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In the whirlwind of his first 120 days as president and CEO, Dr. Altieri speaks 
from his experience as an influential scientist and leader about lessons learned and 
Wistar’s extraordinary and exceptional path for the future.  
Q: What were some key things that you learned as Cancer Center director 
that will inform your position as president and CEO?
A: It has been a tremendous advantage to lead the Cancer Center for four years 
and complete the renewal of our National Cancer Institute designation before 
taking on the leadership of Wistar. That time provided a unique opportunity to 
develop in-depth knowledge of the organization as a whole, actively participate 
in a comprehensive faculty recruitment process and expand virtually all of our 

core facilities with cutting-edge technologies. As a whole, this positioned us well to hit the ground running and move 
quickly to advance Wistar to the next step as an international destination program in biomedical research.
Q: What are the highlights and challenges of running Wistar?
A: Ironically, many of the most significant challenges are less tangible than one may suspect. Wistar has a long-
standing tradition of success and highly impactful biomedical research, some of which has greatly benefitted mankind. 
This will certainly continue and develop even more in the future. The broader context, though, and perhaps less 
tangible, is how to remain innovators at times of dwindling federal support for research, how to optimally position 
a free-standing biomedical research institute for long-term growth and financial sustainability, and how to identify 
emerging scientific areas that will create the most benefit for patients and their families.
Q: What is your biggest challenge as president and CEO?
A: The biggest challenge is also the greatest opportunity: to continue building on the great legacy and foundation 
prepared by Russ Kaufman and make Wistar the best biomedical research 
institute that it can be.
Q: Going forward, what is your main objective for Wistar?
A: The opening of the Robert and Penny Fox Research Tower has offered an 
unprecedented opportunity for expansion of Wistar Science, renovation of our 
research programs, and further development of innovation as the long-standing 
identifier of our institution. My key goals are to continue on this trajectory to 
ensure the most successful faculty recruitment efforts, expand our state-of-
the-art research cores and ensure the long-term financial sustainability of our 
science.
Q: What is your proudest accomplishment as a scientist?
A: Having had the privilege and pleasure to work with so many colleagues who love science and work so hard to 
advance our knowledge and discovery of human diseases.
Q: What is your proudest accomplishment as a leader?
A: It has been and continues to be an amazing journey to work with our great faculty, our outstanding administration 
and our dedicated staff to make Wistar an internationally recognized flagship for leading edge research, biomedical 
innovation, and partner in the advancement of science and discovery. I always like to think that at Wistar even the 
bricks are here to do science.
Q: How has Wistar evolved?
A: Wistar and its science are always in constant evolution. As a single-mission organization solely dedicated to 
research and discovery, our scientific directions need always to be at the forefront, always a bit ahead of the curve, and 
always pioneering new paths in innovation. This is the Wistar way of doing science. 

Q & A WITH NEW PRESIDENT AND CEO DARIO C. ALTIERI, M.D. 
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Checkmate: A Cancer Treatment Strategy to 
Strengthen Drugs and Prevent Tumor Cell Resistance

When Quiet Cancer Cells Wake Up

Promising New Biomarker to Detect Lung Cancer

For years, cancer researchers have theorized that targeting an enzyme 
called PI3K could shut down cancer growth, since the enzyme appears 
to be a “master switch” causing cells to spread around the body. 
Unfortunately, when drugs designed to target this enzyme – called PI3K 
inhibitors – are used alone to treat cancer, they end up showing only 
modest levels of success, with patients eventually becoming resistant to 
this treatment. When combined with other drugs, though, the result is 
an entirely different outcome.

New research from the lab of Dario C. Altieri, M.D., president and CEO of Wistar, director 
of Wistar’s Cancer Center, and the Robert and Penny Fox Distinguished Professor, shows 
targeting both PI3K and the mitochondria (the cell “powerhouse”) in cancer cells increases 
the effectiveness of these PI3K-targeting drugs and, at the same time, shuts down a tumor 
cell’s ability to become treatment resistant.
Dr. Altieri’s lab tested a combination of Gamitrinib – a drug the lab is developing that targets 
cancer cells’ mitochondria – and PI3K therapy. They discovered the powerful combination 
had anticancer activity in difficult-to-treat tumors and improved survival in a mouse model 
with glioblastoma, a type of brain cancer for which no effective therapies currently exist.

