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 Welcome letter

May 23, 2016
Dear Symposium Participants:

On behalf of the Organizing Committee, it is my great pleasure to welcome you to Richmond and to 
the VirginiaBrainRx Symposium. This Symposium includes five keynote lectures and several invited 
lectures from distinguished scientists, and also features poster presentations by scientists from around 
the Commonwealth.

One of the major purposes of this Symposium is to provide networking opportunities that could 
foster new inter-university and public-private collaborative projects in brain drug-discovery. The 
NIH Roadmap for Research  states “The scale and complexity of today’s … research problems 
increasingly demand that scientists move beyond the confines of their own discipline and explore new 
organizational models for team science….…”, and this Symposium has the goal of furthering such 
collaborations, especially when it comes to the discovery, development, and delivery of drugs to treat 
brain illness. The organizers hope that everyone will take advantage of the poster sessions and social 
times to meet new colleagues and to explore new collaborations.

This Symposium is the first major public project of the fledgling “Virginia Drug Discovery 
Consortium.” This Consortium has the aim of fostering collaborative drug discovery research in all 
disease areas between Virginia’s universities and the pharmaceutical and biotech industries, and it 
plans to sponsor regular Symposia on different aspects of drug discovery, with the next one tentatively 
scheduled for Spring 2017. A short questionnaire is included in your registration materials, and I hope 
that you will take the time to complete this on Tuesday so as to guide the organizers in planning future 
Symposia.

The organizers wish to thank all the sponsoring institutions (The University of Virginia, Virginia 
Commonwealth University, Virginia Tech, George Mason University, Virginia Biosciences Health 
Research Corporation, Eastern Virginia Medical School and Old Dominion University) for their 
support, which allowed for the moderate cost of the Symposium. Full details of these sponsors are 
included in the following pages.

The organizers hope that you enjoy both the scientific program and the collaborative opportunities of 
the VirginiaBrainRx Symposium, and we look forward to seeing many of you at the next Symposium.

Sincerely yours

David G. I. Kingston
Symposium Chair
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VirginiaBrainRx: 
 A Symposium on Drug Discovery  

for the Brain 

May 23-24, 2016
Omni Hotel

Richmond, VA

Day 1 (Monday May 23, 2016) Chairs:   
David G. I. Kingston, Richard A. Glennon 

11:00 am Registration opens

1:00 pm Symposium Opens: 
 
Welcome from David G. I. Kingston, Ph.D. (Virginia Tech), Meeting Chair 

 Welcome from VBHRC/The Catalyst:   
Mike Grisham (Virginia Biosciences Health Research Corporation) 
 
Welcome from Delegate John O’Bannon, M.D. (73rd District, Virginia)

1:15 pm “Origins, Status, and Future of the Virginia’s Neuroscience Initiative”  
Mike Friedlander, Ph.D. (Virginia Tech Carilion Research Institute) 
George Bloom, Ph.D. (Biology and Cell Biology, University of Virginia)

 David Cifu, M. D. (Neurotrauma Consortium, Virginia Commonwealth University)

1:30 pm Keynote 1 “Developing Therapeutics for Substance Use Disorders: Progress and 
Outlook” Phil Skolnick, Ph.D., D.Sc. (hon.) (Director, DTMC, NIDA, NIH)

2:10 pm Q & A

2:15 pm  Keynote 2 “Opportunities in CNS Drug Development: an Industry Perspective” Darryle 
Schoepp, Ph. D. (V.P. and Therapeutic Area Head, Neuroscience, Merck)

2:55 pm Q & A

3:00 pm Coffee break/Poster Session

4:00 pm Keynote 3 “Lessons Learned in Building an Academic Drug Discovery Center” 
Carrie K. Jones, Ph. D. (Director, In vivo and Translational Pharmacology, Vanderbilt 
Center for Neuroscience Drug Discovery)

4:40 pm Q & A



4:45 pm Opportunities for inter-institutional collaboration within the Commonwealth: 
Panel Discussion with Representatives from EVMS, ODU, GMU, UVA, VCU, VT. 
(Mike Grisham, VBHRC, Moderator)

5:25 pm Day 1 Wrap-up: Richard Glennon, Ph.D. (Virginia Commonwealth Univ.)

5:30 pm Social Hour & Networking

6:15 pm Welcoming remarks by the Honorable Ralph S. Northam, M.D., 
Lieutenant Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia.

