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The concept of potential is defined by possessing the capacity to develop into 
something, having abilities that may lead to future success or usefulness. Potential 
is everywhere at Wistar. Perhaps you feel it when you enter our sleek, sunlit atrium, 
but it is certainly visible within our labs, where some of the world’s most brilliant 
researchers and their essential teams of postdocs and assistants are focused on 
better understanding how diseases work. The thought that any one of them could 
one day make a life-changing discovery that will lead to a new treatment or even a 
cure never ceases to thrill me. 

Right now, Wistar scientists are at the forefront of one of the hottest areas in cancer 
research – immunotherapy. Immunotherapy drugs are gaining worldwide interest 

for their ability to “melt” tumors in patients with advanced disease who have few treatment options left. Our experts will be 
leading the inaugural Emerging Issues in Science panel to share their expertise and excitement about the great potential of 
immunotherapy to harness the power of our own immune system to fight back against cancer. 

Other Institute investigators broke ground with the identification of the precise mechanism of action behind how a small 
molecule inhibitor binds with a particular enzyme that is activated in an overwhelming majority of cancers. This important 
discovery could lead the way for the design of better cell growth inhibitors that could become clinically available and 
effective for a wide variety of cancer types. 

The freedom to pursue such potentially transformative innovation is what brings people here. For example, our latest 
research recruit Dr. Qing Chen joined Wistar from Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center to start her own lab where 
she’ll be seeking ways to stop metastatic brain tumors from growing. And let’s not forget the promising students whose 
careers as biomedical research assistants we have helped launch for the past 16 years. 

These are just some of the latest Wistar Science highlights we’re sharing with you in this issue of Focus. The year may be 
winding down, but we continue to forge full steam ahead. 

FROM PRESIDENT AND CEO DARIO C. ALTIERI, M.D. 

focus: november 2015   |  1

Bullseye: Study Shows How Cancer Drug Finds Its “Target”  
in 9 out of 10 Cancers

What if there were a targeted cancer drug that didn’t involve chemotherapy and could work in 
many different tumors? Such a drug doesn’t exist yet, but Wistar scientists have shown how a type 
of drug could block cells from dividing uncontrollably by targeting an enzyme mutated in about 
90 percent of all cancers.

Dr. Emmanuel Skordalakes led a study showing how a small molecule drug – a drug that can in 
most cases be taken orally and can be more easily absorbed by the body – is able to inhibit an 
enzyme called telomerase, which helps cells divide.

This enzyme is especially important when we’re young and growing. Normally, the enzyme is 
shut off in adulthood when tissue growth is no longer required. When left unchecked, though, 
cell division can lead to cancer, and cancer cells will reactivate telomerase to help accelerate cell 
growth. Since this reactivation happens in many different cancers, telomerase is an ideal target 

for a new drug. 

In this study, Skordalakes showed how an experimental telomerase inhibitor called BIBR1532 
binds to a specific pocket on telomerase. When this happens, telomerase cannot assemble properly 
and therefore can’t help cancer cells divide.

Dr. Emmanuel Skordalakes, 
associate professor in 
Wistar’s Gene Expression and 
Regulation program
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Flu Failure: The Reason Why Last Year’s 
Influenza Vaccine Didn’t Offer Great 
Protection

How Do Cells Preserve Our Genetic 
Information When They Divide?

Did you receive a seasonal flu vaccine last year? If you 
did, did you still get the flu despite thinking you were 
protected? If you answered yes to both of these questions, 
you’re not alone. Last year’s flu vaccine worked in only 
about one in every four patients.

We now know one of the reasons this happened.

A team of Wistar scientists led by Scott Hensley, Ph.D., 
found that small mutations slowly accumulate over time 
to prevent the antibodies created by the vaccine from 

“sticking” to the flu virus. While scientists who develop 
the flu vaccine are aware of more prominent mutations 

and update the vaccine every year to account for them, these more subtle changes 
took place over a longer period of time and flew under their radar.

Each year, an estimated 3 to 5 million people get sick from the flu – even with 
the vaccine available – and about half a million people can die from flu-related 
complications. The World Health Organization (WHO) wants next year’s vaccine 
updated, and the research from Hensley’s lab at Wistar strongly supports this 
recommendation.

Mitosis is how our cells are copied and split so they can 
grow and replicate while keeping our DNA intact in 
order for all new cells to retain the features that make 
each person unique. However, scientists have been 
unable to explain just how our DNA is protected and 
segregated when cells are copied and then divide.