The metabolism of cancer cells supports their unlimited growth in a way 
that’s different than in normal cells. Rugang Zhang, Ph.D.’s, laboratory 
has shown it is this altered metabolism that allows cancer cells to grow 
and spread even after they’ve gone through a period of halted growth 
called senescence.
Normal cells become senescent to stop growing in the presence of 
potential cancer-causing changes. The researchers found when a protein 
called ATM gets suppressed in a cancer cell, other proteins and genes 

promoting cancer growth become activated. This could explain why patients with mutated 
ATM have a higher rate of cancer than the general population.
Researchers say understanding this phenomenon helps them design more effective cancer 
drugs, and they eventually hope to design a therapy that reverses the effects of this mutation.

In the U.S., lung cancer is the leading cancer killer of adults. When lung 
cancer is detected at earlier stages, the chances for successful treatment 
and a longer life are much improved. Qihong Huang, M.D., Ph.D., in 
collaboration with Valley Health System partners, have completed a clinical 
study identifying a protein in human blood that can detect early-stage lung 
cancer before the disease spreads throughout the body.
A protein called AKAP4 seems to be present in people with lung cancer. The 

team conducted a study that looked for AKAP4 in blood samples and compared the results to 
blood samples from patients already diagnosed with lung cancer. The scientists found the test 
was very effective in detecting early cancer, perhaps more so than the x-rays currently used.
“If we can develop a simple blood test that’s more accurate than low-dose CT scans, we can 
detect the cancer earlier and with a less expensive, less invasive and more accurate test,” Dr. 
Huang said. “Everyone stands to gain from such a test becoming available.”

WISTAR’S NEWEST

The Wistar Institute 
welcomes Alessandro 
Gardini, Ph.D., our 
newest faculty scientist 
who joined in June as 
assistant professor in the 
Gene Expression and 
Regulation Program. He 
studies how parts of our 
genome get activated 
and repressed and 
ultimately influence how 
cancers like myeloid 
leukemia behave.  
Prior to joining Wistar, 
Dr. Gardini completed 
postdoctoral training 
at the Sylvester 
Comprehensive Cancer 
Center of the University 
of Miami Medical School.  
Wistar continues to grow 
its scientific faculty with 
a goal of hiring five new 
principle investigators  
in 2015.
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The Wistar Institute Annual Golf & Bridge 
Classic on May 18, 2015  
Wistar raised almost $146,000 at the 20th 
Annual Golf & Bridge Classic in memory of 
Albert R. Taxin and Sylvan M. Tobin—whose 
legacy of support and generosity continues to 
advance Wistar’s research in brain tumors and 
neurological disease.

Our world-renowned Wistar scientists also have voices for radio. If 
you’re familiar with Wistar’s radio spots on WHYY-FM–the most 
listened-to public radio station in the Philadelphia region–then you’ve 
heard president emeritus Dr. Russel Kaufman’s calm, graceful voice. But 
on July 9 the new voices of Wistar were unveiled.
Eight scientists shed light on Wistar Science through sound bite snapshots 
of their groundbreaking work. Their diverse experiences include long-
established scientists and junior faculty, and reintroduce radio listeners 
to the high-risk, high-impact immunology, cancer, HIV/AIDS, flu, and 
melanoma research taking place daily at the Institute.  

The Voices of Wistar

Take a listen to the eight radio spots at www.wistar.org/whyyClockwise, top left to right: Dr. Maureen Murphy, Dr. Meenhard 
Herlyn, Dr. Ben Bitler, and Dr. Scott Hensley recording their spots.

L-R: Mary Duden, Peggy Driscoll, the Phanatic, Eleanor Davis, and Josephine Mandeville.