Dinner

Day 2 (Tuesday, May 24, 2016) Chairs:  
John S. Lazo, Paul R. Carlier

7:30 am Breakfast

8:30 am Welcome to Day 2:  John S. Lazo, Ph.D. (Univ. of Virginia)

8:35 am Keynote 4 “Parkinson’s Disease: Meeting the Challenge” Todd Sherer, Ph. D.  
(CEO, Michael J. Fox Foundation)

9:15 am Q & A

9:20 am Introduction to the Invited Speaker Session.  

9:25 am “Amyloid & Tau: The Trigger and Bullet in Alzheimer’s Disease Pathogenesis”  
George Bloom, Ph. D. (Professor of Biology & Cell Biology, University of Virginia)

9:40 am “The Medicines for All Initiative” B. Frank Gupton, Ph.D. (Chair, Chemical & Life 
Science Engineering, Virginia Commonwealth University)

9:55 am “New use for an old drug: Sulfasalazine to treat tumor associated epilepsy” 
 Harald Sontheimer, Ph. D. (Director, Neuroscience Program, Virginia Tech)

10:10 am Coffee Break/Poster Session

11:10 am “Insights from an Integrated Approach to Animal Behavioral Models”  
Larry D. Sanford, Ph.D. (Professor of Pathology and Anatomy, Eastern Virginia Medical 
School)

11:25 am “Pre-clinical and Clinical Applications of Drug and Gene Electrotransfer”  
Richard Heller, Ph.D. (Professor, Frank Reidy Center for Bioelectrics, Old Dominion 
University)



11:40 am “The role of the nicotinic acetylcholine receptor in axon growth and regeneration” 
Nadine Kabbani, Ph.D. (Associate Professor, Molecular Neuroscience and Krasnow 
Institute for Advanced Study, George Mason University)

11:55 am “The NIH Blueprint Neurotherapeutics Network” Amir Tamiz, Ph. D.  
(Program Officer, NINDS, Office of Translational Research, NIH)

12:10 am Closing Remarks for the Morning Session

12:15 pm Lunch and Networking

1:15 pm Keynote 5 “Challenges and Opportunities in Psychiatric Drug Development”  
Thomas Laughren, M.D. (Director, Regulatory Affairs, MGH Clinical Trials Network 
and Institute)

1:55 pm Q & A

2:00 pm Panel Discussion: What are Industry’s “Conditions for Satisfaction” in Drug 
Discovery Collaborations with Academia? 

 Mike Grisham (VBHRC), Moderator 
Christopher L. Shaffer, Ph.D. (Pfizer), Ryan Westphal, Ph.D. (Lilly),  
Michael Wood, Ph.D. (AstraZeneca), Frank D. Yocca, Ph.D. (BioXcel).

2:50 pm Closing Remarks: Paul R. Carlier, Ph.D. (Virginia Tech).



Speaker Biographies
Members of Government of the Commonwealth of Virginia

The Honorable Ralph S. Northam, M.D., Lieutenant Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia
Ralph Northam grew up on the Eastern Shore, working on the Chesapeake Bay, before attending Virginia 
Military Institute where he graduated with distinction and was President of the Honor Court. After 
graduating from Eastern Virginia Medical School, Ralph served eight years active duty in the United States 
Army, rising to the rank of Major. Upon his return from treating soldiers injured in Desert Storm, Ralph 
began practicing pediatric neurology at Children’s Hospital of the King’s Daughters in Norfolk. Ralph 
also serves as Assistant Professor of Neurology at Eastern Virginia Medical School and has seventeen 
years of volunteer service as Medical Director for the Edmarc Hospice for Children in Portsmouth. As 
a State Senator from 2008-2013, Ralph scored numerous major legislative accomplishments, including 
the prohibition on smoking in restaurants, protecting young athletes who have sustained concussions, 
improving the health of the Chesapeake Bay, and shielding our first responders from communicable 
diseases. Elected Lieutenant Governor on November 5, 2013, Ralph’s top priorities are economic 
development, strengthening early childhood education, implementing meaningful mental health reform, 
protecting women’s health care access, and carefully stewarding the Commonwealth’s environmental 
resources. As Virginia’s Lieutenant Governor, Ralph Northam presides over the State Senate. 

