
  

inside this issue

4 Board of Overseers
David Lee named chair, 
Deborah Lanni new member.

3 More Stroke Support
Grateful patient donates over  
$1 million for brain disorders.

KecK school of Medicine of usc
dean’s RepoRt
Published by the Keck School of Medicine of the University of Southern California

Noted Alzheimer’s/stroke researcher  
becomes Zilkha Institute director

From left at the May 2 reception are: USC physicians 
Nerses Sanossian, M.D., and Helena Chui, M.D.; 
Deborah Massaglia, president of the Roxanna Todd 
Hodges Foundation; and Keck School of Medicine 
Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A.

Before her death last year at age 95, Roxanna Todd Hodges, who endured three strokes 
in her lifetime, had a goal of providing training, education and support for survivors of 

stroke and their family members. 
On May 2, her vision was officially achieved at a recognition reception honoring her 

foundation and the $6 million gift it committed to establish the Roxanna Todd Hodges 
Comprehensive Stroke Clinic and the Roxanna Todd Hodges Transient Ischemic Attack 
(TIA) Program within the stroke clinic. 

“This is an extraordinary gift,” said Keck School of Medicine of USC Dean Carmen 
A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A., at the reception at the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute. “It is a 

  

1 March 18— Keck School of Medicine Associate 
Dean Glenn Ault, M.D., left, served as medical 
commissioner at the 2012 Honda LA Marathon. 
Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A., shepherded 
the first-time partnership, through which volunteers 
from the Keck Medical Center of USC served as the 
marathon’s official medical team.

2April 10—Nobel Prize winner Roger Kornberg, 
Ph.D., of the Stanford University School of Medicine 
delivered a lecture at Mayer Auditorium. His visit 
included a lunch with students and Dean Puliafito.

3April 11—Dean Puliafito, left, and David 
Ginsburg, M.D., right, the James V. Neel 
Distinguished University Professor of Internal 
Medicine and Human Genetics at the University of 
Michigan Medical School, congratulate Stephen B. 
Gruber, M.D., Ph.D., M.P.H., at his installation as 
the first clinician-scientist to lead the USC Norris 
Comprehensive Cancer Center and holder of the H. 
Leslie Hoffman and Elaine S. Hoffman Chair in 
Cancer Research.

4April 18—Dean Puliafito congratulates singer 
and breast cancer survivor Sheryl Crow on receiving 
the Courage Award at the 15th Annual Unforgettable 
Evening sponsored by Saks Fifth Avenue. The event 
benefits the Entertainment Industry Foundation’s 
Women’s Cancer Research Fund. The USC Norris 
Comprehensive Cancer Center is one of the beneficiaries 
of funds raised for innovative cancer research.

5May 12—Dean Puliafito, left, and businessman-
philanthropist Selim Zilkha participate in the Keck 
School’s commencement ceremony, at which Zilkha 
received the Elaine Stevely Hoffman Award.

6May 18—New members of the Dean’s Research 
Scholars Program include, from left: Nikhil Kamat, 
Matthew Webb, Lauren Nosanov, Elizabeth Joiner, 
Isaac Schmale and Jarrad Merriman. Joining them in 
taking a year off from medical school to pursue research 
experience are Ali Arastu, Rishu Gupta, Derek 
Seehausen and Michael Weintraub.
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See page 2 for an interview with Berislav Zlokovic.

Berislav V. Zlokovic, M.D., Ph.D., an internationally recognized 

leader in the research of Alzheimer’s disease and stroke, has 

been named director of the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute at 

the Keck School of Medicine of USC effective July 1. 

“I know that, under Dr. Zlokovic’s guidance, the Zilkha Neurogenetic 

Institute will continue to make great strides in the research and 

understanding of neurological disorders,” said Carmen A. Puliafito, 

M.D., M.B.A., dean of the Keck School.

Zlokovic, who is a professor and chair of the Department of 

Physiology and Biophysics at the Keck School, is also director of 

the Center for Neurodegeneration and Regeneration at the Zilkha 

Institute. He has received numerous awards for his research, including 

the Potamkin Prize from the American Academy of Neurology, the 

Javits Award from the National Institute on Neurological Disorders and 

Stroke, and a MERIT Award from the National Institute on Aging. 

continued on page 5

Roxanna Todd Hodges Foundation donates 
$6 million for stroke clinic, TIA program

The Roxanna Todd Hodges TIA program focuses on the 
development of enhanced diagnostic and treatment modalities for 
preventing stroke. Commonly known as a “mini-stroke,” a transient 
ischemic attack refers to the temporary disturbance of the blood 
supply to the brain, which often results in a sudden and brief 
reduction in brain function. 

