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Welcome To the BrightFocus Macular Fast TrackSM 2021 Workshop! 

As a longtime supporter of early-career scientists, BrightFocus Foundation 
is proud to organize and sponsor this immersive opportunity for emerging 
researchers to learn from, and interact with, leaders in this field. We are especially 
excited to hold the first BrightFocus Macular Fast TrackSM as a pre-symposium to 
the XIXTH International Symposium on Retinal Degeneration (RD2021) Meeting. 

At BrightFocus, our mission is clear: harness the power of science to end the 
conditions we fear most – loss of sight and loss of mind. Through our support 
of research on macular degeneration, glaucoma, and Alzheimer’s we serve as an 
umbrella for scientific innovation in neurodegenerative disease research, uniquely 
positioned for experts to share discoveries about one disease to inform another. I 
encourage you to bring your most creative, most innovative ideas to BrightFocus.

We now offer Postdoctoral Fellowship and New Investigator grants to support 
early-stage scientists in macular degeneration research.  We are an independent, 
non-profit organization, free to support investigator-initiated research across 
borders and across disciplines. The world-class members of our scientific review 
committees seek out the untried, the unexpected, and the most promising.  Since 
inception we have funded more than $250 million in 25 countries. 
 
For more information on our research opportunities please visit 
www.BrightFocus.org or email at researchgrants@brightfocus.org.

Thank you for joining us today – I look forward to meeting every one of you. 
I hope that your time at Macular Fast Track is meaningful and rewarding, 
accelerating your path toward scientific discovery. Please remember that your 
journey doesn’t stop at the end of this workshop. As alumni of the BrightFocus 
Macular Fast Track, please keep in touch with each other and with BrightFocus. 
We hope this experience sparks collaboration for years to come. 

Sincerely,
 

Diane Bovenkamp, PhD
Vice President of Scientific Affairs
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Workshop Schedule and Program 

Workshop Goals
The macular degeneration research field continues to grow in size and scope. For 
people entering such a dynamic environment, acquiring an initial understanding 
of the disease becomes more difficult each year. This workshop offers graduate 
students, postdocs, and other early career researchers an immersive environment 
to learn and discuss foundational knowledge and recent discoveries through 
close interaction with established leaders in the field. By the end of this workshop, 
participants will have engaged in scientific discussions and networked with 
preeminent macular degeneration experts and fellow early-stage researchers 
based in the U.S. and around the world. In addition, this program provides lines 
of communication and a networking opportunity for travel fellows and renowned 
scientific experts in the field of macular degeneration. 

Workshop Organizing Sponsor 

BrightFocus Foundation 
Stacy Pagos Haller, CEO and President 
Diane Bovenkamp, PhD, Vice President, Scientific Affairs 
Preeti Subramanian, Director of Scientific Programs, Vision Sciences 

www.brightfocus.org/BrightFocusMacularFastTrack  

Additional thanks to co-chairs Joe G. Hollyfield, PhD, and John Ash, PhD, for their 
advice and leadership in the planning of the workshop and speaker invitations.

Social Media | #MacularFastTrack 

Help generate some buzz around the BrightFocus Macular Fast Track by telling us 
about your research projects. Please prepare one or two descriptions of your work 
in 140 characters or less using the #MacularFastTrack hashtag. Please post your 
messages directly to Twitter.
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Session 1
9:00 AM - 11:35 AM

Introduction 
Presented by Preeti Subramanian
BrightFocus Foundation

Introduction of Fast Track Speakers
Presented by John Ash
University of Florida

The Macula and Fovea of the Human Eye: 
Anatomy, Development, and Aging

Presented by Joe Hollyfield
Cleveland Clinic

Clinical Diagnosis of AMD (wet vs dry)
Presented by Jacque L. Duncan
Ophthalmology
University of California, San Francisco

Genetics of Macular Degeneration 
(AMD and early onset)

Presented by Michael B. Gorin
Department of Ophthalmology
David Geffen School of Medicine, UCLA

Morning Coffee Break
11:35 AM - 12:10 PM

Session 2
12:10 PM - 1:40 PM

Histopathology of AMD (wet vs dry)
Presented by Robert F. Mullins
Ophthalmology and Visual Sciences
Stephen A Wynn Institute for Vision Research
The University of Iowa

Animal Models of AMD (neovascular models)
Presented by Bela Anand-Apte
Cole Eye Institute, I3-161
Cleveland Clinic Foundation

BrightFocus Networking Lunch
1:40 PM - 2:55 PM

Session 3
2:55 PM - 4:25 PM

Animal Models for AMD (RPE and Bruch’s 
Membrane Studies)

Presented by Catherine Bowes Rickman
Duke University

In vitro Models for AMD (Cell and Tissue 
Culture Analysis)

Presented by Kapil Bharti
NEI/NIH

Fast Track Afternoon Coffee Break
 4:25 PM - 4:55 PM

Session 4
 4:55 PM - 6:35 PM

Immunology and Microglia in AMD
Presented by Daniel Saban
Duke University School of Medicine

Drug Targets and Clinical Trials for AMD
Presented by James Handa
Johns Hopkins University

BrightFocus Macular Fast Track Session Schedule



BrightFocus is the world’s premier source of funding and support for  
research into glaucoma, macular degeneration, and Alzheimer’s. We 
seek to find the cures for the devastating conditions we all fear most:  

loss of sight and loss of mind.

We fund cutting-edge ideas from scientists all over the world who are 
dedicated to making groundbreaking discoveries. Since our 

beginning, we have invested more than $200 million in  
bold, innovative scientific research.

International Grants Available. Apply today:
www.brightfocus.org/grants    1-800-437-2423

National Glaucoma Research
Macular Degeneration Research 
Alzheimer’s Disease Research

BASIC RESEARCH GRANTS

TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH GRANTS

CLINICAL RESEARCH GRANTS

51%

18%

31%

http://www.brightfocus.org/grants
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About the Speakers, Workshop Organization Committee Members

Bela Anand Apte, MBBS, PhD – Speaker
Cole Eye Institute
anandab@ccf.org

Dr. Anand-Apte is Professor of Ophthalmology and Molecular 
Medicine at the Cleveland Clinic Lerner College of Medicine at Case 
Western reserve University. She joined the Cole Eye Institute at the 
Cleveland Clinic Foundation in September 2000 and currently serves 
as interim chair. Her research team is interested in exploring the basic 
biological mechanisms of neovascularization with special emphasis 
on neovascularization in age-related macular degeneration, diabetic 
retinopathy and ocular tumors. Dr Anand-Apte received her MBBS 
degree (Indian equivalent of the MD degree) from Bombay University, 
India. Following a residency at the King Edward Memorial Hospital in 
Bombay, she developed an interest in research and received a Ph.D. 
degree in Immunology and Microbiology from the Boston University 
School of Medicine in Boston, Massachusetts. A brief postdoctoral 
fellowship in the department of Cell and Developmental Biology at 
Harvard University was followed by a Research Associate position at 
Children’s hospital in Boston in the Department of Surgical Research. It 
was here that Dr. Anand-Apte developed her interest in understanding 
the basic molecular mechanisms of angiogenesis. She has received the 
Karen Grunebaum award for research in Cancer, the Tom and Sandy 
Trudell Research Award for the study of retinal degenerative diseases, 
awarded through the Foundation Fighting Blindness and the Lew 
Wasserman Award from RPB (Research to Prevent Blindness). Research 
from her laboratory has led to the understanding of novel functions for 
matrix metalloproteinases and their inhibitors in neovascularization and 
its implications in inherited retinal dystrophies and age-related macular 
degeneration. A more recent focus on regulation of the blood retinal 
barrier in diabetic retinopathy is providing interesting insights into the 
loss of vision in diabetes. The ultimate goal is an improved understanding 
of ocular pathologies that lead to blindness.

Presentation Title: Animal Models for AMD (neovascular models)
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John Ash, PhD – Co-Chair, Macular Fast Track 
Organizing Committee
University of Florida
jash@ufl.edu 

Dr. Ash’s research is focused on both understanding the cause of 
blindness due to retinal degeneration and developing therapies to 
prevent loss of sight.  His research is relevant to inherited retinal 
degenerations such as retinitis pigmentosa, cone-rod dystrophies, 
LCA, or age-related macular degeneration. His most recent studies 
have shown the important contribution of endogenously expressed 
cytokines such as leukemia inhibitory factor (LIF).  His work has 
shown that these cytokines are expressed under conditions of 
stress, and that the increased LIF is important to prevent or delay 
photoreceptor or RPE cell death under chronic stress conditions, 
including inherited mutations known to cause blindness.  Work 
from his lab has demonstrated that loss of the LIF receptor, gp130 
or it’s signaling intermediate STAT3, results in accelerated retinal 
degeneration.  The results from this work have broad implications 
in the understanding of human inherited retinal degeneration.  In 
humans, disease-causing genes are present before birth; however 
patients inheriting those mutations that cause retinitis pigmentosa or 
age-related macular degeneration typically do not develop disease 
for 40 to 80 years.  Dr. Ash’s work suggests that LIF and its receptor 
gp130 keep cells alive and functioning and serve to delay the onset 
and progression of disease.  Variation in efficiency of this internally 
protective activity could also be a partial explanation of why family 
members who inherit the same mutation can have a wide range in 
the age of onset and severity of disease.   This work has led to the 
identification of drug targets to promote cell survival and has led to 
the development of several gene therapy approaches to specifically 
enhance the survival of photoreceptors and RPE which are now 
being tested in models of disease.
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Kapil Bharti, PhD - Speaker
Ocular and Stem Cell Translational Research Unit, National Eye Institute
kapil.bharti@nih.gov 

Dr. Bharti’s research is focused on the retinal pigment epithelium (RPE), 
a monolayer of highly polarized cells located in the back of the eye. 
Dysfunctions in the RPE are thought to be the initiating events leading 
to degenerative eye diseases. Therefore, a better understanding of the 
disease initiating pathways in RPE will provide a basis for therapeutic 
interventions. In collaboration with the NEI clinic, we are obtaining 
skin biopsies from patients with clinically diagnosed degenerative eye 
diseases. These biopsies are being used to derive iPS cells. RPE cells 
differentiated from such iPS cells are used to study events that have 
led to disease initiation and progression. In collaboration with NCATS, 
we have combined the patient-specific iPSC approach with high 
throughput screening assays performed in 384-well plates to identify 
novel compounds that could act as potential therapeutic agents. In 
collaboration with new NIH Center for Regenerative Medicine we are 
developing iPSC-derived RPE tissue for cell-based therapy. We have 
modified the existing stem cell to RPE differentiation protocols to make 
them more compliant with current Good Manufacturing Practices 
(cGMP-work). Our work uses the most cutting-edge technologies in the 
field and aims to translate these technologies to a clinical use.

Presentation Title: In Vitro Models for AMD (cell and tissue 
culture analysis)
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Catherine Bowes Rickman, PhD – Speaker
Ophthalmology, Duke University
bowes007@duke.edu 

Dr. Bowes Rickman is a Professor of Ophthalmology with tenure and 
an Associate Professor of Cell Biology at Duke University. She earned 
her doctoral degree from the University of California, Los Angeles and 
completed her postdoctoral fellowship at the Jules Stein Eye Institute. 
Dr. Bowes Rickman has a long-standing interest in age-related 
macular degeneration (AMD). In 2000, she moved to Duke University, 
where she has become a leader in using murine models to elucidate 
the mechanisms of pathology and progression for AMD. Currently, 
Dr. Bowes Rickman is using several mouse models developed in her 
program that faithfully recapitulate many aspects of the human AMD 
phenotype. Recently, she successfully demonstrated therapeutic 
rescue from dry AMD in one of these models. Currently, she is using 
her mouse models with complement dysregulation that incorporate 
the genetic risk association of complement factor H in combination 
with other known AMD risk-factors (advanced age and diet) that 
develop many aspects of the human AMD phenotype to elucidate the 
mechanisms of pathology and progression for AMD. These mouse 
models provide an in vivo means to interrogate the pathogenic 
contribution of genetic, inflammatory and environmental factors to 
AMD onset and progression and to identify novel therapeutic targets as 
well as test relevant therapies.

Presentation Title: Animal Models for AMD (RPE and Bruch's 
membrane studies)
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Jacque Duncan, MD - Speaker
Ophthalmology, University of California, San Francisco
Jacque.Duncan@ucsf.edu

Dr. Duncan is the Steven G. Kramer Endowed Chair and Professor 
of Clinical Ophthalmology, and she is the director of the Retinal 
Degenerations Clinic at the University of California, San Francisco. 
She is also Chair of the Foundation Fighting Blindness Scientific 
Advisory Board and Chair of the Foundation Fighting Blindness Clinical 
Consortium. She graduated with distinction and honors from Stanford 
University, then spent a year doing research at the University of 
Colorado while she applied to medical school. She completed medical 
school, internship and ophthalmology residency at the University of 
California, San Francisco. Dr. Duncan completed a medical retina 
fellowship at the University of Pennsylvania, working with Drs. Stuart 
Fine and Samuel G. Jacobson. Her fellowship training focused on 
patients with age-related macular degeneration and inherited retinal 
degenerations. She returned to join the ophthalmology faculty at UCSF. 
Dr. Duncan has expertise in the diagnosis and management of patients 
with retinal degenerations including age-related macular degeneration, 
retinitis pigmentosa, Usher syndrome, cone-rod dystrophy and 
Stargardt disease. She has a strong interest in developing imaging 
and monitoring technologies to better evaluate both the progress of 
disease and the efficacy of emerging therapies. In collaboration with 
Austin Roorda, Ph.D., Professor at the University of California, Berkeley 
School of Optometry, she has studied cone photoreceptors in the eyes 
of patients with many different types of inherited retinal degeneration.

Presentation Title: Clinical Diagnosis of AMD (wet vs dry)
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Michael Gorin, MD, PhD - Speaker
Ophthalmology, University of California, Los Angeles
gorin@jsei.ucla.edu 

Dr. Gorin has been engaged in multiple areas of eye and vision-related 
research since 1974. His primary areas of research are in genetics 
of complex conditions such as age-related macular degeneration, 
the molecular genetics of retinal and corneal dystrophies, and more 
recent work on the neurologic and molecular basis of ocular pain, 
specifically photophobia or light aversion. His research led to the 
identification of the first genetic loci for AMD, which paved the way 
for the discoveries of the first major common genetic variants in the 
CFH and ARMS2 genes. He continues to explore the genetics of AMD 
as endophenotypes to identify early preclinical biomarkers for this 
condition. He has studied the natural history and the genetic modifiers 
of Stargardt Disease in an FFB sponsored 8 year clinical and basic 
research program and continue to work on the methods to delineate 
disease progression for inherited retinal disorders, particularly for 
clinical treatment trials. His laboratory has recently begun using 
induced progenitor cells to study the etiology of Stargardt disease 
in patients for whom we can only detect a single disease-causing 
variant in ABCA4, The current work in his laboratory on the neural 
basis of photophobia, was inspired by the unexplained light sensitivity 
experienced by patients with cone dystrophies. Studies in Dr. Gorin’s 
lab have now identified a potential role for melanopsin-containing 
trigeminal neurons as a potential connection between nocioception 
and light detection in a preclinical model of corneal surface injury. 
Dr. Gorin’s background in clinical ophthalmology (medical retina and 
ophthalmic genetics), biochemistry/molecular biology, molecular 
genetics of complex disorders and clinical informatics are all 
complementary to his research efforts.

Presentation Title: Genetics of Macular Degeneration (age-related 
and early onset)



13Macular Fast TrackSM

James T. Handa, MD - Speaker
Ophthalmology, Wilmer Eye Institute, Johns Hopkins Medical Center
jthanda@jhmi.edu 

Dr. James T. Handa is the Robert Bond Welch Professor and the Chief 
of the Retina Division at the Wilmer Eye Institute, Johns Hopkins School 
of Medicine. He is a Vitreoretinal surgeon who manages all types of 
retinal disorders from age-related macular degeneration, diabetic 
retinopathy, as well as primary and complex retinal detachments. He is 
the implanting surgeon at Wilmer for the Argus II retinal chip implant 
both during the investigation that led to its FDA approval and currently 
as part of the Wilmer Center of Excellence. He has an active research 
program. His laboratory focuses on the critical events that trigger 
the onset of early AMD. In particular, his work has centered on how 
cigarette smoking injures retinal pigmented epithelial (RPE) cells, and 
how cytoprotective mechanisms including Nrf2 signaling, autophagy 
and mitophagy become impaired during disease development. For 
his work, Dr. Handa has had 25 years of NIH funding as well as grants 
from the BrightFocus Foundation, Fight For Sight, Foundation Fighting 
Blindness, the Macular Degeneration Foundation, Research to Prevent 
Blindness, and the Thome Foundation. He is a member of the inaugural 
NEI AMD Pathobiology Group under the guidance of NEI Director Paul 
Sieving, MD, PhD. Dr. Handa is passionate about mentoring, and he 
has founded the mentoring research program at Wilmer to help junior 
faculty obtain extramural grant funding that is critical for launching 
their research programs. Finally, he was the Chairperson of the NEI’s 
DPVS Study Section, and now serves on the scientific board for the 
BrightFocus Foundation and Foundation Fighting Blindness.

