
Synapse
NIH graNt promotes 
developmeNt of
juNIor researcHers

ceremoNy marks 
progressIoN to
clINIcal years

growINg a clINIcal
researcH eNterprIse

electrodIagNostIc lab
comes to Nevada

The magazine of The UniversiTy of nevada school of medicine

Fall 2012 • Vol. 16 • No. 2

21st Century
Training physicians for the 



The management literature 
is full of metaphors for how 
organizations like the University 
of Nevada School of Medicine 
function. Comparisons to 
a symphony orchestra are 
common, with each member 
of the organization playing a 
critical part.

A jig saw puzzle is another 
common comparison, with 
each staff and faculty member 

contributing a critical piece to the overall picture. The 
children’s game, Whack-a-Mole, sometimes feels right, with 
the organization trying repeatedly to knock down recurring 
problems and issues. 

At the moment, the best metaphor for the University of 
Nevada School of Medicine would be a juggler trying to keep 
as many balls in the air as possible. We are trying to take 
advantage of so many exciting and important opportunities. 
The biggest decision is figuring out how many important tasks 
and ventures we can handle at the same time.  You can read 
about many of these in this issue of Synapse.

We have welcomed an expanded class of 69 first-year 
medical students with a new curriculum, to great fanfare and 
excitement —and relief! 

We just submitted a major grant application to support 
clinical and translational (C&T) research development, and 
have made a commitment to invest heavily in C&T research 

staff and infrastructure in both Reno and Las Vegas, thanks to 
some very generous donors. 

The faculty clinical practice has selected a full health 
information technology and electronic medical record system, 
to be implemented over the next year. 

We are exploring new residency and fellowship programs in 
both Reno and Las Vegas by recruiting a large number of new 
faculty members in many specialties, including an expanded 
Division of Neurology and Neurosciences in collaboration with 
the Renown Regional Medical Center. We are restructuring the 
Dean’s office and leadership structure with new faces with new 
energy and expertise, investing in new basic science research 
programs, and celebrating the announcement that the School 
of Medicine and the University of Nevada, Reno together hold 
three Centers of Biomedical Research Excellence grants.

As the new academic year begins, it is an exciting time at the 
University of Nevada School of Medicine, with many balls in 
the air, and more to come!

Dean
University of Nevada School of Medicine

Exciting initiatives underway
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About the cover First-year students Shavon Moore, Charles 
Lawrence and Stephanie Martinez; Cynthia Mastick, Ph.D., 
associate professor of biochemistry and molecular biology; first-
year student Josh Catapano; Tom Hunt, M.D., associate professor 
of family medicine; and first-year student Anna Delgadillo are 
implementing the new curriculum in the halls of the William N. 
Pennington Health Sciences Building. Photo by David Calvert.
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gathered May 18 at Lawlor Events Center 
in Reno for the School of Medicine’s annual 
commencement ceremonies. 
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Block 1 co-directors Tom Hunt, M.D. and Cynthia 
Mastick, Ph.D., discuss the new curriculum with 
first-year student Josh Catapano. Photo by 
David Calvert.

Two years in the classroom learning basic 
science principles followed by two years in 
a clinical setting applying those principles. 

That was the way the University of 
Nevada School of Medicine taught medical 

students for several decades.
STory Anne McMillin, APr
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Now, following a three-year process, the school has 
embarked on a journey of curricular transforma-
tion to bring itself into a “new” way of teaching 
students, beginning with the first two years of un-

dergraduate medical education. However, taking a closer look, 
and borrowing a phrase from the song, “everything old is new 
again,” as the school returns to its origins of teaching a block 
curriculum based on body organ systems.

“This was a massive undertaking that was important to do 
for ourselves,” said Dean Thomas L. Schwenk, M.D., at a town 
hall meeting last spring to explain the transformation process. 

“The quality improvement of education is ongoing and medi-
cine is always changing, so we must be ahead of it.”

“Over the last several years, the trend in medical education 
has moved from discipline-based teaching to contextually-based 
systems to students,” said Timothy Baker, M.D.’04, associate 
dean of medical education. 

“The saying goes that there will be ‘no content without con-
text’—that from the outset, we must relate everything we teach 
back to the patient and what our students will be doing in the 
future as physicians.”

So, instead of teaching histology, physiology, anatomy and 
the basic sciences in a vacuum during the first two years of 
medical school and then asking students to recall the informa-
tion in their clinical years, the new curriculum teaches each of 
the basic sciences in the setting of a patient’s organ system.  

“Clinical integration is key to making the basic science con-
cepts stick in the minds of adult learners,” Baker said.

For example, the science involved in how blood vessels work 
is better learned when linked to a patient with hypertension. 

“We are making the jump from science to disease and 
gaining a deeper understanding of basic science because adult 
students are able to relate it clinically to a patient,” Baker said.  

Finding a new model

In 2009, the School of Medicine, encouraged by the Liaison 
Committee on Medical Education, began the four-phase cur-
ricular transformation process for the first two years of medical 
education, by looking at institutional objectives, guiding prin-
ciples and curricular goals to make general decisions on which 
model to use. During the first phase of the transformation, the 
Office of Medical Education, at that time under the leadership 

Robbyn Tolles, MAT and Gwen Shonkwiler, Ph.D., were instrumental in guiding the path of the curricular transformation.
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of Gwen Shonkwiler, Ph.D., began the transformation process 
through group meetings with instrumental faculty. Goals and 
guiding principles were established in this phase through a pro-
cess with faculty and administrators working in tandem. 

The faculty voted to follow a block teaching model, with 
each body organ system being a ‘block,’ and emphasizing 
integrated teaching between basic science and physician faculty 
members and a focus on small group team-based learning. 

Phase 2 of the transformation involved setting up task forces 
of basic science and clinical faculty for the distribution of edu-
cational content and resources across Years 1 and 2 of medical 
education and establishing broad block learning objectives.

Phase 3 identified individual blocks and began to see them 
take shape as faculty teams were assembled to form block objec-
tives, including weekly learning objectives, weekly schedule 
development, discussion of evaluation strategies and assignment 
of faculty to teaching activities.

In Phase 4, planning co-leaders (one basic science and one 
clinical faculty member) worked with their faculty teams writing 
a syllabus to recruit teaching faculty to implement the weekly 
presentations, case studies and activities.

University of Nevada School of Medicine alumni Jennifer Hagen, M.D.’93 and Timothy Baker, M.D.’04 are among the faculty members implementing curricular transfor-
mation in medical education.
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illustrating science with clinical cases

The integration of the basic and clinical sciences help reinforce 
the importance of basic science concepts and provide students 
with the strong foundation needed to practice both the art and 
science of medicine, according to Greg Highison, Ph.D., profes-
sor of physiology and cell biology and Block 2 co-director.

“Students appreciated the basic sciences prior to the curricu-
lum change, but it will now be easier for them to connect basic 
science to patients earlier on,” he said.

“The new curriculum puts basic and clinical science on an 
equal playing field and provides the strong translational founda-
tion to go from bench to bedside. It keeps basic science hand-
in-hand with clinical care in all four years of undergraduate 
medical education.

In order to link basic science principles and concepts to 
diseases seen in presenting patients, the concept of case-based 
learning is deeply integrated in the new curriculum. Substantial 
physician input was solicited from clinical departments across 
the medical school to develop relevant cases that illustrate basic 
science concepts.

“This is an off-shoot of the Clinical Problem Solving course, 
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but brings basic science into the process of caring for the patient, 
because we know we will better understand how the Krebs cycle 
works if we apply it to patients in a clinical setting,” said Dr. 
Tom Hunt, Block 1 co-director.

A faculty facilitator, such as Hunt, guides students through 
a web-based patient case of the week, or clinical vignette, 
designed to emphasize basic principles taught that week. The 
case is introduced at the beginning of the week with progressive 
disclosure of patient information throughout the week.

Students work among themselves in small groups to answer 
online questions about the case each day. The facilitator as-
sesses students’ work daily and leads a classroom wrap-up of the 
patient case at the end of the week.

Hunt described a typical learning week in Year 1, with more 
emphasis on normal body functions than Year 2, which focuses 
more heavily on abnormal functions.