There are more than 500,000 evaluations for TIA per year in the 
United States, although the true incidence is not known because most 
are never reported. TIA is an early warning of an impending stroke 
because it reflects an ongoing process such as an unstable artery 
plaque or heart rhythm. 

“I believe that research, diagnosis and treatment of TIA patients 
can yield the greatest benefits because an averted stroke is the best 
outcome,” said Sanossian. 

Also speaking at the reception was Deborah Massaglia, president of 
the Roxanna Todd Hodges Foundation and a close friend of Hodges. 

“I know that Roxie would be extremely proud and honored to have 
these centers in her name,” she said, using Hodges’ nickname. “I am 
so proud and grateful to the Keck School of Medicine of USC for this 
opportunity. Years ago, TIAs were rarely ever mentioned and now  
to have a program to treat TIAs is something even we would never 
have imagined.”

Gift for stroke clinic honors foundation’s namesake

devastating situation to have a stroke. The best strategy against it is 
prevention. I will do whatever I can to make these programs successful 
and ones that the Roxanna Todd Hodges Foundation can be very 
proud of.”

Nerses Sanossian, M.D., assistant professor of neurology  
and associate director of the neurocritical care/stroke section  
at USC, was named director for both the stroke clinic and the  
TIA program. 

“Stroke is the leading cause of disability in this country, more 
than motor vehicle accidents or Alzheimer’s disease or any other 
condition,” he said. “Yet stroke is an entirely preventable disease. 
Education about stroke in general and about stroke risk factors  
in the community is not where it needs to be. With the Roxanna  
Todd Hodges Comprehensive Stroke Clinic, we will aim to reduce  
the burden of stroke in Southern California through prevention  
and education.”

More than 2,600 stroke-related visits occur each year in 
the Keck Medical Center of USC. The stroke clinic provides a 
multidisciplinary approach to the diagnosis, treatment and care of 
patients experiencing stroke or acute neurological events and related 
conditions. The Roxanna Todd Hodges Comprehensive Stroke Clinic 
encompasses outpatient care, inpatient care and research. 

He is a prolific investigator, 

with more than 250 articles in 

journals such as Nature Medicine, 

Nature Cell Biology, Nature 

Neuroscience, Nature Reviews 

Neuroscience and Science. Prior 

to returning to USC last year 

from the University of Rochester 

Medical Center, Zlokovic spent 11 years at the Keck School  

of Medicine.

As the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute director, Zlokovic 

succeeds Pat Levitt, Ph.D., who will continue as Provost 

Professor of Neuroscience, Psychiatry and Pharmacy. 
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Berislav V. Zlokovic, M.D., Ph.D.

Keck School of Medicine dean accepts second five-year term

Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A., has 

accepted a second five-year term as dean of 

the Keck School of Medicine of USC. 

The announcement was made by Elizabeth 

Garrett, J.D., USC provost and senior vice 

president for academic affairs. Garrett stated in a 

memorandum that the reappointment, offered by 

USC President C. L. Max Nikias, Ph.D., followed 

an extensive survey of full-time faculty and staff, 

many of whom recognized the dean’s commitment 

to the future of the Keck School.

“Foremost among his accomplishments has been 

his instrumental role in the appointments of transformative faculty 

who help USC achieve academic excellence and influence, not only 

through their own work, but by serving as catalysts for consequential 

research and innovative teaching,” said Garrett. “Many of these 

faculty were recruited by the dean to serve as directors of leading 

centers and institutes and as key department chairs.”

Among Puliafito’s accomplishments are leadership during a 

critical period while two hospitals, Keck Hospital of USC and USC 

Norris Cancer Hospital, were acquired from Tenet Healthcare 

Corporation, the practice plans were integrated, and a revised 

operating agreement with Los Angeles County+USC Medical 

Center was reached.

Other achievements include adopting a regular review system 

for department chairs that includes faculty input, full accreditation 

of the medical school by the Accreditation Council for Graduate 

Education, an increase in research funding, the recent transformative 

gift made by the W. M. Keck Foundation and the dean’s 

involvement in USC’s historic fundraising campaign.

Carmen A. Puliafito, 
M.D., M.B.A.



Grateful patient provides critical funds for 
stroke and cerebrovascular disorders

Lee named chair, Lanni new member of 
Keck School’s Board of Overseers

In 2007, a then 37-year-old Charmean Neithart had much to be 
grateful for: a growing family with a wonderful husband, three 

small children, a comfortablel home in Pasadena and a busy interior 
design business. 