Presentation Title: Drug Targets and Clinical Trials from AMD
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Joe G. Hollyfield, PhD – Speaker and Co-Chair Macular Fast 
Track Organizing Committee 
Cole Eye Institute
hollyfj@ccf.org 

Joe G. Hollyfield, PhD, is Emeritus Chairman of Ophthalmic Research 
and the Llura and Gordon Gund Emeritus Professor of Ophthalmic 
Research in the Cole Eye Institute at the Cleveland Clinic, Cleveland, 
Ohio. He received a Ph.D. from the University of Texas at Austin 
and conducted postdoctoral studies at the Hubrecht Laboratory in 
Utrecht, The Netherlands. He has held faculty positions at Columbia 
University College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York City 
(1969-77) and at Baylor College of Medicine, Houston, Texas (1977-
95). He has published over 200 original research papers in the area 
of cell and developmental biology of the retina and retinal pigment 
epithelium investigating both normal and retinal degeneration tissues. 
He has edited 19 books on the eye and retinal diseases. In 1984, he, 
Robert E. Anderson and Matthew M. LaVail organized the first Retinal 
Degeneration Symposium, which has continued every other year 
through the current meeting in Mendoza, Argentina in 2020. He has 
received awards from the Retina Research Foundation, Research 
to Prevent Blindness, the Alcon Research Institute, a Distinguished 
Alumnus Award from Hendrix College, the Proctor Medal from the 
Association for Research in Vision and Ophthalmology, the Balazs 
Prize from the International Society for Eye Research. He was 
Editor-in-Chief of Experimental Eye Research for 26 years (1991-
2017). He has held a number of elected offices in scientific societies, 
including the Association for Research in Vision and Ophthalmology 
(Program Committee, 1975; Trustee, 1989-94; President 1994) 
and the International Society for Eye Research (Secretary 1984-87; 
President 1988-91). He has served on the scientific advisory boards 
of the Foundation Fighting Blindness, Research to Prevent Blindness, 
Knights Templar Eye Research Foundation, Helen Keller Eye Research 
Foundation, South African Retinitis Pigmentosa Foundation, Retina 
International and BrightFocus Foundation. He became Emeritus 
Professor at the Cleveland Clinic in 2017. He continues to be active on 
several scientific advisory boards and review panels.

Presentation Title: The Macula and Fovea of the Human Eye: 
Anatomy, Development, and Aging
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Robert F. Mullins, PhD - Speaker
Ophthalmology and Visual Sciences, University of Iowa
robert-mullins@uiowa.edu

Dr. Mullins is a Professor of Ophthalmology at the University 
of Iowa. He is a cell biologist with an interest in inherited and 
acquired diseases of the macula. His research has focused on age-
related macular degeneration and other retinal diseases for over 
20 years. He has studied the role of the choriocapillaris, drusen, 
Bruch’s membrane, and the immune system in regulating AMD. 
His work utilizes human donor eyes to understand human disease 
and use this knowledge to develop model systems and treatment 
paradigms. Dr. Mullins has made numerous contributions to the 
field, including a molecular mechanism for BEST disease and the 
role of complement factor H mutations in causing AMD.

Presentation Title: Histopathology of AMD (wet vs dry)
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Daniel Saban, PhD - Speaker
Ophthalmology and Immunology, Duke University
daniel.saban@duke.edu 

Daniel Saban is an Associate Professor of Ophthalmology and 
Immunology at Duke University School of Medicine. He received his 
PhD from the University of Florida in Immunology, and completed 
his postdoctoral fellowship at Harvard Medical School, Mass. Eye and 
Ear Infirmary. Currently, Dr. Saban serves as Scientific Director of the 
Foster Center for Ocular Immunology at the Duke Eye Center, as 
well as the co-Director of the Neuroimmunology and Glia Group at 
the Duke Institute for Brain Sciences and is a member of the Annual 
Meeting Programs Committee for the Immunology and Microbiology 
section for the Association for Research in Vision and Ophthalmology 
(ARVO). Dr. Saban’s lab studies the role of myeloid cells in the 
context of ocular health and disease (Reyes et al, Nature Reviews 
Immunology. 2017). The Saban lab recently identified a population 
of neuroprotective retinal microglia in models of retinal degenerative 
diseases (O’Koren and Yu et al. Immunity. 2019). Separately, his lab 
recently demonstrated a role for neutrophils in driving forms of 
Meibomian gland dysfunction (MGD) (Reyes et al, Science Translational 
Medicine. 2018), the leading cause of dry eye.

 Presentation Title: Immunology and Microglia in AMD
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Preeti Subramanian, PhD – Speaker and Director of Scientific 
Programs, Vision Science 
BrightFocus Foundation, Clarksburg, MD 
psubramanian@brightfocus.org 

Currently, Dr. Subramanian is the Director of Scientific Programs for 
Vision Science, overseeing the macular degeneration and glaucoma 
research programs at BrightFocus Foundation. Before joining 
BrightFocus, Dr. Subramanian was a research scientist at the National 
Eye Institute (NEI) of the NIH for ten plus years. 

Dr. Subramanian received her PhD in Biochemistry from Virginia 
Commonwealth University in Richmond, Virginia, identifying a 
novel role for bioactive sphingolipid ceramide 1 phosphate (C1P) in 
mediating inflammation. She completed her postdoctoral training 
at the NEI, performing investigations on pigment epithelium-
derived factor (PEDF), an ocular protein with neurotrophic activity. 
She continued her research in vision science at the NEI, identifying 
and studying potential therapeutic agents for diseases involving 
RPE oxidative stress (e.g., age-related macular degeneration). Dr. 
Subramanian has published more than 15 peer-reviewed articles in 
prestigious archival journals including Journal of Biological Chemistry 
and Investigative Ophthalmology of Visual Science.
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Additional BrightFocus Staff

Stacy Pagos Haller - President and CEO 
BrightFocus Foundation, Clarksburg, MD 
shaller@brightfocus.org 

BrightFocus President and CEO Stacy Pagos Haller has significantly 
expanded the foundation’s stature as a premier source of private funding 
and support for research on Alzheimer’s, macular degeneration, and 
glaucoma. Under her tenure, the Maryland-based nonprofit has nearly 
tripled its financial commitment to innovative, high-risk research that 
spans scientific disciplines and national borders. Ms. Haller regularly 
appears on panels for scientific, health care, and philanthropic audiences 
and represents BrightFocus among public and private sector leaders in 
efforts to increase and diversify sources of research funding. Her honors 
and recognitions include Disruptive Women in Health Care naming her 
to its list of Disruptive Women to Watch and the thought leader Ideagen 
presenting her with their Global Leadership Award. Prior to assuming 
the leadership of BrightFocus in 2010, Ms. Haller served as the Executive 
Director of CureSearch National Childhood Cancer Foundation, the 
world’s largest children’s cancer research organization. Additionally, she 
co-created the first Outcomes Measurement Training in the Mid-Atlantic 
region to improve nonprofit performance. Ms. Haller, whose board service 
includes America’s Charities, is a graduate of Mount Holyoke College.

Diane Bovenkamp, PhD - Vice President, Scientific Affairs 
BrightFocus Foundation, Clarksburg, MD 
dbovenkamp@brightfocus.org 

Diane Bovenkamp, PhD, Vice President of Scientific Affairs, oversees the 
global scientific operations for BrightFocus and serves as the scientific 
liaison for the organization in local, national, and international forums. 
Dr. Bovenkamp obtained her PhD in Biochemistry from Queen’s 
University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada, discovering and studying 
Eph receptors in angiogenesis and neural development in zebrafish 
and mice. She completed a Postdoctoral Fellowship in the Vascular 
Biology Program at Boston Children’s Hospital/Harvard Medical School, 
isolating and characterizing zebrafish neuropilins. Dr. Bovenkamp 
conducted further research at the Johns Hopkins University Bayview 
Proteomics Center in the Division of Cardiology at Johns Hopkins 
School of Medicine in Baltimore, Maryland, using proteomic techniques 
for biomarker detection in human serum. Prior to assuming her current 
position, Dr. Bovenkamp served as the Scientific Program Officer and 
Science Communications Specialist at BrightFocus, and as Director of 
Science Information and Programs at Foundation Fighting Blindness.
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Development of a Prime Editing Strategy to Treat Mutations in the Crumbs 
Homologue-1 (CRB1) Gene

Bruna Costa
Graduate Student 
Columbia University, United States

I am highly motivated in translational research that will bring 
engineering design to gene and protein delivery for the treatment 
of human diseases. In 2019, I started my PhD in the Biomedical 
Engineering Program at Columbia University. Since then, I have 
initiated projects on retinal disease modeling using iPSC derived retinal 
organoids, and I am developing potential therapies for inherited retinal 
diseases, including gene-dependent and gene-independent therapeutic 
approaches. My long term research aspirations lie on applying genome 
engineering technology to ultimately treat patients suffering from 
genetic disorders leading to blindness.

bl2755@cumc.columbia.edu
BrightFocus Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities

BrightFocus Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities

Fellowship Description

BrightFocus is committed to bringing scientists from diverse backgrounds to foster 
creativity and innovation in addressing complex scientific challenges. The BrightFocus 
Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities is designed to broaden the 
participation of those pursuing a research career in vision sciences, focusing on macular 
degeneration. The specific intent of this fellowship is to increase active participation in 
and networking among vision research trainees and early career faculty who are from 
groups underrepresented in the field.

The fellowship provides travel support to underrepresented diverse groups of 
undergraduate students, graduate students, postdoctoral fellows, and early career 
faculty members to attend RD Meeting and the BrightFocus Macular Fast Track. 
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Exosomes and Microvesicles Released by Human Retinal Pigment 
Epithelium Mediate Increased Polarized Secretion of Drusen Proteins in 
Response to AMD Stressors

Miguel Flores-Bellver
Instructor
University of Colorado, United States

He was born in the Mediterranean Coast (Valencia, Spain). Miguel 
received his Pharm.D. degree from University of Valencia, University of 
Bonn (Germany) & University of Porto (Portugal). He holds a master’s 
degree in Biomedicine from Catholic University of Valencia. After his 
PhD in Retinal Cell Biology, he continued as a Postdoctoral Fellow 
Research at Wilmer Eye Institute (Johns Hopkins University). Later, he 
joined the Department of Ophthalmology at University of Colorado to 
be part of the CellSight Program and, continue with his Postdoctoral 
Fellow studies. In 2020, as Research Instructor, he became the director 
of The Human Stem Cells Exosome Lab (ExoSight Lab). Within CellSight 
Program, his major research interest is in exploring the role of exosomes 
in Age-related macular degeneration and intercellular communication 
during retinal development.

m.flores-bellver@cuanschutz.edu
BrightFocus Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities 

Deciphering ELOVL4 mutant activity in retinal degeneration

Yeboah Gyening
Graduate Student 
University of Oklahoma Health Science Center, United States

When I was in high school in Ghana, I came across a study that showed 
the protective advantage of the sickle cell trait against the plasmodium 
parasite. I was fascinated by the study’s results because it explained 
why I showed neither symptoms nor disease progression when I tested 
positive for malaria. This study kindled my interest in research. During my 
undergraduate studies, I was elated to receive an opportunity to work in 
Dr. Cornelia Mihai’s research laboratory concerning an introductory study 
of the firefly luciferase enzyme in bioluminescence imaging. The failures 
and successes I experienced from the research project made me realize I 
enjoyed doing research and wanted to do more. I am currently pursuing 
my doctoral thesis in the laboratory of Dr. Robert Anderson and Dr. Martin-
Paul Agbaga. My ongoing pre-doctoral research focuses on expanding 
our understanding of the role that the enzyme ELOngation of Very Long-
chain fatty acids-4 (ELOVL4) and its products (Very Long Chain Fatty 
Acids; VLC-FA) in retinal and neuronal health. After four years of graduate 
work, I continue to appreciate the importance of lipids as not just stores 
of energy but also as important signaling mediators necessary to maintain 
retinal health My long-term goal is to continue to do research in retinal 
degeneration and foster advancement in finding new therapies in this field.

yeboah-gyening@ouhsc.edu
BrightFocus Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities
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Interphotoreceptor matrix proteoglycans IMPG1 and IMPG2 undergoes 
intramolecular proteolysis and reveal localization interdependency

Ezequiel Salido
Research Assistant Professor
West Virginia University, United States

I am a research assistant professor at West Virginia University. I earned 
my medical and doctoral degrees from the University of Buenos Aires, 
Argentina. Throughout my Postdoctoral Fellow training and early-stage 
independent carrier at West Virginia University, I have been granted with 
career-starter research grants from the Knights Templar eye foundation 
and West Virginia University, which helped me to establish my own 
lab as an independent PI. The focus of my research is to understand 
the functional-structural properties of the extracellular matrix 
surrounding the photoreceptors, called interphotoreceptor matrix. The 
interphotoreceptor matrix supports nutrient diffusion and cell-to-cell 
communication between the photoreceptors and the glial cells, among 
other key cellular and tissue functions. At present, we know little about 
the mechanism and the molecules that participate in the generation 
and maintenance of the matrix and the role in the development 
of vision disease. Humans with mutations on IPM proteoglycans 
develop subretinal lesions. We demonstrated that alteration of one 
matrix proteoglycan produces mislocalization and accumulation of 
extracellular matrix molecules within the interphotoreceptor matrix 
leading to the formation of subretinal lesions. The subretinal lesions are 
present in a variety of vision diseases, including macular degeneration. 
We studied the mechanisms of subretinal lesions formation and the role 
of the proteoglycans on vision physiology.

ezequielsalido@gmail.com
BrightFocus Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities
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Photoreceptor Degeneration in Melanopsin KO Mice

Kenya Wilcots
Graduate Student
Lerner Research Institute, United States

As I began my graduate research career, my scientific interests were 
broad because I emphasized obtaining understanding of the new topics 
I was encountering. Fortunately, I can apply the skills and knowledge 
that I acquired from my past research rotations to my current scientific 
endeavor. My current research passion as a vision scientist is to 
investigate the role of melanopsin in age related retinal degeneration. 
Despite being new to the vision research field, I’ve been able to 
progress forward in my research project due to my mentor, Dr. Sujata 
Rao, I have been challenged exponentially to continue to foster my 
critical thinking skills and advance scientific application. Furthermore, 
my success as a graduate student is also attributed to the resources 
available at Cleveland State University and Cleveland Clinic. I know my 
educational training at Cleveland State University has prepared me to 
successfully complete this project by teaching me the most valuable 
factors of success in science; tenacity and resilience. Upon receiving 
the opportunity to work under Dr. Sujata Rao, I have also expanded my 
expertise on analyzing, comparing, and interpreting data.

wilcotk@ccf.org
BrightFocus Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities

Activation of Nuclear Receptor REV-ERBα Slows Retinal Degeneration in 
rd10 Mice

Felix Yemanyi
Postdoctoral Fellow
Boston Children's Hospital/Harvard Medical School, United States

Felix Yemanyi received his Doctor of Optometry degree from the 
Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, Ghana, West 
Africa, and his Ph.D. in Vision Science and Physiological Optics from the 
University of Houston College of Optometry, Houston, Texas. During his 
PhD, because increased intraocular pressure (IOP) is the only modifiable 
risk factor for glaucoma, he investigated mechanisms of IOP regulation 
by the trabecular meshwork, which is a small tissue in the front of our 
eyes and the main exit for aqueous humor drainage. Currently, he is 
a Postdoctoral Fellow research fellow at Boston Children’s Hospital/
Harvard Medical School in the department of Ophthalmology with 
a research focus at the back of the eye to understand mechanisms 
of retinal vascular and neurodegenerative diseases using appropriate 
animal models and cell cultures.

felix.yemanyi@childrens.harvard.edu
BrightFocus Travel Fellowship for Underrepresented Minorities
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Complement Factor H (CFH) Controls Homeostasis of Retinal Pigment 
Epithelium (RPE) Cells and FH Dysregulation in RPE cells Leads to Retinal 
Degeneration in a Novel Human-porcine Co-culture system.

