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Message from the Chair
While we enter November, I’m grateful to our faculty, train-
ees and staff as they have continued to provide high quality 
patient care through every facet of our department, innovate 
and advance research in neurologic diseases. 

It is with heavy hearts that we say goodbye to Pat Conway this 
month. Pat has been with the department of neurology since 
2005 and served as the backbone of stability through many 
transitions of UPMC leadership. He has been the champion 
of the steep growth our department has gone through over the past year. Pat will 
be a tremendous asset to any new position he chooses with his stellar compassion, 
leadership and wide variety of skills. Since the start of October, Pat has helped 
facilitate the transition of leadership in the executive administrator role to Jessica 
Saunders; Jessica comes to neurology from the department of pediatrics where she 
was an assistant administrator. If you have questions for Jessica, or would like to 
schedule a 1-on-1, please reach out to her at saundersjl@upmc.edu.

Please note that your attendance and participation in the weekly Neurology Grand 
Rounds lectures is highly encouraged. In-person attendance is preferred, but there 
is always a virtual option for those who cannot make it. Grand Rounds are a great 
way to present interesting topics and engage with one another in a friendly and 
educational setting. 

Please enjoy this edition of Neurology News & Notes, and reach out to your 
colleagues to congratulate them on their successes.

Page B. Pennell, MD, FAES 
Chair and Henry B. Higman Professor of Neurology

Awards
Greenamyre Awarded Robert A. Pritzker Prize for Leadership in 
Parkinson’s Research from Michael J. Fox Foundation

J. Timothy Greenamyre, MD, PhD, Love Family Professor and Director of the 
Pittsburgh Institute for Neurodegenerative Diseases at the University of Pittsburgh, 
has been awarded the 2022 Robert A. Pritzker Prize for Leadership in Parkinson’s 
Research by the Michael J. Fox Foundation. This annual prize recognizes a 
Parkinson’s disease researcher that has made contributions – past and present
– to Parkinson’s disease (PD) research and have committed to mentoring future 
generations of Parkinson’s scientists. Along with the recognition, the Michael J. Fox 
Foundation provides the awardee a $100,000 research grant.
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Dr. Greenamyre’s research focuses on the genetic and environmental factors that 
are key to understanding Parkinson’s disease. He has provided evidence that  
pesticides like rotenone are major contributors to the disease; his development of 
a rotenone model has far-reaching impacts on the field and allows other  
researchers to study causes and treatments of Parkinson’s disease.

The MJFF Scientific Advisory Board serves as the jury panel each year, and the 
awardee is selected through strict criteria, including the nominee’s complete body 
of work in the Parkinson’s disease field with an impact on accelerating drug  
development; field-wide impact of the nominee’s work; dedication to patient- 
relevant science; and influence on and encouragement of the next generation of 
Parkinson’s disease investigators.

“The Robert A. Pritzker Prize for Leadership in Parkinson’s Research has 
recognized, annually, some of the most amazing Parkinson’s scientists around 
the world. To be among those who have been recognized is humbling,” said 
Greenamyre. “My relationship with my patients is what motivates me. Working 
with these families over many years and seeing the impact of the disease drives my 
dedication to identify causal factors and biological contributors toward therapies 
and policies to stop Parkinson’s. To have those efforts recognized with this prize is 
an honor.”

The Michael J. Fox Foundation is the world’s largest non-profit funder of 
Parkinson’s research and is dedicated to accelerating a cure for Parkinson’s 
disease and improving therapies for people living with the condition today. In 
addition to funding $1.5 billion in research since its inception, MJFF collaborates 
with, “industry leaders, academic scientists and government research funders; 
creates a robust open-access data set and biosample library to speed scientific 
breakthroughs and treatment with its landmark clinical study, PPMI; increases 
the flow of participants into Parkinson’s disease clinical trials with its online tool, 
Fox Trial Finder; promotes Parkinson’s awareness through high-profile advocacy, 
events, and outreach; and coordinates the grassroots involvement of thousands 
of Team Fox members around the world.” To learn more about the Michael J. Fox 
Foundation, please visit www.michaeljfox.org. 

Clinical Trials, Studies & Research
Synchron Announces Enrollment for COMMAND Trial at  
University of Pittsburgh, Lacomis Named Principal Investigator

Synchron, the leading endovascular brain-computer interface (BCI) company that 
develops technology to restore functionality in patients with severe paralysis, 
has announced that patient enrollment in the COMMAND Trial has begun at the 
University of Pittsburgh. David Lacomis, MD, department professor and division 
chief of the neuromuscular division, will be the principal investigator. 

