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Hello again!
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There’s something genuinely energizing about science. The sense that we're constantly
uncovering how the world works, one insight at a time, keeps us all coming back for
more and pushing through the many obstacles. What makes it even better, though, is
the community around us: the undergraduates, graduates, postdocs, staff, and fellow
faculty who turn our discoveries into a shared experience. As we move toward
commencement (congrats to our graduates!) and prepare to send off the next flock, we
pause to reflect on some of our collective accomplishments.
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Dr. Matt Dean

Spring at MCB

As flora and fauna bloom outside the walls of Ray R. Irani Hall, we still admire (and
study) the flora within our labs. Happy spring!

Kelp under a microscope, photographed by graduate student Quinn Fagersten.

Inside MCB

Congratulations to our most recently promoted facuity!
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Newest Full Professor, Dr. Irene Chiolo (Right) and Associate Professor, Dr. Cornelius Gati (Left)

Dr. Irene Chiolo, Full Professor

Congratulations to Dr. Irene Chiolo on her well-deserved
promotion from Associate to Full Professor, a fitting
recognition of her pioneering contributions to
understanding genome stability.

When DNA breaks in a cell, bad things can happen. Dr.
Chiolo researches the processes by which cells repair
these breaks in regions of the genome that are
particularly difficult to repair. These are regions of highly
repetitive DNA, and it is easy to use the wrong repeat
during repair. Dr. Chiolo has characterized - in great
detail - a clever solution: the cell moves the broken DNA
away from these repeats where repair can occur in a
more controlled manner.

In the past few months Dr. Chiolo has been awarded two
grants from the National Institutes of Health.

This research juggernaut keeps rolling!
Dr. Cornelius Gati, Associate Professor

Congratulations to Dr. Cornelius Gati on his well-

deserved promotion to Associate Professor with tenure -
a well deserved recognition of the impact of his research
and his leadership in advancing structural pharmacology.

Dr. Gati’s research sits at the interface of structural
biology and pharmacology, using cutting-edge
approaches such as cryo—electron microscopy. One of
his goals is to understand the structure of membrane
proteins, especially G protein—coupled receptors and
neurotransmitter transporters. While we may know these
proteins are the primary targets by which drugs alter a
cell’'s physiology, capturing their conformational
landscape tells us why they do what they do. Dr. Gati’s
research opens novel avenues in structure-guided drug
discovery.

Dr. Carolyn Phillips, Winner of The Raubenheimer Award

Congratulations Dr. Carolyn Phillips! She was awarded USC’s
Raubenheimer Award, presented to Dornsife faculty in
recognition of "balance and outstanding performance in the three
areas of teaching, scholarship, and service within the

University.”

Dr. Phillips plays an instrumental role mentoring graduate
students in communicating their science to broad audiences,
ranging from non-scientists to federal funding agencies. No
matter where our graduate students go in their career, these are
essential skills for success.

One of Many Pipelines: MCB to Medicine

Congratulations to graduating senior Shoham Das for his acceptance into Mount
Sinai's School of Medicine
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Bay Area native—sorry, MCB native—Shoham Das received his bachelor's in
neuroscience last year, and is finishing up his master's in molecular genetics and
biochemistry this month.

Das has been accepted to the neuroscience Ph.D. program at Mount Sinai's Icahn
School of Medicine—an unimaginable achievement. When touring, Das was most
excited to see their microscope equipment—can you tell he's an MCB native?

Shoham is interested in research with direct clinical applications. While at USC, he
studied aging and mitophagy in fruit flies, or the recycling of mitochondria. This
research investigated how certain drugs affect the lifespan and mitophagy of flies with
aging-related diseases like Parkinson's and Alzheimer's.

Das, along with his peers in Dr. John Tower's Lab, was able to develop a new method
to study how the flies fell, tracking voluntary versus involuntary movement patterns.
Das hopes that-much further down the line—this will help scientists better understand
mobility during aging and potentially inform new treatments for the diseases.

Das believes that as humans with critical thinking skills: “If | have the privilege to
understand the world, why not put that privilege to doing something good?”

Long-term? Das hopes to become a professor. It seems academia will always hold a
place in his (very bright) future.

Wondering what class to take next? Why not choose real
research?

Enroll with Dr. Christa Bancroft in her honors BISC courses

Dr. Christa Bancroft invented and runs a one-of-a-kind course that give undergraduates
real research experiences. Her students get out of the classroom, sample a virus from
the environment and sequence its genome, all part of an educational program called
SEA-PHAGES (sponsored by Howard Hughes Medical Institute).

Particularly impressive - her last class published a short paper in the online journal
micropublication Biology. Their paper adds to our understanding of the enormous
diversity of viruses in the environment. These undergraduates progressed through a
variety of microbiology techniques, including complex genome annotation and
bioinformatic analyses, and saw the project to publication.
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Dr. Christa Bancroft poses next to her most recently sequenced virus.

Students on Fire

If you thought the folks above were blowing it out of the ballpark, wait until you hear
about what our Ph.D. graduate students have been up to.

Dr. Nicolaus A. Jakowec solves a bacterial mystery

Recently Ph.D’ed Nicolaus A. Jakowec recently published a fascinating paper:
"Synergistic interactions between glycogen and trehalose mediate adaptation to the
stationary phase in E. coli." Working in Dr. Steve Finkel's lab, Nick asked how bacteria
manage to survive in environments where nutrients are constantly shifting. Turns out
the little buggers have a clever solution: use two different forms of sugar (glycogen and
trehalose) to help them modulate their metabolism during hard times.

The paper was published in the Journal of Bacteriology, whose editors chose to
highlight it in a separate “editor’s choice” section of the journal. Congrats Nic, we look
forward to watching your career develop!

Ph.D. candidate Emilie Chien knows gene expression like
no other

Current Ph.D. student Emilie Chien won the Women in Science Merit Award for Current
Doctoral Students. This award recognizes exceptional work in their field. Only four
Ph.D. students receive this highly competitive award!

Working in Dr. Matt Michael's Lab, Emilie studies mechanisms controlling gene
expression in germ cells. She’s developing a first-author manuscript that connects a
phenomenon known as nuclear RNA interference to the maintenance of an epigenetic
mark (H3K9me3) that suppresses expression.

Dr. Saif Khan, opioid signaling mapmaker

Recently Ph.D.’ed Saif Khan published a first-author Nature paper as a graduate
student in Gati’s Lab. In addition, Dr. Khan’s dissertation, focused on the structure of
the opioid receptor, won the “USC PhD Achievement Award for 2026,” given to five
dissertations out of hundreds. This award comes with a $5,000 monetary award to the
student and $500 to the mentor and represents a significant honor. Congratulations Dr.
Khan, we look forward to watching your career develop!

Ph.D. candidate Anik Mitra...DNA whisperer

Congratulations to Ph.D. student Anik Mitra (Dr. Irene Chiolo Lab), who was awarded
USC's Second Century Russell Fellowship for the upcoming academic year. This
fellowship is awarded by the highly selective Graduate School to support successful
completion of the doctoral dissertation. It provides a full year of stipend and benéefits,
serving as a vital catalyst for the university’s mission of fostering world-class doctoral
research. Congratulations Anik!

Publications

Keep up with MCB's recent discoveries (we can't possibly highlight them all in The
MCB Insider). We published 43 papers since our last newsletter—outstanding scientific
productivity. Click below to see them all.
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