to poor Michigan weather. 

Learn more about Dr. Quentin Pittman and his research 

Our 2018 Theodore M. Brody Distinguished Lecturer Awardee: Dr. Quentin J. Pittman

Quentin J. Pittman, Ph.D., 
FCAHS, FRSC

Previous Theodore M. Brody Distinguished Lecturer Award Recipients:

2008 Kenneth P. Minneman Ph.D.
2009 Joey V. Barnett, Ph.D.

2010 Raymond J. Dingledine, Ph.D.
2011 Paul F. Hollenberg, Ph.D.

2012 Lynn Wecker, Ph.D.

2013 Palmer Taylor, Ph.D.
2014 William Catterall, Ph.D.
2015 P. Jeffrey Conn, Ph.D.

2016 Lori Isom, Ph.D.
2017 Graeme Milligan, Ph.D. 

https://www.ucalgary.ca/pittman/node/76


Kenneth E. Moore Distinguished Alumnus Award

Can you tell me about your award and what it means to you?
When I first found out that I got this award, I wrote back and said I couldn’t feel 
more honored by receiving this. Looking back at the prior recipients of this award 
and what they have accomplished, I thought, “if I am on a trajectory to achieve 
what they have, that would be remarkable.” The other thing that struck me is that 
this is the Kenneth Moore Award. Now that I have Ken Moore’s name attached to 
my C.V., the pressure is really on to do well. I wouldn’t be studying the things that 
I am studying today, if it weren’t for Ken Moore.

Tell us a little bit about your current research.
Projects in the lab are largely on two interconnected streets. On one side, we are 
interested in how damage to the liver, either acute or chronic, affects something 
called the hemostatic system, which our body uses to prevent bleeding, but can 
also go haywire and cause thrombosis. . The liver contributes to a component of 
this called the coagulation system by synthesizing many soluble procoagulant 
proteins as well as inhibitory proteins, or anticoagulant factors, and is also a pri-
mary source of proteins involved in busting up clots. You can imagine then that if 
the liver becomes dysfunctional, things can go wrong with coagulation. We have 
been interested in the mechanisms coupling hepatic dysfunction to changes in 
hemostasis.

2018
James Luyendyk, Ph.D.

Kenneth E. Moore was one of the original six faculty members of Pharmacology at 
Michigan State University. Dr. Moore would later become Department Chair with 
Pharmacology & Toxicology and we honor his contributions with the Distinguished 
Alumnus Award.

Professor
Pathobiology & 

Diagnostic Investigation
Pharmacology 
& Toxicology

Awarded Lectures

What has made you stick with this department for as long as you have?
The people. I love working at a place where my colleagues are my friends. What I get here is profound and 
honest help. Everybody is out to help everyone else, and no one has ever said no. I try to do the same, even 
when it’s just serving as a sounding board for some cool ideas. If I can at any point, emulate the leadership 
of this department, in terms of the way perform, research, mentor and grow, I would call myself successful.  

When you’re not at work, what do you like to do for fun?
When I’m not at work, I love to spend time with my family. I love to play with my kids and just see them be 
goofy. If they’re not around, I will binge Doctor Who.

What is one unique thing about yourself?
I am the best creator of puns. Ever..  Also, I picked my entire career based on the movie “The Rock” with 
Nicholas Cage. His character Stanley Goodspeed was a biochemist and toxicologist who drove a Volvo. I was 
an accounting major at Colorado State, saw the movie,then changed my major to biochemistry and got my 
Ph.D. in toxicology here. Above my desk in the office is a plaque my dad made me with a quote from the 
movie, “Listen, I’m just a biochemist. And most of the time I work in a glass jar and lead a very uneventful 
life. I drive a Volvo, a beige one. But what I’m dealing with here... is one of the most deadly substances the 
Earth has ever known, so what do you say you cut me some friggin’ slack?” Also, until I became part of the 
minivan generation, I drove 4 Volvos. 

There is also the flip side to this relationship, where we have spent a majority of our time. Specifically, we 
are interested in how bloodclotting factors, specifically the intrahepatic molecular changes driven by coag-
ulation proteases, can modify the pathogenesis of liver injury and disease. These studies have resulted in 
numerous, sometimes surprising observations linking coagulation to liver toxicity and repair. 



Tell us a little bit about your current research.
We do research in a lot of different areas that are related to the cardiovascular 
system, but the work related to serotonin is being done by Bridget Seitz, Dr. 
Watts’ graduate student. Bridget is working in my laboratory because the 
research she is doing is more in my area of technical expertise than that of 
Dr. Watts.  We are trying to understand how serotonin, which is a chemical 
your body makes, affects the cardiovascular system. Furthermore, we think 
it might be playing a role in cardiovascular disease, and if it does then it may 
be possible to use drugs that affect the serotonin system for therapeutic 
benefit. 
 