But then she encountered a health issue that threatened 
everything in her life. Neithart began to experience vision problems, 
severe headaches, dizziness and a constant ringing  
in her ears. An MRI revealed that a small tumor had formed at the 
base of her brainstem, a very delicate, critical area that controls 
breathing and heart rate and regulates the central nervous system. 

She learned that she had a cavernous angioma, a malformation 
of blood vessels in the brain or spine. She began researching her 
condition and its treatments, and all of the specialists she spoke 
with pointed her toward Steven L. Giannotta, M.D., professor and 
chair of the Department of Neurological Surgery at the Keck School 
of Medicine of USC. Three weeks after her initial diagnosis, Neithart 
underwent surgery with Giannotta to remove the tumor. 

Because of the location of the tumor, the surgery was considered 
dangerous. Survivors are often left visually impaired or paralyzed. 

Neithart knew all the risks, she said, “but for me, I would rather 
deal with the risk than the fear of something that could get you at 
any moment. And I just felt so comfortable and confident with Dr. 
Giannotta that I knew it would be OK.”  

The surgery went well, and Neithart made a full recovery. 
In gratitude to Giannotta, Neithart and her husband, Robert, 
made donations toward the doctor’s research totaling $150,000 
immediately after the surgery. In the fall of 2011, the Neitharts  
made a more substantial gift of $1 million to establish the Stroke  
and Cerebrovascular Disorders Center, for which Giannotta serves 
as director. 

“He saved my life and he saved the quality of my life,” said 
Neithart. “Only someone like Dr. Giannotta could have done this and 
have it turn out as well as it did. It’s purely a testament to him and his 
skill as a surgeon.”  

According to Giannotta, the establishment of the center will allow 
him and his team to take a more comprehensive look at vascular 
malformations. 

“The spectacular thing to me is that a couple so young, who are 
still building their family, still building their careers, would stop and 
think about philanthropy at a very early stage in life, and philanthropy 
at this level  —it’s just remarkable,” said Giannotta. 

USC president C. L. Max Nikias, Ph.D., 

has appointed David Lee, Ph.D., to chair 

the Keck School of Medicine of USC Board of 

Overseers and Deborah Lanni as a new member  

of the board.

USC trustee Lee, an original member of the 

board, resumes the chairmanship after having served 

in that post from 2001 to 2010. He succeeds John E. 

Bryson, who was appointed Secretary of Commerce 

by President Barack Obama in 2011.

“It’s an honor to have these two distinguished 

individuals on our Board of Overseers,” said Carmen A. Puliafito, 

M.D., M.B.A., dean of the Keck School. “As the medical school 

has moved forward, David Lee has been a steadfast advocate and 

wise advisor. Guidance from the board is critical in making the Keck 

School one of the best medical schools in America.”

Lee is a co-founder and managing general partner of the Beverly 

Hills-based private equity firm Clarity Partners LP. He is a co-

founder of Global Crossing Ltd., a broadband communication 

services provider.

“The Keck School is well positioned to make key advances in 

medicine in this century,” Lee said. “I am delighted to be part of the 

team to witness first-hand the scientific and medical breakthroughs 

and be a sounding board to the dean and the president as they map 

out their strategic development plans.” 

Lee, a trustee of The Getty Trust and 

the California Institute of Technology 

(Caltech), is a director of Trust Company of 

the West, an investment management firm. 

A graduate of McGill University, he earned 

a doctorate in physics from Caltech.

Lanni, the widow of former Board of 

Overseers member Terry Lanni, is a USC 

graduate and worked in the USC University 

Affairs Office for nine years. She serves as 

president of the Lanni Family Charitable 

Foundation and is a member of the Board of Trustees at Loyola 

Marymount University.

She called her membership on the board a way to carry on her 

late husband’s legacy of commitment to USC and the Keck School. 

She said she has stayed connected to his doctors at the USC Norris 

Comprehensive Cancer Center and USC Norris Cancer Hospital. 

“It’s so amazing what’s coming out in the medical world today,” she 

commented. “I would like to contribute and be an ambassador in 

whatever way I can.” 

She works with the St. Vincent Meals on Wheels program and The 

Colleagues, a nonprofit organization that raises funds for Children’s 

Institute Inc., and she serves on the National Committee for the 

Performing Arts at The Kennedy Center.

The Board of Overseers serves as an advisory group to leaders at  

the Keck School. 

Deborah LanniDavid Lee, Ph.D.

Zlokovic shares plans for the future of neurogenetics 
research at the Keck School of Medicine of USC

Q: You have said that to reach the goal of USC becoming the pre-

eminent place for neurosciences and the study of Alzheimer’s disease, 

you must gain a “critical mass” of distinguished investigators. What  

plans do you have to further this goal?