“The clinical faculty member takes the first hour of class 
to discuss the history and physical exam of a patient case in a 
lecture format. This is followed by lab work and then students 
convene in a small group activity where they must work to-
gether to arrive at a diagnosis. At the end of the week, students 
return to the classroom for a wrap-up with the clinical faculty 
member,” he said.

Since the shift is toward self-directed learning for students 
working in small groups, the course material had to be over-
hauled from the much more formal and traditional format of a 
professor standing in front of a board with slides illustrating his 
or her lecture points.

“We had to cut down the number of lecture hours and cut 
up the existing lectures which were based on disciplines, like 
anatomy, biochemistry and histology, and reapportion them 
throughout the year among the block systems being taught,” 
Hunt said. 

“We are getting away from PowerPoint lectures in favor of 
small groups with individual and group grades. The old lectures 
are being integrated into the new system,” he said.

team-based learning

The concept of medical students learning in small groups came 
out of the business community, according to Shonkwiler.

“Part of the rationale for making this curricular transforma-
tion is recognizing that there have been changes in what we 
know about how students learn best. Our students are highly 
motivated and very intelligent,” she said.

“We realized that we can’t teach all they need to know about 
medicine, so we must structure and guide their learning and 
assess their ability to apply their knowledge. Self-directed learn-
ing is teaching them to be lifelong learners and to know how to 
discover what they don’t know as well as how and where to find 
the answers.”

making the grade

Following the national movement, undergraduate medical edu-
cation is moving toward competency-based assessments. 

“We are moving away from traditional grading of A-B-C-D 
to a less differentiated system of honors, high pass, pass and 
fail,” said Shonkwiler, adding that students are still motivated by 
being able to distinguish themselves among their classmates as 
under the old grading system.

“This mirrors how we grade our third- and fourth-year clerk-
ships and electives and provides grading consistency across all 
four years of medical school.”

In addition to assessing knowledge and skill competencies, 
the element of professionalism is garnering a larger focus in the 
new curriculum.

Students will be graded periodically on their professionalism 
by peers who work with them in small groups and professional-
ism assessments.

Faculty beneFits

Perhaps one of the pleasantly surprising positive outcomes of the 
curricular transformation process is the new collaboration that 
has grown up between clinical and basic science faculty.

new blocks for the first two years of medical school
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year one

Block 1 Foundations and Principles of Medical Science I

Block 2 Cardiovascular, Respiratory and Renal Systems I

Block 3 Gastro-Intestinal, Endocrine and Reproductive 

 Systems and Metabolism I

Block 4 Musculoskeletal and Integumentary Systems

Block 5 Nervous System and Human Behavior I

year two

Block 6 Foundations and Principles of Medical Science II

Block 7 Whole Body

Block 8 Nervous System and Human Behavior II

Block 9 Cardiovascular, Respiratory and Renal Systems II

Block 10 Gastro-Intestinal, Endocrine and Reproductive 

 Systems and Metabolism II

Block 11 Integrated Systems Overview



“This is a really exciting time in our medical school because 
we are seeing basic scientists and clinicians working together for 
the best possible learning outcomes from our medical students,” 
Hunt said.

Jennifer Hagen, M.D.’93, associate dean for faculty develop-
ment, who served as case development team chair, agrees. 

“Faculty working together across disciplines and departments 
was one of the largest benefits of this process.”

Her sentiment is echoed by Robbyn Tolles, curriculum 
assessment and development coordinator: “The first fantastic 
thing to come from all this effort has been the communication 
and willing collaboration of our faculty. Although they worked 
at the same school, many never knew each other and now they 
are working together.” 

Tolles further believes that this new teaching model will help 
the School of Medicine keep what its students and alumni have 
always said is one of its greatest strengths.

“We have always been strong in behavior teaching and de-
veloping the physician-patient relationship and we kept that as 
part of the curricular transformation because we’ve always been 
good at this aspect.”

looking ahead

The curricular transformation process for Years 3 and 4 is 
already well underway following a similar model that guided 
the first two years. Since the last two years focus heavily on the 
clinical experiences, there will be a progression in those years 
to include continuity of patient care, patient safety and health 
concerns that face physicians treating Nevadans. 

Each year’s curriculum is dynamic and will be constantly 
reassessed and adjusted according to best practices and to meet 
the needs of both faculty and students. 

The new curriculum for first-year students rolled out this 
fall and will be followed by the Year 2 rollout for the 2013-14 
academic year. Students in the Class of 2016 will be the first to 
graduate having gone through medical school under the new 
medical education curriculum.

Internist Nageshwara Gullapalli, M.D., left, and Greg Highison, Ph.D., physiology and cell biology professor, are Block 2 co-directors.
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more online 

Details about the Years 1 and 2 block curriculum are 
available. online: medicine.nevada.edu/synapse.
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Growing a clinical 
research enterprise
MENTORING JUNIOR SCIENTISTS A kEY COMPONENT

Clinical research is finding practical medical applica-
tions for the pure science done in laboratories so 
they can be applied to patients. 

It can be as basic as conducting clinical trials 
within a physician’s office; an activity the University of Nevada 
School of Medicine is looking to grow under the umbrella of 
creating a clinical research enterprise. 

“The conspicuous mission currently missing from the medical 
school is a robust clinical research program,” said Thomas L. 
Schwenk, M.D., dean of the medical school. 

“Clinical research is the type that affects the actual practice 
of medicine, the type of research you see on TV and hear about 
on the radio...the type of research that brings patients to the 
School of Medicine to receive the most advanced care.” 

He added that growing and supporting the development of a 
clinical research program is one of his highest priorities.

“That is why the Nevada IDeA Network of Biomedical Re-
search Excellence program, led by physiology and cell biology 
professor, Dr. James Kenyon, is so important.”

The Nevada INBRE has had success gathering together the 
various components of clinical research and serves as a model 
for establishing such relationships across other departments at 
the School of Medicine. 

According to Schwenk, the INBRE program provides the in-
frastructure and support to mentor and develop trained faculty 
and staff members, create the systems that design and conduct 
clinical research trials, collect and store data and provide ana-
lytical expertise. 

“It is also a way that many physicians and patients can get 
involved in research and contribute to improve medical care,” 
he said.

He added that the other exciting news contributing to the 
school’s success in this endeavor is generous support received 
from Jennifer and Phil Satre and the Redfield Foundation. 

“The former gift will support clinical research development 
in general and the latter supports research that improves the 
health of children. The Satre and Redfield gifts are so precious 
and special, and give us the confidence and support to forge 
ahead with the development of strong programs that will im-
prove the health and health care in Nevada,” said Schwenk.

And Kenyon, who received his Ph.D. in physiology and 
biophysics from the University of Vermont, is also pleased with 
the support from the Satres and the Redfield Foundation. 

“If we’re going to be a player in the clinical research area, we 
need to get our game up,” he said. 

He went on to say that the clinical enterprise is an excep-
tional opportunity for both students and faculty. 

“We have a duty to fulfill our mission to provide good health 
care for the people of Nevada. Patient care and research need 
to be more active. That’s our goal. We’re also working to men-
tor faculty members,” he said.

He explained that as the principal investigator of the Nevada 
INBRE project, he obtained the approximately $14 million, 
five-year INBRE (renewable in 2015) grant to develop a state-
wide biomedical research network extending from Nevada’s 

Clinical research is the type that affects the 
actual practice of medicine, the type of 
research you see on TV and hear about on 
the radio.

ThomaS L. Schwenk, m.D.

James kenyon, Ph.D., top, serves as an early 
career mentor to biologist Alex keene, Ph.D., 
at bottom, with kenyon.
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community colleges through the University of Nevada School of 
Medicine where the emphasis is on developing clinical research. 
A key component of the network is a mentoring program to 
develop early career researchers, such as Dr. Alex Keene of the 
University of Nevada, Reno biology department. 

“A specific goal of the INBRE is to create a network of early 
career scientists across Nevada and to provide them with a 
range of training and mentoring activities. As a current mentor 
to Dr. Keene, I have made sure that he has been included in the 
network and the INBRE-sponsored activities.” 

Some of those activities include Keene’s participation in 
a professional grant writing workshop and working with the 
University’s grants co-op. 