The COMMAND Trial is currently being conducted under the first investigational 
device exemption (IDE) awarded by the FDA to a company assessing a permanently 
implanted brain-computer interface. The flagship technology, the Stentrode™, is  
a brain implant designed to help patients wirelessly control digital devices through 
thought and better functional independence. It is implanted within the motor 
cortex of the brain via the jugular vein in a minimally invasive endovascular 
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procedure. According to Synchron, “Once implanted, it detects and wirelessly 
transmits motor intent, restoring a capability for severely paralyzed patients to 
control personal devices with hands-free point-and-click. The trial will assess the 
impact of tasks such as texting, emailing, online shopping, and telehealth services.”

“This exciting technology may open up the possibility for patients with paralysis 
to use digital devices to communicate with loved ones again, and restore 
independence back into their lives,” said Dr. Lacomis. “Something as simple as 
surfing the web or doing online grocery shopping can seem mundane to some, 
but it can change the world for someone who previously had those fundamental 
abilities taken away.”

There are currently recruiting COMMAND Trial sites in New York, NY, and  
Pittsburgh, PA. Any referring physician may direct their inquiries to  
COMMAND@synchron.com to be put in touch with the study coordinator.

Nogueira Listed as Co-First Author on Study Published in New 
England Journal of Medicine

On October 13, 2022, “Trial of Endovascular Treatment of Acute Basilar-Artery  
Occlusion” was published in The New England Journal of Medicine, with Raul 
Nogueira listed as co-first author. The results of the ATTENTION Study show that 
in a trial involving patients with basilar-artery occlusion, nearly one-third recieved 
intravenous thrombolysis, and those who received an endovascular thrombectomy 
within twelve hours after stroke onset led to better functional outcomes ninety 
days afterwards.

Dr. Nogueira, professor of neurology at the University of Pittsburgh and director of 
the UPMC Stroke Institute, previously presented results of the ATTENTION Study 
in May 2022 at the European Stroke Organization Conference in Lyon, France.

Patira Part of Groundbreaking Alzheimer’s Clinical Trial

Riddhi Patira, MD, department assistant professor and investigator at the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center, speaks about how prelimi-
nary results in a phase 3 clinical trial showed that a treatment used in Alzheimer’s 
disease group was able to reduce the rate of cognitive decline by 27% compated to 
a placebo group.

“A Study to Confirm Safety and Efficacy of Lecanemab in Participants With Early AD 
(Clarity AD)” included 1,795 participants who had early stage Alzheimer’s disease - 
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for eighteen months and on a biweekly basis, one group was administered intrave-
nously and another group was given a placebo. 

Lecanemab is an investigational humanized monoclonal antibody for AD that is 
the result of a strategic research alliance between Eisai and BioArctic. Lecanemab 
selectively binds to neutralize and eliminate soluble, toxic amyloid-beta (Aβ) aggre-
gates (protofibrils) that are thought to contribute to the neurodegenerative process 
in AD. As such, lecanemab may have the potential to have an effect on disease 
pathology and to slow down the progression of the disease. Currently, lecanemab is 
being developed as the only anti- Aβ antibody that can be used for the treatment of 
early AD without the need for titration.

Ikonomovic Receives Renewal Award for NIH-Funded Research 
Project

The Program Project Grant (PPG) “The role of astrogliosis in aging and the patho-
logical and clinical progression of Alzheimer’s Disease” will be led by a multiple 
Principal Investigator team including Milos Ikonomovic, MD, professor of neurol-
ogy and psychiatry; Howard Aizenstein, MD, PhD, Reynolds and Detlefsen Chair in 
Geriatric Psychiatry and professor of bioengineering; Ann Cohen, PhD, associate 
professor of psychiatry; and Victor Villemagne, MD, professor of psychiatry.

The PPG focuses on (S)-(2-methylpyrid-5-yl)-6-[(3-18F-fluoro-2-hydroxy)propoxy]
quinoline (SMBT-1), a novel PET radioligand for in vivo detection of astrogliosis 
in the human brain. Dr. Ikonomovic’s Project will characterize the binding sub-
strates of SMBT-1 in postmortem brain tissues from people with different levels 
of Alzheimer’s disease (AD)-related pathological change in comparison to brain 
tissue obtained from age-matched cases without AD neuropathological change. 
The team will determine the relationship of radiolabeled SMBT-1 binding to the 
types and distribution patterns of reactive glia indicative of brain inflammation, as 
well as amyloid and tau pathology in brain regions of interest. The team will also 
assess how these variables relate to binding patterns of radioligands targeting 
amyloid-beta plaques (Pittsburgh compound B) and neurofibrillary change (MK-
6240) and evaluate the degree of regional synaptic protein change associated with 
radioligand binding and underlying pathology.