BZ: We have an amazing opportunity at USC because neurosciences 

and neuroimaging are among the top priorities at USC as announced 

by Provost and Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs Elizabeth 

Garrett during her installation speech. I also feel we are extremely 

fortunate to have Keck School Dean Carmen A. Puliafito’s full support 

and commitment for building strong neurosciences at the Keck School, 

and that of Vice Provost Dr. Michael Quick, who happens to be himself 

an accomplished neuroscientist. 

I believe that my colleagues and I need to recruit to USC some 

more pre-eminent neuroscientists who have established themselves as 

top leaders in their respective areas of influence and expertise, both in 

medical research and translational work. This will bode very well for our 

already existing strong programs at the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute 

in Alzheimer’s research, autism, schizophrenia, brain development, 

information processing and retinal research, to name only a few areas.

Q: What plans do you have to continue to grow ZNI’s mission of 

promoting collaboration between researchers from diverse disciplines?

BZ: Collaboration is absolutely critical in my opinion, both with respect 

to further integrating diverse clinical, pre-clinical and basic discovery 

efforts within the Keck School of Medicine and University Park 

campus-based neurosciences at large. 

But, in addition to integration of neurosciences, I also see that 

expanding our collaboration with other disciplines, such as ongoing 

efforts in internal medicine programs in diabetes, obesity and liver 

diseases, may open new opportunities to enhance neurosciences and 

should lead to new, original discoveries at the Zilkha Neurogenetic 

Institute and USC. Certain neurological disorders have a strong systemic 

component, and we should take advantage of our combined expertise to 

examine the unique basis for these interactions.
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Q: What do you see as the critical areas in the near future for the 

expansion of neurogenetic disease research?

BZ: We need to expand our research efforts toward better 

understanding of major neurodegenerative diseases of the aging 

brain, such as, for example, Alzheimer’s disease, which has been 

recognized as the most important disease of contemporary society 

by the National Institute on Aging. Just as importantly, we have 

to focus our efforts on developing a better understanding of how 

genes that have been associated with different brain diseases  

by genome-wide studies are in fact related to the biology of  

these diseases. 

This is, in my opinion and the opinion of many other 

researchers, a major gap in our current knowledge in almost any 

neurological disease. We keep discovering new genes associated 

with diseases such as Alzheimer’s, for example, but are still 

lacking an understanding of which cells in the brain are primarily 

affected by these genes that typically have low penetrance. Recent 

examples are PICALM and CLUSTERIN. I believe these are 

important and exciting areas for future studies in Alzheimer’s and 

diseases such autism, schizophrenia, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis 

and other neurological diseases.  

Q: What kind of role will translational research play in  

ongoing efforts?

BZ: I see a quite critical role for translational studies. I feel that 

we have great opportunities at the Keck School of Medicine of 

USC and at schools on the University Park campus to enhance 

integration between our clinical studies, genetic studies and 

preclinical cellular, molecular and other laboratory studies in 

neurosciences. There are amazing prospects for integration of 

efforts between our important clinical neuroscience departments 

such as neurology, neurosurgery, psychiatry, gerontology, 

pediatrics and radiology/imaging with ongoing efforts at the 

Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute and at the School of Engineering 

that should be taken advantage of. These departments use their 

strengths to work cooperatively from different angles on the  

same problem.

UroloGy DreamWorks benefit on october 6
The Keck School of Medicine of USC will mix with Hollywood’s elite on Oct. 6 at “Inspiration to Innovation: Changing Lives 
and Creating Cures,” when donors and supporters gather at DreamWorks in Universal City.  The evening will benefit urologic 
cancer research at USC. For more information, contact John Baker, 323-865-0725.

Donors Charmean and Robert Neithart with neurosurgeon  
Steven L. Giannotta, M.D.

more than 200 keck school physicians named ‘top Doctors’ in  
Pasadena Magazine annual recognition listing

T wo-hundred and seventy-three Keck School of Medicine of 
USC physicians have been included in Pasadena Magazine’s 

June 2012 “Top Doctors” issue, the most since the magazine began 
publishing the issue five years ago.

The number of Keck School physicians on the list increased 
by 61 percent this year, over the 170 faculty physicians listed last 
year. The “Top Doctors” edition is an annual recognition of medical 

doctors practicing in the San Gabriel Valley and Los Angeles area, 
nominated by their peers as the best in their profession.