“The co-op group gathers together scientists, ranging from 
graduate students to experienced principal investigators, to 
discuss developing grant proposals and the process of grant re-
view and funding at the National Institutes of Health. I will also 
ensure that Dr. Keene will be linked to the resources for clinical 
and translational research being developed by the Mountain 
West Consortium, a regional consortium to develop clinical 
research” said Kenyon. 

Kenyon pointed out that the INBRE Bioinformatics Core 
developed a HIPAA-compliant, secured, web-based database 
used by Dr. Doina Kulick to develop “Live Well”, an innovative 
web-based tool. 

“Live Well enables primary care physicians to counsel their 
patients on diet and exercise and gives their patients a tool to 
monitor and improve their lifestyles. Dr. Kulick’s approach is 
highly innovative. The initial data are encouraging and will be 
used to justify a more extensive study,” he said.

Kulick, director of the School of Medicine’s Wellness and 
Weight Management Clinic and an associate professor of 
internal medicine and nutrition, explained that the newly-cre-
ated Live Well program “is a translational research pilot study 
funded by the INBRE that studies the effect of an innovative 
dietary counseling program on diet and cholesterol.” 

She added that a healthy diet is the foundation of preventing 
and treating diseases including coronary artery disease, cancer, 
stroke and diabetes. National data show that only 10 percent of 
Americans eat a healthy diet. According to the USDA, healthier 
diets could prevent at least $87 billion per year in medical costs, 
lost productivity and lost lives.

The INBRE program helped primary care doctors like internist Doina kulick, M.D., counsel patients on diet and exercise.
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“Meanwhile, data from the 2010 National Ambulatory Medi-
cal Care Survey show that during visits to primary care physi-
cians, only 11.7 percent documented any type of counseling for 
diet or nutrition, down from 13.5 percent in 2006,” she said.

Kulick pointed out that the counseling intervention us-
ing Live Well is low cost, low intensity as it requires only two 
five-minute sessions of physician-patient interaction, and most 
importantly, can be delivered during the routine physician of-
fice visits.

This streamlined approach allows physicians to make nutri-
tion an integral part of the treatment of chronic diseases.

“This very encouraging pilot study needs to be reproduced 
at a larger scale in order to validate these preliminary data. To-
gether, we will seek future funding to further this translational 
research project. The ultimate goal of our research is to improve 
the health care of patients in our community,” she said.

Kenyon added that the Live Well program is exceptional be-
cause the National Institutes of Health had earlier determined 
that basic science results were not impacting public health. They 
are now distributing research dollars emphasizing more funds 
for clinical research which led to INBRE grants.

“We’re also working on other programs through INBRE,” 
said Kenyon, indicating that he is developing a more robust 
clinical research enterprise at the School of Medicine. 

“Right now, we’re working on a partnership with the UC 
Davis Clinical and Translational Science Center on a program 
for our medical residents where they can receive training in an 
intense week-long clinical research camp in Sacramento.

“In addition, we’re working on a program for our medical 
students to study and conduct research at UC Davis. Sascha 
Horowitz, a third-year medical student, entered the program in 
July and will study sleep in burn patients at the UC Davis Medi-
cal Center and Shriners Hospital for Children. The training she 
receives will earn her a master’s degree in clinical research.”

INBRE also reaches out to help other institutions like the 
University of Nevada, Reno; the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas and state community colleges that are currently limited 
on biomedical research. 

“We’ve had some success with this approach and it’s be-
come quite strong as the students get training and exposure to 
mentoring and labs to direct them toward biomedical research,” 
Kenyon said. n -anne pershing

Philanthropists Jennifer and Phil Satre gave a $3 million gift to the School of Medicine to boost clinical translational research efforts.
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The University of Nevada School of Medicine 
earned a new honor signifying it has taken the 
extra step in its ability to evaluate patients using 
neurodiagnostic testing entitled nerve conduction 

studies and electromyography.
Under the direction of neurologist David Ginsburg, M.D., 

the internal medicine department in Las Vegas became the first 
lab in Nevada to be accredited by the American Association of 
Neuromuscular and Electrodiagnostic Medicine, effective June 
1, 2012. Ginsburg and his laboratory staff’s accreditation further 
earned the title of “exemplary status.”

According to Ginsburg, as of July 2012 there are only about 
100 accredited labs in the country. 

“This exemplary rating means our quality assurance is at a 
very high standard.”

He added, “We have satisfied stringent criteria set by the 
association, ensuring physicians can feel comfortable referring 
their patients to us for diagnosing those with neuromuscular 
diseases such as spinal nerve root disorders, carpal tunnel syn-
drome, peripheral neuropathy, muscle disorders and diabetic 
neuropathy,” Ginsburg said.

With the goal of accurately diagnosing the patient, neurolo-

gists use the equipment consisting of a nerve stimulator, surface 
and needle recording electrodes and a laptop computer to deter-
mine the location and severity of the neuromuscular problem, 
and whether the neuromuscular disorder improves over time.

The performance of nerve conduction studies entails the 
nerve stimulator being placed directly over the nerve, which is 
then electrically stimulated. The electrical response from the 
corresponding nerve or muscle is recorded in terms of ampli-
tude, nerve conduction velocity, and latency of the response.

In the second portion, electromyography, the needle record-
ing electrode is inserted within various muscles in order to 
record electrical activity from the muscles.

The two complementary tests provide a wealth of informa-
tion about the status of the peripheral nervous system.

“It’s an objective way to identify what is going on with the 
peripheral nervous system, since patients often present with 

ACCREDITATION SIGNIFIES A HIGHER LEVEL OF 
DIAGNOSTIC ABILITY FOR NEUROMUSCULAR DISEASE 

Electrodiagnostic lab 
comes to Nevada

This exemplary rating means our quality 
assurance is at a very high standard.

DavID GInSBuRG, m.D.
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vague symptoms,” said Ginsburg, who, working in conjunction 
with electrodiagnostic technician Karolyn Witcher, uses the 
diagnostic equipment as an extension of his clinical examination 
of the patients.  

“This procedure is most effective when done by the same 
physician who actually sees the patient and is familiar with him 
or her. I will talk to the patient, examine him or her, then per-
form the test,” he explained. 

In general, implanted electrical devices such as cardiac 
pacemakers or spinal cord stimulators are not contraindications 
for the procedure. Patients on anti-platelet or anticoagulant 
medications are also typically permitted to undergo electrodi-
agnostic testing. Testing is not performed over open wounds, 
and patients with significant edema may need to have the nerve 
conduction portion of the procedure deferred due to technical 
considerations.

“We tailor the testing to the patient’s presenting condi-
tion, which often involves weakness, tingling or numbness. For 
example, if a patient presents with hand numbness, it may be 
difficult to distinguish between carpal tunnel syndrome and a 
pinched nerve from the neck.

“Taking together the patient’s history and clinical examina-
tion, the electrodiagnostic testing adds an additional critical 
piece of information which enables me to identify a diagnosis.

“This technology helps me offer patients more accurate 
diagnoses for improved treatment and outcomes,” continued 
Ginsburg, who has seen this portion of his overall practice grow 
by 30 percent over the last few months.

While not used for diagnosing central nervous system condi-
tions such as multiple sclerosis or stroke, the electrodiagnostic 
testing serves as an extension of the clinical evaluation of his 
patients in his neuromuscular practice, including his multidis-
ciplinary clinics with the Muscular Dystrophy Association and 
ALS Association.

Furthermore, the diagnostic testing is used in various re-
search protocols in order to evaluate patient responses to cutting 
edge treatments under clinical investigation.

The five-year accreditation will be maintained by submitting 
patient test results on an annual basis to the American Associa-
tion of Neuromuscular and Electrodiagnostic Medicine.

Ginsburg practices at the Patient Care Center at 1707 W. 
Charleston Blvd., Ste. 220, in Las Vegas. n -anne mcmillin, apr
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karolyn Witcher and David Ginsburg, M.D., use electrodiagnostic equipment to better evaluate patients with neuromuscular diseases.
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A recent $10 million grant from the National Institutes 
of Health created a new Center of Biomedical Re-
search Excellence, or COBRE, that focuses on the 
cell biology of signaling across membranes. 

The new Cell Biology Center is training junior biomedical 
researchers from the University of Nevada School of Medicine 
and the University of Nevada, Reno to conduct research to 
better understand how cells and cellular compartments commu-
nicate with each other and how defects in such communication 
could trigger disease.