The lab of Dr. Ken-ichi Noma has found a possible 
answer by studying yeast, and these findings may help 
researchers better understand some of the very first 

disruptions in mitosis that can lead to diseases like cancer.

Dr. Noma and his lab showed that a transcription factor 
responsible for ensuring that genes are properly arranged 

from one cell to the next before they divide recruits a very important protein 
complex called condensin. Condensin helps arrange more than 20,000 genes 
found in the human genome and wraps them up so that they’re small enough to 
fit inside the nucleus of each of our cells.

The study shows that when condensin is recruited, it helps tether “housekeeping” 
genes – genes that make sure proteins send properly-coded instructions to our 
cells – to where cells are about to divide and keeps the DNA and our chromosomes 
properly segregated and identical after they split.
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NOT-TO-MISS EVENT

NOVEMBER 19, 2015

IMMUNOTHERAPY: 
IS THE CURE INSIDE YOU?

The Wistar Institute kicks off its 
brand new Emerging Issues in 
Science series with one of the 
hottest topics in cancer research 
today: immunotherapy.   
Wistar immunologists Drs. Erica 
Stone, Scott Hensley and Dmitry 
Gabrilovich will join President and 
CEO Dr. Dario Altieri to discuss what 
makes immunotherapy treatments 
different from other cancer 
treatments and the breakthroughs 
taking place in the field of 
immunotherapy.  
Dr. Altieri will moderate a lively panel 
discussion exploring how scientists 
are able to harness the human 
immune system to fight cancer, how 
the panel is contributing their own 
game-changing basic science, and 
whether this marks a revolution in 
cancer therapies.   
Register at:  
WWW.WISTAR.ORG/EIS2015

Dr. Scott Hensley, assistant 
professor in Wistar’s Vaccine 
Center

Dr. Ken-ichi Noma, associate 
professor in Wistar’s Gene 
Expression and Regulation 
program

Photo: National Institutes of Health
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Eat, Drink, Dance & Cure Cancer 
Wistar Ambassadors Event on Oct. 16, 2015  
More than 100 Ambassadors, scientists and 
friends came together for a memorable 
evening that raised significant funds for 
cancer research. High above the City on the 
33rd floor of the Loews Hotel, this growing 
group of Ambassadors conversed with Wistar 
scientists on latest research news. By the end 
of the night, scientists and guests danced the 
night away. 

John Witz with Wistar postdoctoral fellow and wife Kimberly Malecka. 
Photo: HughE Dillon.

L-R: Evgenii Teyganov, gala co-chair Julia Murphy, Sergio LaVilla-Alonso, president emeritus 
Russel E. Kaufman, Subhasree Basu, and Jeremy Scott. Photo: Susan Scovill.

Clockwise,L-R: Model with scarf from the Wistar 
collection; guests enjoyed the fashion show and 
shopping; Ken Greenberg, Hannah Krupa, and Ian 
Michael Crumm; models in the 2015 collection based on 
Wistar microscopy images.

L-R: Stacey Kracher, Taylor Campitelli, Marianne Moore, Michael DeThomas, Ambassador 
chair and event co-chair Lynsie Solomon, Evan Solomon, Kimmi Pagone, and Ledia Leka. 
Photo: Susan Scovill.

Supra Endura + Wistar = Design Collaboration 
and Fashion Show on Oct. 8, 2015  
What came out of a chance meeting blossomed 
into a Wistar fashion partnership. Wistar’s beautiful 
cellular and viral images take on new life as silk 
accessories with a large portion of the proceeds 
going to The Wistar Institute. Gabrielle Mandel, 
whose Philadelphia-based women’s clothing 
company is named Supra Endura, designed a silk 
scarf and pocket square that draws awareness and 
funds to the high-risk, high-reward science taking 
place daily at Wistar.

NOT-TO-MISS EVENT

NOVEMBER 19, 2015

IMMUNOTHERAPY: 
IS THE CURE INSIDE YOU?

Photo: National Institutes of Health
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Wistar President & CEO Dr. Dario Altieri and Board member Albert Ominsky.

Dr. Russel and Jane Kaufman stand in the Tobin Family Foundation Atrium 
below the newly-dedicated Dr. Russel Kaufman Bridge.