More than 500 full-time faculty physicians practice at the 
Keck Medical Center of USC (including Keck Hospital of USC and 
USC Norris Cancer Hospital), Doheny Eye Institute, Children’s 
Hospital Los Angeles, Los Angeles County+USC Medical Center 
and satellite locations in Pasadena, downtown Los Angeles, La 
Cañada Flintridge and Beverly Hills.
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In 2007, a then 37-year-old Charmean Neithart had much to be 
grateful for: a growing family with a wonderful husband, three 

small children, a comfortablel home in Pasadena and a busy interior 
design business. 

But then she encountered a health issue that threatened 
everything in her life. Neithart began to experience vision problems, 
severe headaches, dizziness and a constant ringing  
in her ears. An MRI revealed that a small tumor had formed at the 
base of her brainstem, a very delicate, critical area that controls 
breathing and heart rate and regulates the central nervous system. 

She learned that she had a cavernous angioma, a malformation 
of blood vessels in the brain or spine. She began researching her 
condition and its treatments, and all of the specialists she spoke 
with pointed her toward Steven L. Giannotta, M.D., professor and 
chair of the Department of Neurological Surgery at the Keck School 
of Medicine of USC. Three weeks after her initial diagnosis, Neithart 
underwent surgery with Giannotta to remove the tumor. 

Because of the location of the tumor, the surgery was considered 
dangerous. Survivors are often left visually impaired or paralyzed. 

Neithart knew all the risks, she said, “but for me, I would rather 
deal with the risk than the fear of something that could get you at 
any moment. And I just felt so comfortable and confident with Dr. 
Giannotta that I knew it would be OK.”  

The surgery went well, and Neithart made a full recovery. 
In gratitude to Giannotta, Neithart and her husband, Robert, 
made donations toward the doctor’s research totaling $150,000 
immediately after the surgery. In the fall of 2011, the Neitharts  
made a more substantial gift of $1 million to establish the Stroke  
and Cerebrovascular Disorders Center, for which Giannotta serves 
as director. 

“He saved my life and he saved the quality of my life,” said 
Neithart. “Only someone like Dr. Giannotta could have done this and 
have it turn out as well as it did. It’s purely a testament to him and his 
skill as a surgeon.”  

According to Giannotta, the establishment of the center will allow 
him and his team to take a more comprehensive look at vascular 
malformations. 

“The spectacular thing to me is that a couple so young, who are 
still building their family, still building their careers, would stop and 
think about philanthropy at a very early stage in life, and philanthropy 
at this level  —it’s just remarkable,” said Giannotta. 

USC president C. L. Max Nikias, Ph.D., 

has appointed David Lee, Ph.D., to chair 

the Keck School of Medicine of USC Board of 

Overseers and Deborah Lanni as a new member  

of the board.

USC trustee Lee, an original member of the 

board, resumes the chairmanship after having served 

in that post from 2001 to 2010. He succeeds John E. 

Bryson, who was appointed Secretary of Commerce 

by President Barack Obama in 2011.

“It’s an honor to have these two distinguished 

individuals on our Board of Overseers,” said Carmen A. Puliafito, 

M.D., M.B.A., dean of the Keck School. “As the medical school 

has moved forward, David Lee has been a steadfast advocate and 

wise advisor. Guidance from the board is critical in making the Keck 

School one of the best medical schools in America.”

Lee is a co-founder and managing general partner of the Beverly 

Hills-based private equity firm Clarity Partners LP. He is a co-

founder of Global Crossing Ltd., a broadband communication 

services provider.

“The Keck School is well positioned to make key advances in 

medicine in this century,” Lee said. “I am delighted to be part of the 

team to witness first-hand the scientific and medical breakthroughs 

and be a sounding board to the dean and the president as they map 

out their strategic development plans.” 

Lee, a trustee of The Getty Trust and 

the California Institute of Technology 

(Caltech), is a director of Trust Company of 

the West, an investment management firm. 

A graduate of McGill University, he earned 

a doctorate in physics from Caltech.

Lanni, the widow of former Board of 

Overseers member Terry Lanni, is a USC 

graduate and worked in the USC University 

Affairs Office for nine years. She serves as 

president of the Lanni Family Charitable 

Foundation and is a member of the Board of Trustees at Loyola 

Marymount University.

She called her membership on the board a way to carry on her 

late husband’s legacy of commitment to USC and the Keck School. 

She said she has stayed connected to his doctors at the USC Norris 

Comprehensive Cancer Center and USC Norris Cancer Hospital. 

“It’s so amazing what’s coming out in the medical world today,” she 

commented. “I would like to contribute and be an ambassador in 

whatever way I can.” 

She works with the St. Vincent Meals on Wheels program and The 

Colleagues, a nonprofit organization that raises funds for Children’s 

Institute Inc., and she serves on the National Committee for the 

Performing Arts at The Kennedy Center.