The Cell Biology Center is only the third COBRE grant in 
Nevada; the other active COBRE grant is on “Smooth Muscle 
Plasticity.” While Nevada’s previous COBRE grants resided 
within the School of Medicine, the new center also involves the 
University’s College of Science.

The program director and principal investigator for the 
project is School of Medicine neuroscientist Chris von Bartheld, 
M.D., who is assisted by University of Nevada, Reno neurobi-
ologist Grant Mastick, Ph.D.

According to Thomas L. Schwenk, M.D., dean of the medi-
cal school, the COBRE program is an outstanding example of 
the important research that can be conducted by scientists with 
diverse backgrounds.

“The collaboration between the School of Medicine and the 
University’s Biology Department is a strong feature of the pro-
gram and speaks to the type of faculty expertise that can come 
together from across the campus to do good science.”

Schwenk added that one of the most important aspects of 
the COBRE grant is the way it supports the recruitment, men-
toring and development of junior scientists who will become the 
leaders of tomorrow. 

“The COBRE support is particularly critical as part of our 
larger plan to invest in and expand the University of Nevada 

School of Medicine’s entire research enterprise throughout the 
state,” he said.

He explained that the COBRE grant has special value as 
a potential source of translational research that will take basic 
science discoveries into the clinical setting to actually change 
patient care.

Von Bartheld has worn many hats at the medical school 
following his arrival in 1997. He has advanced from co-director 
to director in the neuroscience course for medical students, and 
from being a member of the institutional review board for hu-
man subject research to vice chair and, briefly, acting chair of 

this board. 
“The new COBRE 

grant was several 
years in the making. 
I had watched how 
multiple previous 
attempts failed to get 
a center grant funded 
and my formula for 
success eventually 
paid off,” he said. 

The key novelties 
in the grant proposal 

were to integrate the research of scientists in the College of Sci-
ence with the research of biomedical researchers at the School 
of Medicine.

BUILDS COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH BETWEEN DEPARTMENTS

NIH grant promotes
development of junior
researchers

The COBRE program is an outstanding example 
of the important research that can be conduct-
ed by scientists with diverse backgrounds.

ThomaS L. Schwenk, m.D.

The worm-like black "chains" in this develop-
ing synapse are a couple of silver grains that 
show that this synapse contains a radiola-
beled neurotrophic factor that has trans-
ported from the eye to the brain in a chicken 
embryo. Photo courtesy Chris von Barthold.
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“I carefully selected my junior faculty from several different 
departments and colleges for high quality and for evidence of 
exceptional past achievements,” said von Bartheld, who earned 
his medical degree from the University of Göttingen in Germany 
and trained as a postdoctoral fellow and research assistant pro-
fessor at the University of Washington. 

“One major goal of these center grants is to make junior fac-
ulty more competitive in garnering federal research funds, so the 
quality of those junior faculty are the key to success. The center 
also provides infrastructure support and requires a detailed 
faculty development and mentoring plan.”

Von Bartheld admits that the administrative workload can be 
daunting and credits both his co-director, Mastick, and biology 
lecturer Amy Altick, Ph.D., for their roles in successfully imple-
menting the new center.

All three of them also lead Nevada’s chapter of the Society 
for Neuroscience, an organization that educates the public about 
neuroscience and promotes brain awareness.

Mastick said that the grant has proven to be extremely ben-
eficial for the University and medical school.

“A major goal of the COBRE is to continue to strengthen the 

research interactions between the various biomedical researchers 
across campus,” he said. 

“Chris is leading our effort to develop synergy between the 
biology research groups in cell signaling and collaborating with 
medical school research and resources.”

Mastick explained that the COBRE funding is providing new 
facilities, but just as importantly, it is already creating exciting 
new ideas and discussions. 

“The projects in both the biology department and the School 
of Medicine are led by productive junior faculty emerging as 
nationally competitive researchers,” he said.

And von Bartheld describes the dual-site arrangement with 
the University of Nevada School of Medicine and College of Sci-
ence as a “win-win” situation. 

“The basic scientists learn from the biomedical researchers 
about clinical and translational aspects and disease context and 
the biomedical researchers learn from the basic scientists about 
the use of novel, simple model organisms. In the past decade, 
these new approaches have become more important tools to 
gain insights in cellular function and to tackle human diseases.” 
n -anne pershing
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Neuroscientist Chris von Bartheld, M.D., is principal investigator for the School of Medicine’s Cell Biology Center COBRE grant and works in collaboration with Grant 
Mastick, Ph.D., of the University of Nevada, Reno’s biology department, in an effort to develop synergy between research groups studying cell signaling.
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Halfway through medical school. Transitioning to 
the clinical years. An inaugural student ceremony 
in Las Vegas.

Members of the Class of 2014, along with 
their families, friends, faculty and staff of the School of Medicine, 
gathered for the 13th Annual Clinician’s Ceremony on June 29 
in Las Vegas. 

Also in attendance were several distinguished guests including 
Nevada System of Higher Education Regents Mark Alden, Mark 
Doubrava, M.D.’89, and Rick Trachok, Clark County Com-
missioner Susan Brager and members of the University Medical 
Center advisory board and leadership team.

This transitional ceremony for the 62 students in the Class 
of 2014 marked their progression from basic sciences classroom 
instruction to the clinical years of medical education. Nearly 
two-thirds of the class will be in Las Vegas completing clinical 
training this academic year. 

Held for the first time in Las Vegas, this annual ceremonial 
event will become a mainstay of the University of Nevada School 
of Medicine’s academic year in Southern Nevada.

“This ceremony symbolizes the significance in the critical role 

Ceremony marks 
progression to clinical years
SIGNIFIES CRITICAL ROLE OF LAS VEGAS IN TRAINING

Stay open to the professional paths open 
to (you) and take time to learn about (your) 
patients and their families.

LISa LyonS, m.D.’97

Third-year medical students, from left to right, Justin Perry, Brandon Godfrey, Alec 
Runyon and MacGregor Brownlow at this year’s Clinician’s Ceremony.
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Las Vegas plays in our students’ clinical training,” said Thomas 
L. Schwenk, M.D., dean of the medical school.

He went on to tell the Class of 2014 that they have two roles 
to learn in medical school: how to be a life-long learner with the 
privilege to be involved in a patient’s life; and secondly, that of a 
physician, who is part of the health care delivery system.

Lisa Lyons, M.D.,’97, former alumni association president, 
also addressed the class urging them to stay open to the profes-
sional paths available to them, take time to learn about their 
patients and families; and finally, to take care of themselves.

Outgoing class president Travis Anderson extoled his 
classmates as the “finest group of individuals I have ever worked 
with,” saying they were the faces that will lead society into the 
next generation of medicine.

Katie Lyons, incoming class president, recognized her class as 
a community working together toward a common goal. She ex-
pressed gratitude to faculty, family and friends who had helped 
her classmates toward the dream of becoming physicians. 

The ceremony had important elements including presenta-
tion of Professionalism Awards for outstanding student examples 
of the five characteristics of professionalism. 

Presented their awards, as selected by their classmates/peers, 
by Timothy Baker, M.D.’04, associate dean for medical educa-
tion, those honored included Katie Lyons (recognized for duty), 
Natsuko Takakuwa (altruism), Dominik Prosser (humility), Alec 
Runyon (respect) and Daniel Hansen (integrity).

Those students honored with the professionalism awards, 
along with Dean Schwenk, were inducted into the Gold Human-
ism Honor Society, which recognizes exceptional medical stu-
dents, residents and physician-teachers for excellence in clinical 
care, leadership, compassion and dedication to service. 

Six medical residents, selected by the medical students they 
teach, were recognized with the Humanism and Excellence in 
Teaching Awards from the Arnold P. Gold Foundation. 

They included Walter Yuen, M.D., internal medicine, Reno; 
Jayleen Chin, M.D., psychiatry, Reno; Mariangela Rivera, M.D., 
surgery; Vickie Bailey, M.D., pediatrics; and Kanchan Kanel, 
M.D., and Deepak Nandikanti, M.D., both with internal medi-
cine, Las Vegas.

Students also received a new white coat, which included their 
name and symbolizes their important role in the health care 
team. n -anne mcmillin, apr

Class of 2014 members Erin Ostby and Caroline Protin recite the student honor pledge at this year’s Clinician’s Ceremony.
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A product of rural Nevada, Reece 
Jones hails from Fallon and gradu-

ated from Brigham Young University in 
2009 with a degree in biology.