Delegate John M. O’Bannon III, M.D., 73rd District of the Commonwealth of Virginia
Dr. John O’Bannon is a graduate of Hargrave Military Academy and the University of Richmond. John 
attended medical school at the Medical College of Virginia (MCV), where he was elected President of the 
Student Body. As a resident at MCV, he was elected President of the House Staff Council, and was named Chief 
Resident in Neurology. John is a partner in Neurological Associates, a leading Richmond medical practice. He 
has served as Chief of Staff of Henrico Doctors’ Hospital and is currently on the Hospital’s Board of Trustees, 
where he chaired the Quality Committee. His peers have named him one of the “Outstanding Physicians 
of the Year” in Richmond Magazine’s annual poll. John O’Bannon is a leader in the American Medical 
Association (AMA), having served on the AMA Delegation from the Medical Society of Virginia (MSV) 
and as a member of the AMA’s Council for Ethical and Judicial Affairs from 1997 through 2004. In Virginia, 
John is a past Chairman of the Board of the Richmond Academy of Medicine, and as Chairman of the MSV’s 
Legislative Committee he helped pass the Virginia Patients’ Bill of Rights. John is one of only four physicians 
in the General Assembly. He serves on the Appropriations, Health, Welfare and Institutions, and Privileges 
and Elections Committees. He also serves as Chairman of the Health Subcommittee of the Health, Welfare 
and Institutions Committee and of the Campaign Finance Subcommittee of the Privileges and Elections 
Committee. He is a member of the Secure Commonwealth Panel and the Joint Commission for Healthcare 
for all Virginians. He currently serves as chairman of the Joint Legislative Audit & Review Commission.



Speaker Biographies
Keynote Speakers

Carrie K. Jones, Ph.D. Carrie Jones received her B.S. in Biology from Indiana University and further 
completed her Ph.D. from the Indiana University School of Medicine.  While obtaining her Ph.D., she began 
her work in the Neuroscience division at Eli Lilly and Company as an in vivo pharmacologist, and remained 
with Lilly over the next eight years participating as a key contributor on several scientific teams focused on the 
development of novel therapeutics for schizophrenia and chronic pain. Her efforts contributed to four clinical 
candidates, including the M1/M4 preferring muscarinic receptor agonist xanomeline for schizophrenia, the 
balanced serotonergic and noradrenergic reuptake inhibitor duloxetine, the mixed AMPA/kaniate receptor 
antagonist LY293558, and an iGluR5 antagonist for chronic pain.  Her work in the characterization of 
duloxetine in several preclinical models of inflammatory and persistent pain directly contributed to the drug 
discovery efforts for this molecule that culminated with the approval of Cymbalta® (duloxetine HCl) for the 
treatment of chronic pain and depression associated with painful diabetic neuropathy and fibromyalgia. In 2005, 
Dr. Jones transitioned from Lilly to the Vanderbilt University Medical Center and became one of the founding 
leadership for the Vanderbilt Center for Neuroscience Drug Discovery. She now serves as the Director of In 
Vivo and Translational Pharmacology and is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Pharmacology. Her 
in vivo pharmacology team provides the in vivo characterization of novel metabotropic glutamate receptor 
and muscarinic acetylcholine receptor subtype-specific ligands for the ongoing development of novel hit and 
lead molecules, as well as preclinical efficacy for potential clinical candidates for psychiatric and neurologic 
disorders; several preclinical drug candidates have advanced from these efforts to clinical collaborations 
with pharmaceutical companies, including Johnson and Johnson, Bristol Myers Squibb, and AstraZeneca.

Thomas Laughren, M.D. is Director of Regulatory Affairs of the Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH) 
Clinical Trials Network and Institute.  In addition, Dr. Laughren is currently a consultant in psychiatric 
drug development in several other settings as well.  He is recently retired as Division Director for the 
Division of Psychiatry Products, Center for Drug Evaluation and Research at FDA. Prior to coming to 
FDA in 1983, Dr. Laughren was affiliated with the VA Medical Center in Providence, RI, and was on the 
faculty of the Brown University Program in Medicine. He received his medical degree from the University 
of Wisconsin in Madison, Wisconsin, and also completed residency training in psychiatry at the University 
of Wisconsin. Dr. Laughren is board certified in general psychiatry.  As Division Director for the Division 
of Psychiatry Products, Dr. Laughren oversaw the review of all psychiatric drug development activities 
conducted under INDs and the review of all NDAs and supplements for new psychiatric drug claims. He 
has authored and co-authored many papers and book chapters on regulatory and methodological issues 
pertaining to the development of psychiatric drugs, and is a frequent speaker at professional meetings 
on these same topics. Dr. Laughren has received numerous awards for his regulatory accomplishments.