L-R: Sandy Goldberg, Mary Bak, the Phanatic, Kathy Watson, & Marybeth Driscoll.

L-R: Kyle French, Peter Hansen, the Phanatic, Dick Moore, and Jeff French. L-R: Sandy Taxin, Sharon Kestenbaum, Fran Tobin, Doris Taxin, and Jessica Martinez. Seated: 
Claire Rose and Mary Fenkel.



The Wistar Institute’s Melanoma 
Awareness Day with the Phillies

Presented by Citizens Bank Park and 
Independence Blue Cross on May 31, 2015

The Wistar Institute hit a home run with 
Melanoma Awareness Day. It was a great 
opportunity to spread the message of sun 
safety and skin cancer prevention. Baseball 
fans, Wistar supporters, staff and scientists, 
and their families, together remembered 
that We All Have Skin in This Game! 
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Wistar postdocs Hendrick du Buhr and 
Joshua Wang talk about sun safety with a 
family arriving for the game.  
Photo: Philadelphia Phillies

During the game, Dr. Ashani Weeraratna is interviewed by Phillies field 
reporter Gregg Murphy.

Dan Wheeler, Wistar Board of Trustees member, with the Phanatic after throwing out the 
game’s first pitch. 

Wistar scientists, staff and family dance on the dugout with the Phanatic in support of Melanoma Awareness Day with the Phillies.
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Donald Vail Rhoads, 86, a Philadelphia 
physician, passed away in January. Dr. 
Rhoads was also an assistant clinical 
professor of medicine at the Hospital of 
the University of Pennsylvania and served 
on the staff of the Northwestern Institute 
of Psychiatry.  A great-nephew of Wistar 
founder Isaac Jones Wistar, Dr. Rhoads 
served on Wistar Institute’s Board of 
Trustees for 31 years.  
 
Caleb Cresson (“Cress”) Wistar III, 93, of 
Lafayette Hill, Pennsylvania, passed away 
in April. A retired procurement specialist 
at Unisys Corp., he was a descendant of 
the Institute’s namesake Dr. Caspar Wistar. 
Cress supported the Institute, Friends of 
the Wistar Institute, and the Wistar Rose 
Association, and was a familiar presence at 
Wistar giving tours for friends and relatives.

IN MEMORIUM:  
WE SAY GOODBYE AND THANK YOU 
TO TWO WISTAR DESCENDANTS 

WISTAR POSTDOC CINDY LIN 
WINS FELLOWSHIP DURING 
2015 AMERICAN ASSOCIATION 
FOR CANCER RESEARCH (AACR) 
ANNUAL MEETING

Wistar’s Dr. Cindy Lin, 
postdoctoral fellow 
in the Nefedova lab, 
was awarded the 
AACR-Millennium 
Fellowship in Multiple 
Myeloma Research. 
Dr. Lin was presented 

the prestigious grant during the AACR 
Annual Meeting that took place in 
Philadelphia from April 18-22. The 
grant encourages and supports her 
important research in the study of 
multiple myeloma.

