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Like all our previous newsletters, this one covers events and 
accomplishments of faculty, staff and trainees within the Department 
of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology. Important stuff to be sure, 
since scientific progress doesn’t happen spontaneously. It depends on 
dedicated individuals, like those who comprise our Department. That 
said, what we are most proud of as scientists, is not the awards or 
promotions or titles or degrees or grants. It is the scientific advances 
themselves. These advances only become meaningful to us, and of 
value to society, after they have been subjected to peer review and then 
published in the scientific literature. By this metric we have had a 
tremendous year.

Later in this issue you will see a listing of just some of our 
publications from 2021 and 2022. With all the other news and 
accomplishments you can read about in these pages, you could easily 
gloss over or even miss this somewhat esoteric list. But please know 
that these discoveries, now vetted by peer review and published in 
some of the most prestigious biomedical journals, are our real 
contribution, our true legacy, and our most satisfying source of pride 
as scientists.

Please enjoy this newsletter and feel free to contact me with any 
thoughts it provokes.
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TEACHING AWARD 

Peter Ronner, PhD, 

Received Thomas J. Nasca, 

MD Award for Distinguished 

Teaching & Dedication to 

Student Medical Education 

from the Sidney Kimmel 

Medical College

Recent Awards and Honors
The Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology members 
garnered multiple awards in recognition of their research and 
educational accomplishments during the 2021-2022 academic year.

DEPARTMENTAL HIGHLIGHTS

NAMED ADVISORY BOARD CHAIR 

Diane E. Merry, PhD, Named Chair of The 

Scientific Advisory Board for the Vickie & Jack 

Farber Institute for Neuroscience at Jefferson 

LEADERSHIP

Diane Merry, PhD, Led neurodegeneration 

symposia Global Momentum: Bringing the 

Kennedy’s Disease Community Together  
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TEACHING AWARD

Diane E. Merry, PhD, 

Received The Sidney Kimmel 

Medical College Faculty 

Mentorship Award from 

Dean Mark Tykocinski, MD

FELLOWSHIP

Jeffrey L. Benovic, PhD, Named a Fellow of The American 

Society for Biochemistry & Molecular Biology

RESEARCH AWARD

Richard Pomerantz, PhD, Received  

The Catalyst Award from The Falk Medical 

Research Trust. Project title: “PROTACs  

for Targeting BRCA-Deficient Cancers”

BOARD APPOINTMENT

Richard Pomerantz, PhD, Appointed  

to Editorial Board of “DNA Repair” 

.

Recent Awards and Honors

DEPARTMENTAL HIGHLIGHTS
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GRANT RECIPIENT

Yohei Kirino, PhD, Awarded “Role of 

rRNA-derived short non-coding RNAs in 

innate immune response,” “Role of Toll-like 

receptor-induced short noncoding RNAs in 

innate immune response” two R21 grants from 

The National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 

Diseases at NIH

more >

FELLOWSHIP

Ashutosh Phadte, PhD, Postdoctoral 

Fellow in the Pluciennik lab, awarded 

Fellowship from The Hereditary 

Disease Foundation. Project title: 

“Oxidative damage and CAG 

expansions in Huntington’s Disease”

 

GRANT RECIPIENTS 

Emad Alnemri, PhD,  

and Andrew Aplin, PhD, 

Received R01 grant  

from NIH. Project title: 

“Mechanisms of cell death 

in cutaneous melanoma”

GRANT RECIPIENT

Anna Pluciennik, PhD, Assistant Professor, 

Awarded Hereditary Disease Foundation 

Grant. Project title: “Crosstalk between DNA 

repair pathways in Huntington’s disease”
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Recent Awards and Honors

DEPARTMENTAL HIGHLIGHTS

APPOINTMENT

James H. Keen, PhD, 

Appointed Professor 

Emeritus

NIH AWARDS

Gino Cingolani, PhD, and Lin Guo, PhD, 

Received MIRA Awards from NIH. Dr. Cingolani’s 

Project title: “Mechanism of Viral Genome 

Delivery into Cells.” Dr. Guo’s Project title: 

“Elucidating the Mechanism in the Regulation  

of RNA-binding Protein Phase Separation”

IDEA AWARD 

Philip Wedegaertner, PhD, 

Received DoD Idea Award. 