The Wistar Gala Honoring Russel E. 
Kaufman, M.D. on Oct. 24, 2015  
It was a phenomenal night—one that not 
only raised the funds to help complete 
Wistar’s Capital Campaign, but pushed it 
beyond its goal. More than 250 special 
friends, supporters and colleagues closest 
to the Institute came together to celebrate 
Dr. Russel E. Kaufman, Wistar president 
emeritus and true champion of biomedical 
science. After a rousing speech by President 
and CEO Dr. Dario Altieri, guests enjoyed 
dinner and dancing to commemorate the 
tremendous occasion.

L-R: David Pudlin, Esq., Wistar Chair of the Board of Trustees Helen P. Pudlin, Esq., Hon. Joyce 
Kean, and Board member Dr. Herbert Kean.

Steven Tobin and Fran Tobin. L-R: Board member Brian H. Dovey, Amy Wheeler, 
Penny and Board member Bob Fox.

Dave Zierath and Wistar Leadership Council 
member Jennifer Bellis.

L-R: Judy Wachs, Fran Tobin, Sharon and Joseph 
Kestenbaum, and Board member David Wachs.

L-R: Wistar scientists Drs. Michael (retired) and Louise 
Showe, Scott Hensley and Rugang Zhang.
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Stabilizing Science: Wistar’s William Wunner Looks Back on Inspiring 
Successes in First 16 Years of Biomedical Technician Training Program

Dr. William Wunner observed 
a growing problem in the 

laboratories at The Wistar Institute. 
Research technicians, the mainstay 
of a successful lab’s operation, were 
leaving their jobs after an average of 
only 13 months. The reason? These 
assistants, who held bachelor’s degrees 
from four-year colleges, considered 
Wistar as a way station until they 
were admitted to medical school or 
other graduate programs. With busy 
scientists expending time and effort 
training them, such high turnover was 
costly and inefficient. 

Wunner had a solution to stabilize 
the Institute’s workforce of research 
assistants (RAs). 

In 2000, Wunner teamed with the 
Community College of Philadelphia 
(CCP) to form the Biomedical 
Technician Training Program (BTTP), 
the first of its kind in the region and 
still one of only a handful in the 
country. The innovative two-year 
program offers students seeking an 
associate’s degree a structured path 
toward research technician careers 
within academia and industry. 

The rigorous program combines core 
coursework in science and math with 
specialized, hands-on paid internship 
experience in biomedical research 
laboratories at Wistar and other 
training sites in the region.

Over the years, the training has 
expanded to keep pace with the 
technological advances and changing 
needs of scientists. This year, for 
example, Wistar introduced a 
drug discovery module to teach 
the techniques involved in finding 
small molecule inhibitors, a staple of 
targeted therapies for cancer. Last year, 
aspects of genomics was added to the 
lab experience. 

As of this year’s summer graduation, 
121 students have completed the 

BTTP, with half of the graduates 
currently working as RAs and a 
quarter of them at Wistar. One of 
these assistants is Andreas Wiedemer, 
who was a nurse in Switzerland before 
coming to the U.S. with his family. 
When he completed the program at 
the age of 42, he joined the lab of Paul 
Lieberman. These days, many students 
in the BTTP are like Andreas, foreign-
born and older when entering the 
program. 

Wunner’s ambitions for the program 
stem from his experience as a scientist 
himself. During the 1980s, Wunner 
was part of a team of Wistar scientists 
who developed a new oral rabies 
vaccine that could be administered to 
animals through bait – a breakthrough 
that has protected countless 
animals and possibly saved human 
lives. He is one of nine founders 
of the influential Pennsylvania 
Biotechnology Association (today 
known as Pennsylvania Bio), which 
began in 1989 as a group dedicated 
to educating, creating jobs and 
connecting life science professionals 
and academics with businesses and 
organizations to influence innovation 
in Pennsylvania. 

Wunner’s collaborative spirit has really 
made the BTTP an enormous success. 
Having spent decades forging valuable 
connections in the region’s science 
industry, the BTTP has thrived from 

Wunner’s insistence on staying on top 
of what the life sciences industry in the 
region needs and seeking feedback on 
how to keep the student experience as 
relevant as ever. The plan is working: 
In 2002, the BTTP was named 
Educational Program of the Year by 
the Eastern Technology Council and 
PwC (PricewaterhouseCoopers) and 
was nominated for the prestigious 
Bellwether Education Partners 
Program of the Year. 