Angela Armento
Postdoctoral Fellow 
University of Tübingen, Germany

My major research interest has always been focused on molecular 
and cellular mechanisms of complex diseases, which led me to study 
Age-related Macular Degeneration (AMD). During my Postdoctoral 
Fellow projects at the University of Tübingen, Institute for Ophthalmic 
Research, I gained broad experience and developed my own AMD 
research within the European consortium project EYE-RISK (www.
eyerisk.eu). Focusing on the pathophysiological role of RPE cells, I 
studied in vitro the combined impact of two main risk factors for AMD: 
complement system dysregulation and oxidative stress (Armento 
et al., Nature Scientific Reports 2020). Moreover, I explored the 
impact of CFH dysregulation on inflammatory signaling pathways, 
NFkB in particular, in RPE cells (Armento et al. International Journal 
of Molecular Science 2021). In addition, I established a “Retina on a 
Dish” co-culture model comprising of RPE cells and porcine cone 
rich retinal explants, which allows to study the impact of AMD specific 
risks in the interrelation of RPE with the adjacent neuroretina. As a 
Postdoctoral Fellow researcher I am currently further developing this 
system to analyze AMD risk carrier versus normal iPSC-derived RPE 
cells with a focus on the role of CFH high risk variants. I obtained 
fundings for the preliminary establishment of iPSC-derived RPE cells by 
the Fortüne Program of the University of Tübingen, a start-up support 
for innovative projects by qualified young scientists to establish 
independent research projects. My future studies will aim to uncover 
the role of intracellular complement at the retina with a chance to 
discover targets and rationales for therapy development that focus on 
disease prevention in the early stages of AMD.

angela.armento@uni-tuebingen.de 
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee

Travel Fellows
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Protection from Oxidative Damage to the Retinal Pigmented Epithelial (RPE) 
Cells; Is serotonin receptor agonist an option?

Manas Biswal
Assistant Professor
University of South Florida, United States

Dr. Manas R. Biswal is a Cellular and Molecular Biology researcher and 
internationally recognized as one of the best in gene therapy and drug-
based treatments of retinal degenerative and vascular diseases. The 
global impact of Dr. Biswal’s research is discernible because his findings 
in various areas of retinal degeneration and pre-clinical therapy have 
resulted in publications in the highest-ranked, peer-reviewed journals 
of the international vision research field. Currently, Dr. Biswal runs his 
independent research program at the University of South Florida  while 
teaching and training future vision research scientists the skills necessary 
to translate research into the treatment that will better human lives.

biswal@usf.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee

Single cell RNA Sequencing of Retinal Immune Cells Identifies Activation of 
Resident Retinal Microglia Associated with Sub-retinal Deposits in a Model 
of Retinal Degeneration

Shyamanga Borooah
Assistant Professor
University of California San Diego, United States

Shyamanga Borooah is an Assistant Professor of Ophthalmology at the 
Shiley Eye Institute, University of California, San Diego.  Clinically, he is 
trained in the diagnosis and management of diseases of the retina with 
further specialist training in retinal and macular degenerations including 
adult and pediatric inherited retinal disease. He completed medical school 
at Imperial College in London and gained a postgraduate qualification in 
internal medicine before completing his Ophthalmology residency. He 
also undertook two further clinical retinal fellowships including Moorfields 
Eye Hospital in London. He has participated in a number of clinical trials 
for retinal disease, most notably one of the first trials to transplant stem 
cells in macular disease and is a principal investigator on a current dry 
AMD trial targeting CFB using anti-sense oligos.

Dr. Borooah also leads a laboratory research program developing novel 
therapies for inherited retinal degenerations and age-related macular 
degeneration. He received a Ph.D. from the University of Edinburgh for 
developing a an hiPSC-RPE model of macular degeneration. His current 
work focuses on the role of the immune system in macular degeneration,in 
particular, the complement pathway and immune cells in disease mechanism. 

sborooah@ucsd.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Aryl Hydrocarbon Receptor: Potential Link Between Autophagy and 
Inflammation in Retinal Pigment Epithelial (RPE) Cells.

Mayur Choudhary
Senior Research Associate
Duke University School of Medicine, United States

My long term research interests involve the development of a 
comprehensive understanding of key molecular pathways in the 
pathogenesis of age-related macular degeneration (AMD) using 
mouse models and assessing the end-points related to inflammation, 
angiogenesis, lipid metabolism and extracellular matrix dysregulation. . 
Specifically, I have been working on research studies which investigate 
the role of nuclear receptors in regulating the homeostasis of AMD 
vulnerable cells, for example, retinal pigment epithelial (RPE) cells and 
choroidal endothelial cells and these mouse models have proven to 
be valuable resources to understand disease pathology as well as drug 
discovery.

mc360@duke.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee

Revisiting POS Ingestion after 45 years: the Morning POS Phagosome 
Density Peak Represents a Decreased Maturation Rate Rather than a 
Maximal Rate of Ingestion.

Antonio Escudero Paniagua
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of California, Los Angeles, United States

I did my PhD from 2012 to 2016 under the supervision of Dr. 
Concepcion Lillo at the University of Salamanca (Spain). During 
that time I studied the role of the apical polarity proteins in RPE 
differentiation and retinal degeneration. In 2017, I joined Dr. David 
Williams as a Postdoctoral Fellow, where I study the mechanisms of 
Photoreceptor Outer Segment (POS) phagosome degradation and 
POS disk formation. In 2021 I obtained a BrightFocus Foundation 
Macular Degeneration Research Award that will fund the study of the 
mechanisms involved in phagosome degradation impairment in AMD.

paniagua@ucla.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Quantification of mKeima-Mito in Primary RPE: Investigating Mitophagy 
in Age-Related Macular Degeneration

Cody Fisher
Graduate Student
University of Minnesota, United States 

I received my Bachelor of Science degree in Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology from the University of Wisconsin – Eau Claire, in 
2014. I then spent two years working as a lab technician at the University 
of Minnesota before my admission to the Biochemistry, Molecular 
Biology, and Biophysics graduate (BMBB) program. I joined Dr. Deborah 
Ferrington’s laboratory in the Department of Ophthalmology in 2017 
and focused on studying the pathophysiological mechanisms of age-
related macular degeneration (AMD) using primary cultures of human 
retinal pigment epithelium (RPE). The overall goal of my thesis research 
is to understand how improper regulation of mitochondria leads to 
disease pathology in AMD. Specifically, I am investigating how failures in 
mitochondrial homeostasis may lead to an accumulation of damaged 
and dysfunctional mitochondria, a hallmark of AMD pathology in the 
RPE. I’ve had the opportunity to develop new techniques, including my 
work with mKeima, to study mitochondrial dynamics in human primary 
RPE. As I conclude my PhD, I am thankful for the various funding I’ve 
received to conduct this work and the supportive mentorship I’ve 
received at various stages of my career. 

fishe765@umn.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee

Altered RPE matrix in Sorsby Fundus Dystrophy Leads to Metabolic 
Dysfunction

Allison Grenell
PhD Candidate
Case Western Reserve Uiversity and Cleveland Clinic, Cole Eye Institute, United 
States

Allison Grenell is a PhD candidate in the Department of Pharmacology 
at Case Western Reserve University. She graduated from the College of 
Wooster in 2015 where she received a Bachelors of Art in Biochemistry 
and Molecular Biology. During her time at Wooster, she carried out 
research with Dr. Chris Taylor at The Ohio State University studying the 
nutrient uptake of plant parasitic nematodes. She got her start in vision 
science when she joined the lab of Dr. Jianhai Du where she work with 
him on retinal metabolism. Currently, Allison is a member of the Anand-
Apte Laboratory at Cleveland Clinic Cole Eye Institute. Her work focuses 
on RPE metabolism and nutrient transport in Sorsby’s Fundus Dystrophy.

abg77@case.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Inhibiting Acetyl CoA Carboxylase Rescues RPE Structure and Enhances 
Fatty Acid Oxidation

Daniel Hass
Postdoctoral Fellow 
University of Washington, United States

I am a Postdoctoral Fellow scholar in James Hurley’s lab at the 
University of Washington. We use isotopic labeling and mass 
spectrometry-based approaches to determine the biochemical 
underpinnings of energy metabolism in the retina or retinal-pigment 
epithelium. My contribution to the lab has focused on developing 
a methodology to measure metabolic flux in vivo, and we apply 
this technique to determine how different, often underappreciated 
molecules can play an important role in metabolism. More recently 
my focus has shifted towards finding metabolic interventions that may 
diminish the deposition of lipid particles in eyes of individuals with age-
related macular degeneration.

dhass@uw.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee

Untargeted lipidomic profiling of aged human retina with and without 
age-related macular degeneration (AMD)

Ankita Kotnala
Postdoctoral Fellow
Vanderbilt University, United States

Dr. Kotnala has the expertise for bioanalytical method development 
and validation for LC-MS/MS and Metabolomics and Lipidomic analysis.  
She is a detail-oriented chemist with expertise in the design, synthesis, 
characterization, formulation and evaluation of chemical molecules. 
She has special interest in drug discovery, biosimilar analysis and 
characterization (Monoclonal antibodies).

ankita.kotnala@vanderbilt.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Inflammatory extracellular vesicles induce dysfunction of the retinal 
pigment epithelial cells – possible role on the development of age-related 
macular degeneration

Beatriz Martins
Graduate Student 
University of Coimbra, Portugal

My name is Beatriz de Oliveira Martins and I am from Portugal. I have 
a degree in Medicinal Chemistry and a master's degree in Applied 
Pharmacology, both obtained at the University of Coimbra, Portugal. 
Currently, I am doing my PhD in Health Sciences at the Faculty of 
Medicine of the University of Coimbra and at Coimbra Institute for 
Clinical and Biomedical Reserach (iCBR). In the past few years, my 
research focus has been on the molecular and cellular mechanisms 
involved in the Age-related Macular Degeneration, more specifically 
on the role of extracellular vesicles released by the retinal pigment 
epithelium in the onset and development of both forms of the disease.

mrro_54@hotmail.com
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee

PGC1a haploinsufficiency impairs retinal function with aging

Freya Mowat
Assistant Professor
University of Wisconsin-Madison, United States

Freya Mowat is an Assistant Professor at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison with joint appointments in the School of Veterinary Medicine 
and the Dept. Ophthalmology and Visual Sciences in the School 
of Medicine and Public Health. She is a veterinary ophthalmologist 
clinician-scientist. Her laboratory uses a variety of animal models 
(rodent and large animal) to study age- and toxicant-related retinal 
dysfunction, and the role of metabolism in retinal dysfunction in this 
context. Current projects include characterization of gene expression 
in the canine macula-like area (area centralis) and the natural history of 
aging of cognitive and sensory (visual) aging in companion (pet) dogs.

mowat@wisc.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Dietary and experimental manipulation of gut microbiota alters age-
related retinal degeneration

Sheldon Rowan
Assistant Professor
Tufts University, United States

Dr. Sheldon Rowan is a Scientist II in the Nutrition and Vision 
Laboratory at the Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research 
Center on Aging (HNRCA) at Tufts University. He researches the role 
of dietary carbohydrates in the development of age-related macular 
degeneration (AMD) and its relationship to aging, metabolism, and the 
gut microbiome; novel biomarkers for AMD; and the developmental 
and biochemical bases of cataract formation. Dr. Rowan, originally 
from Canada, received his B.Sc. in molecular biology and 
biotechnology from McMaster University (Hamilton, ON, Canada) and 
his Ph.D. in genetics from Harvard University. Dr. Rowan completed 
his dissertation with Dr. Constance Cepko at Harvard Medical School, 
and his Postdoctoral Fellow training with Dr. Richard Maas at Brigham 
and Women’s Hospital, prior to joining the faculty at the HNRCA in 
2012. Dr. Rowan is also an Assistant Professor in the Department of 
Ophthalmology at the Tufts University School of Medicine and in the 
Friedman School of Nutrition and Science Policy at Tufts University.

sheldon.rowan@tufts.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee

High throughput screen discovers drugs that ameliorate AMD phenotype 
in iPSC-RPE derived from CFH low and high-risk variants

Fnu Ruchi
Junior faculty
National Institute of Health, United States

Dr. Ruchi Sharma completed her Phd in stem cell biology in India. 
She then joined Dr. Bharti’s laboratory as a postdoctoral fellow, and 
developed protocols to manufacture iPS cell derived RPE patch from 
AMD patients. She is a senior staff scientist now has an extensive 
background in cell and molecular biology as well a strong expertise 
using induced pluripotent stem cell technology. Dr. Sharma specializes 
in in vitro disease modeling, as well as investigating the underlying 
pathologies of retinal diseases and finding potential therapeutics.  
Dr. Sharma manages the group and has mentored trainees of all 
educational levels from high schoolers to graduate students.

kashyaps.biotech@gmail.com 
fnu.ruchi2@nih.gov
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Reduced, Reuse, Recycle: Replenishing extracellular vesicles lost through 
degeneration-induced depletion as a novel therapy for the treatment of 
Age-related macular degeneration.

Yvette Wooff
Postdoctoral Fellow
Australian National University, Australia

I am a postdoctoral research fellow in the Clear Vision Research group 
at the Australian National University’s Eccles Institute of Neuroscience 
- John Curtin School of Medical Research. I have strong research 
interests in the fields of innate immunity, microRNA and the role and 
therapeutic potential of extracellular vesicles in the retina. I have 
recently been successful in acquiring a Macular Disease Foundation 
research grant as well as a prestigious BrightFocus Fellowship for my 
work investigating extracellular vesicles in the healthy and degenerating 
retina. My research focus for the future is to harness and deliver the 
molecular message of health transported within extracellular vesicles 
as personalised and targeted gene therapies for the treatment of 
neurodegenerative disease including retinal degenerations.

yvette.wooff@anu.edu.au
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Detection of functional P2X7 expression in ARPE-19 cells and development 
of P2X7 antagonists for the treatment of Aged Macular Degeneration

Marika Zuanon
Graduate Student
Cardiff University, United Kingdom

I am Marika Zuanon, a PhD student in the School of Bioscience, Cardiff 
University.

My scientific background come from my undergraduate studies in 
the School of Pharmacy (Padova, IT) where I discovered my passion 
for drug development and pharmacology. Before graduating with full 
marks, I won an internship grant that allowed me to follow a six-month 
project in the School of Pharmacy in Cardiff University.

During this period, I collaborated with a PhD student that introduced 
me to the tissue culture and to the development of ex vivo models for 
assessing drug metabolism in different eye compartments. Thanks to 
this stimulating experience, I became more interested on the research 
world and I was motivated to pursue my PhD.