The Board of Overseers serves as an advisory group to leaders at  

the Keck School. 

Deborah LanniDavid Lee, Ph.D.

Zlokovic shares plans for the future of neurogenetics 
research at the Keck School of Medicine of USC

Q: You have said that to reach the goal of USC becoming the pre-

eminent place for neurosciences and the study of Alzheimer’s disease, 

you must gain a “critical mass” of distinguished investigators. What  

plans do you have to further this goal?

BZ: We have an amazing opportunity at USC because neurosciences 

and neuroimaging are among the top priorities at USC as announced 

by Provost and Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs Elizabeth 

Garrett during her installation speech. I also feel we are extremely 

fortunate to have Keck School Dean Carmen A. Puliafito’s full support 

and commitment for building strong neurosciences at the Keck School, 

and that of Vice Provost Dr. Michael Quick, who happens to be himself 

an accomplished neuroscientist. 

I believe that my colleagues and I need to recruit to USC some 

more pre-eminent neuroscientists who have established themselves as 

top leaders in their respective areas of influence and expertise, both in 

medical research and translational work. This will bode very well for our 

already existing strong programs at the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute 

in Alzheimer’s research, autism, schizophrenia, brain development, 

information processing and retinal research, to name only a few areas.

Q: What plans do you have to continue to grow ZNI’s mission of 

promoting collaboration between researchers from diverse disciplines?

BZ: Collaboration is absolutely critical in my opinion, both with respect 

to further integrating diverse clinical, pre-clinical and basic discovery 

efforts within the Keck School of Medicine and University Park 

campus-based neurosciences at large. 

But, in addition to integration of neurosciences, I also see that 

expanding our collaboration with other disciplines, such as ongoing 

efforts in internal medicine programs in diabetes, obesity and liver 

diseases, may open new opportunities to enhance neurosciences and 

should lead to new, original discoveries at the Zilkha Neurogenetic 

Institute and USC. Certain neurological disorders have a strong systemic 

component, and we should take advantage of our combined expertise to 

examine the unique basis for these interactions.
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Q: What do you see as the critical areas in the near future for the 

expansion of neurogenetic disease research?

BZ: We need to expand our research efforts toward better 

understanding of major neurodegenerative diseases of the aging 

brain, such as, for example, Alzheimer’s disease, which has been 

recognized as the most important disease of contemporary society 

by the National Institute on Aging. Just as importantly, we have 

to focus our efforts on developing a better understanding of how 

genes that have been associated with different brain diseases  

by genome-wide studies are in fact related to the biology of  

these diseases. 

This is, in my opinion and the opinion of many other 

researchers, a major gap in our current knowledge in almost any 

neurological disease. We keep discovering new genes associated 

with diseases such as Alzheimer’s, for example, but are still 

lacking an understanding of which cells in the brain are primarily 

affected by these genes that typically have low penetrance. Recent 

examples are PICALM and CLUSTERIN. I believe these are 

important and exciting areas for future studies in Alzheimer’s and 

diseases such autism, schizophrenia, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis 

and other neurological diseases.  

Q: What kind of role will translational research play in  

ongoing efforts?

BZ: I see a quite critical role for translational studies. I feel that 

we have great opportunities at the Keck School of Medicine of 

USC and at schools on the University Park campus to enhance 

integration between our clinical studies, genetic studies and 

preclinical cellular, molecular and other laboratory studies in 

neurosciences. There are amazing prospects for integration of 

efforts between our important clinical neuroscience departments 

such as neurology, neurosurgery, psychiatry, gerontology, 

pediatrics and radiology/imaging with ongoing efforts at the 

Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute and at the School of Engineering 

that should be taken advantage of. These departments use their 

strengths to work cooperatively from different angles on the  

same problem.

UroloGy DreamWorks benefit on october 6
The Keck School of Medicine of USC will mix with Hollywood’s elite on Oct. 6 at “Inspiration to Innovation: Changing Lives 
and Creating Cures,” when donors and supporters gather at DreamWorks in Universal City.  The evening will benefit urologic 
cancer research at USC. For more information, contact John Baker, 323-865-0725.

Donors Charmean and Robert Neithart with neurosurgeon  
Steven L. Giannotta, M.D.

more than 200 keck school physicians named ‘top Doctors’ in  
Pasadena Magazine annual recognition listing

T wo-hundred and seventy-three Keck School of Medicine of 
USC physicians have been included in Pasadena Magazine’s 

June 2012 “Top Doctors” issue, the most since the magazine began 
publishing the issue five years ago.