Todd Sherer, Ph.D. is Chief Executive Officer of the Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s Research 
(MJFF). In this role he directs the organization’s research strategy while providing day-to-day management 
and oversight of the Foundation, reporting to the Board of Directors. Dr. Sherer’s work with the Foundation 
began in 2003, when he received an MJFF grant to investigate the role of environmental factors in causing 
Parkinson’s. He joined the staff full time as Associate Director, Research Programs, in April 2004. He was 
promoted to Vice President, Research Programs in June 2006, and Chief Program Officer in November 
2010. In addition to research funding, Dr. Sherer has led the Foundation’s efforts to define high-priority 



research areas — therapeutic targets and strategies that are closest or most critical to practical relevance 
in patients’ daily lives — and to strategically allocate funding to move projects in these areas closer to the 
clinic. He also has played major roles in the Foundation’s strategies to increase the pharmaceutical industry’s 
investment in Parkinson’s disease drug development and engage the patient community to encourage and 
expand participation in clinical research. Dr. Sherer participates in the Institute of Medicine of the National 
Academies Forum on Neuroscience and Nervous System Disorders. Dr. Sherer joined the Foundation as a 
respected Parkinson’s disease bench researcher with over 30 peer-reviewed scientific publications.  He holds 
a Ph.D. in Neuroscience from the University of Virginia, and a B.S. in Psychology from Duke University.

Darryle D. Schoepp, Ph.D. is Vice President, Neuroscience Discovery Research of Merck Research 
Laboratories, Merck and Company. Dr. Schoepp is responsible for Neuroscience discovery strategy and 
execution at Merck.  He joined Merck Research Laboratories in 2007. During his tenure at Merck the 
Neuroscience group has successfully developed and launched Suvorexant (Belsomra) for insomnia and 
established an industry leading innovative Neuroscience pipeline for Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s 
disease, pain/migraine, and schizophrenia.  Prior to joining Merck, Dr. Schoepp was a drug discovery scientist 
at Eli Lilly for 20 years, where from 2004 – 2007 he served as vice president of neuroscience research 
responsible for the company’s neuroscience strategy and pipeline. As a scientist, he is recognized for having 
made major contributions in the investigation of the excitatory amino acid neurotransmitter glutamate in 
disease pathophysiology, pharmacology and therapeutics. Dr. Schoepp’s honors include the 2002 Pharmacia 
/ ASPET Award for Experimental Therapeutics for his research on the experimental therapeutics of glutamate 
receptors modulators in CNS disorders, and 2007 Ray Fuller / ASPET Lecturer in Neurosciences in 
recognition of translational pharmacology work in the glutamate field.  He has organized and/or participated 
in numerous international meetings and symposium, published over 200 papers and reviews, and is an 
inventor of 15 US patents. Dr. Schoepp received his bachelor’s degree in Pharmacy from North Dakota 
State University and his doctoral degree in Pharmacology and Toxicology from West Virginia University.

Phil Skolnick, Ph.D., D.Sc. (hon.) is the Director, Division of Therapeutics and Medical Consequences at 
the National Institute on Drug Abuse, NIH.  Dr. Skolnick served as Chief Scientific Officer (2001-2009) 
and President (2007-2009) of DOV Pharmaceutical, Inc.  He was a Lilly Research Fellow (Neuroscience) 
at Lilly Research Laboratories (1997-2000).  Prior to this, he served as Senior Investigator and Chief, 
Laboratory of Neuroscience, at the NIH from 1986-1997. He received a Ph.D. from the Department of 
Pharmacology, George Washington University School of Medicine (1972).  In the 1990s, Skolnick’s 
laboratory demonstrated that NMDA antagonists had antidepressant properties. These seminal studies 
established the first link between glutamatergic pathways and major depression, providing the basis for 
the use of ketamine and other NMDA antagonists for the treatment of depression.  At Lilly, Skolnick 
continued to pursue glutamate based targets, championing the development of AMPA receptor potentiators 
as antidepressants. As Chief Scientific Officer at DOV Pharmaceutical, his team was the first to put a triple 
uptake inhibitor into the clinic.  While at NIDA, he led the team responsible for developing the first FDA-
approved formulation of intranasal naloxone (Nasal Narcan®) to treat opiate overdose. His awards and honors 
include the Experimental Therapeutics Prize from the American Society for Pharmacology and Experimental 
Therapeutics, an AnnaMonika Prize, and the A.E. Bennett Award in Biological Psychiatry. He has twice 
been awarded the Doctor of Science, honoris causa. Dr. Skolnick has coauthored more than 550 articles. 
The Institute of Scientific Information (ISI) has named him to the elite group of “Highly Cited” authors. 