My PhD project started two years ago, in the 2019, in Mark T. Young’s 
lab, an expert of purine receptors and purinergic signalling, in 
collaboration with Professor Andrea Brancale, a specialist in molecular 
modelling and drug discovery. Under their supervision, I started a 
project based on the identification of new small molecules blocking 
P2X7 activation, a purinergic ion channel involved in inflammatory 
processes and cell death.

zuanonm@cardiff.ac.uk
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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Evaluation of host immune responses to intraocular AAV injections in 
non-human primates

Divya Ail
Postdoctoral Fellow
Institut de la Vision, France 

I am a Postdoctoral Fellow researcher working in the field of retinal 
degeneration. My PhD work at the University of Zurich, Switzerland 
focused on understanding hypoxia-mediated molecular mechanisms of 
degenerative diseases in mouse models. This was followed by studying 
mechanisms of neurogenesis in a frog model to understand retinal 
regeneration at the Paris-Saclay University, France. Currently at the 
Vision Institute in Paris, I am developing non-human primate models for 
retinal degeneration that can be used for testing therapies in pre-clinical 
studies. Additionally, I am also studying immune responses to AAV 
based gene therpapies in rodent and primate models.

divya.ail@inserm.fr
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Analysis of Retinal Degeneration in a Leber Congenital Amaurosis Mouse 
Model Using High Spatial Resolution MALDI-Imaging Mass Spectrometry

David Anderson
Staff Scientist
Vanderbilt University, United States

David received his BSc Hons degree in biomedical chemistry at 
Sheffield Hallam University in the north of England. After a year 
working for a contract research organization he returned to Sheffield 
Hallam University to obtain a Ph.D. imaging the distribution of 
agrochemicals in plants using MALDI IMS. David remained at Sheffield 
Hallam as a post doc studying the effects of irritants and sensitizers 
on human skin before moving to Nashville in 2010 to study lipid and 
protein distributions in number of animal models for ocular disease 
and human retina, optic nerve tissue, cornea and lens tissue. 

david.m.anderson@vanderbilt.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Activation of Sigma1 Receptor (Sig1R) attenuates degeneration in 
the RhoP23H/+ mouse model of autosomal dominant retinitis 
pigmentosa (adRP)

Shannon Barwick
Graduate Student
Medical College of Georgia at Augusta University, United States

My name is Shannon Barwick and I am a 5th year PhD student in the 
laboratory of Dr. Sylvia Smith (Cell Biology and Anatomy Department, 
Medical College of Georgia at Augusta University). I am interested in 
sight-threatening retinal degenerative diseases and in investigating 
novel therapeutic strategies for these diseases. The Smith lab has been 
investigating models of retinal degenerative diseases. Many of the 
studies have examined Sigma 1 Receptor (Sig1R) for its robust rescue of 
retinal neurons. When I joined the laboratory I became interested in a 
relatively new model of retinitis pigmentosa and whether Sig1R would 
be beneficial in this highly clinically relevant mouse model because 
1) it features the most common mutation causing adRP in human 
patients (P23H), and 2) it recapitulates many of the features of the 
human phenotype. My preliminary data suggest that Sig1R can protect 
(to some extent) photoreceptor loss in this mouse model. My research 
investigates the consequence of Sig1R activation on retinal structure 
and function in this model. These data will provide the scaffold upon 
which mechanistic studies can be developed. The work will also inform 
as to whether Sig1R is indeed a promising therapeutic target for retinitis 
pigmentosa. My future goals are to become a research scientist and 
inspire other young researchers to chase their scientific passions, use 
opportunities to advance their knowledge, and become a scientist that 
can perform the ground breaking science needed to improve the lives 
of many around the world.

sbarwick@augusta.edu 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Versican GAG-α domain deficiency causes rosette formation and 
detachment of the sensory retina in the mouse eye

Andrea  Dillinger
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Regensburg, Germany

Andrea E. Dillinger is a Postdoctoral Fellow fellow at the Institute 
of Human Anatomy and Embryology (Prof. Dr. Ernst R. Tamm) at 
the University of Regensburg. She received her PhD in biology at 
the University of Regensburg under the supervision of Dr. Rudolf 
Fuchshofer. Her research program is focused on investigating the 
function of proteoglycans in the retina. In collaborations she is working 
on determining factors and mechanisms that drive developmental and 
pathological retinal vasculature growth, and the design and delivery of 
therapeutics for retinal disorders. Her research projects are currently 
funded by ProRetina e.V. Germany and the University of Regensburg 
(UR fellows).

andrea.dillinger@ur.de
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Single cell RNA sequencing identifies a cone-specific and oxygen-
dependent kinesin

Lynn Ebner
Graduate Student
University of Zurich, Switzerland

I am currently a PhD student in the laboratory for Retinal Cell Biology 
headed by Prof. Dr. Christian Grimm at the University of Zurich, 
Switzerland. I started my PhD beginning of 2019 and I am currently at 
the beginning of my third PhD year.

Already during my Master’s I gained strong interest in degenerative 
diseases of the retina and followed this exciting field throughout my 
PhD. Coming across gene therapy treatment set an additional career 
path into my future plans. After successfully finishing my PhD I would 
like to stay in the thrilling field of retinal degeneration and improve 
current therapies as well as develop new gene therapeutic treatments 
for patients affected by blinding diseases. Interest and experience 
with new advanced methods (e.g. scRNASeq) allows me to establish 
promising research projects and contribute to important research 
objectives. In my near future, I want to invest time into management 
and leadership skills to be able to effectively guide a group and 
eventually become principal investigator.

lynn.ebner@uzh.ch 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Relatively Slow Retinal Degeneration Process in a Fam161a Knock-in (KI) 
Mouse Model for the Human Nonsense Mutation p.Arg523*

Prakadeeswari Gopalakrishnan
Postdoctoral Fellow
Hadassah-Hebrew University Medical Center, Israel 

prakadee.gopalakrish@mail.huji.ac.il 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Using systems genetics to mine the BXD family of mice for spontaneous 
high fidelity natural models of retinal disease

TJ Hollingsworth
Junior Faculty - Instructor rank
University of Tennessee Health Science Center, United States

I obtained my undergraduate degree in cellular/molecular biology at 
Jacksonville State University in Jacksonville, Alabama. I then attended 
the University of Alabama at Birmingham and obtained a Ph.D. in cell 
biology/biochemistry of the retina in the Vision Science Graduate 
Program. After two postdoctoral fellowships at OUHSC and UTHSC, I 
became the manager of the Neuroscience Imaging Facility for 4 years. 
I’m currently a research instructor in ophthalmology at UTHSC with 
Dr. Monica Jablonski developing better mouse models of AMD and 
small molecule therapeutic intervention of RP, AMD, and glaucoma. My 
research interests include the cellular and molecular mechanisms of 
retinal degenerative diseases including retinitis pigmentosa (RP), age-
related macular degeneration (AMD) and glaucoma as well as gene 
therapy and inflammation. to develop better mouse models of AMD and 
small molecule therapeutic intervention of RP, AMD, and glaucoma.

thollin1@uthsc.edu 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Role of the silent Kv8.2 voltage-gated potassium channel protein in 
KCNV2 retinopathy

Shivangi Inamdar
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Iowa, United States

My qualifications include my broad training in molecular & cellular 
biology. During my education in India which provided me with 
basic theoretical knowledge in Cellular Biology and Biochemistry, 
I developed a fascination for the intricate signaling that occurs 
between cells and their environment. I wanted to learn more about 
how regulating protein trafficking can alter the cellular response 
to a particular stimulus so I studied for my MS at University of the 
Sciences in Philadelphia with Dr. Marenda where I investigated how 
trafficking of the kinase MAPK influenced signaling in cell growth 
versus differentiation in Drosophila. Next, I studied for my PhD at 
the University of Iowa with Drs. Choudhury and Yeaman where I 
worked on a set of interrelated protein trafficking problems including 
how syntaxin-6 regulates integrins and Dab2 regulates the post-
endocytic trafficking of VEGFR2 to promote angiogenesis, and 
how different conformations of the exocyst complex influence its 
subcellular localization and thereby regulation of exocytosis. In these 
projects I used cultured mammalian cells for my model system. To 
expand my suite of tools I choose a postdoctoral position that would 
provide me with training in animal work and joined the lab of Dr. 
Artemyev at the University of Iowa. I took on a pilot project using 
a conditional knockout mouse of the chaperone, Ric8A, to test if 
Ric8A is required for the trafficking and function of transducin, a key 
protein in phototransduction.

shivangi-inamdar@uiowa.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Binocluar Improvement of Rod Isolated Function Following Monocular 
Subretinal Injection of Adeno-Associated Virus (AAV) in a Transgenic 
Swine Model of Autosomal Dominant Retinitis Pigmentosa- A mutation 
independent gene therapy approach

Archana Jalligampala
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Louisville-School of Medicine, United States

My long-term research goals aim at obtaining a comprehensive 
understanding of the functionality of a normal retinal circuit and how 
alterations (mutations) to the circuitry contribute to various retinal 
diseases such as retinitis pigmentosa, congenital stationary night 
blindness and age-related macular degeneration. My academic training 
and research experience over the last 10 years, have provided me with 
an excellent multidisciplinary background including genetics, cellular 
and molecular biology, neurophysiology and biomedical engineering.
My interest in visual system especially the retinal circuit started early 
on during my master studies at  the University of Tuebingen, Germany. 
Having worked on understanding the basic functionality of the healthy 
retinal circuit during my master studies as a grad student I wanted to 
further explore the translational side of research. As a Graduate Student, 
at the International Max Planck Research School, University of Tübingen, 
Germany, my doctoral thesis aimed at understanding the different 
aspects of retinal prosthesis. During the course of my graduate studies I 
worked at characterizing the response of the retinal circuit to electrical 
stimulation using the micro-electrode arrays in mouse retinas. I was 
able to record electrical response from thousands of RGCs and to-date 
is the largest database of electrical-driven RGC response. Apart from 
studying the normal circuit my dissertation aimed at understanding 
the diseased retinal network of retinitis pigmentosa and the various 
limitations of the current retinal prostheses. Further, working with 
one of the leading groups of retinal prosthesis in Germany, I was 
able to interact with the doctors and engineers and have an in-depth 
understanding of the technology and the different clinical trial studies.  
Working as a research trainee at the Froedtert and Medical College of 
Wisconsin, post my graduate studies, I have had the opportunity to 
use various viral vectors to manipulate the genetic expression of the 
organism (such as mouse). Over the years, I successfully collaborated 
on various projects with other researchers, and produced peer-
reviewed publications from each project. Currently in my Postdoctoral 
Fellow, at the University of Louisville, I continue my work in translational 
side of vision research in large animal models, using several gene 
therapy approaches for the treatment of inherited retinal dystrophies. 

archana.jalligampala@louisville.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Photoregulin3 attenuates Rhodopsin overexpression in retinal organoids 
from a patient with multiple copies of the RHO gene

Sangeetha Kandoi
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of California, San Francisco, United States

Eyes are perhaps the most important organs of sense needed for 
having a decent quality of life. Our sense of sight is a window into the 
wonders of the universe, and it is a tool that allows us to experience 
life to the fullest. Retinal degenerations (RD) impact the quality of vision 
health in patients of all ages. My aspirations as a biologist are driving 
me to develop potential therapeutic strategies to improve the vision 
in individuals with RD. My long-term research interest is to establish 
myself as an independent PI in the field of RD to investigate its complex 
pathophysiology coupled with developing innovative therapeutic 
approaches. My interest in science began in 2005 as a researcher at 
the R&D in a stem cell company at Chennai, India. As a part of the R&D 
team, I was able to acquire significant hands-on experience on learning 
laboratory skills under the guidance of Dr. Ajit Kumar.

With this experience, I further pursued a graduate program to earn 
a Ph.D. from the Indian Institute of Technology, Chennai which also 
provided me an opportunity to work in the United States as a visiting 
graduate student for two years. Further on, I joined the laboratory of 
Dr. Deepak A. Lamba at the University of California, San Francisco as a 
Post-doctoral fellow in August 2018. After joining Dr. Lamba’s lab, I’ve 
been able to apply my stem cell knowledge to topics germane to RD. 
In addition, I continue mentoring students and will continue to improve 
my science writing skills. Thus far, the collaborative environment 
promoted by Dr. Lamba, and Dr. Duncan, my co-mentor at University 
of California San Francisco has provided me with the resources and 
improved my ability to design the experiments with clinical significance 
impacts. I will continue to develop the skills required of a well-rounded 
research scientist.

sangeetha.kandoi@ucsf.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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SARM1 Inhibition Protects Photoreceptors from NMNAT1-related Retinal 
Degeneration

Tae Jun Lee
Graduate Student
Washington University School of Medicine, United States 

I am Graduate Student in the Developmental Biology Program. 
My current graduate dissertation research focuses on how retinal 
metabolism regulates photoreceptor survival and degeneration. My 
approach is to examine photoreceptor structure and function by using 
techniques such as in vivo and ex vivo electroretinography, staining 
and imaging both eye sections and retinal flat mounts, and performing 
biochemical assays on isolated retinal tissues. By attending the RD 
meeting, I will have broader exposure to current research by experts 
in retinal degeneration. Different perspectives and avenues of retina 
research will become more apparent through attending presentations 
and lectures at the RD meeting, which will further inspire my own 
graduate work and perhaps spur opportunities for collaboration. 
Learning from experts and connecting with other researchers will be 
invaluable experiences from attending the RD meeting that will both 
enhance my scientific research and opportunities to work with other 
scientists with similar interests.

t.lee@wustl.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Developing cell models for Usher syndrome using human pluripotent 
stem cells: RNAseq analysis of Usher 1B patient-derived retinal organoids

Yeh Chwan Leong
Postdoctoral Fellow
University College London, United Kingdom 

I completed my bachelor’s degree with first class honour in 
biotechnology at the University of Malaysia Sabah (UMS) in 2014 
before pursuing my PhD at the University of Nottingham (UK). 
Upon graduation in 2018, I joined Professor Jane Sowden lab as 
research associate based in the Institute of Child Health (ICH, UCL), 
London. My current research project aims to elucidate the disease 
mechanisms underlying retinitis pigmentosa (RP), a condition that 
causes blindness in Usher syndrome, the most common cause of 
dual sensory (vision and hearing) impairment. The study of Usher 
syndrome pathogenesis has been challenging due to the lack of faithful 
animal models. Through the application of iPSC technology and in 
vitro retinal differentiation procedure, we generated the first retinal 
organoid disease model from Usher 1B patient-derived iPSCs. RNA-
seq analysis (bulk and single-cell) of these retinal organoids collected 
at various developmental stages offered unprecedented resolution 
into the effects of MYO7A (causative gene of Usher 1B) mutation to 
all major retinal cell types. We identified potential disease biomarkers 
prior to photoreceptor cell death, providing opportunity for medical 
intervention to prevent blindness in Usher 1B patient. 

sejjycl@ucl.ac.uk 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

In-vitro and in-vivo Characterization of CRX-expressing Photoreceptor 
Precursors Derived from Human Embryonic Stem Cells 

Chen Matsevich
Graduate Student
Hadassah-Hebrew University Medical Center, Israel

Chen Matsevich is a MD-PhD student at the Center for Retinal and 
Macular Degeneration, The Faculty of Medicine, Hadassah Medical 
Center- The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Matsevich involves in 
a number of different projects including characterization of animal 
models of retinal degeneration, novel gene augmentation therapy 
experiments, and his main effort is the attempt to derive retinal and 
photoreceptor progenitors from hESCs, and to test their maturation, 
survival and integration following transplantation in animal models of 
retinal degeneration. Being in a hospital environment and see at first 
hand the difficulty these diseases cause, motivates and inspires his long-
term dream to be able to perform a meaningful research that will allow 
to provide better treatment for patients with blinding diseases.

chen.matsevich@mail.huji.ac.il
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Lipidation of cone PDE6 is crucial for cone-mediated vision

Faezeh Moakedi
Graduate Student
West Virginia University, United States

My long-term career goal is to become an independent researcher 
in academia who exploits biochemical and analytical approaches to 
investigate mechanisms of neurodegenerative diseases. During my 
undergraduate studies, I actively participated in research projects to 
expand my knowledge as well as technical skill sets around these 
research areas. I selected the biochemistry and molecular biology 
program as my Ph.D. major to deepen my understanding of molecular 
mechanisms behind diseases. To get closer to my ultimate goal, I 
decided to study the mechanisms behind retinal degeneration for 
my Ph.D. dissertation thesis under the supervision of Dr. Visvanathan 
Ramamurthy. At present, my research pertains to Phosphodiesterase-6 
(PDE6), an enzyme that is the effector of phototransduction signaling 
in photoreceptor cells. Despite the crucial role of PDE6 in vision, 
mechanisms behind PDE6 assembly, and specifically, the role of 
PDE6 lipidation in this process remain unknown. Our research will 
demonstrate the roles of lipidation in the assembly of PDE6. Attending 
the RD meeting is an unmatched opportunity where I could meet 
distinguished researchers in the field of ophthalmology and vision 
research. I would benefit from valuable feedback and comments 
from renowned researchers in the retinal degeneration field who can 
provide valuable insights into the most recent vision-related research. 
In addition, active participation in the RD meeting will improve my 
professional presentation skills and help me expand my scientific 
networks at the national level. The opportunity provided by the RD 
meeting would greatly help me towards establishing my independent 
research career and securing competitive future Postdoctoral Fellow 
job opportunities.

fm0023@mix.wvu.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Multi-omics analyses identify altered metabolism and mitochondrial 
defects as early steps preceding rod photoreceptor cell death in Pde6brd1/
rd1 retina