Project title: “Targeting  

the Interaction of G Beta-

Gamma and Mutant G Alpha 

q/11 in Uveal Melanoma”
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FADIA IBRAHIM, PHD, 
APPOINTED ASSISTANT PROFESSOR 

NEW FACULTY

Richard Pomerantz, PhD has been appointed 
as an Associate Professor of Biochemistry 
and Molecular Biology. Dr. Pomerantz joined 
our Department from Temple University, 
where he had been a faculty member since 
2013. Prior to this, Dr. Pomerantz earned his  
PhD in Molecular and Cellular Biology at 
SUNY-Downstate and conducted postdoc-
toral research at Rockefeller University.

Dr. Pomerantz’s research focuses on a 
family of enzymes that repair DNA damage 
in our genomes. Perturbations in these 
enzymes, termed DNA polymerases, lead  
to cancer, developmental disorders, and 
neurodegenerative diseases. Dr. Pomerantz 
is also the Co-Founder and CSO of 
Recombination Therapeutics LLC, a 
biotechnology company that translates  
basic science discoveries into new therapies 
for cancer patients. He holds several patents 
related to these efforts.

 Research in the Pomerantz laboratory 
has been funded by the NIH, DOD, Leukemia 
and Lymphoma Society, American 
Association for Cancer Research, US-Israel 
Binational Science Foundation, and several 
other agencies. In addition, Dr. Pomerantz 
has been recognized by awards from the 
Basser Center for BRCA, Mary Kay Foundation, 
American Society of Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology, Biophysical Society, 
American Society for Microbiology, and NASA.

Bluemle Life Sciences Building
233 S. 10th Street, Room 915
Philadelphia, PA 19107 
Richard.Pomerantz@Jefferson.edu

The Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology  
extends a warm welcome to new faculty members. 
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ANNA PLUCIENNIK, PHD,
APPOINTED ASSISTANT PROFESSOR 

RICHARD POMERANTZ, PHD,
APPOINTED ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR 

Fadia Ibrahim, PhD has been appointed  
as an Assistant Professor of Biochemistry  
and Molecular Biology. Dr. Ibrahim joined  
our Department from the University of 
Pennsylvania, where she was a Senior 
Research Investigator. Prior to joining the 
University of Pennsylvania, Dr. Ibrahim 
earned her degree in Molecular Biology  
at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.  
Dr. Ibrahim is a leading expert in RNA, 
genomics and high-throughput sequencing 
techniques. She developed the Akron-Seq 
and Akron-SMRT methods, which allowed 
her to uncover a novel mechanism of 
co-translational, ribosome-phased, decay  
of human mRNAs. Dr. Ibrahim has termed 
this new mechanism ‘ribothrypsis”. Her 
research also focuses on understanding  
the molecular mechanism by which 
RNA-binding proteins contribute to the 
pathogenesis of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis 
(ALS). This work has led to the discovery of 
previously unknown ALS candidate genes 
TAF15 and EWSR1 and the identification of in 
vivo neuronal RNA targets of TAF15. During 
her career, Dr. Ibrahim has also identified 
previously unknown roles of several RNA 
species in normal cellular functions, and 
discovered a novel poly(A) polymerase 
required for targeting mRNA degradation  
in the RNA interference pathway.

Jefferson Alumni Hall
1020 Locust Street, Room 411H
Philadelphia, PA 19107
Fadia.Ibrahim@Jefferson.edu

Anna Pluciennik, PhD has been appointed as 
an Assistant Professor of Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology. Dr. Pluciennik has exten-
sive expertise in all aspects of CAG triplet 
repeat expansion, a genetic alteration, associ-
ated with a variety of human conditions. Dr. 
Pluciennik earned her PhD in Biology from 
the University of Lodz, where she studied E. 
Coli to understand the mechanisms of CAG 
repeat expansion and demonstrated that 
strand slippage during DNA replication 
underlies the expansion of triplet repeats. 
While conducting postdoctoral research at 
Texas Agricultural and Mechanical University. 
Dr. Pluciennik provided the first evidence that 
the genomic regions containing stretches of 
triplet repeats are prone to aberrant DNA 
recombination. Further postdoctoral work 
with Nobel Laureate Paul Modrich, PhD at 
Duke University, led to important discoveries 
that explained how DNA mismatch repair 
enzymes are able to distinguish the damaged 
DNA strand from the wild-type allele.