Invited Speakers & Industry Panelists

George Bloom, Ph.D. is Professor of Biology and Cell Biology, and Director of the Undergraduate 
Neuroscience Program at the University of Virginia. Trained as a cell biologist, Dr. Bloom has a long track 
record studying fundamental aspects of cellular behavior, such as microtubule and actin filament assembly, 
membrane trafficking and cell motility. During the past dozen years, however, his lab has been transformed 
into a research center that emphasizes a cell biological approach to study neurodegeneration, most notably the 
seminal processes that convert healthy neurons into Alzheimer’s disease (AD) neurons. The most important 
outcome of that effort so far has been the elucidation of an intimate pathogenic connection between amyloid-β 
and tau, the respective building blocks of the plaques and tangles that accumulate in AD brain. Dr. Bloom 
earned a BA in Biology and History (1973), and a PhD in Biology (1979) from the University of Pennsylvania, 
and then received postdoctoral training at the University of North Carolina and the Worcester Foundation for 
Experimental Biology (now merged with the University of Massachusetts Medical School). Beginning in 
1984, he rose through the ranks at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center, which he left in 2000 
as a Professor in the Department of Cell Biology. Dr. Bloom has served on grant review panels for the NIH, 
the Alzheimer’s Association, the American Cancer Society and the Department of Defense, and is currently 
an Associate Editor for the journal, Cytoskeleton, and a Zenith Fellow of the Alzheimer’s Association.

David Cifu, M.D. is Chairman and the Herman J. Flax, MD Endowed Professor (tenured) of the 
Department of Physical Medicine & Rehabilitation (PM&R) at the Virginia Commonwealth University 
(VCU) School of Medicine in Richmond, Virginia. He is also Chief of PM&R Services of the VCU Health 
System and Founding Director of the VCU-Center for Rehabilitation Sciences and Engineering (CERSE). 
He is the Senior TBI Specialist for the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. He is the Executive Director 
of the Athletic Development and Integrated Injury Management System for the NHL Florida Panthers. 
He has been funded on 39 research grants for over $130 million, including currently serving as Principal 
Investigator of the VA/DoD $62.2 million Chronic Effects of Neurotrauma Consortium (CENC). In his 
more than 25 years as an academic physiatrist, he has delivered more than 525 regional, national and 
international lectures, published more than 200 scientific articles and 65 abstracts, and co-authored or edited 
30 books and book chapters. He is also the Past President of the American Academy of PM&R (2007-8) 
and Editor-in-Chief of the 5th Edition of Braddom’s Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation textbook (2015).

Michael J. Friedlander, Ph.D. is the Vice President for Health Sciences and Technology at Virginia Tech 
where he also is the founding Executive Director of the Virginia Tech Carilion (VTC) Research Institute 
and the Senior Dean for Research at VTC School of Medicine. He has served as the PI on multiple 
research grants from NIH and DoD on the cellular processes that underlie plasticity in the brain in health, 
development and after TBI as well as PI on multiple program grants.  His research has been published in 
Cell, J. Neuroscience, Nature Neuron PNAS and Science. Dr. Friedlander received his B.S. from Florida 
State and his Ph.D. from the University of Illinois in Physiology and Biophysics. He did postdoctoral 
research at the University of Virginia School of Medicine and in Neurobiology at SUNY Stony Brook. He 
is the founding president of the Association of Medical School Neuroscience Department Chairs. He has 
served as the Chair or member of numerous academic and medical panels and scientific advisory boards, 
and as President of the Society of Experimental Biology and Medicine. Dr. Friedlander is a recipient of 
an Alfred P. Sloan Fellowship in Neuroscience, an NIH Fogarty Center Senior International Research 
Fellowship, a Lucille Markey Foundation Center Award, a W.M. Keck Foundation Center Award, and 
the American College of Physicians’ Menninger Award for Mental Health Research and the University 
of Illinois Distinguished Alumnus Award in Molecular and Integrative Physiology. He has held visiting 
Professorships at Oxford University, the Australian National University and the University of Paris. 



Mike Grisham, M.B.A. is the current president and chief executive officer of the Virginia Biosciences 
Health Research Corporation (VBHRC, “The Catalyst”) in Richmond, Virginia. With 21 years 
of experience in bioscience, Grisham was selected by the corporation’s Board of Directors. He has 
served as founder, managing member, and CEO of GPB Scientific LLC since 2002. Mr. Grisham has 
extensive experience successfully growing high potential healthcare companies. He co-founded and 
was CEO of Artemis Health—prenatal genetic screening; CELLective Dx—cancer cell detection; 
Paradigm Health Corporation—health care services company managing all healthcare aspects 
of complex catastrophic medical conditions; and Neurocare, Inc.—a leading provider of post-
acute rehabilitative services for traumatically brain-injured individuals. He has a bachelor’s from 
the University of California, Berkeley and an MBA from Stanford Graduate School of Business.