Anupam Mondal
Postdoctoral Fellow
National Eye Institute/NIH, United States 

As a computational biologist trained in integrative omics and network 
analyses, my long-term goal is to undertake data-driven approaches 
for disentangling complex mechanisms underlying human health 
and diseases. In graduate school at the CSIR-Institute of Genomics 
and Integrative Biology, India, I explored various aspects of host-
pathogen interactions through my thesis on the genomic determinants 
that influence extra-pulmonary Mycobacterium tuberculosis 
infections of a canonically pulmonary pathogen. Thereafter, I joined 
Dr. Anand Swaroop at the National Eye Institute, NIH, Bethesda, to 
study retinopathy mechanisms in animal models as well as patient 
derived retinal organoids. Locus heterogeneity in inherited retinal 
degenerations makes it an interesting subject for applying network 
medicine methodologies. Leading from a bird’s eye view of integrated 
molecular networks, my preliminary findings have identified convergent 
processes surrounding retinal cell death, hinting at a putative 
framework underpinning retinal neurodegeneration. Additionally, I am 
using a multi-omics approach to inspect healthy aging associated drifts 
in retinal epigenome and transcriptome that modulate aging-related 
disease risk. In the near future, I plan to transition to an independent 
position, to pursue my goal in the field of retina and neuroscience in 
general.

anupam.mondal@nih.gov 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Therapeutic Editing of Rod Glycolysis Rescues Retinal Degeneration

Nicholas Nolan
Graduate Student
Columbia University, United States

Nicholas Nolan is a second year M.S/Ph.D. student in the Tsang lab 
at Columbia University. He has a strong multidisciplinary interest and 
skill set in electrical engineering, computer science, device fabrication, 
molecular biology, gene therapy approaches, and ophthalmology. 
Nick is currently working on developing various mouse models and 
therapeutic approaches to some of the genetic mutations involved 
in retinal degenerations such as retinitis pigmentosa and age related 
macular degeneration with hopes to bring translational research into the 
clinical setting and severely impact and improve patient lives.

n.d.nolan@gmail.com 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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scAAVengr: Single-cell transcriptome-based quantification of engineered 
AAVs in non-human primate retina

Bilge Ozturk
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Pittsburgh, United States

I am a Postdoctoral Fellow associate in Byrne Lab at University of 
Pittsburgh, Department of Ophthalmology since 2017, specializing in 
AAV vector development. I received my BSc in Molecular biology and 
genetics and MSc in Molecular mechanisms of disease, followed by 
a PhD in Biotechnology studying mechanisms involved in cell cycle 
regulation in cancer cells. My training in vision science started in the 
Blindness Genetics group in Radboud University Nijmegen during my 
Master’s, searching for candidate genes for inherited retinal dystrophies 
and continued in gene therapy for retinal diseases in Flannery lab at 
UC Berkeley. In my current position in Byrne lab, I am working on 
projects addressing the most critical issues in the field of gene therapy; 
to efficiently target cells for specific gene delivery, enhance tropism for 
important cell types and to improve the carrying capacity of AAVs. 

beo20@pitt.edu
besinozturk@gmail.com
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Modeling Retinitis Pigmentosa using iPSC-derived Retinal Organoids

Alvaro Plaza Reyes
Postdoctoral Fellow
Fundación Progreso y Salud – CABIMER, Spain

Alvaro Plaza Reyes is a Postdoctoral Fellow researcher at the Retinal 
Degeneration Group in CABIMER (Seville, Spain) with research 
experience in the field of human pluripotent stem cells and 
regenerative medicine. He has a Master in Biomedicine at Karolinska 
Institutet and graduated from his PhD, also at Karolinska, last year.

His research efforts are currently focused on the development 
of clinical grade cell therapies (ATMP) for the treatment of retinal 
degenerative diseases. 

For the past 7 years he has been working in the lab of Fredrik Lanner at 
KI, where he worked at the intersection of human early development 
and regenerative medicine. During his time at KI he developed an 
extensive experience in the use of human pluripotent stem cells for the 
development of cell therapies for treating common retinal diseases.

alvaro.plaza@cabimer.es 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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AAV8-mediated Gene Therapy Rescues Retinal Degeneration Phenotype in 
a Tlcd3b-/- Mouse Model

Xinye Qian
Graduate Student
Baylor College of Medicine, United States

The goal of my project is to determine the role of TLC Domain 
Ceramide Synthase 3B (TLCD3B) in retinal degeneration. TLCD3B is not 
well studied, but it has been identified to be a ceramide synthase based 
on an in vitro study. I am using a knockout mouse model to determine 
how the loss of Tlcd3b causes retinal degeneration.

My research experience began when I was an undergraduate biology 
student. I was fortunate to participate in a unique research opportunity 
centered around ecology and evolution. Through these research 
experiences, I developed a passion for research. My research experience 
in the lab of Dr. Joan Strassmann, at Washington University in St. Louis, 
was critical for my decision to continue my education and continue 
scientific research beyond my undergraduate degree. In this lab, I was 
provided the opportunity to work on an independent research project, 
but what interested me most was the potential biochemical mechanism 
lying behind the social amoeba interaction, which, unfortunately, I did 
not manage to finish studying when I was in my undergraduate lab. 
Following this experience, my goal was to conduct research in a lab that 
focused more on the “why” questions rather than the “what” questions, 
allowing me to understand the mechanism behind the observed 
phenotypes.

As a Graduate Student, my drive to pursue science as a lifelong career 
has only intensified. My goal is to continue to learn and expand my 
expertise in biomedical science, specifically in the field of mechanism-
based therapies. Determining how TLCD3B contributes to retinal 
degeneration will not only be a major scientific advancement in the 
retinal degeneration field but will also provide us with fundamental 
knowledge beyond the scope of disease. There is little known about 
TLCD3B, but we have linked it to a retinal degeneration-specific 
phenotype, indicating that TLCD3B has an important, and previously 
unidentified, role in the retina. This study will provide insight into 
the role of TLCD3B in the retina and how it is related to the disease. 
Additionally, given the conservation between humans and mice, the 
feasibility of gene replacement therapy in treating the Tlcd3b knockout 
retinal disease mouse model can lay a foundation for the potential gene 
therapy treatment in humans with retinal pathologies associated with 
TLCD3B mutations.

xinye.qian@bcm.edu
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Modeling CRB1 RP and LCA using patient and CRISPR-Cas9 edited iPSC-
Derived Retinal Organoids

Peter Quinn
Postdoctoral Fellow
Columbia University, United States

My long-term research goal is to provide clinically translatable impact 
using iPSC retinal organoid–based approaches for the understanding 
and treatment of retinal degenerative diseases via applications in toxicity 
testing, drug screening, disease modeling, and genetic and cell-based 
therapeutic agents. In turn, the in vitro based approaches can be refined 
and validated on in vivo model systems. My interests currently center 
on the development of gene and non-gene specific therapeutics for 
retinal degenerations using patient and CRISPR-Cas9 loss-of-function 
retinal organoid disease models. As a basis, I am working with models, 
which try to recapitulate inherited retinal diseases caused by mutations 
in genes such as Crumbs homologue-1 (CRB1) which leads to RP12 and 
LCA8. We are developing novel prime-editing and gene-augmentation 
strategies in addition to repurposing prior FDA approved drugs for 
the amelioration of the phenotypic, histopathological, and molecular 
changes exhibited in these models. Further, as well as continuing to 
understand the underlying mechanisms of diseases and therapeutics to 
address them using organoid models I wish to pursue more complex 
organoid model systems such as assembloids to study regenerative 
medicine and disease.

pq2138@cumc.columbia.edu 
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Kinase activity profiling in inherited retinal neurodegeneration using  PKG 
specific inhibition

Akanksha Roy
Graduate Student
PamGene International BV and Wageningen University and Research, Netherlands

Akanksha is a PhD candidate at PamGene International BV and 
Wageningen University (The Netherlands). She is a Marie Curie 
Fellow within the EU-funded project- 'TransMed.' Her work involves 
identification of putative pathways downstream of cGMP/PKG signaling 
in inherited retinal degeneration using kinase activity profiling.

akanksha.roy.in@gmail.com
aroy@pamgene.com
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee



46 Macular Fast TrackSM

Broadening INPP5E phenotypic spectrum: detection of rare variants in 
syndromic and non-syndromic IRD

Riccardo Sangermano
Postdoctoral Fellow
Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infirmary, United States

Riccardo graduated in Medical Biotechnology from the Federico 
II University of Naples, Italy. In Naples, he also worked as fellow at 
the Telethon Institute of Genetics and Medicine (TIGEM) under the 
supervision of Dr. Nicola Brunetti-Pierri. 

In 2013 he obtained a Marie Curie Early-Stage Researcher fellowship 
as part of the EyeTN research training network and he joined the 
group of Prof. Frans Cremers at the Department of Human Genetics, 
Radboud University Medical Center, The Netherlands. His research 
mainly focused on the investigation of novel genetic causes in inherited 
retinal diseases (IRDs), with particular interest on unraveling the missing 
heritability in ABCA4-associated Stargardt disease. In 2018 he obtained 
his PhD cum laude in Medical Science from Radboud University.

In 2018, Riccardo started as Postdoctoral Fellow research fellow in the 
group of Dr. Kinga Bujakowska at the Ocular Genomics Institute of 
Massachusetts Eye and Ear, Boston, where he is working on a project 
aiming to investigate and functional characterize genetic modifiers in 
IRD patients.

Riccardo_Sangermano@MEEI.HARVARD.EDU
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Unraveling the molecular mechanism of photoreceptor neuron 
regeneration in a Zebrafish model of Retinitis Pigmentosa

Abirami Santhanam
Instructor
University of Texas Health Science Center, United States

I currently serve as an instructor at the UTHealth Science center 
in Houston. My long-time research interest is to contribute more 
towards the understanding of the complex controls and molecular 
mechanisms in signal transduction pathways. I got the opportunity 
to work with Dr. Steven Wilson from Cleveland Clinic on corneal 
wound healing and regeneration during my Postdoctoral Fellow 
career and has contributed to the understanding of the role of growth 
factors and receptors in corneal development that are important to 
treat the pathophysiological conditions that affect the cornea after 
surgery, infection or trauma. I established the Laser capture-based 
microdissection technique on the cornea to understand the role of 
stromal proteins on cornea wound healing. Then I got the opportunity 
to work with Dr. John O’Brien on retina regeneration. The regenerative 
power of Zebrafish combined with single-cell transcriptome analysis 
provided an excellent system to understand the exciting molecular 
mechanisms of regeneration in the retina. I have established a Retinitis 
Pigmentosa (RP) model in the zebrafish to understand the regeneration 
of rod cells that are degenerated in human RP conditions. Currently, 
my lab is in the process of identifying the key factors that turn on and 
regulate this regeneration during various retinal disorders including RP 
and AMD, that can be translated into the mammalian system to turn on 
regeneration successfully. 

Research Retina regeneration, Microglia in regeneration, photoreceptor 
regeneration, cornea wound healing

abirami.santhanam@uth.tmc.edu
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Branched actin polymerization initiates disc morphogenesis and is 
essential for photoreceptor survival

Will Spencer
Postdoctoral Fellow
Duke University, United States

William Spencer, Ph.D., is a senior postdoc in Dr. Vadim Arshavsky’s lab 
at Duke University. Will’s interests include: 1) the actin related molecular 
mechanisms involved in building the light-sensitive disc membranes 
of photoreceptor cells, 2) the function of retinal disease linked protein 
PRCD and 3) the release of extracellular vesicles into the retina and the 
clearance of these vesicles by microglia.

will.spencer@duke.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Evaluation of a gene augmentation strategy for treating CRX-associated 
retinopathies

Chi Sun
Postdoctoral Fellow
Washington University in St. Louis, United States

As an early career researcher, I am currently studying pathogenic 
mechanisms and cellular underpinnings of retinal diseases caused 
by mutations in regulatory genes such as CRX, and evaluating the 
therapeutic potential of gene augmentation strategy in murine models 
of CRX-associated retinopathies at Department of Ophthalmology 
and Visual Sciences, Washington University School of Medicine. My 
past studies focused in the field of developmental and regenerative 
biology in zebrafish retina by utilizing the RNA-Seq technique 
on FACS-isolated photoreceptors from developing, mature, and 
regenerated zebrafish retinae.

sunchi@wustl.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Evaluation of sphingolipid biosynthetic inhibitor, SPT-I, to prevent retinal 
degeneration.

Faiza Tahia
Graduate Student
University of Tennessee Health Science Center, United States

During my Bachelor’s degree at University of Dhaka, I did my internship 
in Novartis Bangladesh Limited, where I had hands on training on solid 
dosage form manufacturing, quality control, product development 
etc. Later in 2014, I completed the Master’s program in Pharmaceutical 
Chemistry at the same university with my dissertation titled: Chemical 
and Biological investigation of two medicinal plants in Bangladesh. 
To pursue my life long desire of being a pharmaceutical scientist 
and expand my knowledge in the corresponding field, I joined the 
lab of Dr. Tao Lowe at the University of Tennessee Health Science 
Center, USA. During my tenure there, I worked on developing specific 
pharmaceutical dosage forms or drug delivery systems which ensures 
sustained release of the drug in the body. Sustained therapeutic dosing 
systems holds numerous advantages, especially for chronic diseases 
and ensures lower risk of toxicity and increased therapeutic efficacy. 
Biopolymer-based drug delivery systems intended for sustained 
release can maintain optimal therapeutic drug level with reduced side 
effects and improve patient compliance by reducing frequency of 
drug administration in a minimally invasive manner. I have worked with 
biopolymers like PLGA and PLA which are already FDA approved for use 
in formulation and delivery systems of drugs. 

Finally, I have been working under Dr. Nawajes Mandal, as my thesis 
supervisor, where my PhD work focuses on the discovery of a small 
molecule drug which successfully works against retinal degeneration- 
a genetically inherited ophthalmic disorder that progressively leads to 
vision loss or blindness. Photoreceptor cell death is the ultimate cause 
of irreversible blindness in many forms of retinal diseases like Retinitis 
Pigmentosa (RP), Diabetic Retinopathy (DR), and Age-related Macular 
Degeneration (AMD).

ftahia@uthsc.edu
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Optimising human retinal organoid-derived photoreceptor 
transplantation into mouse models of retinal degeneration

Karen Tessmer
Graduate Student
TU Dresden, Germany 

Having obtained my Master’s degree in Molecular Biosciences majoring 
in Neuroscience from University of Heidelberg, I have put a focus on 
studying different aspects of neurodegeneration in the central and 
peripheral nervous system. Now, I am in my third year as a predoctoral 
candidate in the Dresden International Graduate School of Biomedicine 
and Bioengineering at the TU Dresden. I work in the lab of Prof. Marius 
Ader at the Center for Regenerative Therapies to help uncover the 
molecular basis of donor-host interactions and donor cell maturation 
after subretinal transplantation of photoreceptors.

karen.tessmer@tu-dresden.de
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Genetic activation of mTORC1 pathway stimulates ubiquitin-dependent 
protein degradation and delays photoreceptor loss in a mouse model of 
Retinitis Pigmentosa

Yixiao Wang
Graduate Student
University of Florida, United States

I am a PhD candidate at the University of Florida and am in my 4th 
year of graduate research. I am in the Biomedical Sciences Graduate 
Program where I concentrate in Pharmacology and Therapeutics. My 
interest has been in elucidating the mechanism of retinal degenerative 
diseases and developing therapeutic strategies to combat this ailment. 
Currently, I am mentored by Dr. Ekaterina Lobanova, PhD and working 
on my dissertation project focused on targeting proteostasis for the 
treatment of inherited retinal degenerations.

wangyixiao@ufl.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Retinal Structure and Function in Patients with Enhanced S-Cone 
Syndrome

Yiyi Wang
Graduate student
University of California, Berkeley, United States

Charlotte Yiyi Wang received her B.S. in Physiological Science at UCLA 
(2015). She spent 2 years at Jules Stein Eye Institute working with 
Dr. Steven Nusinowitz studying structural and functional features of 
genes associated with macular degeneration and Stargardt's disease in 
mice models. She then moved to Berkeley and completed her doctor 
of optometry degree (2019) and primary care optometry residency 
(2020) at University of California at Berkeley. During her time in 
optometry school, she worked with Dr. Austin Roorda studying human 
cone photoreceptor structure using Adaptive Optics Scanning Laser 
Ophthalmoscope (AOSLO). She's currently pursuing her PhD at UC 
Berkeley under the supervision of Drs. Austin Roorda, William Tuten 
and Jacque Duncan. As a residency-trained optometrist, her research 
goal is to utilize high resolution retinal imaging and functional testing 
with psychophysics to further understand retinal disease development, 
progression and prognosis, to advance development of new diagnostic 
tools, and to improve understanding of disease mechanisms that may 
lead to novel treatments. 

yiyiwang@berkeley.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

Whole genome sequencing and whole gene sequencing of ABCA4 reveal 
genetic causes for previously unresolved inherited retinal diseases.