Dr. Pluciennik’s research focuses on 
understanding the mechanisms that underlie 
somatic CAG repeat instability and determin-
ing how expansions lead to disease pathol-
ogy. Her recent research has been published 
in PNAS. The Journal of Huntington’s Disease 
and The Journal of Clinical Investigation. Her 
research is funded by the National Institutes 
of Health and the Gies Foundation.

Jefferson Alumni Hall
1020 Locust Street, Room 411D
Philadelphia, PA 19107
Anna.Pluciennik@Jefferson.edu
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PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR SPONSOR  TYPE AWARD TITLE  TOTAL AWARD 

Emad Alnemri, PhD  NIH/NIAMS  R01  Caspase-1 Activation by the Inflammasomes  $ 2,693,887 

Emad Alnemri, PhD  DOD / Drexel   The Role of GSDME in melanoma brain metastases  $ 81,630 
 University  

Emad Alnemri, PhD  NIH/NCI  R01  Mechanisms of cell death in cutaneous melanoma  $ 847,553 
(with Andrew Aplin, PhD)  

Diane Merry, PhD and  NIH/NIGMS T32 Training Grant in Cellular, Biochemical and $ 2,081,445  
Jeffrey Benovic, PhD    Molecular Sciences

Gino Cingolani, PhD  Faze Medicines,  Understanding KaryopherinB1, ImportinA1,  $ 466,082  
 Inc.  and TDP-43 interactions 

Gino Cingolani, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R35  Mechanism of Viral Genome Delivery into Cells  $ 2,649,396 

Gino Cingolani, PhD  NIH/OD  S10  A New Cryo-Transmission Electron Microscope  $ 1,969,275  
   at Thomas Jefferson University 

Gino Cingolani, PhD  NIH/NINDS  R21  Protein therapeutics inspired by importins $ 429,000 

Alexander Mazo, PhD  NIH/NCI  R01  A novel strategy for transcriptional $ 1,417,060  
(with Bruno Calabretta, PhD)    reprogramming of lymphoid leukemia cells 

Alexander Mazo, PhD  NIH/NCI F31 Inducing transcriptional reprogramming $ 92,789  
(Pre-doctoral fellowship    of leukemic B-cells by facilitating transcription 
award to David Deming)      factors binding to nascent decondensed chromatin 

Erik Debler, PhD  NIH/NIAID  R21  Target Validation for I-BET151-Induced  $ 459,483  
   Differentiation in the African Trypanosome 

Erik Debler, PhD  NIH/NIAID  R01  Chromatin Biology of the African Trypanosome  $ 2,701,111 

Howard B. Gamper Jr, PhD  NIH through  R01 The structural dynamics of ribosomal frameshifting $ 208,748  
 Columbia   and ribosome rescue 
 University 

Lin Guo, PhD  Pennsylvania     Defining Misfolding Mechanisms to Prevent  $ 313,154  
 Department of  and Reverse hnRNPA1 Aggregation  
 Health  
 (CURE Grant)

Lin Guo, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R35  Elucidating the Mechanism in the Regulation  $ 1,950,000  
   of RNA-binding Protein Phase Separation 

Lin Guo, PhD  NIH/NINDS  RF1  Developing RNA Oligonucleotides to Mitigate  $ 1,170,000  
   Abberant FUS Phase Transition in FTD/ALS 

Ya-Ming Hou, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R35  tRNA in codon usage  $ 2,411,880 

Ya-Ming Hou, PhD  NIH/NHGRI  R21  Exploring 3Dpol for RNA sequencing in real time  $ 624,000 

Ya-Ming Hou, PhD  NIH/NIAID  R01  TrmD-targeting actinobacterial natural products  $ 4,187,325 
   as next generation antibiotics  

Ya-Ming Hou, PhD  NIH through  U24  Synthetic Control Set for Accurate Nanopore-Based $ 73,000  
 The Jackson   Single-Molecule Detection of RNA Modifications 
 Laboratory

James Jaynes, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R01  Non-canonical functions of chromatin insulators  $ 1,248,000 
   and Poly-comb-group proteins  

Yohei Kirino, PhD  NIH/NIAID  R21  Role of Toll-like receptor-induced short $ 429,000   
   non-coding RNAs in innate immune response 

Yohei Kirino, PhD  NIH/NIAID  R21  Role of rRNA-derived short non-coding RNAs  $ 429,000 
   in innate immune response  