The number of Keck School physicians on the list increased 
by 61 percent this year, over the 170 faculty physicians listed last 
year. The “Top Doctors” edition is an annual recognition of medical 

doctors practicing in the San Gabriel Valley and Los Angeles area, 
nominated by their peers as the best in their profession.

More than 500 full-time faculty physicians practice at the 
Keck Medical Center of USC (including Keck Hospital of USC and 
USC Norris Cancer Hospital), Doheny Eye Institute, Children’s 
Hospital Los Angeles, Los Angeles County+USC Medical Center 
and satellite locations in Pasadena, downtown Los Angeles, La 
Cañada Flintridge and Beverly Hills.
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Noted Alzheimer’s/stroke researcher  
becomes Zilkha Institute director

From left at the May 2 reception are: USC physicians 
Nerses Sanossian, M.D., and Helena Chui, M.D.; 
Deborah Massaglia, president of the Roxanna Todd 
Hodges Foundation; and Keck School of Medicine 
Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A.

Before her death last year at age 95, Roxanna Todd Hodges, who endured three strokes 
in her lifetime, had a goal of providing training, education and support for survivors of 

stroke and their family members. 
On May 2, her vision was officially achieved at a recognition reception honoring her 

foundation and the $6 million gift it committed to establish the Roxanna Todd Hodges 
Comprehensive Stroke Clinic and the Roxanna Todd Hodges Transient Ischemic Attack 
(TIA) Program within the stroke clinic. 

“This is an extraordinary gift,” said Keck School of Medicine of USC Dean Carmen 
A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A., at the reception at the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute. “It is a 

  

1 March 18— Keck School of Medicine Associate 
Dean Glenn Ault, M.D., left, served as medical 
commissioner at the 2012 Honda LA Marathon. 
Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A., shepherded 
the first-time partnership, through which volunteers 
from the Keck Medical Center of USC served as the 
marathon’s official medical team.

2April 10—Nobel Prize winner Roger Kornberg, 
Ph.D., of the Stanford University School of Medicine 
delivered a lecture at Mayer Auditorium. His visit 
included a lunch with students and Dean Puliafito.

3April 11—Dean Puliafito, left, and David 
Ginsburg, M.D., right, the James V. Neel 
Distinguished University Professor of Internal 
Medicine and Human Genetics at the University of 
Michigan Medical School, congratulate Stephen B. 
Gruber, M.D., Ph.D., M.P.H., at his installation as 
the first clinician-scientist to lead the USC Norris 
Comprehensive Cancer Center and holder of the H. 
Leslie Hoffman and Elaine S. Hoffman Chair in 
Cancer Research.

4April 18—Dean Puliafito congratulates singer 
and breast cancer survivor Sheryl Crow on receiving 
the Courage Award at the 15th Annual Unforgettable 
Evening sponsored by Saks Fifth Avenue. The event 
benefits the Entertainment Industry Foundation’s 
Women’s Cancer Research Fund. The USC Norris 
Comprehensive Cancer Center is one of the beneficiaries 
of funds raised for innovative cancer research.

5May 12—Dean Puliafito, left, and businessman-
philanthropist Selim Zilkha participate in the Keck 
School’s commencement ceremony, at which Zilkha 
received the Elaine Stevely Hoffman Award.

6May 18—New members of the Dean’s Research 
Scholars Program include, from left: Nikhil Kamat, 
Matthew Webb, Lauren Nosanov, Elizabeth Joiner, 
Isaac Schmale and Jarrad Merriman. Joining them in 
taking a year off from medical school to pursue research 
experience are Ali Arastu, Rishu Gupta, Derek 
Seehausen and Michael Weintraub.
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See page 2 for an interview with Berislav Zlokovic.

Berislav V. Zlokovic, M.D., Ph.D., an internationally recognized 

leader in the research of Alzheimer’s disease and stroke, has 

been named director of the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute at 

the Keck School of Medicine of USC effective July 1. 

“I know that, under Dr. Zlokovic’s guidance, the Zilkha Neurogenetic 

Institute will continue to make great strides in the research and 

understanding of neurological disorders,” said Carmen A. Puliafito, 

M.D., M.B.A., dean of the Keck School.

Zlokovic, who is a professor and chair of the Department of 

Physiology and Biophysics at the Keck School, is also director of 

the Center for Neurodegeneration and Regeneration at the Zilkha 

Institute. He has received numerous awards for his research, including 

the Potamkin Prize from the American Academy of Neurology, the 

Javits Award from the National Institute on Neurological Disorders and 

Stroke, and a MERIT Award from the National Institute on Aging. 

continued on page 5

Roxanna Todd Hodges Foundation donates 
$6 million for stroke clinic, TIA program

The Roxanna Todd Hodges TIA program focuses on the 
development of enhanced diagnostic and treatment modalities for 
preventing stroke. Commonly known as a “mini-stroke,” a transient 
ischemic attack refers to the temporary disturbance of the blood 
supply to the brain, which often results in a sudden and brief 
reduction in brain function. 