Laura Whelan
Graduate Student
Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland

whelanl1@tcd.ie
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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AAV-mediated Gene Therapy Prevents Retina Degeneration in CRISPR-
based Mouse Models of PRPF31 Retinitis Pigmentosa

Zhouhuan Xi
Medical student
University of Pittsburgh and Xiangya Hospital, Central South University, 
United States

Zhouhuan Xi is a medical student from Xiangya School of Medicine, 
Central South University, China, and a research fellow in the Byrne Lab, 
Department of Ophthalmology, University of Pittsburgh. She pursuits 
her future career as a physician-scientist. Her current research focus is 
developing gene therapies for retinal diseases with genome editing and 
single-cell technologies.

xizhouhuan@gmail.com
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee

AAV-Txnip prolongs cone survival and vision in mouse models of retinitis 
pigmentosa

Yunlu Xue
Postdoctoral Fellow
Harvard Medical School, United States

Dr. Xue is currently a Postdoctoral Fellow research fellow with 
Dr. Connie Cepko at Harvard Medical School. He received PhD in 
Neurosciences at Washington University in St. Louis, where he got 
trained in retinal electrophysiology under the mentorship of Dr. Vladimir 
Kefalov. His research interests focus on the treatment, mechanism and 
diagnosis of retinal disorders using mouse models. 

yunlu.xue@outlook.com
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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A General Microglial Response Restricts Outer Retinal Degeneration

Chen Yu
Postdoctoral Fellow
Duke University School of Medicine, United States

Dr. Chen Yu is working as a Postdoctoral Fellow researcher in Daniel 
Saban’s lab at Duke University (Durham, NC). His current research is 
primarily focused to understand the role of immune cells in retinal 
degenerative diseases. His recent work has identified a unique 
microglial subtype that clears dead photoreceptors and protects the 
integrity of the retinal pigment epithelium (RPE). He earned his doctoral 
degree at Fordham University (Bronx, NY). During his graduate studies 
in Silvia Finnemann’s lab, he investigated the molecular machinery for 
retinal clearance by the RPE. 

His research has been published broadly in journals covering 
immunology, cell biology, and bioinformatics. He has received several 
scientific awards, including the Cora Verhagen Award for Ocular 
Immunology Research at ARVO.

chen.yu606@duke.edu
Foundation Fighting Blindness Travel Awardee
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Regulation Of Neuroprotective Factors In Muller Glia Using Artificial 
Transcription Factors And Generation of A Reporter Mouse Line For 
Photoreceptor Degeneration

Cavit Agca
Assistant professor
Sabanci University, Turkey

Dr. Cavit Agca has received his B.S. in Molecular Biology and Genetics 
from Bogazici University in 2001 and his PhD from Department of Cell 
Biology and Anatomy, Louisiana State University Health Sciences Center, 
New Orleans in 2008. During his Ph.D. on developmental biology, he has 
worked under the supervision of Dr. William H. Klein in the Department 
of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, at the University of Texas, M.D. 
Anderson Cancer Center on the Sea Urchin Genome Project (SUGP). As 
a part of the SUGP, he was involved in identification of the sea urchin 
orthologs of mammalian retinal genes and elucidated their expression 
pattern in early embryos and adult tube feet. He has also continued 
to work in Dr. Klein`s lab as a Postdoctoral Fellow on evolutionary 
perspectives of vision for another year. Afterwards, he has worked three 
years under the supervision of Dr. Christian Grimm in the Department 
of Ophthalmology, at the University of Zurich. His main focus was to 
identify the mechanisms related to endogenous neuroprotection in the 
retina. After a brief Postdoctoral Fellow at Inselspital, Bern on retinal vein 
occlusion models, he moved to Basel to work with Dr. Albert Neutzner at 
University Hospital Basel on a novel retinal gene therapy targeting OPA1 
gene in Autosomal Dominant Optic Atrophy (ADOA). Since September 
2019, he has his own group at Sabanci University studying retinal gene 
therapies and regeneration.

cavit.agca@gmail.com
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee

Ataluren-mediated read-through of a nonsense mutation in the FAM161A 
gene restores protein expression and ciliogenesis in patients` fibroblasts

Avigail Beryozkin
Postdoctoral Fellow
Hadassah-Hebrew University Medical Center, Israel

Dr. Beryozkin is postdoctoral Fellow at Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem, Israel- Under supervision of Prof. Eyal Banin: Development 
of mice models and gene therapy for retinal degenerations. She is also 
th main lecturer in General Pathology, General and Developmental 
Neurology, General Physiology and Neurophysiology courses for 
Optometry students and Communication Disorders students, Hadassah 
Academic College, Neviim and Strauss campus, Jerusalem, Israel.

avigail.beryozkin@mail.huji.ac.il
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee
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Exposure to Enriched Environment Protects the Central Retinal Pigment 
Epithelium and Retina on a Dry-AMD Experimental Model in Mice.

Hernan Dieguez
Graduate Student 
Laboratory of Retinal Neurochemistry and Experimental Ophthalmology, School of 
Medicine/CEFyBO, University of Buenos, Argentina

My name is Hernán H. Dieguez. I am a biologist and I have focused my 
work on the field of neuroscience. Currently, I am a PhD student in the 
laboratory of retinal neurochemistry and experimental ophthalmology 
led by Dr. Ruth E. Rosenstein. This laboratory aims to study several 
aspects of Ocular Physiopathology. In particular, we have characterized 
different experimental models of ocular diseases, such as glaucoma, 
diabetic retinopathy (DR), and ocular ischemia, among others. Moreover, 
we have managed to describe new experimental therapeutic strategies 
to treat these diseases. During my PhD, we have developed a new 
experimental model of Age-related Macular Degeneration (AMD) 
through superior cervical ganglionectomy (SCGx) in mice and studied 
possible therapeutic strategies and pathological mechanisms. 

her.die.14@gmail.com
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee
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Metformin A Potential Treatment For Stargardt's Disease

Mitra Farnoodian Tedrick
Postdoctoral Fellow
National Institutes of Health, United States

I am a cellular and molecular biologist with a strong background in 
translational research. During my graduate studies, I was involved in a 
collaborative project with Northwestern University and the University 
of Nebraska Medical Center to develop small mimetic peptides 
derived from the thrombospondin-1(TSP1) and pigment epithelium-
derived factor (PEDF) active fragments for inhibition of choroidal 
neovascularization. As a part of this effort, I proposed a novel approach 
to investigate the potential effect of TSP1 and PEDF expression on ChEC 
and retinal pigment epithelial (RPE) cell function and their contribution 
to AMD pathologies. In addition, I used small peptides mimicking the 
action of these endogenous inhibitors, TPS1 and PEDF, to investigate 
if they utilize similar mechanisms of action as the whole molecules 
on ChEC and RPE function. My findings suggest that the replacement 
of TSP1 and PEDF anti-angiogenic function can restore the balance 
and prevent AMD progress. (Farnoodian et al., 2014, Farnoodian et al., 
2015, Farnoodian et al., 2018).During my post-doctoral training at NIH, 
I have been extensively working on studying RPE cell biology using 
Induced Pluripotent Stem Cells (iPSC) derived retinal pigment epithelium 
(RPE) from healthy and diseased individuals. The focus of my current 
research has been to understand the cellular and molecular mechanism 
of inherited blinding diseases with interests in ABCA4 retinopathy to 
develop drug therapies to rescue RPE cell death. My long-term research 
goals are to understand how lipid metabolism dysregulation in ocular 
tissues, including RPE, leads to progressive disease conditions and 
harness this knowledge to discover treatments for retinal degenerative 
diseases.

mitra.farnoodian@nih.gov
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee

CRISPR activation-mediated expression of RGC transcription factors cause 
mammalian Muller glia to adopt neuronal fates.

Marcus Hooper
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Washington, United States

mjhooper@uw.edu
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee
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Sustained Local Delivery of RdCVF-Sh3 to Rescue Cone Photoreceptor Death 
in Retinitis Pigmentosa

Lia Huo
Graduate Student
University of Toronto, Canada

lia.huo@utoronto.ca
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee

Single-cell RNA sequencing of the retina in a model of retinitis pigmentosa 
reveals early responses to degeneration in rods and cones

Duygu Karademir
Graduate Student
University of Zurich, Switzerland

Duygu Karademir studied molecular biology and genetics at the Boğaziçi 
University in Istanbul, Turkey. She then completed her Master’s in Biology 
with a focus on Neurosciences at the ETH Zürich, Switzerland. In 2017, 
she joined the group of Prof. Christian Grimm in the Eye Clinic of the 
University Hospital Zurich as a Ph.D. student, where she is investigating 
retinal degeneration at the single-cell level and working on a CRISPR-
based gene therapy approach for retinal neuroprotection. 

Duygu.Karademir@uzh.ch
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee

Deciphering the role of Rab28 in cone vision and outer segment 
phagocytosis

Ailis Moran
Graduate Student
University College Dublin, Ireland 

I am a third year PhD candidate in the School of Biomolecular and 
Biomedical Sciences, University College Dublin, Ireland. My PhD 
project is focused on understanding the disease mechanisms of RAB28 
associated cone-rod dystrophy using both C. elegans and zebrafish 
models.

ailis.moran.1@ucdconnect.ie
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee
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ABCA1 downregulation in iPSC-derived RPE cells impaired 
cholesterol efflux

Florian Peters
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Zurich/University Hospital Zurich, Switzerland

Florian Peters studied biochemistry and molecular biology at the 
University of Kiel in Germany, where he also graduated in 2019 in the 
field of protease and extracellular matrix research at the Biochemical 
Institute. In 2019, he joined the group of Prof. Christian Grimm at the 
University Eye Hospital in Zurich, Switzerland, where he investigates the 
contribution of a disturbed lipid transport in retinal pigment epithelium 
to AMD pathogenesis.

florian.peters@usz.ch
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee

Photoreceptor Degeneration beyond Ellipsoid Zone Loss and its genetic 
determinants in ABCA4-associated Retinopathy

Maximilian Pfau
Postdoctoral Fellow 
National Institutes of Health, United States

Maximilian Pfau earned his Medical Degree from Heidelberg University, 
Germany. During this time, he conducted basic science research on 
SNARE-mediated membrane fusion in Dr. Söllner’s lab. Following 
graduation and a short-term research fellowship at the Doheny Eye 
Institute, UCLA, he entered the ophthalmology residency program at the 
University of Bonn, Germany. His research there - under the supervision 
of Dr. Fleckenstein, Dr. Holz and Dr. Schmitz-Valckenberg - primarily 
focused on structural and functional endpoints for age-related macular 
degeneration. Subsequently, Dr. Pfau pursed Postdoctoral Fellow training 
in AI-based image analysis in Dr. Rubin’s lab (Stanford University), and 
since November 2020 in psychophysics and electrophysiology in Dr. 
Jeffrey’s lab at the National Eye Institute.

maximilian.pfau@nih.gov
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee
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Leveraging a fluorescence reporter mouse line in the generation and 
characterization of tractable, conditional knockout (KO) models of RP59

Sriganesh Ramachandra Rao
Postdoctoral Fellow
State University of New York, University at Buffalo, United States

My long-term research interests include isoprenoid (cholesterol and 
dolichol) metabolism in the neural retina and the RPE, and pertinent 
inherited retinal degenerations. My other research interest involves the 
role of phagolysosomal biology in retinal physiology and pathology. 
My undergraduate and Master’s training equipped me with the 
requisite knowledge base in protein structure-function, membrane 
biology, molecular biology, genetics, enzyme technology, and genetic 
engineering. I conducted my doctoral dissertation work under the 
guidance of Dr. Steven J. Fliesler, investigating retinal pathophysiology in 
two inherited disorders of isoprenoid metabolism [pertaining to dolichol 
and cholesterol metabolism – Retinitis Pigmentosa 59 (RP59) and Smith-
Lemli-Opitz (SLOS), respectively]. The work involved design, generation 
and thorough characterization of novel mouse genetic models of 
RP59 and SLOS, and to study autophagy and lysosomal functioning 
in the neural retina and the RPE. Additionally, I have contributed to 
the lab’s VA-funded research- in the setup and optimization of a blast 
overpressure model, and investigating retinal sequelae in closed globe, 
primary blast injury. I have continued my Postdoctoral Fellow training 
under the mentorship of Dr. Steven J. Fliesler. While continuing all the 
efforts mentioned above, we recently identified important questions 
pertaining to retinal cholesterol homeostasis, and generated several 
key in vivo and in vitro resources required to fully test the role and 
mechanisms of isoprenoid synthesis during retinal development and 
maturation. During the course of my Postdoctoral Fellow work, I aim to 
elucidate the role of sterols, oxysterols, and other isoprenoids (such as 
dolichol/cholesterol) in the neural retina and the RPE, as directly pertains 
to pathogenesis in SLOS, and RP59. Further, I aim to investigate the 
interplay between cholesterol metabolism and autophagic flux in the 
retina, within the context of inherited retinal degenerations, as well as 
age-related macular degeneration.

sramacha@buffalo.edu
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee

Dual mutational mechanism of a KIZ nonsense variant as the cause of 
retinitis pigmentosa

Yogapriya Sundaresan 
Postdoctoral Fellow
Hadassah-Hebrew University Medical Center, Israel

yogapriya.sundar@mail.huji.ac.il 
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee
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The role of an Amphipathic Helix in the Membrane Association and Visual 
Function of RPE65 Protein

Sheetal Uppal
Research Fellow
National Institutes of Health, United States

Sheetal received her Ph.D. in biochemistry from University of Delhi 
South Campus, India in 2015, where she studied the structure-function 
relationship of a unique cyanobacterial hemoglobin. She is a Research 
Fellow in the laboratory of Dr. T. Michael Redmond, National Eye 
Institute, National Institutes of Health, USA. Her current research is 
focused on understanding the catalytic mechanism of RPE65 protein, 
an essential protein for the normal vision. During her Postdoctoral 
Fellow fellowship in Dr. Redmond’s laboratory from 2016 to 2021, 
she has been investigating the mechanism of membrane binding 
of RPE65 protein and established the existence and functional role 
of RPE65 palmitoylation. The insight derived from her research has 
provided newer perspectives into the role of palmitoylation of RPE65 
in maintaining the normal functioning of the visual cycle, which may 
eventually be used to discover novel therapeutics to treat RPE65-
associated blindness and retinal diseases.

sheetal.uppal2@nih.gov
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee

Restoration of lysosomal function in the retinal pigment epithelial cells 
(RPE) from an animal model of Stargardt disease (STGD).

Mallika Valapala
Assistant Professor
Indiana University, United States

I have a broad-based training in cell biology, molecular cloning, and 
animal models of retinal degeneration. The primary focus for my 
laboratory research program is elucidating cellular and molecular 
mechanisms involved in retinal pigment epithelial (RPE) degeneration 
during the pathogenesis of retinal degenerative diseases. The goal of 
my research is to develop strategies to enhance cellular clearance to 
prevent substrate accumulation in the retinal pigment epithelium.

mvalapal@iu.edu
Fritz Tobler Foundation Travel Awardee
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Reduced Nuclear NAD+ Drives DNA Damage and Subsequent Immune 
Activation in the Retina

Emily Brown
Postdoctoral Fellow
Harvard Medical School- Mass Eye and Ear, United States

Emily Brown completed her PhD in the Biomedical Sciences program 
at the University of Florida in 2019. There, she worked under the 
guidance of Dr. John D. Ash and Dr. Alfred S. Lewin. Her research 
focused on investigating the role of mitochondrial oxidative stress in 
the pathogenesis of age-related macular degeneration (AMD) and the 
role of AMPK in the regulation of retinal metabolism. After completion 
of her PhD, Emily began her Postdoctoral Fellow research in the lab 
of Dr. Eric A. Pierce in the Ocular Genomics Institute of Mass Eye and 
Ear and the Department of Ophthalmology at Harvard Medical School. 
There, she focused on a rare inherited retinal degeneration due to 
mutations in NMNAT1. Emily developed and optimized AAV-mediated 
gene therapies to prevent retinal degeneration due to mutations in 
NMNAT1 and investigated the molecular mechanisms underlying 
retinal degeneration due to mutations in this gene. Emily’s goals 
include developing gene therapies to prevent retinal degeneration 
and developing a better understanding of the common molecular 
mechanisms underlying retinal degenerations.

emily_brown@meei.harvard.edu
emily.e.brown19@gmail.com
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Optimizing the safety and efficiency of dual AAV-based treatments for 
MYO7A Usher syndrome (USH1B) in Myo7a-/- mice.