“BTTP opens doors – and keeps 
students moving through them,” 
said Wunner, noting that while the 
BTTP remains committed to keeping 

research assistant positions filled, he 
still encourages those students with 
the desire and ability to continue 
their education to pursue advanced 
degrees. Students like David Kim 
come to mind. After graduating from 
the BTTP in 2009 with an associate’s 
degree in science, he went on to 
earn a bachelor’s degree in biology 
and society from Cornell University. 
Currently, he is a published senior 
research assistant for the Harvard 
AIDS Initiative and has applied to a 
competitive NIH MD/PhD program 
that includes coursework to be 
completed at Oxford University. 

"I can't thank BTTP enough for 
opening these doors and allowing a 
first generation Cambodian refugee to 
have such wonderful experiences,” said 
Kim.  
View the BTTP video:  
http://bit.ly/1LBT57w

Dr. William Wunner, Wistar director of Academic 
Affairs and director of Outreach Education and 
Technology Training programs

Dr. Costin Tomescu, BTTP mentor and senior staff 
scientist in the Montaner Lab
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Dr. Qing Chen joined Wistar in late September. Previously a frontline clinician treating cancer 
patients, she became a scientist to tackle cancer from a different perspective and ultimately 
help her patients. Research won her over and sent her on a path that includes the next exciting 
stage of her scientific career as an assistant professor in Wistar’s Tumor Microenvironment and 
Metastasis Program. 
Q: Could you sum up your research background for us?
A: I was a clinician in China and saw many patients with cancer that I wanted to help. I 
decided to study basic research so I could develop a deeper understanding of cancer and 
apply that knowledge to treat my patients. Once I became a researcher, I decided this is where 
my true interests lie because the research was so complicated and so incredibly interesting. 
In 2000, I came to America—to Roswell Park Cancer Institute, in Buffalo, NY, and received a 
Ph.D. in immunology. At Roswell, I focused on how white blood cells called lymphocytes are 
able to circulate through the blood to peripheral organs (like the lymph nodes and spleen) as 
well as tumor sites and the role this circulation plays in cancer immunity.
When I was looking for my postdoctoral position, I wanted to study cancer metastasis since 

this the stage of disease that kills patients. A doctor sees a malignant nodule and removes it only to find that years later it 
spreads throughout the body and is more aggressive and resistant to therapy. That’s why I joined the lab of Joan Massagué, 
world-renowned in the study of metastasis, at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in New York.
Q: How does your immunology training prepare you for the type of research you’ll be doing at Wistar?
A: My current focus is brain metastasis. The brain has a very unique microenvironment and is considered to be a better-
protected organ compared to others in the body. I’ll study two important brain cells: astrocytes, star-shaped cells more 
abundant than neurons that support main neuron functions; and microglia, which are immune cells and the brain’s first 
defense against bacteria, viruses, and cancer cells that pass the blood brain barrier. Both of these brain cells are dynamic, 
double-edged swords because—depending on the stage of the disease—they can support tumor growth or inhibit it. They 
can begin as cancer killers but then get “re-educated” to help tumors survive and grow. 
Q: What made you want to pursue your research at Wistar?
A: Wistar was the only research center with a specialized program called Tumor Microenvironment and Metastasis—those 
are the same three words I’d use to sum up my research! But, on a serious note, institutes tend to have classic research 
programs, for example immunology, or cancer biology, but Wistar’s TTM program was so specific and so in tune with my 
research aims that I had to work here. Also Wistar is such a special, close-knit community, and it’s research-oriented, which 
is great for a young scientist like me. 
Q: Do you have any promising collaborations in the works?
A: I’ve met many Wistar scientists already, but I will absolutely collaborate with Dr. Ashani Weeraratna. Besides the fact 
that it’s a no-brainer to work on melanoma at Wistar because the research is so strong and innovative here, one of Dr. 
Weeraratna’s projects is on melanoma brain metastasis. Melanoma is the third most common cancer that metastasizes 
into the brain, and I want to add melanoma to my current projects focusing on lung and brain metastasis. With so few 
treatments for cancers that have metastasized to the brain, I hope that my work will elucidate new treatments, better 
outcomes and a better quality of life. 

Welcome to My Lab: Qing Chen, Ph.D.

Dr. Qing Chen, assistant professor 
in Wistar’s Tumor Microenvironment 
and Metastasis program 

Reinforcing its place in and among leading organizations pushing the 
envelope of innovation, Wistar was one of six companies to share the 
“Company of the Year” award presented by the Philadelphia Business 
Journal. The award ceremony brought together luminaries from the life 
sciences and health care fields to network and honor the accomplishments 
of their fellow community leaders and colleagues.   

