Turning the Page,

Embracing the Future

When the calendar turned over to 2025, we took time to reflect on
the past year and to look ahead to the new year.

The year 2024 demonstrated the mission of both the department
of neurosurgery and department of neurological sciences in
patient care, education, research, and outreach.

Changing the world through research is a central part of the
department neurological sciences (DONS) mission. UNMC
researchers were among the top 2% of researchers in their fields.
At UNMC over 100 current and former members were recognized,
including DONS faculty members. The 2024 Distinguished
Scientist Award ceremony also saluted DONS faculty for
continued excellence in research. We extend our congratulations
to all UNMC current and former researchers.

Clinicians carry a heavy load not only in the clinic but also in
outreach efforts. Those in the department of neurosurgery and
DONS continued to show their strength during this past year. The
Parkinson’s Disease Patient and Caregiver Symposium hosted
over 600 patients and caregivers. A collaboration among the Great
Plains IDeA-CTR, the Nebraska Rural Health Association, and

the rural community in Nebraska formed Nebraska Rural Health
Connect to address the gap within critical access hospitals and
rural health clinics across Nebraska. With health system dynamics,
clinical work also needs leaders who put the pieces together. The
2025 Health Management Academy Physician Leadership Program
provides clinicians with this leadership training.
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Turning the Page from pg.1

Whether locally, nationally, or internationally, researchers and
clinicians continued their education through various meetings and
events. We not only learned, but we also taught. UNMC hosted
Ukranian healthcare professionals. UNMC senior faculty and
students traveled to Veracruz, Mexico, to continue its partnership
with the University of Anahuac Veracruz.

Al (artificial intelligence) has been in the news for technology,
Matthew Rizzo, MD, FAAN industry, business, and health care. The 2024 Great Plains IDeA
Frances and Edgar Reynolds CTR Scientific Meeting addressed Al in the transformation of

Professor and Chair health care and patient outcomes.
Department of Neurological

Sciences Community outreach has gone beyond our borders. UNMC

Student Alliance for Global Health organized a toy drive for
Ukrainian children affected by the on-going war. This drive
continues into the new year.

Our departments continue to grow with new staff. We count on
each other. Enjoy reading highlights on new staff.

We cannot do our jobs alone. Support from philanthropists is
integral to our organizations. We honor the late Howard Hawks
and his family.

Our 2024 grant funding and publications, along with continued
Aviva Abosch, MD, PhD education and community outreach, prepare us to embrace and

Nancy A. Keegan & Donald R. shape the future.
Voelte, Jr. Professor and Chair

Department of Neurosurgery .
We wish all of you a wonderful year!

Howard Fox, MD, PhD

Senior Associate Dean,
Research and Development,
College of Medicine

Professor, Department of
Neurological Sciences
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Researchers Continue to Make an Impact

UNMC researchers are among the top 2% of all researchers in the world in their fields. Stanford
University released its yearly research rankings. This ranking is based on the 2016 work by Stanford
Professor John P. A. loannidis and colleagues who created an indicator using several citation
metrics. The group analyzed the work of more than 6 million scientists worldwide and ranked them
in their field of study (loannidis, et al. 2016). The report has been released annually since 2019.

At UNMC, over 100 current and former faculty members were recognized in the most

recent database of the 100,000 top-cited scientists. Included in that list were Howard S. Fox, MD,
PhD, Bernd Fritzsch, PhD, and Matthew Rizzo, MD, FAAN, from the Department of Neurological
Sciences. A complete list of UNMC researchers is available in UNMC Today, December 13, 2024.

Bernd Fritzch, PhD

UNMC Interim Chancellor H. Dele Davies, MD, said, “Research is an integral part of UNMC's mission
to create healthier futures for people in Nebraska and beyond,” Davies said. “We are excited to see so
many current and former UNMC investigators recognized as among the most influential in their field.”

UNMC Vice Chancellor for Research Ken Bayles, PhD, said, “These rankings are yet another
indicator of the productivity of our talented faculty and the impact of their research on the broader
research community.”

UNMC 2024 Distinguished Scientist Award Ceremony

Over 500 faculty investigators at
UNMC are solving today’s critical
medical questions and inspiring

the next generation of providers

and researchers. Since 2006, the
University of Nebraska Medical
Center has honored those researchers
during the Distinguished Scientist
Award ceremony.

Vice Chancellor for Research Ken
Bayles, PhD, said, “This is an annual
celebration of UNMC research

and researchers, including their
collaborators and supporters, and
the impact we have regionally and
around the world. My congratulations
to all those being honored.”

The Department of Neurological
Sciences is proud to recognize
Associate Professor Bethany Lowndes,
PhD, MPH, who was honored as a
New Investigator at the ceremony on
November 14, 2024. New Investigator
Awards go to outstanding UNMC
scientists who in the past two years
have secured their first funding from
the National Institutes of Health, the
Department of Defense, or other
national sources. New Investigators

also had to demonstrate scholarly
activity, such as publishing their
research or presenting their findings
at national conventions. Dr. Lowndes
joined UNMC in 2018. Her research
focus has been on human-centered
engineering.

Dr. Lowndes shared why research

is important in the world today, “As
medical treatments and healthcare
practices advance, the systems
supporting care delivery become
more complex. This complexity
leaves healthcare systems
vulnerable to errors, high workload
for clinicians, and functioning with
siloed procedures and practices.
Research in healthcare delivery

can take a principled approach to
identify these vulnerabilities, develop
human-centered solutions, and guide
sustainable implementation. These
research efforts are invaluable for
informing the future of healthcare
delivery and optimizing safety, patient
experience, and clinician wellbeing.