Kaitlyn Calabro
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Florida, United States

Kaitlyn Calabro graduated from Montclair State University in 2015 
with a Bachelor of Science in biology, with minors in chemistry and 
computer science. She joined the University of Florida’s Graduate 
Program in Biomedical Science and worked under the mentorship of 
Dr. Shannon Boye to pursue her interests in gene therapy and genetics. 
Kaitlyn received her Doctor of Philosophy degree from the University of 
Florida in the fall of 2019. Since then, she has continued her work as a 
Postdoctoral Fellow researcher at the University of Florida.

k.calabro@ufl.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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CRB1 Isoform Diversity in the Human Retina

Salvatore Caruso
Graduate Student
Columbia University, United States

My long-term research interests lie at the intersection of genomic 
therapies and human disease. To achieve my aspirations within 
this space, it is critical that I develop a deep understanding of the 
mechanisms governing retinal diseases. My goals are to ultimately 
work as an independent PI in an academic hospital setting where I can 
translate my research into high-impact therapies capable of treating 
patients. My PhD research focuses on the use of cutting-edge gene 
therapy and gene editing platforms for the development of therapies 
against retinitis pigmentosa (RP)—an inherited retinal dystrophy that 
leads to progressive degeneration and blindness.

smc2304@columbia.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Non-caveolar caveolin-1 in MIO-M1 Müller glia enhance LPS-induced 
IL-6 response

Eric Enyong
Graduate Student
University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center, United States

Eric Enyong is a 5th Year Ph.D. Candidate in the Department of 
Physiology at the University of Oklahoma Health Sciences. His 
research focuses on deciphering the mechanism by which Caveolin-1 
(Cav-1), an integral membrane protein, and its associated protein, 
Cavin1/PTRF regulate retinal innate immune responses. Eric has 
vast international experience, with a background that cuts across 
the clinical and basic sciences, having earned an MS in Biomedical 
Sciences in Germany, and a BS in Medical Laboratory Science in 
Cameroon. Eric has a keen interest in translating biomedical research 
from bench-to-bedside and the commercialization of scientific 
innovations. In his free time, Eric spends time outdoors jogging or 
walking, and in the kitchen cooking.

eric-enyong@ouhsc.edu
enyongeric@rocketmail.com
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Extracellular Vesicles as Biomarkers of Retinal Degeneration

Heran Getachew
Postdoctoral Fellow
Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infirmary, United States

Dr. Heran Getachew received her Ph.D. in Biomedical Sciences with 
an emphasis in Microbiology and Immunology from the University 
of Florida in September 2019. Her dissertation work focused on the 
intracellular trafficking and survival mechanisms of the oral bacterium, 
Porphyromonas gingivalis, within cardiovascular cells in the context of 
atherosclerosis. In November 2019, she started her Postdoctoral Fellow 
training with Dr. Eric Pierce at the Ocular Genomics Institute studying 
extracellular vesicles as biomarkers for inherited retinal degenerations.

heran_getachew@meei.harvard.edu 
National Eye Institute URM Travel Awardee

A synthetic very-long-chain polyunsaturated fatty acid (VLC-PUFA) 
enhances photoreceptor development in ELOVL4 knockout retinal organoids

Aruna Gorusupudi
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Utah, United States

I am Aruna Gorusupudi. I finished my Ph.D. from Mysore, India and I 
worked in macular carotenoid, lutein bioavailability and its metabolism 
in eyes for my Ph.D. program. With around 6 years of research 
experience in the field of lipophilic compounds like carotenoids and 
fatty acids and their role in eye disease, I started my post-doctoral 
fellowship, I develop interest in LC-PUFAs and VLC-PUFAs in human 
eyes. I quickly learnt how to analyze these lipids using GC-MS from 
human retinal punches and single mouse eye. We have studied VLC-
PUFAs in AMD donor eyes and age matched control eyes and observed 
significant decrease in VLC-PUFA levels and n-3/n-6 lipid ratios, with 
no significant differences in ELOVl4 expression. I have gained the 
expertise, leadership and motivation necessary to successfully carry 
out research in Stargardt-3 disease. We successfully synthesized n3 
and n6 VLC-PUFA chemically in collaboration with University of Utah 
Chemistry experts, and used the same to improve visual performance 
in WT and ELOVL4 knock out mice. My expertise in handling 
instruments like HPLC, GC, mass spectrometry and experience in in 
vivo pharmacokinetics and metabolism, animal handling have prepared 
me to lead the proposed project of PUFA supplementation in ELOVL4 
ablated retinal organoids and ELOVL4 knock out mice. 

arunagsk@gmail.com
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Spatial modeling of variants in complement genes associated with age-
related macular degeneration

Michelle Grunin
Postdoctoral Fellow
Case Western Reserve University, United States

I am a current Postdoctoral Fellow researcher in translational genetics, 
collaborating under the mentorship of Dr. Jonathan Haines, chair of 
the Population and Quantitative Health Sciences department at Case 
Western Reserve University and Dr. Shai Carmi of the Public Health 
department at Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel. My research focus 
is on the genetic and immunological underpinnings of multifactorial 
disorders, especially complex aging disorders like age-related macular 
degeneration(AMD). My goal is to take the application of big data, and 
to perform genetic and transcriptomic research to find novel clinical 
pathways, therapies and biomarkers. Turning basic research into actual 
improvements in public health care is central to my goal as a researcher. 
I collaborate with the International AMD Genomics Consortium, the 
largest collaboration of AMD researchers worldwide. I performed my 
doctoral studies at Hebrew University of Jerusalem, under Dr. Itay 
Chowers, the chair of ophthalmology at Hadassah-Hebrew University 
Medical Center. I researched the immune system and the role of 
monocytes in AMD, and performed the largest pharmacogenetics study 
worldwide, identifying genetic variants influencing AMD treatment 
response. I was a Baroness Ariane de Rothschild Woman Doctoral 
Fellow, during my doctorate. I did my bachelor’s degree at a division of 
Touro College in New York, with an internship studying vaccinia virus at 
SUNY Downstate Hospital, and earning honors on my degree.

mag235@case.edu 
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Characterization of the Retinal Pigment Epithelium of P23H Mouse Model.

John Han
Graduate Student
Thomas Jefferson University, United States

I am currently a 5th-year Graduate Student in the lab of Dr.Nancy Philp 
at Thomas Jefferson University, studying the role of solute transporters 
in regulating the metabolic coupling in the outer retina. We have 
used mouse models with conditional deletion of glucose and lactate 
transporters to elucidate the role of these substrates in supporting 
anabolic and catabolic metabolism in the outer retina to maintain visual 
function. This systematic approach supports an integrative model of 
metabolism in the outer retina.  My long-term research interests involve 
understanding the influence of metabolism and epigenetics on disease 
formation and progression.

john.han@students.jefferson.edu 
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Assessing rod photoreceptor topography in albinism

Heather Heitkotter
Graduate Student
Medical College of Wisconsin, United States

Heather Heitkotter is a Graduate Student in Cell Biology, Neurobiology 
& Anatomy at the Medical College of Wisconsin. As a member of 
Dr. Joseph Carroll’s lab within the Dennis P. Han Advanced Ocular 
Imaging Program, Heather’s work aims to improve clinical biomarkers 
of photoreceptor health and recovery following trauma. Ms. Heitkotter 
regularly works with clinical populations and physicians to further 
understand how retinal imaging can improve the diagnosis and 
treatment of various diseases. After completing her PhD work, Heather 
would like to pursue a research career in vision science.

hheitkotter@mcw.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Chronic Oxidative Stress in Primary Retinal Pigmented Epithelium 
Monolayers Increases Basolateral Exosome Release and Changes Both 
Exosome and Extracellular Matrix Proteomes

Belinda Hernandez
Graduate Student
Duke University, United States

I am a Ph.D Graduate Student at Duke University. My graduate program 
is the University Program in Genetics and Genomics. My mentor is Dr. 
Catherine Bowes Rickman. My project involves studying the role of RPE 
exosomes in Age-related macular degeneration.

belinda.hernandez@duke.edu
National Eye Institute URM Travel Awardee

Photoreceptor Disc Enclosure Is Tightly Controlled by Peripherin-2 
Oligomerization

Tylor Lewis
Postdoctoral Fellow
Duke University, United States

After finishing his graduate training at the Medical College of Wisconsin 
with Joseph Besharse, Tylor Lewis started his Postdoctoral Fellow in 
Vadim Arshavsky’s lab at Duke University. Tylor is broadly interested 
in the biology of photoreceptor cells in both health and disease. His 
current work focuses on the molecular components involved in the 
development and maintenance of the photoreceptor outer segment. 

tylor.lewis@duke.edu 
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Acsl6 is a major regulator of DHA pool in the retina

Ekaterina Lobanova
Assistant Professor
University of Florida, United States

Dr. Lobanova is an Assistant Professor at the University of Florida. 
Her laboratory studies mechanisms connecting proteostasis and 
lipid metabolism in photoreceptors. She received PhD in Biophysics 
from Lomonosov Moscow State University (Moscow, Russia) and she 
completed her Postdoctoral Fellow training at Harvard and 
Duke Universities. 

elobanova@ufl.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Ultrastructural analysis of the Cep290 mutant axoneme in mouse 
photoreceptor cilia

Abigail Moye
Postdoctoral Fellow
Baylor College of Medicine

My scientific research interests developed as an undergraduate in a 
neuroscience project mapping the synergistic interactions of three 
neuromodulators – serotonin, dopamine, and GABA – in the central 
nervous system (CNS) of crayfish under Dr. Brian Antonsens direction 
at Marshall University. Once I started my graduate training, my research 
interests narrowed to sensory neuronal function in Dr. Visvanathan 
Ramamurthy’s lab at West Virginia University. I developed a knockout 
mouse model mimicking patient phenotypes using the CRISPR-Cas9 
system. I examined the roles for ARL2BP in the development of the 
connecting cilium and outer segment compartment in photoreceptor 
neurons. I have taken the training I received at WVU to Baylor College 
of Medicine in Dr. Theodore Wensel’s lab, where I am expanding my 
knowledge and skills using new and powerful techniques to study an 
essential ciliary protein, CEP290, and its role in photoreceptors. There 
are various mutations in CEP290, leading to a myriad of phenotypes in 
patients, collectively referred to as ciliopathies. Often these phenotypes 
include blindness. Using multiple mutant Cep290 mouse models, I 
am investigating the role and localization of CEP290 in photoreceptor 
cells. To further develop the needed skills for an independent career, I 
chose to focus in biochemistry and the use of molecular technology 
and structural analysis, while staying in the field of retinal biology. My 
long-term career interests include becoming a principal investigator at a 
university that studies the development of cutting-edge technology and 
hereditary diseases, puzzles for which there is no easy answer.

amoye@bcm.edu 
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Inhibition of NFkB signaling promotes neuron regeneration in the 
mammalian retina

Isabella Palazzo
Graduate Student
The Ohio State Universtiy, United States

I am currently a 5th year Neuroscience PhD candidate at the Ohio 
State University working the lab of Dr. Andy Fischer. My work 
focuses on investigating the cell signaling pathways and molecular 
mechanisms that regulate Müller glia reprogramming, progenitor cell 
proliferation, and neuronal differentiation in the retina across species. 
My research has particular focus on neuroimmune interactions in 
the retina and the influence neuroinflammation has on Müller glia 
reprogramming.

palazzo.7@osu.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

The need to cycle: dominant negative mutations in the small GTPase Arl3 
lead to rod nuclear migration defects

Jillian Pearring
Assistant Professor
University of Michigan, United States

I study how photoreceptors, the sensory neurons detecting photon 
of light that enter the eye, form and maintain their light-sensing outer 
segment. Photoreceptors are polarized, sensory cells that relay the 
light signal to downstream retinal interneurons. At the distal end is the 
photoreceptor outer segment, a modified primary cilium that contains 
hundreds of tightly stacked disc membranes packed with the visual 
signal transduction proteins. Outer segment degeneration followed by 
photoreceptor cell death is a hallmark of inherited retinal degeneration 
in humans and many of the underlying genetic defects are associated 
with the structure and/or function of the photoreceptor cilium. My 
research program emphasizes studying how defects in trafficking 
to the ciliary outer segment impacts the formation and function of 
photoreceptors. Ultimately, this research will grow our understanding 
of cell biological principles as well as provide a foundation to develop 
therapeutic strategies for patients suffering from retinal degenerative 
diseases.

pearring@umich.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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The Aii Amacrine Cell in a Pathoconnectome of Early Retinal Remodeling

Rebecca Pfeiffer
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Utah Moran Eye Center, United States 

r.pfeiffer@utah.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Leveraging transcriptomics for characterization of disease heterogeneity 
in Age-related Macular Degeneration

Rinki Ratnapriya
Instructor
Baylor College of Medicine, United States 

Dr. Ratnapriya has a broad background and training in human genetics, 
genomics and molecular biology. She is interested in applying functional 
genomic approaches to understand the genetic basis of retinal and 
macular degenerative diseases. Dr. Ratnapriya received her bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees from the University of Delhi, Delhi, and carried 
out her doctoral work at the Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced 
Scientific Research, Bangalore. She did her Postdoctoral Fellow training 
at the National Eye Institute, NIH where she worked extensively on the 
identification of the causal genes/variants and underlying mechanisms 
in monogenic and complex eye diseases. She has particularly focused 
on uncovering causal genes in Age-related Macular Degeneration 
(AMD), which is a complex, multifactorial disease with 34 genetic loci 
identified through genome-wide association studies (GWAS). Elucidating 
the functional relevance of genetic findings in such complex traits is a 
daunting task as most risk factors are non-coding, and we have little 
insight into the causal genes and disease mechanisms. Her recent work 
of integrating the AMD risk variants with the expression data in >500 
human donor retina from normal and AMD patients provided the first 
key insights into the role of gene expression dysregulation on the risk 
of AMD. This data has expanded the genetic landscape of AMD and 
created a useful resource for post-GWAS interpretation of multifactorial 
ocular traits. At Baylor College of Medicine, she has been developing 
a research program to further bridge the gap between genetic 
predisposition and biological mechanisms in AMD. Her research resides 
at the interface of functional and computational genomics, with an 
emphasis on understanding the role of variable gene expression driven 
by non-coding cis-regulatory sequence variation in the context of AMD.  
These approaches are aimed at elucidating the disease circuitry by 
extracting valuable information from large genomic, transcriptomic and 
epigenetic data with an overreaching goal of identifying novel targets for 
therapeutic interventions.

rpriya@bcm.edu 
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Regulation of Retinal Regeneration by the Extracellular Matrix Protein 
Nephronectin

Dmitri Serjanov
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Notre Dame, United States

I completed my graduate work under Dr. William Brunken at Upstate 
Medical University, investigating the role of the Extracellular Matrix (ECM) 
in retinal development. Currently, I am a postdoc in Dr. David Hyde’s 
lab at the University of Notre Dame, where my research focuses on 
the role of ECM in retinal regeneration. My long term research interest 
lies in understanding the role of the ECM in retinal development and 
regeneration. Of particular interest to me are the processes guiding the 
choices of retinal progenitor cells and Müller glia to enter or exit the cell 
cycle.

dserjano@nd.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Enhancing Muller glia-mediated retinal regeneration in the adult mouse 
retina via combinations of proneural transcription factors.

