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Faculty Snapshots

With a five-year, $12.5 million grant 

from the National Institute on 

Aging, Benjamin Handen, PhD 

professor of psychiatry, will lead a new 

multicenter effort exploring biomarkers of 

Alzheimer’s disease in adults with Down 

syndrome. This population tends to show 

Alzheimer’s symptoms in their 40s. People 

with Down syndrome are also likely to have a 

copy, in each of their three chromosome 21s, of 

a gene that has been associated with the pre-

cursor for beta-amyloid, a substance found in 

excess in the brains of patients with 

Alzheimer’s. 

When and how some key players—

like long-lived plasma and memory 

B cells—develop as part of the 

secondary immune response has 

long been up for debate. Earlier 

this year, Mark Shlomchik, MD/

PhD and Pitt’s chair of immunol-

ogy; Florian Weisel, a PhD research 

assistant professor; and col-

leagues elucidated the process in 

an Immunity paper that was later 

highlighted in Nature Reviews 

Immunology. The scientific “tour 

de force” (as cited by one Faculty 

of 1000 commentator) has implica-

tions for vaccine development as 

well as for understanding autoim-

munity. Shlomchik is one of Pitt’s 

latest to receive a MERIT Award 

from the National Institutes of 

Health; the $3.8 million grant will 

allow him to continue long-term 

studies on autoimmunity. (Nine 

other Pitt med faculty also have 

MERIT Awards.) 

Supported by a Research Project Grant 

from the National Institutes of Health, Yael 

Schenker, an MD, is embarking on trials of the 

palliative care intervention she designed for 

patients with advanced cancer. For this and 

other projects, Schenker, an assistant pro-

fessor of medicine, received an Early Career 

Investigator Award from the American Academy 

of Hospice and Palliative Medicine.   —Kristin 

Bundy, Elizabeth Hoover, and Erica Lloyd
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In spring 2015, more than 10 years after a car accident left him paralyzed from the shoulders down, 

Nathan Copeland had electrodes surgically implanted in the sensory cortex of his brain. Their purpose? 

To connect Copeland to a brain-computer interface developed by University of Pittsburgh researchers, 

based on science by Andrew Schwartz, Distinguished Professor of Neurobiology. The technology allows 

Copeland to control a robotic arm with his mind; it also allowed him to experience sensation through 

the robotic hand—a first for science. (You might have seen his fist bump with President Obama flashing 

across news screens in October.) A year and a half into his five-year role in the study led by Pitt’s Robert 

Gaunt and Jennifer Collinger (both of the Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation), we asked 

Copeland, now 30, for his thoughts on participating in groundbreaking research. 

You put yourself on Pitt’s research participant registry right after your 
accident. Did you worry about what a potential study might entail?
From the beginning I thought that the registry was my best chance of improving my life—or someone 

else’s. When the researchers ran through the risks, I’d be like, Okay, those are possible risks for any sur-

gery, not likelihoods. My mom was worried about it, though, and she boycotted taking me to my appoint-

ments at first. Now she’s figured out this is going fine, and it’s something meaningful to the world. 

You’ve described the sensation from the robotic hand as being  
“electrical,” sometimes “a sort of pressure.” Does it meet expectations?
This is literally the first step in sensation microstimulation, so I wasn’t expecting a perfectly normal  

sensation. What we got is pretty good, [though] I can’t compare it to anything I’ve experienced in the  

real world.

You’ve been working with the research team about three times a week. 
How will you cope with losing sensation after five years, when your 
study time is up?
Beyond the fact that I’ve been doing this cool stuff and meeting cool people, it will be like losing func-

tion all over again. Ever since the beginning I’ve realized that’s going to be rough, and pretty sad.

What advice would you give study participants coming after you?
Even if the next step isn’t miles ahead of where I am now, the next person is still going to be able to do 

amazing things. To them I’d say, Just do it if you can.   —Interview by Lela Nargi 
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Copeland checks out a virtual 
reality simulation (unrelated 
to the brain-computer inter-
face he’s testing). 

Weisel