Research and Racing: The Need for 
Speed in Cancer Discovery 

On most weekends after completing his research, Frank Rauscher, III, Ph.D., 
trades his lab coat for a flame-proof racing jumpsuit and drives his 911 
Porsche Carrera to compete in races around the country.
On November 14, 2014, while Dr. Rauscher waited for a qualifying run, a 
fellow racer asked him what he did for a living.
“I said that I’m a scientist and my lab works on breast cancer metastasis and 
understanding how it happens,” Dr. Rauscher recalled. “A doctor finds and 
removes a cancer tumor and the woman seems cured. She is cancer-free for 
seven, eight years. Then suddenly the cancer is back and in organs throughout 
the body.”
The racer replied, “That’s just what happened to my wife.”
That racer was Ted Giovanis, founder of the Jayne Koskinas and Ted Giovanis 
(JKTG) Foundation for Health and Public Policy and principle/team owner 
of Team-TGM, a professional racing team you can see on Fox Sports 1. 
The chance meeting at the track grew into an enduring friendship and a 
conversation about how the JKTG Foundation could fund metastatic breast 
cancer research. 
In March, the Foundation awarded Wistar a $1.1 million grant to establish 
a consortium for breast cancer research. Dr. Rauscher pulled in fellow 
scientists Drs. Rugang Zhang and José R. Conejo-Garcia so they could take a 
multifaceted approach to understanding how breast cancer cells, dormant for 
years, reemerge as drug resistant tumors in bone, lungs, liver, or brain tissue. 
By working together, the team hopes to advance breast cancer research and 
develop new drug therapies based on their findings.
Science and racing go hand in hand for Dr. Rauscher. As a racer, he tweaks 
and tinkers under the hood and on the track to shave tenths of seconds from 
his time. As a molecular engineering scientist, he meticulously designs and 
runs experiments, readjusting his methods to fine tune new discoveries in his 
Wistar laboratory. 
“Working on the parts of a car is like splicing genes together,” said Dr. 
Rauscher. That might be the racer in him talking, but when it comes to 
science, he’s definitely a gearhead. He melds his vast expertise in gene 
regulation, epigenetics, molecular pharmacology, and biochemistry with 
his ability to collaborate and bring in the right players to deliver a cross-
disciplinary, innovative research program based on new discoveries in the 
pursuit of  knowledge.

Fast and furious Dr. Frank Rauscher, deputy director of Wistar’s Cancer Center; professor, Gene Expression 
and Regulation Program; professor, Tumor Microenvironment and Metastasis Program, and Caspar Wistar 
Professor, racing his Porsche 911 at Sebring International Raceway in Florida. 
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Dr. Erica Stone joined Wistar in March. Previously a postdoctoral researcher at the University 
of California, San Diego, she is advancing her scientific career as an assistant professor in 
Wistar’s Translational Tumor Immunology Program. As Dr. Stone sets the stage for what 
we’re sure will be an illustrious career here at Wistar, we asked her what it’s like to have the 
opportunity to jumpstart a laboratory she can call her own.
Q: What was it about The Wistar Institute that made you want to pursue your research here?
A: What really appealed to me about Wistar was the very supportive environment. 
Scientists who have been here for a long time don’t ignore the scientists just getting started, 
and everyone genuinely wants to collaborate on projects to get the best results. It’s also an 
exciting time here because the Institute is rapidly expanding and they’re placing a heavy 
emphasis on immunology, which I’ve been studying and pursuing in my career. There’s 
a really strong community of immunology scientists in Philadelphia, so it’s good to be 
surrounded by people interested in what I think is the hottest field in biomedical research 
right now.
Q: Tell us about your ongoing research projects.
A: My research has focused on investigating fundamental mechanisms that control T-cells 

and our immune system. I’ll take that research and apply those concepts to cancer. Wistar is an extraordinary place 
for me to link everything together because we have a great immunology program but we’re also a world-class cancer 
institute. I also plan to study immune responses in our gut and how the immune system keeps things under control 
as we digest food.
Q: You’re working with our Biomedical Technician Training Program (BTTP) to build your lab. Tell us about that.
A: The student who’s helping me comes from a non-traditional background. She was in the Army and decided she 
wanted to learn additional skills. She’s unbelievably hard-working and eager to learn and it’s a pleasure having her in 
my lab. Since I’m new here, she’s helping me set up my lab and essentially doing what a lab manager would do. She’s 
keeping track of everything and making sure we have what we need to run our experiments.

Welcome to My Lab: Erica Stone, Ph.D.

Dr. Erica Stone, assistant professor 
in Wistar’s Translational Tumor 
Immunology Program 

Wistar garnered a $5.6 million grant renewal from London-based global charity Wellcome 
Trust. This second, three-year commitment is dedicated to the continued development of 
a new class of drugs to treat cancers associated with Epstein-Barr virus (EBV). Meeting the 
project’s goal could produce the first therapy to treat EBV-related cancers by attacking the 
virus as it lies dormant in cells. 
About 90 percent of U.S. adults have been infected with EBV, and an estimated 200,000 new 
cases of EBV-caused cancers, such as lymphomas, are diagnosed annually. Limited therapeutic 
options make long-term prognosis poor. The Lieberman team’s novel therapeutic approach 
disables EBNA1, an EBV viral protein that’s required for replication, making the protein a 
prime target for therapeutic intervention. 