Recent Grant Awards

Department faculty secured the following new extramural funding (2020–2022).
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PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR SPONSOR  TYPE AWARD TITLE  TOTAL AWARD 

Yohei Kirino, PhD (with  NIH/NHLBI  R01  tRNA-derived non-coding RNAs in ASM function $ 1,304,816  
Deepak Deshpande, PhD)    and in asthma

Steven McMahon, PhD  Pennsylvania    Functional Role of Unique p53 Mutations in $ 601,576  
 Department   Adenocarcinoma of the Lung 
 of Health  
 (CURE Grant)

Anna Pluciennik, PhD  NIH/NINDS  R01  Molecular mechanisms of triplet repeat instability  $ 1,950,000 
   in Huntington’s disease  

Anna Pluciennik, PhD  The Gies  Factors that modulate FAN1 function in $ 750,000  
 Foundation   Huntington’s disease

Anna Pluciennik, PhD NIH/NIGMS  R01  Crosstalk between DNA repair pathways  $ 1,950,000 
   in repeat instability  

Anna Pluciennik, PhD  Hereditary    The role of oxidative stress in CAG triplet $ 135,320 
(Post-doctoral fellowship Disease   repeat expansion in Huntington’s disease 
award to Dr. Ashutosh Phadte) Foundation 

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R01  Mechanisms of RNA-DNA repair  $ 1,497,308 

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  Department    Targeting Pol-Theta as a Novel Breast Cancer Target  $ 558,190 
 of Defense  

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  Recombination   Next-generation precision medicine for targeting $ 72,449  
 Therapeutics, LLC   recombination-deficient cancers

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  NIH through  R41 Nucleotide inhibitors as precision medicine in $ 100,091  
 Recombination   breast cancer 
 Therapeutics, LLC

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  Dr. Ralph and    PROTACS for targeting BRCA-Deficient Cancers  $ 300,000 
 Marian Falk Medical 
 Research Trust   

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  Recombination   Structure based design of Pol-theta inhibitors  $ 60,999 
 Therapeutics, LLC 

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  NIH through  R01  PolQ As A Novel Therapeutic Target In AML  $ 359,917 
(with Tomasz Skorski, MD, Temple  
Temple University)  University

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R01  Structure and Function of DNA Polymerase Theta  $ 1,038,799 

Richard Pomerantz, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R01  Mechanisms of Mammalian Double-Strand  $ 21,272  
   Break Repair 

Richard Pomerantz, PhD NIH through  R01  Enzymatic Synthesis of RNA  $ 692,749 
(with Steven Benner, PhD,  Foundation For 
FfAME, Foundation for  Applied Molecular 
Applied Molecular  Evolution, Inc 
Evolution, Inc.)

Marco Trizzino, PhD  Mathers    The ARID1A/ARID1B crosstalk as a central regulator  $ 825,000 
 Foundation   of craniofacial development

Marco Trizzino, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R35  Mechanisms of gene regulation mediated by  $ 1,950,000  
   human-specific SVA transposons 

Philip Wedegaertner, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R01 Regulation of Mutationally Activated Gq/11  $ 1,248,000 

Philip Wedegaertner, PhD  Department   Targeting the interaction of G beta-gamma and  $ 468,000 
 of Defense  Mutant G Alpha q/11 in Uveal Melanoma 

Eric Wickstrom, PhD  CHDI Foundation    Huntington mRNA PET Imaging of Therapeutic Efficacy  $ 201,769 

Edward Winter, PhD  NIH/NIGMS  R01  Non-canonical MAPK signaling in yeast  $ 1,309,253
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NAME ADVISOR THESIS TITLE

Benjamin Barnhart Rajanikanth Vadigepalli, PhD  Partial hepatectomy as a model of liver regeneration: 
  Network-based profiles

Steven Doll  Gino Cingolani, PhD  Recognition of the TDP-43 Nuclear Localization Signal  
  by importin α1/β

Emanuela Dylgjeri Karen Knudsen, PhD  DNA-PK: Novel roles in metabolism and therapeutic  
  targeting in prostate cancer

Marina Farkas Steven McMahon, PhD  Elucidating Mechanisms Mediating Genome Recognition  
  and Cell Fate Determination by p53

Tyler Florio Gino Cingolani, PhD  Mechanisms and Regulation of NF-κB Nuclear Import  
  through Importin isoforms