You’ve been in our department for around 41 years, what has made 
you stick with this department for as long as you have?

That’s an easy one to answer. The main factor that has kept me here is the faculty in our department. People 
study a lot of very different biomedical topics, using a wide variety of techniques, but everyone is open to 
collaboration and talking about their work and your work. We are all competitive, of course, because we are 
scientists, but that competition never seems to change the basic willingness of our faculty to cooperate and 
collaborate. 

When you’re not at work, what do you like to do for fun?
My major hobby is reading. I like Russian literature, for example. I like reading Russian novels and Russian 
fiction, but I also read a lot of non-fiction books. Two of my favorite Russian novels are The Brothers 
Karamazov and The Idiot by Fyodor Dostoyevsky, my favorite Russian author.

What is one unique thing about yourself.
Most people probably know by now, but I have an identical twin, who is not a scientist. He lives in Dallas, 
instead of the north, and is a lawyer, instead of a scientist. But in other respects, to this day, we are still very 
much alike. 

Dr. Gregory Fink, Ph.D.
Professor

Pharmacology & Toxicology

Catching up with Dr. Gregory Fink

Faculty Awards

Sudin Bhattacharya: Edward Carney Award for Predictive Toxicology (ASCCT)

James Luyendyk: 2018 Zoetis Award for Veterinary Research Excellence (CVM, MSU)
   2018 Kenneth E. Moore Distinguished Alumnus Award   

Carolina Restini:  Trainee Advocacy Committee Onsite Poster Award (Joint Hypertension 2018, AHA)

Susan Barman: Carl Ludwig Distinguished Lecturer (EB 2019, APS)  

Stephanie Watts: Stephanie Watts Career Development Award (Council on Hypertension, AHA) 

Jamie Bernard: 2018 Jean P. Schultz Biomedical Research Endowment Award (Schultz Family, MSU)

Greg Fink:  International Society for Serotonin Research  (ASPET, ISSR)

Click here to see our Faculty listings and to learn more about their current research

https://phmtox.msu.edu/people/faculty/


2018 Alumni Updates 

Kyle Poulsen (Ph.D., Roth Lab, 2013): Received K99/R00 award from the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 
and Alcoholism (NIAAA). Project title: “Hepatocyte-Derived MIF: A Key Contributor to Alcoholic Liver Disease”. 

James A. Hewett (Ph.D., Roth Lab, 1991): Now the Director of Forensic and National Security Sciences 
Institute at Syracuse University.

Nathan Tykocki (Ph.D., Watts Lab, 2012): Dr. Tykocki has joined the Department of Pharmacology & Toxicology 
at Michigan State University as an Assistant Professor.

Courtney Sulentic (Ph.D., Kaminski Lab, 1999): Elected to SOT council. 

Barbara Kaplan (Ph.D., Kaminski Lab, 2001): Elected to SOT council. 

Paulo Pires (Ph.D., Dorrance Lab, 2013): Joined the Department of Physiology at the University of Arizona 
College of Medicine as an Assistant Professor.

Adel Al-Shaikh (MS program, 2014): Became Associate Director of Regulatory Affairs for Dynavax 
Technologies.

Amy Banes-Berceli (Ph.D., Watts Lab, 2002): Became Associate Dean for the College of Arts and Sciences 
at Oakland University.

The Department of Pharmacology and Toxicology is very proud of our outstanding alumni, faculty, students 
and staff. We hope that you enjoy this update and have a wonderful holiday season!
 
The Department is doing very well but constrained federal support for grants and research activities makes 
it critical for us to have other sources of support. Our ability to help students at times when their lab may be 
limited is critical to ensure stability in our graduate program.

Our current top priority for fund-raising is our “Strategic Impact Endowment Fund” which has a 3-year 
window to complete. We are almost 50% of the way to the $50,000 needed for an endowment. The income 
from this fund will provide continuing support for key department activities. Our priority here is student 
support - student travel, our student best paper award, and stipend supplements for students who compete 
successfully for extramural funded fellowships, and bridging funding. 

Any gifts are welcome regardless of size or intent. Contribute through our website or just contact the office 
by phone 517 353-7145 and ask to speak with Bradley Robinson or Rick Neubig. 

Giving Back

 

Alumni Database 
We are currently working on a database system to help track our Alumni and keep us connected. We are 
building the database using “Google Docs” and when ready we will upload it to our webpage and send out 
an announcement. We want to give people the ability to stay more connected with fellow PharmTox Alumni 
and we think this will allow for people to update their own information and then to see others who choose to 
share their information. Questions, comments, suggestions? Send us an email at phm@msu.edu .

https://givingto.msu.edu/gift/?sid=2149
https://phmtox.msu.edu/
mailto:phm%40msu.edu%20?subject=


In Fall 2015 a Minor in Pharmacology & Toxicology was established at MSU.  The objective of the Minor is to 
offer undergraduate students the opportunity to obtain a concentration of knowledge beyond their major 
area of study.  The Minor should permit students to improve their academic profile particularly when ap-
plying to graduate school, medical school and physician’s assistant school, or when seeking employment in 
pharmaceutical companies, and when pursuing other career opportunities.