With the project’s initial $4.7 million funding in 2011, Lieberman’s team developed promising 
basic research findings with translational drug impact. Renewed funding propels his team 
closer to testing a viable drug candidate that could be safe and effective in humans infected 
with EBV. 
Drug discovery takes patience and a team approach. Hitting this second innovation milestone, 
Dr. Lieberman’s lab is on track to carry out further testing and experimentation required to 
create a successful drug candidate.

$5.6 Million Grant Renewal Funds Hard-to-Treat Cancers 
Associated with Epstein-Barr Virus 

Dr. Paul Lieberman, Hilary 
Koprowski, M.D., Endowed 
Professor; professor and 
program leader, Gene 
Expression and Regulation 
Program; and director, Center 
for Chemical Biology and 
Translational Medicine
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UPCOMING EVENTS

THE WISTAR GALA  
HONORING RUSSEL E. KAUFMAN, M.D. 
October 24, 2015 

Wistar scientists are curiosity-
driven investigators analyzing 
biological processes that underlie 
human disease. However, they 
need resources to drive that 
research forward and identify 
promising molecular “hits” 
that could one day become lead 
compounds and then drugs. This 
is where Robert Hills, Ph.D., 
Wistar’s new managing director 
of both the Protein Expression 
and Molecular Screening facilities, 
comes into focus. Dr. Hills’ 
industry knowledge in testing and 
evaluating potential compounds is 
an exciting new piece of Wistar’s 

research engine. With experience 
to help our scientists bridge the gap 

between innovative work and early-stage drug discovery, he plays a key role in 
the way Wistar approaches target drug discovery. 
Dr. Hills came to the Institute in November 2014 with an ambitious strategy: 
combine Wistar’s years of expertise studying proteins at deeper levels with a 
pharmaceutical approach involving high-throughput screening processes and 
target validation to help identify candidates that could lead to potential drugs. 
A commercial pharmaceutical industry veteran, Dr. Hills brings a new skillset, 
high caliber technical know-how, and tremendous enthusiasm and creativity 
to greatly enhance Wistar Science.  
“My job is to talk to all the scientists and find out about their work,” said 
Dr. Hills. “I have specific chemical libraries for the research being conducted 
here at Wistar and I’ll continue to come up with more focused chemical 
sets that will give our scientists better, more exact data to get us closer to 
lead optimization—the early-stage of drug discovery that could produce a 
compound that might become a future lifesaving drug.”
Since Dr. Hills joined Wistar, 12 labs are taking part in small molecule 
screens—a process to identify compounds that could be used for further 
research and development into lead candidates for therapeutics. This is twice 
the number of concurrently running screens than before Dr. Hills’ arrival. 
When he’s not running two facilities, he is working on his own science.
“I’m interested in genome editing and exploring new technologies like CRISPR, 
an RNA-guided gene-editing platform,” Dr. Hills said. “I’m also developing 
3-D cell-based assays. Instead of standard tissue culture, we grow tissue in a 
3-D environment where the cells arrange like they would if they were part of 
a living organism. Then we can watch them grow like normal tissue and study 
more accurately how our cells behave in our bodies.”
Wistar scientists strive every day to understand the fundamental processes of 
living organisms and with the help of Dr. Hills they can ultimately reshape the 
way science is conducted.

Wistar’s Hit Discovery Hub

Dr. Rob Hills in the Protein Expression lab.
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EMERGING ISSUES  
IN SCIENCE 
IMMUNOTHERAPY: IS THE CURE  
INSIDE YOU? 
November 19, 2015 

WWW.WISTAR.ORG/EIS2015 