Synapse: You have had quite a bit of 
international exposure. How did those 
experiences influence your decision to 
come to medical school? 
Jones: When I was called to serve a 
church mission in Mozambique, I was 
unsure where the country was even 
located let alone how to speak Portuguese, 
the native language. Mozambique quickly 
became home as the people and culture 
there are very friendly and accepting.

One of my many fond memories in 
Mozambique that reaffirmed my desire 
for medicine was volunteering at a rural 
pregnancy center, where mothers could 
receive services including vaccinations, 
developmental evaluation, and the like.

Many times we would see hundreds of 
mothers and babies in a matter of hours. 
It was busy, but we were able to give 
them the knowledge and access to care 
they needed to have a healthy baby and 
pregnancy. I found it very rewarding to 
be able to help so many people.  

My decision to come to medical 
school had been made prior to my two 
years in Mozambique. However, I do feel 
that living there helped me to mature and 
grow as a person and future doctor. I was 
fortunate enough to volunteer hundreds 
of hours while in Mozambique in both 
health care and nonmedical settings.

While in Africa I saw various diseases 
as well as many medical failures and 
successes. Many of these memories will al-
ways be with me as a practicing physician.

Synapse: What is your particular area 
of clinical or research interest and what 
steered you toward it?
Jones: During this last year of medical 
school, I realized I would enjoy any spe-
cialty as a physician. This did not come as 
much of a surprise to me, as I truly feel I 
will be happy in any field of medicine. My 
ultimate goal would be to have my own 
private office for outpatient medicine.

Synapse: Best experience afforded to 
you by the School of Medicine?
Jones: Medical school has been exactly 
what I had expected, and I am enjoying 
it all. I really loved my third year electives 
the most because I enjoy working with 
doctors and patients. I especially enjoyed 
my family and internal medicine blocks.

Synapse: What is your hope for the 

residency match next spring?
Jones: I recently decided that internal 
medicine was my career path. I am hope-
ful to stay close to home. I am not sure 
whether I will pursue a specialty or not, 
but I think internal medicine is a good fit 
for me. Whether I’m a hospitalist, spe-
cialist, or in ambulatory medicine, I am 
excited to finally be Dr. Jones.

Synapse: What qualities do you possess 
that will add to your effectiveness as a 
physician? 
Jones: I think of myself as a good listener 
and communicator which is obviously 
important to be an effective doctor. I also 
know how to work hard. Like any profes-
sion, being a good doctor takes a lot of 
work. The bottom line is that I care a lot 
about my patients, and in the end it’s all 
about them.

International experiences affirm student’s love of medicine

Reece Jones in downtown Fallon, where he grew up.
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A new level of leadership, based on 
contributions from a team, is improv-

ing learning for both faculty and students.
Earlier this year, Melissa Piasecki, 

M.D., psychiatry professor, assumed the 
role of senior associate dean of academic 
affairs at the University of Nevada School 
of Medicine, and became the head of a 
leadership team in the Office of Academic 
Affairs that focuses on further improving 
the quality of learning.

Piasecki credits her love for teaching 
as her inspiration to head the leadership 
team for both faculty development and 
student learning.

“If you work with faculty and help 
them with their teaching and professional 
goals, that will impact their learners—the 
residents and students they work with,” 
Piasecki said. “Those residents and stu-
dents can then impact their patients.”

Piasecki works closely with a group 
of core team leaders—including Peggy 
Dupey, Ph.D., of admissions and student 
affairs; Timothy Baker, M.D.’04, in medi-
cal education, Jennifer Hagen, M.D.’93, 
in faculty development, Gwen Shonkwiler, 
Ph.D., in evaluation and assessment, Deb-
orah Kuhls, M.D., in academic affairs, 
Las Vegas and Melissa O’Brien, M.A. in 
continuing education—to advance faculty 
and student excellence at the University 
of Nevada School of Medicine.

Piasecki credits each of the OAA team 
members with making key contribu-
tions to the School mission, saying: “The 
amount of energy, dedication and talent 
on the OAA team is inspiring.”

According to Piasecki, focusing on 
leadership in every department is crucial 
to achieving what is required of the school 
and academic medicine in general. 

“Leadership is a special element of 
faculty development,” Piasecki said. 

“Faculty development is what we do 
to help faculty progress in their academic 
careers and their professional lives. The 
leadership component is very focused. We 
have lofty, audacious goals.”

Of the many things the leadership 
team in the Office of Academic Affairs 
is working on, one of the highlights is the 
curricular transformation process.

“It takes a lot of people and it takes a 
lot of goodwill to make that happen, and 
it’s happening,” Piasecki said. 

In addition, she noted a modest 
increase in the class size and a plan to ex-
pand “in a very measured way to increase 
our ability to meet the health care needs 
of Nevada and beyond.” 

Piasecki and her team are also cur-
rently working to enhance institutional 
diversity, an important element of the 
School of Medicine’s mission statement.

A newly-formed Council on Diversity 
Initiatives is working to create part-
nerships and programs, both on- and 
off-campus, to enhance diversity of the 
pipeline of students coming to the School 
of Medicine.

“We will have the added value of stu-
dents coming from different backgrounds,” 
Piasecki said. 

“Students learn more when they are 
in a diverse group, and the same thing 
is true for faculty. Faculty learn and get 
more from their professional lives when 
they are working with diverse groups.”

To that end, Piasecki hopes that the 
School of Medicine becomes more diverse 
not only in the students it brings in, but 
the faculty it hires. n -matt lush

It takes a team

Melissa Piasecki, M.D., center, senior associate dean of academic affairs, works with her team to find and 
develop opportunities for students and faculty to excel.
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When he isn’t hiking and biking near 
Red Rock, Nev., Tim Adamowicz, 

D.O., is hard at work as a medical oncol-
ogy fellow in Las Vegas.

Though he was drawn to the profes-
sion of medicine, it wasn’t until graduat-
ing from Penn State with his degree in 
electrical engineering that Adamowicz 
made the jump to medical school.

He knew in college he was going to 
pursue either medicine or engineering, 
but couldn’t decide on which path to 
take, so he prepared for both professions, 
taking medical school prerequisites along 
with engineering courses.

“I graduated college early and I was 
trying to find an engineering job that I 
liked, but I couldn’t,” Adamowicz said. 

“I was able to take a job as a substitute 
teacher and was drawn to teaching special 
needs children, where I could focus more 
on helping individual problems.”

Working with the special needs chil-
dren solidified Adamowicz’s interest in 
medicine, and he felt he could draw upon 
his previously learned skills in engineering 
to help him in the medical field.

“Medicine draws from the same con-
cepts as engineering,” Adamowicz said. 

“It’s all about problem solving.”
Adamowicz, an alumnus of Erie Col-

lege of Osteopathic Medicine, who com-
pleted a residency at Drexel University 
College of Medicine, said he was drawn 
to oncology because the field offered con-
tinuous opportunity to grow and learn.

“Oncology is a rapidly-evolving field, 
with new research and cutting-edge thera-
pies every day,” Adamowicz said.

“As a physician, you’re putting new 
and potentially life-saving discoveries into 

action for the benefit of your patients. It’s  
incredibly challenging and rewarding.”

The medical oncology fellowship, a 
collaborative partnership between the 
University of Nevada School of Medicine 
and the UC San Diego Health System’s 
Nevada Cancer Institute, was attractive to 
him because it is the first medical oncol-
ogy subspecialty fellowship in Nevada 
and provided him an opportunity to help 
pioneer a new program.

Cancer treatment has increasingly 
shifted primarily to outpatient care cen-
ters, which Adamowicz says is indicative 
of quality care and aggressive treatments 
that can help keep patients out of the 
hospital. New technology and research 
present more options to treat and cure 
cancers than ever before.

“People think of oncology as a depress-
ing field, but with today’s knowledge base 

and earlier screening, cancer is not always 
a death sentence,” he said.

“For every critically ill patient, there 
are many more that make tremendous 
improvements and even see their can-
cer cured. My job is always rewarding 
because of the opportunity to take that life 
journey with my patients.”