Levi Todd
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Washington, United States

Levi Todd completed his PhD in the lab of Dr. Andrew Fischer at the 
Ohio State University in 2017. During his PhD work he studied cell 
signaling pathways that influenced neuroprotection and regeneration in 
the avian and mouse retina. He is currently a Postdoctoral Fellow fellow 
in the lab of Dr. Thomas Reh at the University of Washington, where 
he primarily works on strategies to stimulate neural regeneration in the 
mammalian retina.

ljtodd@uw.edu 
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Regulation of red cone fate by thrb

Leo Volkov
Graduate Student
Washington University School of Medicine, United States

I am currently a Neuroscience PhD student in the lab of Joe Corbo 
studying the role of thyroid hormone receptor beta (thrb) on red cone 
development in the zebrafish retina. In the past, I had been trained as 
an undergraduate and technician in Andy Fischer’s lab studying the 
role of signaling pathways in Müller Glia-mediated retinal regeneration. 
Generally I am interested in gene regulatory mechanisms that guide 
retinal development.  I hope that by attending the BrightFocus Macular 
Fast Track workshop, I’ll learn more about the mechanisms that guide 
the development and degeneration of the human macula.

leo.volkov@wustl.edu
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee

Generation and characterization of human retinal organoids from gene-
corrected induced pluripotent stem cell lines as a new patient-specific model 
to study LCA5-associated retinal disease

Tess Afanasyeva
Graduate Student,
Radboudumc, Netherlands

Tess.Afanasyeva@radboudumc.nl
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee

Impaired cholesterol efflux in retinal pigment epithelium of individuals 
with juvenile macular degeneration

Yi-Ting Tsai
Postdoctoral Fellow
Columbia University, United States

Dr. Yi-Ting Tsai received his PhD from Columbia University. He is 
currently working as a staff research scientist with Dr. Stephen Tsang and 
Dr. Kam Leong in the Biomedical Engineering department.

His research focus encompasses two distinct, yet complementary areas: 
the molecular basis of inherited retinal degenerative diseases and gene 
editing-oriented therapy – especially using viral vectors as tools for 
therapeutic genome surgery. His career goal is to develop medicine to 
cure inherited disease.

woofung@gmail.com 
National Eye Institute Travel Awardee
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Glycative stress compromises p62-selective autophagy and 
retinal Cx43 turnover

Eloy Bejarano Fernandez
Assistant Professor
University CEU Cardenal Herrera, Spain

The primary focus throughout my research career has been within 
the field of molecular and  cellular biology with an emphasis on 
the characterization of molecular mechanisms involved  in the 
turnover of organelles/proteins and understanding the effects of their 
malfunctioning on cellular damage and proteotoxicity during aging. 
I devoted over a decade acquiring a broad range of methodological 
skills and strong background in experimental procedures for analysis of 
degradation pathways. I obtained this training in prestigious research 
centers including the Institut Curie, the Albert Einstein College of 
Medicine and the Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research Center 
on Aging. I gained extensive experience in biochemical methods, 
proteomics analysis, transgenic animal models and different image-
based procedures including high-throughput techniques to analyze 
direct intercellular communication and proteolytic pathways. 

 In 2013, I was promoted to Junior Faculty in the Developmental & 
Molecular Biology department. I started to perform independent studies 
exploring the role of autophagy in aging and aging-related diseases 
under the umbrella of Dr. Cuervo’s research program. Although I was 
the recipient of a Marie Curie Fellowship, the most prestigious European 
Career Development Grant, I decided to join the HNRCA-Tufts in 
February 2016 to develop my scientific career before coming back to 
Spain. I was recruited by the Jean Mayer Human Nutrition Research 
Center on Aging (HNRCA) at Tufts University, Boston. I obtained a pilot 
funding from the USDA to explore the relationship between intercellular 
communication, glycemia and aging. As an investigator at the HNRCA, 
I was involved in the study of the interplay between autophagic 
and heterophagic pathways, exploring the role of autophagy  and 
intercellular communication in aging and aging-related diseases in 
the context of eye and brain physiology and nutritional manipulation. 
Recently I got a contract within Ramón y Cajal Programme (RYC) and 
was recruited by the CEU Cardenal Herrera University (Spain), where I 
am group leader of the Cellular Aging and Nutrition laboratory.

eloy.bejaranofernandez@uchceu.es
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee
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Evidence for a rod-to-cone lactate shuttle in the mammalian retina

Yiyi Chen
Graduate Student, University of Tuebingen, Germany
PhD student 

Bachelor and Master Degree in Soochow University. Residency training 
in The first affiliated hospital of Soochow University. Phd student in 
University of Tuebingen, Institute for Ophthalmic Research.

imyiyichen@gmail.com
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee

CRISPR/Cas9-based rescue of deep-intronic ABCA4 variant c.5197-557G>T 
in patient-derived photoreceptor precursor cells

Pietro De Angeli
Graduate Student
Universitätsklinikum Tübingen, Germany

Over his bachelor’s and part of my master’s studies, Mr. Pietro De Angeli 
contributed to the development of an innovative protocol for enzyme 
replacement therapy at the University of Urbino (IT). He particularly 
took part in the engineering, production and purification of the human 
recombinant guanidinoacetate N-methyltransferase protein.

During his Master thesis, he then joined Dr. Leopold Part’s team at 
the Wellcome Sanger Institute, Cambridge (UK). There, he worked on 
genome editing projects focused on CRISPR-Cas9-based screens.

Subsequently, he moved to Germany and started working at the 
University Hospital Tübingen in Prof. Bernd Wissinger’s group. He has 
focused on the establishment of CRISPR-Cas9-based approaches 
to target deep-intronic variants in ABCA4, and he is now interested 
in expanding such applications to target genes relevant for retinitis 
pigmentosa.

Pietro.De-Angeli@med.uni-tuebingen.de
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee
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Peroxisomal Β-oxidation deficiency leads to early onset RPE cell 
dedifferentiation and lysosomal dysfunction

Sai Kocherlakota
Graduate Student
KU Leuven, Belgium

I am Sai Kocherlakota, a PhD student from the lab of Prof. Dr. 
Myriam Baes at KU Leuven, Belgium. My research project involves 
understanding the role of peroxisomes in the retinal pigment epithelial 
cells of the retina. 

My interest in biology started at a very young age, where I have always 
been inquisitive of various biological phenomena occurring in the 
nature. I studied B.Sc. and M.Sc. in Biosciences at Sri Sathya Sai Institute 
of Higher Learning, India. It was a course without any specialization, 
which is what I wanted because my goal was to study this wonderful 
subject as a whole. It gave me a lot of satisfaction to understand the 
basis of various biological processes. This, coupled with my desire 
to help others, soon made it clear to me that research is my career 
choice.

During my Masters, I sought to learn as many research techniques as 
possible. I took part in a summer research project, where I studied the 
role of metabolic derangement in Huntington’s disease. I continued 
in the path of studying neurodegeneration with my master’s thesis 
project in the same lab, where I shifted my focus to a similar but more 
extensive study on Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS), another serious 
neurodegenerative disease. The knowledge I obtained with these 
studies made me sensitive to the debilitative effects of these diseases 
and only solidified my conviction to pursue research. 

Today, numerous patients suffer from peroxisomal disorders. The 
degeneration seen in brain and liver of such patients are studied more 
frequently, while little is known about the damage to the retina and 
the eye in these patients. With my research, I hope to bridge this gap in 
knowledge, which can lead to the development of treatments towards 
a better life for these patients. I am very passionate about biological 
research as it provides me a way to contribute towards making the 
world a better place.

sai.kocherlakota@kuleuven.be 
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee
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Intravitreal administration of adalimumab delays retinal degeneration in 
rd10 mice

Lorena Olivares González
Postdoctoral Fellow
CIPF, Spain

I’m Lorena Olivares González, I got my Degree in Biology in 2012 
from the University of Valencia and my Master’s Degree in research in 
Molecular, Cellular and Genetics Biology in 2013 from the University 
of Valencia. I started my Doctoral Programme in Biomedicine and 
Biotechnology in 2014 as member of the group of Molecular Cellular 
Biomedicine and Genomics of the IIS La Fe. Since then, seven articles 
have been published in indexed international journals related to my 
work, being the first author of five of them. The thesis focuses on the 
study of different anti-inflammatory and antioxidant approaches for 
the treatment of Retinitis Pigmentosa. I submitted my doctoral thesis 
last November. Currently I am part of the Pathophysiology and Therapy 
for Vision Disorders Group in Principe Felipe Research Center led by 
Dr Rodrigo PhD, as a Postdoctoral Fellow researcher and our work 
continues to focus on that line.

lolivares@cipf.es 
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee

Tlr2 gene deletion delays retinal degeneration in two genetically distinct 
mouse models of retinitis pigmentosa.

Alonso Sánchez-Cruz
Postdoctoral Fellow
CENTRO DE INVESTIGACIONES BIOLÓGICAS MARGARITA SALAS CSIC, Spain

My name is Alonso Sánchez-Cruz and I am an early-career Postdoctoral 
Fellow researcher in Centro de Investigaciones Biológicas Margarita 
Salas (Madrid, Spain). I presented my PhD thesis at the end of 2020, 
which focused on the search for novel pharmacological treatments 
for retinitis pigmentosa in animal models, targeting inflammatory and 
pro-survival pathways. I am currently expanding and completing that 
research and looking for new and exciting career opportunities.

asanchezcruz@cib.csic.es
alonso101191@gmail.com
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee
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Functional analysis of CNGA3 variants associated with achromatopsia 
using an aequorin-based bioassay

Maria Solaki
Graduate Student
Eberhard Karls University of Tuebingen, Germany

Maria Solaki is a third-year Ph.D. student in Molecular Genetics at the 
Institute for Ophthalmic Research at the Eberhard Karls University of 
Tuebingen, Germany. She received her B.Sc. in Biology in 2016 and 
her M.Sc. in Molecular Cell Biology and Immunology in 2018 from the 
Eberhard Karls University of Tuebingen. As an aspiring master’s student, 
she obtained the opportunity to acquire substantial expertise in the 
research field of inherited retinal dystrophies by unraveling the genetic 
cause of retinal degeneration in patients with Retinitis Pigmentosa. Her 
main research interest during her doctoral studies centers on assessing 
the pathogenic impact of variants in the CNGA3 gene associated with 
achromatopsia. Therefore, she is currently developing a variant test 
and classification system for missense variants in the CNGA3 gene 
combining in silico and functional evaluation to enable unambiguous 
identification of pathogenic gene variants facilitating the right selection 
of patients for gene supplementation therapies regarding CNGA3-
associated achromatopsia.

maria.solaki@med.uni-tuebingen.de 
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee

SLC16A8 promoter, a Therapeutic Tool for Age-related Macular 
Degeneration

Lea Thiebault
Graduate Student
Sorbonne Université, France

I am currently a 3th-year graduate student in the lab of Dr.Thierry 
Léveillard at Sorbonne University, studying key elements regulating 
SLC16A8 promoter. We have injected mice with AAV9 vectors encoding 
a GFP reporter driven by candidate promoter regions of SLC16A8 
to narrow down the promoter of SLC16A8. This systematic in vivo 
approach will support a high throughput screening to find molecules 
which are able to regulate SLC16A8 expression and potentially 
treat AMD. As a PharmD, my long-term research interests involve 
understanding retinal degenerative diseases to find new therapeutic to 
treat disease.

lea.thiebault@inserm.fr
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee
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Systemic lipopolysaccharide exposure triggers Tlr4-dependent 
inflammatory responses in the mouse retina in vivo

Ioanna Tsioti
Graduate Student
University Hospital of Bern, Switzerland

I received a bachelor degree in Department of Biological Applications 
and Technology at the University of Ioannina, in Greece. I continued 
for a master degree in Basic Biomedical Sciences, Genetic Engineering 
and Stem Cells, at the Medical School Department, University of 
Ioannina, in Greece. My master thesis had as a subject the “Study of 
the Neurovascular Unit (NVU) of the mouse brain after LPS-induced 
systemic inflammation” under the supervision of Dr. Dimitra Thomaidou 
at the Laboratory of Neural Stem Cells and Neuroimaging Group, 
Department of Neurobiology, Hellenic Institute of Pasteur, Athens, in 
Greece.

Currently, I am a 3rd year PhD student in Ocular Immunology 
Laboratory of Dr. Martin S. Zinkernagel at the Department of 
Ophthalmology, University Hospital of Bern, in Switzerland. During my 
PhD thesis, I am interested in studying the contribution of microglia 
and monocyte-derived macrophages cells in the progression of several 
retinal diseases in order to target these cells as potential therapeutic 
goals. In our research group, we have established two in vivo models the 
LPS-induced retinal inflammation and the Choroidal Neovascularization 
(CNV) model. In the first model, lipopolysaccharide (LPS) which is an 
endotoxin from gram-negative bacteria is used in order to initiate 
systemic and retinal inflammatory responses. In the CNV model laser 
photocoagulation is implemented to disrupt the Bruch membrane and 
to formate new abnormal blood vessels beneath the retina and into the 
choroid.

ioanna.tsioti@extern.insel.ch 
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee
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A potential neuroprotective role for pyruvate kinase 2 in retinal 
degeneration

Jiaming Zhou
Graduate Student
Lund University, Sweden

My name is Jiaming Zhou, and I graduated from Guangzhou Medical 
University and completed my master project in University of Glasgow. 
With the long-term purpose of continuous contribution in medicine 
and science, I am highly motivated to develop my professional career in 
academia. Since mid-September 2018, I was excited to participate my 
early stage researcher (ESR) project / PhD thesis within the transMed 
consortium in Prof. Per Ekström's Lab (Lund University) in Sweden and 
works on genes and proteins under modulation of cGMP-PKG system 
in normal vs. disease retina.

Activities:

A presentation with the title “proteins controlled by cGMP-dependent 
(PKG) protein kinase in normal and degenerating retinas”. in 2019 Young 
Researcher Vision Camp.

Grants:

Research grant from The Fund of the Hedda and Hohn Forssman 
Foundation (2019)

Research grant from Gun and Bertil Stohne’s Foundation (2019)

Travell grant from Faculty of Medicine of Lund University (2019)

jiaming.zhou@med.lu.se
Pro Retina Germany Travel Awardee
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Macular carotenoids Lutein and Zeaxanthin Reduce A2E and iso-A2E Levels 
and Improve Visual Performance in  Abca4-/-/Bco2-/- Double Knockout 
Mice

Arunkumar Ranganathan
Postdoctoral Fellow
University of Utah, United States

Arunkumar Ranganathan completed his Masters in Biotechnology from 
Bharathiyar University, Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, India and completed 
his Doctorate in Biotechnology from CSIR-Central Food Technological 
University, Mysore (University of Mysore), Karnataka, India. During his 
doctorate, he worked on the thesis entitled “Polymer-lipid hybrid lutein 
nanoencapsules and evaluation of its bioefficacy in mice retina”. He was 
awarded Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR)-Senior Research 
Fellowship award and international travel grants from DBT, DST, CICS, 
and ICMR. Being trained and expertise in multi-disciplinary fields such 
as Food Science and Technology, Biotechnology, Nanotechnology, 
Biochemistry and, Molecular Biology. His interest in macular carotenoids 
leads him to join as a post-doctoral research fellow in Dr. Paul S. 
Bernstein’s lab at John A. Moran Eye Center, University of Utah where 
he is investigating the role of carotenoids-pigments that provide color 
to plants and natural organisms-can also prevent retinal diseases in 
the human eye. He has more than ten years of research experience in 
the field of carotenoid biochemistry and has more than three years of 
research experience as post-doctoral researcher. He works on research 
project that involves working with several KO mice to test specific 
hypotheses and predictions about the physiological and protective 
roles of carotenoids in enhancing visual function and combatting 
degenerative diseases of the retina ranging from ROP to Stargardt 
disease to AMD. He is interested in optimizing In vitro and In vivo 
models for macular pigment uptake and bioefficacy studies to mimic 
the human system and also in studying carotenoid cleavage enzymes 
(BCO1 and BCO2) and their regulatory protein (ISX), and carotenoid 
transport proteins (SRB1 and CD36) in assuring stability and specificity 
of carotenoid uptake into the retina. He has published several high-
impact, peer-reviewed papers and served as a reviewer for numerous 
journals, institute committees, and student bodies. He is a member of 
the International Carotenoid Society (ICS), Association for Research in 
Vision and Ophthalmology (ARVO), and Association of Food Scientists 
and Technologists (AFSTI). Recently, he was awarded ARVO-Retina 
research foundation travel grant 2021, RD and BrightFocus macular fast 
track travel grant 2021.

Arunkumar.Ranganathan@hsc.utah.edu
BrightFocus Foundation Travel Awardee
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