There are more than 500,000 evaluations for TIA per year in the 
United States, although the true incidence is not known because most 
are never reported. TIA is an early warning of an impending stroke 
because it reflects an ongoing process such as an unstable artery 
plaque or heart rhythm. 

“I believe that research, diagnosis and treatment of TIA patients 
can yield the greatest benefits because an averted stroke is the best 
outcome,” said Sanossian. 

Also speaking at the reception was Deborah Massaglia, president of 
the Roxanna Todd Hodges Foundation and a close friend of Hodges. 

“I know that Roxie would be extremely proud and honored to have 
these centers in her name,” she said, using Hodges’ nickname. “I am 
so proud and grateful to the Keck School of Medicine of USC for this 
opportunity. Years ago, TIAs were rarely ever mentioned and now  
to have a program to treat TIAs is something even we would never 
have imagined.”

Gift for stroke clinic honors foundation’s namesake

devastating situation to have a stroke. The best strategy against it is 
prevention. I will do whatever I can to make these programs successful 
and ones that the Roxanna Todd Hodges Foundation can be very 
proud of.”

Nerses Sanossian, M.D., assistant professor of neurology  
and associate director of the neurocritical care/stroke section  
at USC, was named director for both the stroke clinic and the  
TIA program. 

“Stroke is the leading cause of disability in this country, more 
than motor vehicle accidents or Alzheimer’s disease or any other 
condition,” he said. “Yet stroke is an entirely preventable disease. 
Education about stroke in general and about stroke risk factors  
in the community is not where it needs to be. With the Roxanna  
Todd Hodges Comprehensive Stroke Clinic, we will aim to reduce  
the burden of stroke in Southern California through prevention  
and education.”

More than 2,600 stroke-related visits occur each year in 
the Keck Medical Center of USC. The stroke clinic provides a 
multidisciplinary approach to the diagnosis, treatment and care of 
patients experiencing stroke or acute neurological events and related 
conditions. The Roxanna Todd Hodges Comprehensive Stroke Clinic 
encompasses outpatient care, inpatient care and research. 

He is a prolific investigator, 

with more than 250 articles in 

journals such as Nature Medicine, 

Nature Cell Biology, Nature 

Neuroscience, Nature Reviews 

Neuroscience and Science. Prior 

to returning to USC last year 

from the University of Rochester 

Medical Center, Zlokovic spent 11 years at the Keck School  

of Medicine.

As the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute director, Zlokovic 

succeeds Pat Levitt, Ph.D., who will continue as Provost 

Professor of Neuroscience, Psychiatry and Pharmacy. 
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Keck School of Medicine dean accepts second five-year term

Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, M.D., M.B.A., has 

accepted a second five-year term as dean of 

the Keck School of Medicine of USC. 

The announcement was made by Elizabeth 

Garrett, J.D., USC provost and senior vice 

president for academic affairs. Garrett stated in a 

memorandum that the reappointment, offered by 

USC President C. L. Max Nikias, Ph.D., followed 

an extensive survey of full-time faculty and staff, 

many of whom recognized the dean’s commitment 

to the future of the Keck School.

“Foremost among his accomplishments has been 

his instrumental role in the appointments of transformative faculty 

who help USC achieve academic excellence and influence, not only 

through their own work, but by serving as catalysts for consequential 

research and innovative teaching,” said Garrett. “Many of these 

faculty were recruited by the dean to serve as directors of leading 

centers and institutes and as key department chairs.”

Among Puliafito’s accomplishments are leadership during a 

critical period while two hospitals, Keck Hospital of USC and USC 

Norris Cancer Hospital, were acquired from Tenet Healthcare 

Corporation, the practice plans were integrated, and a revised 

operating agreement with Los Angeles County+USC Medical 

Center was reached.

Other achievements include adopting a regular review system 

for department chairs that includes faculty input, full accreditation 

of the medical school by the Accreditation Council for Graduate 

Education, an increase in research funding, the recent transformative 

gift made by the W. M. Keck Foundation and the dean’s 

involvement in USC’s historic fundraising campaign.

Carmen A. Puliafito, 
M.D., M.B.A.
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“I know that, under Dr. Zlokovic’s guidance, the Zilkha Neurogenetic 

Institute will continue to make great strides in the research and 
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Carmen A. Puliafito, 
M.D., M.B.A.