B. Frank Gupton, Ph.D. is Professor at Virginia Commonwealth University with joint appointments 
in the Departments of Chemistry and the Department of Chemical and Life Science Engineering.  
He also serves as Department Chair of the Chemical and Life Science Engineering Department.  Dr. 
Gupton received his Bachelor’s of Science degree in chemistry from the University of Richmond and 
graduate degrees in organic chemistry from Georgia Tech and Virginia Commonwealth University. 
His thirty-year industrial career has centered on the development and commercialization of chemical 
processes for pharmaceutical applications. As Executive Director of Chemical Process Development at 
Boehringer Ingelheim Pharmaceuticals he led the development and commercialization of the chemical 
process for the production of Nevirapine, a widely prescribed anti-viral medication for the treatment of 
AIDS.  Dr. Gupton’s research group is focused on the development and application of new technologies 
that will streamline pharmaceutical processing by employing the principals of process intensification. 
Dr. Gupton is currently leading the Medicines for All Initiative; a multi-institutional consortium of 
researchers focused on increasing the availability of HIV medications by dramatically reducing the active 
pharmaceutical costs. This effort is currently being funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.

Richard Heller Ph.D. is Professor and Eminent Scholar at the Frank Reidy Research Center for 
Bioelectrics (CBE) and the School of Medical Diagnostics and Translational Sciences in the College 
of Health Sciences at Old Dominion University. He previously was the Executive Director of CBE.  
While CBE Center Director (2008-2015), he provided scientific leadership and direction for faculty 
and researchers in the center.  Dr. Heller received his B.S. degree in Microbiology from Oregon 
State University and a Ph.D. in Medical Sciences from the University of South Florida, College of 
Medicine.  After completing a postdoctoral fellowship he joined University of South Florida, College 
of Medicine as a faculty member in the Departments of Surgery and Molecular Medicine. Dr. Heller 
has over 25 years of experience in evaluating effects of electric pulses on biological systems and is 
recognized as a pioneer on the use of electrotransfer for drug and gene delivery.  His research group 
has developed new protocols or devices that are being tested as potential therapies for cancer, wound 
healing and vascular diseases. His work in this gene therapy approach was translated into the clinic 
and represents the first-in-human study utilizing in vivo gene electrotransfer of plasmid DNA.  He 
has been consistently funded by NIH and has authored or co-authored over 130 publications/book 
chapters.  He has been inventor or co-inventor on over 25 issued U.S. patents.  He currently serves on 
the non-viral scientific committee for ASGCT as well as on several biomedical journal editorial boards.



Nadine Kabbani, Ph.D. is a group leader at the Krasnow Institute for Advanced Study and an Associate 
Professor of Systems Biology at George Mason University. Her research focuses on the cellular and 
molecular mechanisms of nicotinic acetylcholine receptor signaling in the developing and regenerating 
nervous system.  Her research has featured in U.S. News & World Report, Los Angeles Times, and The 
Week. She is a member of the Society for Neuroscience, the Protein Society, the Society for Pharmacology 
and Experimental Therapeutics, and the VA Youth Tobacco Program. She serves on the editorial board 
for Amino Acids, Proteomics Insights, and the Springer series Methods in Molecular Biology. She 
has been the recipient grant awards from the National Institute for Neurological Disorders and Stroke, 
the Philip Morris Corporation, the Foundation for Medical Research Award, the International Brain 
Research Organization World Congress Award, the Wings for Life Spinal Cord Research Foundation. 
She pursued her postdoctoral training in the laboratory of Jean-Pierre Changeux at the Institute 
Pasteur. She received her doctorate in Pharmacology from the Penn State College of Medicine in 2003.