Adamowicz credits the fellowship 
director, Delva Deauna-Lymayo, M.D., 
for the program’s success.

“She has been aggressive in ensuring 
quality practices and exciting learning 
opportunities, and making continuous 
improvements,” Adamowicz said.

Adamowicz completes his fellowship 
next July, as a member of the second class 
of fellows to graduate from the program.

“Now that I’ve nearly completed my 
formal education, it’s exciting to think of 
the opportunities ahead.” n -matt lush

Fellow makes leap from engineering to oncology

Medical oncology fellow Tim Adamowicz, D.O., was attracted to the School of Medicine’s fellowship program 
because it gave him the opportunity to help develop a new program from the ground up.
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Family, faculty and friends of the Class 
of 2012 gathered May 18 at Lawlor 

Events Center in Reno for the annual 
commencement ceremonies.

The 56 graduating medical students 
celebrated completion of their under-
graduate medical education by receiving 
their academic hoods and reciting the 
Hippocratic Oath, which reaffirms their 
commitment to the medical profession.

Florence Jameson, M.D., director of 
the Volunteers in Medicine of Southern 
Nevada clinic and Nevada State Medi-

cal Association president, was the guest 
speaker for hooding.

Of note this year were the first two 
dual M.D./MPH graduates from the 
University: Kelsey Worthington, M.D./
MPH and Alyce Sutko, M.D./MPH.

In addition to celebrating the gradu-
ation of the Class of 2012, the School of 
Medicine honored several faculty and 
community members who have sup-
ported the philosophy and goals of the 
medical school and have made significant 
contributions to the health care field.

Frieda Hulka, M.D.’92, was recog-
nized as the Outstanding Alumna of 
the Year for her exceptional teaching as 
adjunct clinical faculty in the anatomy 
program for the past 12 years, and for 
her service to the school as a preceptor to 
medical students in her field of surgery.

H. Donald Clark, M.D., received this 

year’s honors as the Thomas J. Scully 
Praeceptor Carissimus Award, for serving 
as a preceptor since 1995. He has men-
tored and taught medical students in the 
Introduction to Patient Care and Clinical 
Reasoning in Medicine courses as well 
as the third-year pediatric clerkships and 
served as the clerkship coordinator for 
the pediatrics department in Reno and as 
interim pediatrics chair. 

Josh Bardin, M.D., earned the Dean’s 
Distinguished Service Award for his 
outstanding service as a volunteer to the 
School of Medicine since 2006. He has 
participated in anatomy lectures and 
laboratories, demonstrated procedures, 
assisted students in laboratory exercises 
and mentored students.

Those recognized as emeriti faculty 
included Dr. Sachiko de St. Jeor, profes-
sor of internal medicine; Caroline Ford, 
MPH, director of the Center for Educa-
tion and Health Services Outreach; Dr. 
William Graettinger, professor of internal 
medicine; Dr. Joe Hume, professor and 
former chair of pharmacology; Dr. Kerry 
Lewis, professor of speech pathology and 
audiology; and Dr. Grant Miller, profes-
sor of psychiatry and behavioral services.

Earlier this spring, the Class of 2012 
matched with residency institutions across 
the nation and will enter specialties rang-
ing from anesthesiology to otolaryngology. 

“Our students are conscious of the 
great need in Nevada for primary care 
and that is reflected in the nearly 60 per-
cent who have chosen to pursue careers in 
primary care,” said Peggy Dupey, Ph.D., 
associate dean for admissions and student 
affairs at the University of Nevada School 
of Medicine. n -anne mcmillin, apr

Class of 2012 completes medical degree
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Alyce Sutko, at left, and kelsey Worthington are the School of Medicine’s first dual M.D./MPH graduates.

Hooded Heroes
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As I begin my term as the 
president of the University 

of Nevada School of Medicine 
Alumni Association, it occurs 
to me that I want to say these 
words to each of you as well.

We are all students and 
teachers and we have an obliga-
tion to uphold the traditions 
of the School of Medicine for 
those who preceded us and all 
those who will follow us. 

With your financial support, the alumni board is honor-
ing our commitment to our students by introducing a Service 
Project Grant, whereby students can apply for financial support 
to create service projects to improve their learning experience 
and their community. 

Your alumni dues will not only support the annual service 
project grant scholarship, but also the publication of Synapse and 
the purchase of white coats for first-year students. 

Our alumni members act as hosts for students traveling 
to communities outside of Nevada. We serve as mentors and 
preceptors in every county and see uninsured patients at the 
Student Outreach Clinic in Reno. 

The association has members in rural Nevada, Clark and 
Washoe Counties and throughout the nation. We are united in 
our strong sense of obligation to remember our roots and give 
back to the medical school in appreciation of the education that 
has given each of us an opportunity to pursue successful careers. 

Keep the alumni association’s traditions alive and show your 
support today by becoming a new member or by renewing your 
annual membership.

The association’s commitment to you is to keep you in-
formed through Synapse and newsletters, to organize formal and 
informal alumni social events, to coordinate reunion planning 
and to actively support students. Consider becoming a lifetime 
member today. 

We are actively seeking reunion coordinators for the classes 
of 1988, 1989, 2003 and 2004.

This is not a difficult job and you will have all the support 
you need through the school’s alumni office, but we need a 

coordinator for each year to shape the reunions to meet your 
individual class style.

There are many opportunities to volunteer your time and 
talent, whether you have an hour a semester to mentor or four 
hours a week to see patients with first- and second-year students 
at the Student Outreach Clinic, we have a need for you.

Community physicians who volunteer at the Student Out-
reach Clinic can now apply for adjunct volunteer faculty status, 
which allows for malpractice insurance coverage under the 
School of Medicine policy.

Tracey Lane Delaplain, M.D.’87, FACOG
President
University of Nevada School of Medicine Alumni Association

Message from the President of the
Alumni Association

Students, you are now part of a proud tradition: 
A tradition of excellence, integrity, and 
compassion that is the University of Nevada 
School of Medicine. Those who preceded you 
and those who will follow, depend upon you 
to uphold our values and honor our calling. 
Never forget your roots or the great gift of 
education that has been given to you by the 
citizens of Nevada. Remember your obligations 
to your community, the school and your alumni 
association. Pay your debt forward with heart 
and enthusiasm. May you always be a student 
and never forget to be a teacher.”

TRacey DeLaPLaIn, m.D., exceRPT oF SPeech aT The
whITe coaT ceRemony FoR The cLaSS oF 2016 

alumNI Notes

become a member today 

online: medicine.nevada.edu/alumni/
alumniassociation.html. Contact Christina Sarman for 
more information. email: christinas@unr.edu. Alumni 
can also reach Delaplain directly to discuss volunteer 
opportunities. email:  tdelaplainmd@sbcglobal.net.
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A top pediatric surgeon. An advocate 
for young people. And a University 

of Nevada School of Medicine alumna.
These accolades only scratch the 

surface in describing the 2012 School of 
Medicine Alumni Association’s Outstand-
ing Alumna of the Year, Frieda Hulka, 
M.D., a Carson City native and graduate 
of the Class of 1992.

Hulka received her award from Dean 
Thomas L. Schwenk, M.D., and Lisa 
M. Lyons, M.D.’97, outgoing president 
of the alumni association, at the annual 
University of Nevada School of Medicine 
alumni reception held last April in the 
Pennington Health Sciences Building on 
the school’s Reno campus.   

“This is an honor—the highest honor 
I’ve received from the students I teach 
and my peers,” Hulka said upon accept-
ing the award.

Tracey Delaplain, M.D.’87, the 
alumni association’s incoming president, 
said Hulka was chosen by the alumni 
board as the award recipient because she 
represents all the ideals of the University 
of Nevada School of Medicine.  

“She is compassionate, an advocate 
for excellence in surgery and she serves 
the citizens of Nevada tirelessly. She 
gives back to the school by teaching in 
the classroom and in her private office,” 
Delaplain said, adding: “She has earned 
the deep respect of her colleagues and the 
devotion of her patients.”  

When accepting the award, Hulka said 
she is taken aback by the many aspects 
of medical school that have progressed in 
the 20 years since she was a student.

“I have memories of Dr. Tibbitts doing 
lessons with slides and hand-drawn col-
ored pencil sketches,” she said, noting that 

current students learn in smart classrooms 
on laptops using Internet resources.