To complete the Minor students must complete “introductory” courses in Pharmacology and in Toxicology 
and they have a choice of elective courses; completion requires 18 credits.  In development of the Minor, the 
Department’s effort in undergraduate education has significantly changed: there were 3 courses being of-
fered on a regular basis prior to 2015 and there are now 14 courses available with some courses being offered 
two or three times a year! 
 
The Minor has grown from a few students in Fall 2015 to 135 students enrolled in Fall 2018.  Seven stu-
dents graduated with the Minor in Spring/Summer 2016 and 26 students graduated in Spring/Summer 2018.  
Growth is also demonstrated by level of the students who enroll in the Minor: only juniors and seniors en-
rolled in the first year, now we see many freshmen and sophomores enrolling every year.  

Undergraduate Minor in Pharmacology & Toxicology

Undergraduate Education

ASPET Summer Undergraduate Research Fellows (SURF)

In 2014, the Department of Pharmacology 
& Toxicology restarted its ASPET Summer 
Undergraduate Research Fellow (SURF) Award 
program which introduces undergraduate students 
to pharmacology research mentored by experienced 
Faculty and Post Doctoral Researchers. The 10-week 
program starts in May and ends at the beginning 
of August. Students in the program are placed 
directly into a laboratory conducting research in 
areas such as: Pharmacology, Toxicology, Drug 
Development, Environmental Health, and more. In 
addition, our SURF students participate in weekly 
seminar series, develop and present oral & poster 
research presentations, and network with current 
scientist in academia and industry. Currently the 
program is directed by Dr. Karen Liby.

 Our 2018 Surf Students

• Grace Basa (Neubig Lab)
• Alexis Orr (Watts Lab) 
• Becca Blitz (Galligan Lab) 
• Victoria Boehlert-Somohano (Liby Lab) 
• Kelsey Ordway (Dorrance Lab) 
• Ruth Anyaeche (Lee Lab) 
• Josiah Quinn (Neubig Lab)
• MacKenzie Deters (Lauver Lab) 

2018 Mid-SURE (PharmTox students, undergrad & graduate) 



Master’s Education

Erica Lange - The Phm-Tox MS degree was a springboard for me to advance: from in vitro technical work, 
to planning and executing in vivo experiments, and finally to managerial positions, where I act as a liaison 
between scientists and administration. The MS degree facilitated my career advancement such that I have 
increased respect, responsibility, and income that can support my family.

Student Data

Total number of student in MS and 
PSM since 2008: ~500

Avg. of 67 students admitted per 
year (2014-2017)

227 total graduates (Fall 2008 – 
Summer 2018)

 Approximately 204 active students 
in MS programs in 2017-18

Average age of students in pro-
gram: 29.7 years; median age 27 
years (2016-17 academic year)

Student Distribution (Background or 
primary goal):

Pharma/CRO/other groups – 51%

Pre-professional – 21%

Gap year/Pre-PhD – 6%

Government labs – 4%

Academic labs – 3.5%

Other – 13% (e.g. clinicians seeking 
continued education/MS for teaching/

military

Graduation Success Stories
Tracked 81 graduates:

30 promoted within companies by 
which already employed

35 obtained new positions with other 
companies

1 founded her own business analyzing 
health products

1 expanded his own bioengineering busi-
ness and was twice elected to the Board 

of state-level life science non-profit, 
Virginia Bio

1 entered a PhD program and is still a 
student

13 entered professional schools
Graduation success rate – 63%, 3 year average to obtain 

- compared to 66% in 4 years for on-campus STEM MS programs

Kelsea Williams - I started the online Master’s program, while I was working as a Research Associate for a pre-
clinical CRO. I loved being able to apply what I was learning to my everyday job; dose route administration, 
first pass effect, t-max, etc. Being able to apply those things to my job made me more compassionate about 
my work and how it impacts not only my life, but those around me. I love to learn and to be challenged; this 
program did just that. The way I communicated with others, interpreted and understood scientific data, and 
my attention to detail are all areas that significantly improved because of the program. I am now a Scientist 
for the same pre-clinical CRO applying my education and technical skills to the development of formulations 
before they are tested clinically. 

