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Innovating in a Pinch
Erick Forno never imagined his asthma research would be used during a 
pandemic. But, when COVID-19 arrived in the United States, he and his 
team at Acoustic Waveform Respiratory Evaluation (AWARE) realized they 
could make a contribution.

AWARE is a smartphone-based app for monitoring at-home lung func-
tion; it was developed for people with disorders like asthma, COPD and 
cystic fibrosis. Forno, an assistant professor of pediatrics at Pitt, and his 
team recognized it might also be helpful for monitoring the lung health of 
patients exposed to the novel coronavirus. So they paused their research 
operation and instituted precautions allowing them to shift their focus.

Their adaptability paid off this fall, when AWARE earned one of three 
grand prizes of $100,000 at the 2020 Pitt Innovation Challenge (PInCh). 
AWARE also won a $25,000 bonus for addressing aspects of the pandemic. 

With the prize money, the team will gather data from healthy vol-
unteers to advance the app and then examine patients with respiratory 
illnesses. The AWARE team includes Wei Chen, associate professor of 
pediatrics and biostatistics, and Wei Gao, associate professor of electri-
cal and computer engineering at the Swanson School of Engineering.

PInCh awarded two other grand prizes for 2020. Liliana Camison, 
a plastic surgery resident, and Jesse Goldstein, associate professor of 
plastic surgery, developed a custom-made cartilage ear implant that 
decreases the complexity and operative time of facial surgeries; to build 
it, they employed a high-precision cartilage milling process. Their prod-
uct is called REPLICA. The other grand-prize winner, LungTarget—cre-
ated by Maliha Zahid, an assistant professor of developmental biology 
at Pitt— is a novel set of lung-targeting peptides that can deliver mol-
ecules able to disrupt protein coding (small interfering RNAs) to treat 
cystic fibrosis.   —AA

Anatomy Practical 

I am searching for the phrenic nerve 
when I remember the bad feeling I have about you.

Formalin pricking my nose, an attentive hush  
   pressing all around me.  
This test is timed, but 
I look into the body, and I’m lost.

The word itself makes me anxious,  
sounds frantic, frenetic.  
Lightning strike climbing up beside the heart.

Now my eyes won’t focus, and I remember   
sleeping, head on your chest on the airport floor,  
  how my dreams 
were full of rhythms:  
  a locked door and someone knocking   
with a strange kind of urgency—  
steady but ceaseless.

At the same time I notice the fingernails on the 
bloodless hands, yet undissected,  
are painted pink.

And the timer sounds. 

 —Amelie Meltzer (Class of ’22)  
 This poem first appeared in the  
 Winter 2019/20 issue of Ploughshares.

Synthetic Biologist Awarded Dickson Prize
Bioengineer James J. Collins has been awarded the 2020 Dickson Prize in  
Medicine, the School of Medicine’s highest honor.

In 2000, Collins described how his team built a stable synthetic gene  
circuit in E. coli bacteria. That paper has been cited more than 4,000 times  
and marked the arrival of an important new discipline in biomedicine— 
synthetic biology. 

More recently, Collins created engineered microbes and whole-cell  
biosensors to serve as diagnostics and therapeutics. One platform that he and  
colleagues developed embeds freeze-dried, cell-free synthetic gene networks onto paper 
and other materials; it has a wide range of potential clinical and research applications.

“Dr. Collins is defining what’s possible in the disciplines of synthetic and systems 
biology. His highly creative work applying engineering design principles to molecular 
biology has generated numerous new diagnostics and therapeutics,” says Anantha 
Shekhar, Pitt’s senior vice chancellor for the health sciences and John and Gertrude 
Petersen Dean of Medicine. 

Collins is the Termeer Professor of Medical Engineering and Science at Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and is affiliated faculty with the Broad Institute of MIT and 
Harvard University as well as the Wyss Institute at Harvard. He has received a MacArthur 
Foundation “Genius” grant, NIH Director’s Pioneer Award and Sanofi-Institut Pasteur 
Award. “I am thrilled and honored to receive the Dickson Prize in Medicine,” he says.

Pitt’s prize is given annually to an American biomedical researcher who has made 
significant, progressive contributions to medicine. It includes a $50,000 honorarium and 
invitation to speak at the University’s annual campuswide showcase of research. Both the 
showcase and Dickson Lecture have been postponed until a date to be determined.

    —Michele Baum
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