Larry D. Sanford, Ph.D. is Professor and Vice Chair for Research, Department of Pathology 
and Anatomy, Eastern Virginia Medical School. Dr. Sanford’s primary research program is in sleep 
neurobiology and is focused on using animal models to understand the role interactions between sleep, 
stress, and fear learning and memory play in the development of PTSD and other anxiety disorders. 
Additional research projects are focused on delineating neurocircuits underlying the reciprocal influences 
between emotion and sleep, differential effects of controllable and uncontrollable stress on behavior, the 
neuroimmune system and responses to viral infection, and on the effects of sleep disturbances on the 
immune system and the microbiome. Dr. Sanford obtained his Masters and PhD degrees in physiological 
psychology at the University of Georgia. This was followed by postdoctoral training through the National 
Multi-site Training Program for Basic Sleep Research and subsequent research faculty position at the 
University of Pennsylvania. He moved to Eastern Virginia Medical School as an Associate Professor 
in 1999 and was promoted to Professor in 2004. He is an Associate Editor of the Journal SLEEP, an 
Editorial Board member of Neurobiology of Sleep and Circadian Rhythms and he has a long-standing 
record of service on study sections for the NIH, the NSF and the Department of Veterans Affairs.

Christopher L. Shaffer, Ph.D. is Director, Neuroscience & Pain Research Unit (NPRU) of Worldwide 
Research & Development, Pfizer Inc. (Cambridge, MA). Chris holds a B.S. in chemistry (high honors) 
from The College of William & Mary, and a M.S. and Ph.D. (honors) in medicinal chemistry from 
the University of Kansas. Immediately following graduate school, Chris joined the development arm 
of the Department of Pharmacokinetics, Dynamics and Metabolism (PDM) as a biotransformation lab 
head working on CNS projects from preclinical development through POC. Four years later, Chris 
became a PDM lab head in CNS Discovery where he worked for nine years. In addition to PDM project 
representative roles on numerous CNS projects, Chris was the Research Project Leader (RPL) for the 
AMPAR PAM program from hit-to-lead to FIH (2006-2010), the mGluR5 NAM program from lead 
optimization through IND-enabling work (2010-2012), and a pre-HTS nAChR program (2013-2014). 
In August 2014, Chris formally joined the NPRU as a Portfolio Lead within the NeuroOpportunities 
Group, which serves as the interface between the NPRU internal portfolio and external opportunities 
both corporate and academic; he is the RPL for the MedGenesis GDNF-CED program currently 
in Ph2a.  Chris has led many neuroscience-centric interdisciplinary efforts such as translational 
neuropharmacology and accurately projecting the human pharmacokinetics and neuropharmacokinetics 
of small molecules to optimize their clinical dosing regimens.   Chris has co-authored 40 peer-
reviewed manuscripts, speaks regularly in diverse external forums, and is a member of the American 
Chemical Society and its Medicinal Chemistry Division as well as the Society for Neuroscience.



Harald Sontheimer Ph.D. is the Executive Director of the recently established School of 
Neuroscience at Virginia Tech. He also is the I. D. Wilson Chair and Professor, and Commonwealth 
Eminent Scholar in Cancer Research at Virginia Tech, and directs the Center for Glial Biology in 
Health, Disease and Cancer. His NIH supported laboratory has been studying the biology of primary 
brain tumors for over 25 years and made a number of discoveries that have been translated into 
clinical trials. For example, he discovered a critical role for Cl– channels in glioma invasion and 
identified a peptide, chlorotoxin, that inhibits tumor spread. He started a biotechnology company, 
TransMolecular that developed this into a viable treatment that has been successful in Phase 1 and 2 
clinical trials. His laboratory is also credited with discovering that gliomas release massive amounts 
of glutamate to kill the surrounding brain and vacate space for tumor expansion. His team identified 
the transporter responsible for glutamate release along with drugs to inhibit this process. One of these 
drugs was recently tested in a clinical study and data from this trial will be presented at the meeting.

Amir Tamiz, Ph.D. is a Program Director at the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke 
(NINDS), Office of Translational Research (OTR) who oversees NIH Blueprint Neurotherapeutics 
network (BPN) and Innovation Grants to Nurture Initial Translational Efforts (IGNITE). Blueprint 
Neurotherapeutics network is a collaborative effort among 15 of the agency’s institutes and centers, 
leveraging their resources to offer neuroscience researchers grant funding for drug discovery and 
development activities to confront major, cross-cutting challenges in neuroscience.  The program 
was established as a pipeline between academic and industry drug development research and offers 
neuroscience researchers a “virtual pharma” to develop promising hit compounds from chemical 
optimization through Phase I clinical testing.  Principal Investigators receive grant funding and in kind 
discovery and development resources such as medicinal chemistry, API synthesis and manufacture, 
formulation and drug product manufacture, IND enabling studies, and clinical trial capabilities. The 
IGNITE program is intended to create a more contiguous source of support from discovery to preclinical 
development.  The first two programs include: 1) Assay Development and Therapeutic Agent Identification 
and Characterization to Support Therapeutic Discovery (PAR-15-070) and 2) Pharmacodynamics and 
In vivo Efficacy Studies for Small Molecules and Biologics/Biotechnology Products (PAR-15-071). 
Prior to joining NIH in 2012, Dr. Tamiz had held scientific and management positions in research and 
development of therapeutic programs at Corvas International (acquired by Dendreon), CovX (now part 
of Pfizer), and Alba Therapeutics. Dr. Tamiz received his Ph.D. at University of Oregon and conducted 
postdoctoral research at the Department of Neuroscience at Georgetown University Medical Center.