Student Success Stories 



Ph.D. Education

Current PharmTox Ph.D. Students

Bana Abolibdeh (Dorrance Lab)

Kibrom Alula (Galligan Lab)

Kevin Baker (Luyendyk Lab)

Vanessa Benham (Bernard Lab)

Devin Dattmore (Lee Lab)

Nicholas Ether (Lauver Lab)

Olivia Favor (Peska Lab)

Huijie Jade Feng (Neubig Lab)

David Ferland (Watts Lab)

Robert Freeborn (Rockwell Lab)

Jeremy Gingrich (Veiga-Lopez Lab)

Dawn Henderlong (Lauver Lab)

Yajing Ji (Neubig Lab)

Amanda Jurgelewicz (LaPres Lab)

Isha Khan (Kaminski Lab)

Ramya Kalyana Kumar (Watts Lab)

Qianqian Ma (Jin Lab)

Laura Mark (Dorrance Lab)

Gio Monterroso (Lee Lab)

Alberto Perez-Medina (Galligan Lab)

Bridget Seitz (Watts Lab)

Vincent Shaw (Neubig Lab)

Michelle Steidemann (LaPres Lab)

Anna C. Stoll (Sortwell)

Jenna D. Strickland (Copple Lab)

Jasiel Strubbe (Tepe Lab)

Di Zhang (Liby Lab)

First Year:

Bana Abolibdeh (Dorrance Lab)

Taylor Fiolek (Tepe Lab)

Bronson Gregory (Cox Lab)

Chauncey Splichal (Walton/Chan Lab)

Second Year:

Kevin Chen (Walton/Chan Lab)

Shelby DeChow (Abramovitch Lab)

Anna Stoll (Sortwell)

Previously Supported:

Di Zhang

Evert Njomen

Robert Freeborn (Rockwell Lab)

Patricia Perez-Bonilla

Kevin Baker (Luyendyk Lab)

Janice Diaz-Otero (Dorrance Lab)

Vincent Shaw (Neubig Lab)

Sean Nguyen (Petroff Lab)

Dual Major Students:

Evert Njomen (Chemistry, Tepe Lab)

Patricia Perez-Bonilla (Neuroscience, Leinninger Lab)

Dual Degree Students:

Maja Blake (DO.PhD, Amalfitano Lab)

Luca Kaiser (DO,PhD, Rockwell Lab)

Lyndsey Reich (DO.PhD, Liby Lab)

Erika Sarno (DO,PhD, Robison Lab)

Elizabeth Williams (MD.PhD, Robison Lab)

IPSTP Students



Selected Awards / Fellowships

Ph.D. Education

Newest Graduates

Joseph Henriquez 
(Kaminski Lab)

Hoa Thi Nhu Phan 
(Neubig Lab)

Alexandra Turley 
(Rockwell Lab)

Nicholas Ether
Eli Lilly Fellowship 

Yajing Ji 
AHA Predoctoral Fellowship

Huijie (Jade) Feng
ASPET Washington Fellow

SfN Trainee Professional 
Development Award

Sean Misek
NIH F31

Janice Diaz-Otero 
APSC Outstanding Graduate 

Student Trainee Award

Janice Diaz-Otero
(Dorrance Lab)

Bridget Seitz
AHA Predoctoral Fellowship

David Ferland 
NIH F31

AHA New Investigator Award

Ramya Kalyana Kumar 
AHA Onsite Trainee Poster 

Award

Di Zhang
AITCH Fellowship 
Penner Fellowship 

2018 Pharmacology Colloquium: Best Paper 



Gran Fondo, which means “big ride” 
is a rolling party that offers four route 
options for cyclists of any skill level, 
ranging from 10 miles to an 80-mile ride. 
Individuals or teams ride along scenic 
routes from downtown Grand Rapids 
to Lake Michigan and enjoy gourmet 
food stops along the way! By collecting 
donations, the College of Human 
Medicine hopes to make a difference in 
skin cancer research. The Department 
of Pharmacology & Toxicology was 
represented well, forming their own 
team “Drug Pedalers” 

2018 ride raised $169,883.

MSU Gran Fondo 7 is coming June 22, 
2019!

Gran Fondo 2018

  Pharmacology & Toxicology’s Graduate 
Student Organization hosted their annual 
art auction August 10, with proceeds 
funding the GSO’s yearly operations 
and Impression 5 Science Center. We 
had a great collection of items to bid 
on, with numerous pieces created from 
the students themselves and additional 
art donated by PharmTox Faculty. Nice 
food, good people, and a great venue 
made for a fantastic event! 

GSO Art Auction

Events



2018 PharmTox Picnic

Experimental Biology 2018

Our annual picnic was held Saturday, 
August 25 at Hartrick Park in Okemos. 
Burgers, Brats, and too many potluck 
sides to count were enjoyed by PharmTox 
Faculty and Staff. 

PharmTox Faculty, Staff, and Students traveled to San Diego, California the week of April 21-25 for the annual 
Experimental Biology meeting. The week was busy with research seminars, poster & oral presentations, 
award sessions, and our annual PharmTox Alumni Mixer! 

Events
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