Michael Ippolito Jeffrey Benovic, PhD  Selective Activation of G Protein Signaling Through the β2AR  
  via Novel and Redefined Small Molecule Ligands

Dominic Lapadula Jeffrey Benovic, PhD  Direct Inhibition of Oncogenic Gq/11 in Uveal Melanoma

Amy Mandigo Karen Knudsen, PhD  E2F1 and androgen receptor dysregulation drives  
  RB-deficient cancer progression

Lindsey Mayes-Hopfinger Emad Alnemri, PhD  Identifying WNK1 as a negative regulator of NLRP3  
  inflammasome activation and pyroptosis

Alison Moss Rajanikanth Vadigepalli, PhD  Central and peripheral transcriptomic networks driving  
  cardiovascular control

Austin Parrish Rajanikanth Vadigepalli, PhD  Systems-Level Analysis of Regulatory Networks Involved  
  in Alcoholic Liver Disease

Azadeh Sarfallah Dmitry Temiakov, PhD  Mechanism of Transcription Initiation and Primer Generation  
  at the Mitochondrial Origin of Replication OriL

Hannah Schapiro Michael Root, MD, PhD Dissecting how interactions at the apex of HIV-1 Env  
  modulate epitope exposure at the distance base of the  
  glycoprotein

Sarah Sulon Jeffrey Benovic, PhD  Regulation of G Protein-Coupled Receptor Kinase 5  
  by Calmodulin 

Nicholas Swanson Gino Cingolani, PhD  Structure of the prototypical Podophage T7 DNA  
  Ejectosome

Halley Washburn Matthew Dalva, PhD  Molecular Mechanisms of the EphB-NMDA Receptor  
  Extracellular Interaction

Samantha Brown Jonathan Brody, PhD  Beyond transcription: studying Human Antigen R  
  (HuR/ELAVL1) and its role in post-transcriptionally regulating  
  the pancreatic cancer-driver, Yes-associated protein 1 (YAP1)

Mai Nguyen Andrew Aplin, PhD  Optimizing MEK inhibitors in NRAS mutant melanoma -  
  overcoming resistance and combination strategies

Sheera Rosenbaum Andrew Aplin, PhD  The Role of Lineage-Specific Transcription Factors in  
  Regulating Anti-Tumor Immune Responses in Melanoma

Thesis Defenses 

The following students earned doctoral degrees as members of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology 
Department laboratories and/or as members of the Biochemistry and Molecular Pharmacology Program. 
Thesis advisors and dissertation titles are indicated as well.
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ON THE COVER

Department of Biochemistry & Molecular Biology
233 South 10th Street, Room 350
Philadelphia, PA 19107

Change Service Requested

To support the research and education missions 
of the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular 

Biology, please visit Giving.Jefferson.edu  
(enter “Biochemistry Dept.” in the notes section).

Images compiled from recent publications by members 
of the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology - Structure of a GRK5-Calmodulin Complex 
Reveals Molecular Mechanism of GRK Activation and 
Substrate Targeting: PMID 33321095 (Jeffrey Benovic, 
Ph.D.), RNase κ promotes robust piRNA production  
by generating 2′,3′-cyclic phosphate-containing 
Precursors: PMID 3430193 (Yohei Kirino, Ph.D.), The 
SAGA complex regulates early steps in transcription  
via its deubiquitylase module subunit USP22: PMID 
34155658 (Steven McMahon, Ph.D.), Inability to switch 
from ARID1A-BAF to ARID1BBAF impairs exit from 
pluripotency and commitment towards neural crest 
formation in ARID1B-related neurodevelopmental 
disorders: PMID 34753942 (Marco Trizzino, Ph.D.). 
Graphics were manipulated and assembled into the 
cover image by Julia Kay, BFA.

2021 BMB Retreat

The 2021 Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology Retreat was held 

on June 25, 2021 via Zoom, in accordance with COVID-19 safety guidelines. 

The event was attended by 160 individuals, with presentations from faculty, 

fellows and students. The Keynote Speaker for the Retreat was Dr. Kelly Nguyen 

(above), Principal Investigator at The Medical Research Council Laboratory  

of Molecular Biology, Cambridge, UK. Dr. Nguyen’s lecture was entitled 

“Replenishing the ends: Visualization of human telomerase holoenzyme  

by cryo-EM.” Special thanks to the Retreat Planning Committee, speakers,  

and attendees for helping to make this a successful event.
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