Ryan Westphal, Ph.D. is Senior Director, Search and Evaluation for Eli Lilly Neuroscience 
responsible for the identification and evaluation of in-licensing and partnering opportunities across 
all phases of development in Neuroscience. Prior to joining Lilly, Ryan previously worked at 
FORUM Pharmaceuticals as Director of Search and Evaluation and at Bristol-Myers Squibb in 
Neuroscience Discovery responsible for leading the molecular pharmacology and lead evaluation 
groups, portfolio oversight, and leadership of discovery alliances with Lexicon Pharmaceuticals 
and the Vanderbilt Center for Neuroscience Discovery. Dr. Westphal has a B.S. in Pharmacy 
from South Dakota State University and a Ph.D. in Pharmacology from Vanderbilt University. 



Michael Wood, Ph.D. is Licensing & Collaboration Director within the AstraZeneca Neuroscience 
Innovative Medicine unit in Cambridge, MA. He holds a B.S. in Environmental Health from 
Oakland University and a Ph.D. in Pharmacology & Toxicology from Duke University. He 
followed with postdoctoral positions at Harvard Medical School (D. E. Clapham) and Eli Lilly (C. 
C. Felder) before beginning his career in AstraZeneca in 1999 as a research scientist in the Lead 
Generation group. Within AstraZeneca Michael has also been a project leader, a line manager, a 
search & evaluation expert and a strategy leader. He currently directs four early stage projects in the 
Neuroscience iMed and contributes pharmacology expertise support to two others. He has published 
a patent, 17 peer-reviewed manuscripts and co-edited the book entitled Targets and Emerging 
Therapies for Schizophrenia. Michael is an officer in the American Society of Pharmacology and 
Experimental Therapeutics (ASPET) and recently co-organized a co-sponsored colloquium on 
academic drug discovery with ASPET and the Academic Drug Discovery Consortium (ADDC). 

Frank D. Yocca, Ph.D. is an internationally recognized pharmaceutical R&D executive and scientist. 
He is currently Senior Vice President of CNS R&D at BioXcel Corporation. He has wide-ranging 
expertise in leading and working in high performance world-class teams in drug discovery, development 
and external diligence. At the Bristol-Myers Squibb Company, Frank held a variety of discovery 
leadership positions. Frank contributed significantly to and became a leader in 5-HT and melatonin 
receptor research, utilizing scientific discoveries to drive many diverse discovery programs in anxiety, 
depression, schizophrenia, cognition, sleep disorders and migraine. This work in part contributed to 
the approval and marketing of 4 neuropsychiatric agents (Buspar®, Serzone® Abilify® and Heltioz®. 
Frank was also involved in the clinical development of the antipsychotic Abilify®, as a study director for 
Phase III Intramuscular Formulation and Phase IV Regulatory Studies. Between 2005 and 2015, Frank 
held multiple leadership roles at AstraZeneca including Vice President and Site Head, CNS and Pain 
Discovery Research Wilmington and Vice President, Strategy and Externalization in the Neuroscience 
Innovative Medicines Unit (iMed). Frank also contributed to the design and implementation of a 
new, novel Virtual Neuroscience iMed that focused on outsourcing and in-licensing as the key driver 
for building portfolio value. Frank is a recognized scientific leader in the Neuroscience community 
and member of a number of influential scientific organizations including the National Academy 
of Medicine’s NeuroForum, and a Fellow of American College of Neuropsychopharmacology.



Symposium Notes



Meeting Purpose

•To bring together researchers on brain diseases from Virginia universities, research institutes, and 
pharmaceutical companies to highlight the challenges and opportunities for drug discovery in the 
Commonwealth for targeting brain diseases.

•To facilitate interactions among all participants so as to stimulate collaborative brain research 
between Virginia universities, research institutes, and the pharmaceutical industry.
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