Hulka talked about the mentoring as-
pect of her role at the medical school and 
how often she is struck by the extraor-
dinary professional success of School of 
Medicine alumni.

She cited the example of Joseph Lille-
gard, a fourth year student who precepted 
with her for three weeks in 2005, and 
is now a Mayo Clinic-trained pediatric 
surgeon in Rochester, Minn.

After graduating from the School of 
Medicine in 1992, Hulka did her residen-
cy in general surgery at Oregon Health 
and Sciences University followed by two 
fellowships: the first in trauma and critical 
care at Oregon Health and Sciences; and 
the second in pediatric surgery at the 
University of Louisville.

Since 1999, Hulka has been a general, 
pediatric, trauma and critical care sur-
geon at Western Surgical Group in Reno.

In addition to her demanding respon-
sibilities as a surgeon, she has given back 
to her alma mater by serving the School 
of Medicine as a clinical assistant profes-
sor for the surgery and physiology and cell 
biology departments for the past 13 years.

Hulka continues to serve the medi-
cal school as a preceptor to third- and 
fourth-year medical students in her field 
of surgery.

She is highly involved in the Northern 
Nevada community, presently serving as 
a board member of the Nevada Women’s 
Fund and Think First, an organization 
dedicated to educating young people 
about their personal vulnerability and the 
importance of making safe and healthy 
choices. n -anne mcmillin, apr

Alumna gives back

Pediatric surgeon Frieda Hulka, M.D.,’92 gives her time not only to her alma mater, but to her community as 
well. She is the 2012 Outstanding Alumna of the Year.
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1980s
Benjamin Rodriguez, m.D. ’82, 
received a professional achievement 
award from the Nevada Alumni Associa-
tion at the 2012 Homecoming Gala.  

ann Jobe, m.D. ’86, above, received a 
professional achievement award from 
the Nevada Alumni Association at the 
2012 Homecoming Gala.    

John Rhodes, m.D. ’88, is practicing 
with the k/E Centers for Advanced Med-
icine in Las Vegas. He is part of a medical 
team that maximizes practitioner train-
ing and skills to benefit the patient while 
using the most up-to-date science and 
technology in a setting that prioritizes 
the patient-physician relationship.

Matthew Boulton, 
M.D.’87, third from left, 
received the Duncan Clark 
Award for achievement 
and outstanding 
contributions to the 
field of prevention and 
public health education. 
The award is presented 
annually by the 
Association for Prevention 
Teaching Research to 

those who have reached a distinguished record of achievement in the areas of 
teaching, research, and/or advocacy in the field of public health and prevention. 
Boulton holds professorial appointments in the Department of Epidemiology, the 
Department of Health Management and Policy and in Preventive Medicine at the 
School of Public Health and in the Department of Internal Medicine, Infectious 
Disease Division at the University of Michigan School of Medicine.

Javier Zayas-Bazan, m.D. ’05, was 
named associate director at the Scott-
sdale Healthcare Family Medicine 
Residency Program in Phoenix.

Raffi hovsepian, m.D., General 
Surgery Residency ’06, was named a 
Fellow of the American College of Sur-
geons during the convocation ceremo-
nies at the College’s 97th annual Clinical 
Congress in San Francisco last April.

Susan knowles, m.D. ’06, has the 
joined the internal medicine depart-
ment at the University of Nevada School 
of Medicine in Las Vegas. She com-
pleted internal medicine residency, chief 
residency, and a fellowship in rheuma-
tology at the University of Arizona. She 
will take over as director of the internal 
medicine clerkship and will be a faculty 
member of the Clinical Reasoning in 
Medicine course.  

kiarash noorizadeh, m.D., Ph.D., 
Internal medicine Residency ’08, has 
joined the medical staff at Davis Memo-
rial Hospital in Elkins, West Virginia. 

helen Gray, m.D. ‘08, Family medicine 
Residency ‘11 and her husband Bryan, 
welcomed baby boy Tristan Paul Gray 
on February 14, 2012.  

2010s
mahendran Jayaraj, m.D., Internal 
medicine Residency ’12, joined the 
University of Nevada School of Medicine 
Department of Internal Medicine. During 
residency, he was selected by peers for 
the Barbara O’Rourke teaching award.  

michael c. van Tuyl, m.D. ’88, joined 
the kingman Regional Medical Center in 
Arizona as a radiation oncologist. 

1990s
Jeffrey Salomone, m.D. ’90, was re-
cently installed as the 25th President of 
the Eastern Association for the Surgery 
of Trauma, the largest professional 
society of trauma surgeons. He is an 
associate professor of surgery at Emory 
University and practices trauma and 
critical care surgery at Grady Memorial 
Hospital in Atlanta.

marie mccormack, m.D ’92, has joined 
Renown Health as the medical director 
for the rural primary care practices. She 
will oversee the Renown primary care 
providers in Fallon, Fernley, and Silver 
Springs while continuing to see patients 
at her practice in Fernley.  

2000s
Lian Shaw, m.D., Internal medicine 
Residency ’00, is a cardiologist with the 
Legacy Salmon Creek Medical Center in 
Vancouver, Wash.  

share your news with 
the medical school 
community 

Submit your news with a 
high-resolution photograph 
to Christina Sarman, director 
of development. email:  
christinas@unr.edu.
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The School of Medicine recently 
benefitted from the generosity of 

the Nevada State Medical Association, 
which formalized an annual scholarship 
to benefit Nevada students pursuing their 
medical education at the state’s only 
public medical school.

Cassandra Puccinelli, a second-year 
medical student who wants to become 
a surgeon, has been selected as the first 
recipient of this scholarship.

“This generous donation and the 
medical association’s commitment to 

scholarship have enabled me to attend 
to my studies and pursue my goal of 
becoming a conscientious and skilled 
physician,” said the Elko native.  

“This gift enables students to pursue 
specialties at which we excel and not 
merely those that allow us to repay our 
student debts in the most rapid manner.”

Puccinelli added that her favorite 
class thus far has been anatomy. 

“I thoroughly enjoyed learning about 
the physical relationships that exist be-
tween the structures of the human body. 
As a surgeon, I will take advantage of 
those relationships to help patients in a 
real and quantifiable way,” she said.

Florence Jameson, M.D., president 
of the NSMA, presented Thomas L. 
Schwenk, M.D., with the scholarship 
award at the Dean’s Dinner on May 17.

“As we continue to grow our class 

size and the price of tuition increases in 
accordance with associated costs, we are 
especially grateful to NSMA and other 
donors who consider supporting our 
scholarship program. They are instru-
mental in creating a new generation of 
physicians who will ultimately care for us 
and our communities,” said Schwenk.  

NSMA is Nevada’s oldest and largest 
physician advocacy organization. Since 
1875, it has met annually for 105 years to 
discuss the needs of Nevada physicians.  

Larry Matheis, NSMA executive 
director, said that the association has al-
ways supported Nevada medical students 
with scholarships. 

“The revised program supports 
medical students who are training in 
the state’s medical schools. The NSMA 
believes that this policy supports students 
and helps create the medical education 
infrastructure vital to our state’s future.”  

According to Peggy Dupey, Ph.D., as-
sociate dean of student affairs and chair 
of the school’s scholarship committee, 
scholarship support helps the school to 
attract the most competitive students to 
stay in Nevada for their training and also 
assists many Nevada students with medi-
cal education costs that are prohibitive 
given their families financial situation.  

In the 2012-2013 academic year, the 
School of Medicine was able to provide 
nearly $930,000 in scholarship sup-
port to more than 80 percent of its 253 
students. The average award of $4,486 
helps to soften the annual and increasing 
tuition bill of $20,700. 

Recent School of Medicine graduates 
have accumulated an average debt of 
$121,284.  n -christina sarman

Nevada State Medical Association supports students

Thomas L. Schwenk, M.D., dean of the School of Medicine, receives a donation from Florence Jameson, M.D., 
president of the Nevada State Medical Association, to support student scholarships.
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make a gift 

To learn more about making a 
gift to support the scholarship 
program, please contact 
Christina Sarman, development 
director. phone: 775-784-6009. 
email: christinas@unr.edu.

developmeNt News
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remembering a legacy 
The School of Medicine lost longtime faculty member David 
Lupan, Ph.D., senior associate dean of basic science and re-
search, who passed away June 23, 2012 following a brief illness. 
At Lupan’s memorial service on July 1, Thomas L. Schwenk, 
m.D., dean of the medical school, said that early after his arrival 
in 2011, he learned to trust Lupan’s wisdom and judgment on 
a number of complex issues.