THE WISTAR INSTITUTE AWARDED 2015 HEALTHCARE INNOVATOR AWARD
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Wistar President and CEO Dr. Dario Altieri is presented with 
the “Company of the Year” award (at right).
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THE WISTAR INSTITUTE IS A NATIONAL CANCER
INSTITUTE-DESIGNATED CANCER CENTER

Focus is published for donors, friends, faculty, and staff of The 
Wistar Institute by the Office of Communications. 
  
To contact the editor, phone 215.898.3700 or email 
communications@wistar.org. Send address changes to:  
Office of Development and Marketing, The Wistar Institute, 3601 
Spruce Street, Philadelphia, PA 19104, or  
email development@wistar.org.

The Wistar Institute is an equal opportunity/ affirmative action 
employer. The Wistar Institute provides equal employment 
opportunities to all individuals regardless of race, color, creed, 
religion, national origin, ancestry, sex, age, veteran status, 
disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, or on the basis 
of genetic information, or any other characteristic protected 
by federal, state, or local law, with respect to all terms and 
conditions of employment.

UPCOMING EVENTS

NIKON SMALL WORLD 
January 15, 2016  
A SMALL, BUT FASCINATING VIEW OF 
LIFE UNDER THE MICROSCOPE 

A Driving Force: Wistar’s Leadership Council 

WWW.WISTAR.ORG/NSW2016 

#MOVEMBER

Basic research is an investment in the future. The foundational work our scientists 
and researchers do every day will become advances in diagnoses, treatment and 
prevention of cancer and other diseases. It is a special person who can realize those 
goals. Wistar’s Leadership Council—thought leaders in the Philadelphia region—
are passionately elevating Wistar’s important and meaningful biomedical research. 
They’re a special group, lead by co-chairs Donna Weinraub and Max Berger to 
advocate, support and spotlight Wistar’s programs, partnerships and goals.
This accomplished group of 40 individuals from banking to law, real estate to 
research has been vital to articulating the impact of Wistar Science and welcomed 
five new members in 2015 including Jennifer Bellis, Michael DeThomas, Carrie 
Gish, Eric Rugart, and David Schuey. They have set priorities and created a plan to 
introduce Wistar’s challenging research to potential new supporters and contribute 
their valuable insight and leadership on projects that will strengthen the Institute 
and influence others. 

One Lab, Two Scientists, Endless Possibilities
Scientists the world over dream of setting up 
their own laboratories, recruiting staff, and 
pursuing projects that will make an impact 
in the community with secure funding so 
that they can focus on the scientific work of 
possible life-saving discoveries.
Two young scientists at Wistar–Drs. 
Katherine Aird and Benjamin Bitler–are 
now one step closer to that having secured 

prestigious grants to help fund their research 
as they transition from postdoctoral researchers into leaders of their own labs.
Aird and Bitler each received a K99 grant from the National Cancer Institute. The 
grant, known as the Pathway to Independence Award, totals close to a million dollars 
for each of them. It is one of the most competitive grants available for postdocs. In 
2014, 1,114 postdocs applied for the award, yet only 246 grants were issued, meaning 
that only about one out of every five postdocs who applies for the award receives it.  
To further highlight their extraordinary accomplishments, both grants were funded 
on the first submission!
The grant provides up to two years of funding while the postdoc is still learning from 
a mentor, and then provides funding for three additional years when the postdoc 
secures a position as the head of her or his own lab. The award is given to a scientist 
who has completed her or his doctoral degree within the last four years, with most 
candidates having “an impressive record of research productivity and publications.”
Mentorship is an important component of securing the grant and Aird and Bitler 
share the rare distinction of being members in the lab of Dr. Rugang Zhang, associate 
professor in Wistar’s Gene Expression and Regulation program. This is the first time 
in Wistar history that two grants were awarded at the same time to postdoctoral 
fellows within the same lab, which speaks volumes to the scientific prowess of Dr. 
Zhang and The Wistar Institute.
Wistar is proud of these outstanding young scientists and thankful to have played an 
important part in their scientific journey.

WWW.MOVEMBER.COM 
DONATE: MOSISTA.CO/WIS-TACHES 

JOIN TEAM WIS-TACHE & SUPPORT 
MEN’S HEALTH IN NOVEMBER! 

GROW A MOUSTACHE OR SUPPORT 
ONE AND RAISE FUNDS/AWARENESS 
FOR  MEN’S HEALTH AND RESEARCH.

Drs. Katherine Aird and Benjamin Bitler