This Project is highly collaborative with other Projects on the PPG which will per-
form 18F-SMBT-1, 11C-PiB, and 18F-MK-6240 PET as well as MR imaging studies 
in living people. They will investigate how these imaging data correlate with re-
gion-matched postmortem histological and biochemical analyses of gliosis as well 
as amyloid and tau pathology and cerebral vascular changes in the same brains. 
This Project will provide new information critical for establishing the SMBT-1 
ligand as a valuable addition to the brain imaging biomarker panel for AD.

Milestones & Recognition
Congratulations to Judy Dawod, MD, who has been named associate director of 
stroke at UPMC Shadyside! As associate director, Dr. Dawod will work in  
conjunction with the associate director of the UPMC Stroke Institute to continue 
providing medical oversight to the Shadyside Stroke Program.

Tim Greenamyre, MD, PhD, Love Family Professor and Vice-Chair of Neurology 
and Director of the Pittsburgh Institute for Neurodegenerative Diseases, has been 
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appointed to the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) 
National Advisory Environmental Health Sciences Council (NAEHSC). NAEHSC is a 
Congressionally mandated body that advises the Secretary of the US Department 
of Health and Human Services, the director of National Institutes of Health, and the 
director of NIEHS on matters relating to the direction of research, research  
support, training, and career development supported by NIEHS.

Laurie Knepper has been touted as “an incredibly strong innovator in education”, 
with 87% of graduating seniors rating the medical student neurology clerkship as 
outstanding/excellent - placing it in the 75th percentile nationally. Claire Yanta’s 
neuroscience MS1 course is also highly rated and regarded.

UPMC Altoona has earned the Thrombectomy-Capable Stroke center (TSC)  
Certification from The Joint Commission in collaboration with the American Heart 
Association and American Stroke Association. TSC is the second highest level of 
excellence provided by The Joint Commission for hospitals providing endovascular 
procedures and post-procedural care - it reflects increased clinical capabilities and 
quality measures for advanced stroke care, as well as offering 24/7 on-site access 

to mechanical thrombectomy procedures.

Funding & Career Development Opportunities

NOTE: The following funding and development links can also be found on  
www.neurology.pitt.edu/research under the Funding and Career Development tab. 
To view the links listed here, please copy and paste the hyperlink into a web browser. 
 
New NIH “FORMS-H” Grant Application Forms and Instructions Coming for 
Due Dates on or after January 25, 2023 
(NOT-OD-22-195) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-22-195.html

Review of the Accuracy of Grants Information for Fiscal Year 2022 
(NOT-OD-22-194) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-22-194.html

Notice of Special Interest (NOSI): Research on the Health of Bisexual and 
Bisexual+ People 
(NOT-OD-22-166) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-22-166.html
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Advancing Research to Understand Congenital Malformations (R01 Clinical 
Trial Not Allowed) 
(PAR-22-215) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PAR-22-215.html

Pediatric Scientist Development Program (PDSP) (K12 Clinical Trial Not 
Allowed) 
(RFA-HD-23-034) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/rfa-files/RFA-HD-23-034.html

Maternal Health Research Centers of Excellence (U54 Clinical Trial Optional) 
(RFA-HD-23-035) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/rfa-files/RFA-HD-23-035.html

Maternal Health Research Centers of Excellence Data Innovation and Coordi-
nating Hub/Resource Center (U24 Clinical Trial Not Allowed) 
(RFA-HD-23-036) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/rfa-files/RFA-HD-23-036.html

Maternal Health Research Centers of Excellence Implementation Science 
Hub/Resource Center (U24 Clinical Trial Optional) 
(RFA-HD-23-037) 
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/rfa-files/RFA-HD-23-037.html

Staff Section
Donations for Rebecca Faller

Thank you to everyone in the department who donated clothing, personal care 
items, cat care items and cash/gift cards to Rebecca Faller, a medical assistant in 
the Wexford office. 

After a five alarm fire broke out at Rebecca’s apartment building in Wexford on 
October 6, Rebecca, her husband and cat were displaced and in need of assistance. 
Your generosity is much appreciated by Rebecca and her family. If you would like 
to reach out with help/donations for Rebecca, please contact Melanie Mielo at 
mielom@upmc.edu. 

 
Reminder
Please remember to save the date: Saturday, December 17. This is the day that the  
department will hold the annual holiday party. Details to come!