“His background knowledge about many complex problems 
was astonishing. History is an important place to start in 
understanding the complexities of the medical school, and Dr. 
Lupan was an authoritative source for both the critical and the 
mundane aspects of such history,” Schwenk said.

Microbiologist Thomas kozel, Ph.D., remembered his col-
league as having uncommon wisdom and grace when dealing 
with his administrative duties. kozel went on to eulogize his 
friend in words from Lupan’s students over the years who cited 
their professor as being “utterly cool,” giving him “two thumbs 
up” and praising his ability to “relate” the course material 
instead of “feeding” it to them.

ken maehara, Ph.D., associate pathology professor, said it 
was a pleasure to work with Lupan and that he came away 
from their friendship as a better teacher and scholar.

“He was respected by faculty, staff, students and the public and 
was the face of the medical school for years,” said Maehara.

Born in Ohio and raised in Arizona, Lupan attended gradu-
ate school at the University of Iowa, earning his doctorate in 
microbiology in 1973. He joined the School of Medicine as an 
assistant professor immediately after graduating, and was pro-
moted to professor in 1989, where he earned the reputation 
as an expert in bacteriology and mycology and mechanisms of 
resistance to antimicrobials. 

During his early career he was responsible for several major 
courses and sequences in microbiology for medical students, 
and received the University of Nevada, Reno’s Outstanding 
Teacher of the Year award in 1988 and 1997. During the early 
phase of his scientific career, he published or presented 49 
posters, peer-reviewed manuscripts and abstracts, and was the 
recipient or co-recipient of 10 externally-funded grant awards.

For the past 10 years, Lupan served as senior associate dean for 
basic science and research at the School of Medicine, and for 
five years before that was assistant dean and interim senior as-
sociate dean. A strong supporter of expanded research oppor-
tunities for students, Lupan loved lecturing and teaching and 
was a mentor to many during his nearly 40 years on faculty. 

Luci young, his assistant during his years as senior associate 
dean, said Lupan was always willing to counsel students on 
their research projects and guide them in whatever aspect 
they needed to succeed. She added that Lupan was particu-
larly proud of the annual George Bierkamper Student Research 
Convocation held in January.
 

“It is good experience for students to develop their abstracts 
and then present them before faculty judges,” she said.

Lupan’s contributions to the University and the School of 
Medicine’s governance and leadership cannot be fully mea-
sured. He served on 12 major University committees, 21 major 
medical school committees, and was a member of, or chaired, 
18 additional committees or task forces in his role as senior 
associate dean.

This service contributed to faculty searches, student admis-
sions, animal care, equipment and lab design, building design 
and construction, student health, biosafety, information tech-
nology, personnel and budget issues, indirect cost distribution, 
the Office of Sponsored Program Administration, faculty by-
laws, space allocation and research network administration.  

Lupan is survived by Joyce, his wife of 44 years, daughter Ni-
cole Naylor (Dave), son Michael (Dawn), four grandchildren and 
two step-grandchildren.
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memorial fund 

Donations may be made to a memorial fund that 
has been established in David’s name: University of 
Nevada, Reno Foundation, David Lupan/School of 
Medicine Fund, Mail Stop 0530, University of Nevada 
School of Medicine, Reno, Nevada 89557-0530.
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Faculty honored as healthcare heroes
Five faculty members were honored this summer by the Ne-
vada Business magazine as 2012 Healthcare Heroes.

In Reno, David Lupan, Ph.D., earned the lifetime achievement 
honor posthumously; carl Sievert, Ph.D., bottom left, was 
recognized in the educator category and kent Sanders, Ph.D., 
bottom right, received the research and technology honor.

In Las Vegas, John Fildes, m.D., top right, was honored in the 
research and technology category and ann Diggins, top left, 
was recognized as the community partner. 

new associate deans named
James kenyon, Ph.D., was named senior associate for re-
search on Sept. 7.

evan klass, m.D., was named to the new position of senior as-
sociate dean for statewide initiatives. He will be responsible for, 
among other projects, the continued development of Project 
ECHO, the telehealth program and coordination of rural health 
and Area Health Education Center activities.

internal medicine chair appointed in reno
Dan Shapiro, m.D., joins the School of Medicine as the new 
H. Edward Manville, Jr. Endowed Chair for the Department of 
Internal Medicine in Reno.

He is an infectious disease specialist with expertise in emerg-
ing pathogens, including bioterrorism, and joins the faculty 
from Boston, where he served as associate professor at Tufts 
University and director of the clinical microbiology laboratories 
at the Lahey Clinic in Burlington, Mass.

ulrich one of three in us to receive award 
craig ulrich, a graduate student studying in Iain Buxton’s 
pharmacology lab, was recognized as one of three students 
nationwide to receive a prestigious three-year award from the 
Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association. Ulrich’s proposal 
entitled, “The Uterine Smooth Muscle Nitrosylproteome,” 
probes the mechanistic basis of preterm labor by examining 
the post-translational modification of proteins by nitrosylation. 

ceremony recognizes faculty
Several faculty members and a student from the School of 
Medicine were recognized for their contributions at the Univer-
sity of Nevada, Reno Honor the Best ceremony held on May 16.

John Fildes, m.D., professor of surgery, was honored as one 
of three Foundation Professors for his pioneering efforts in the 
field of trauma surgery;

Thomas kozel, Ph.D., professor of microbiology, was rec-
ognized as the Outstanding Researcher of the Year, for his 
research into infectious diseases;

chris mcDonnell, m.D.’12, received the Cavanaugh Com-
munity Volunteer Service Award for his work with the Student 
Outreach Clinic and as member of various student committees.

First medical oncology fellows graduate
The School of Medicine graduated its inaugural class of medi-
cal oncology fellows in May through its collaborative partner-
ship with the UC San Diego Health System Nevada Cancer 
Institute (NVCI). The fellows are Randy calegari, m.D., who 
will remain on staff at NVCI; Georgia Gonsalves-Shapiro, 
m.D., who accepted a medical oncology position near Orlando, 
Fla.; Deepa mocherla, m.D., who is exploring employment 
options in Las Vegas; and Behrooz k. Shamloo, m.D., who is 
reviewing offers.
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n The School of Medicine has produced 
1,767 M.D. alumni, including the 220 stu-
dents enrolled in the two-year program 
from 1971-1979, who finished their 
medical degrees at other institutions. 

n While the charter class (1971-1973) 
had only 30 members, the class size 
increased quickly and stayed at 45-55 
students for many years before growing 
to 62 for five years in the early 2000s. 
This year’s entering Class of 2016 is 69 
students. The William N. Pennington 
Health Sciences Building has increased 
the school’s capacity to a class size of 
100, and the School of Medicine is ex-
pected to build to that number gradu-
ally over the next decade. 

n In addition to the medical degree, 
the School of Medicine offers other 
important health science degrees. The 
largest and oldest is speech pathology 
and audiology, which has graduated 
715 students from its bachelor, master 
and doctorate clinical programs. Many 
of these alumni have both a bachelor 
and master degrees, and a few of the 
715 alumni have earned both the master 
and doctorate degrees in speech pa-
thology from the School of Medicine.  

n In the basic sciences, the medical 
school has graduated 98 doctorate stu-
dents in cellular and molecular biology, 
pharmacology and physiology, and bio-
chemistry. From the late 1960s to 1990, 

the school offered bachelor degrees in 
medical technology and clinical labora-
tory graduating 168 students. Thus the 
School of Medicine has graduated more 
than 990 health care professionals in 
addition to medical doctors.
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Las Vegas family physician Daliah Wachs, M.D., graduated from the School of Medicine in 1997. She is host of a live call-in medical talk show on radio.

Alumni

facts aNd fIgures
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alumni summary 

1,755 M.D.
       12 M.D./Ph.D.
    715 Speech pathology B.S.,  
 M.S., Ph.D.
    168 Medical technology/ 
 clinical laboratory B.S. 
       98 Ph.D.

2,748 Total School of Medicine  
 degree holders
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