My research will make a difference
because people come first. Patient-
centered care is successful through

multidisciplinary approaches. Through
Human Factors and Ergonomics, |
collaborate with clinicians to assess,
co-develop, and implement solutions
that meet the needs of all users on
the team. | apply what we know about
people—their abilities, characteristics,
preferences, and limitations—to
inform the design of equipment,
environments in which they work,
and their workflow. Research and
innovative development by my team
will enhance safety and well-being.”

We also extend our congratulations

to Hamid Band, MD, PhD, who was
honored as the UNMC 2024 Scientist
Laureate, and all those recognized at
the ceremony. Read the entire program

Bethany Lowndes, PhD, MPH


https://go.unmc.edu/impact
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4930269/
https://www.unmc.edu/research/distinguished-scientists?

We I come .’ New Faculty & Staff

PHYSICIAN

LEADERSHIP

by Shari Griffin

Congratulations to Michele
Aizenberg, MD, who was selected
for the 2025 Health Management
Academy Physician Leadership
Program. Dr. Aizenberg will

tackle a nine-month program that
develops clinical physicians for
physician leadership. Dr. Aizenberg
will learn how her role plays in the
larger health system dynamic.

“Being selected for this opportunity
is exciting for me as | want to
continue to leverage my clinical
experience and expertise to
foster growth for our organization.
The exposure | will have in our
business and industry as well
as networking opportunities will
equip me with the necessary
tools to continue to add value and
improvements and enable change,
said Dr. Aizenberg.

”

Dr. Aizenberg will learn how to
balance priorities that include
budget control and workforce
optimization all while tapping into
her professional network.

Michele Aizenberg, MD

Luther Mardock

Luther Mardock grew up in Schuyler, Nebraska and joined
the Department of Neurological Sciences as Chief Scientific
Administrator for the IDeA-CTR; Instructor, Department of
Neurological Sciences, College of Medicine. His interests
include Human-Centered Design in Healthcare and Health
Sciences Education. “Working with UNMC has given me
incredible opportunities to develop my professional skills,
especially related to writing and communicating complex
regulatory and accreditation requirements.”

Three interesting facts about me:

I’'m an avid motorcyclist and teach beginning and intermediate Motorcycle
Safety Foundation courses in Omaha and Lincoln

| also teach English Composition as an adjunct faculty at several local
community colleges

I live just a couple of blocks from campus with my wife, daughter, and our dog.

Diane Ratigan-Schmidt

Diane Ratigan-Schmidt grew up in Omaha, Nebraska,
and joins the Department of Neurological Sciences as
an instructor and Director of Workforce Strategy. She
leads and consults in organizational transformation,
strategic employee engagement, strategic performance
management, leadership development, talent review,
strategic planning, road-mapping, future-visioning, and
team collaboration.

Diane is finishing her book “Healing Organizational Trauma” centered around
well-being and translational organizational healing methodologies. She is also

an immersive facilitator, keynote speaker, and consultant, having worked with a
wide range of organizations, including UNMC Chancellor’s Office & Chancellor’s
Leadership Team, UNMC Academic Affairs, UNMC College of Pharmacy, and more.

Three interesting facts about me:

I am a mom to four incredible kids, including one UNMC doctor.

| am absolutely obsessed with the beautiful hills on the UNMC campus and
walking them as often as | can (running them when I’'m in better shape).

| use rock and roll music as my own personal therapy and always have several
concerts booked (sometimes four a month).
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Society for Neuroscience
2024 Annual Meeting

by Anna Dunaevsky, PhD, Professor

Members of the Department of
Neurological Sciences made a
strong showing at the annual Society
for Neuroscience (SfN) meeting

in Chicago October 5-9, 2024. In a
week jam-packed with mini-sessions,
lectures, workshops, posters, and
panels, thousands of neuroscientists
from around the world gathered to
share the latest and greatest ideas
and discoveries in neuroscience.

As part of a symposium on ‘Cortical
neural circuits for motor learning at
spine, dendrite, and network level,
Anna Dunaevsky, PhD, Professor

and Director of the Cognitive
Neuroscience of Development

& Aging Center, gave a talk titled
“Dendritic spine dynamics and AMPA
receptor trafficking impairments

with motor skill learning in Fragile

X syndrome.” This presentation
described the work we performed

in a mouse model of FXS. Here, we
performed in vivo multiphoton
imaging of synapses and the
neurotransmitter receptors within the
synapses at different stages of motor
skill training. We found that formation
of new synapses and accumulation of
receptors that occur in control mice is
impaired in the mouse model of FXS.

Padmashri Ragunathan, PhD,
Assistant Professor, Developmental
Neuroscience, also attended the
conference. Her lab presented a
poster titled “Effects of prenatal
alcohol exposure on the auditory
system.” In this study, the effect

of chronic low to moderate-level
exposure to alcohol in utero

on the GABAergic interneuron
populations in the primary auditory
cortex was examined in a mouse
model of maternal voluntary
alcohol consumption throughout
gestation. The data from this

ongoing study point toward layer-
specific susceptibilities of inhibitory
neurotransmission in the primary
auditory cortex in mice prenatally
exposed to alcohol.

Kelly Stauch, PhD, Associate
Professor and Seahorse Core Director,
presented a poster on “Chronic

glial activation and behavioral
alterations induced by acute/subacute
pioglitazone treatment in a mouse
model of traumatic brain injury.”
Using a controlled cortical impact
mouse model of TBI, this work
revealed that although pioglitazone
has been shown to lead to attenuated
TBI outcomes acutely, long-term
deleterious consequences, including
disruption of tau homeostasis,
chronic glial activation, neuronal
pathology, and worsened injury
severity are observed chronically,
with male mice being more
susceptible than female mice. Further,
male pioglitazone-treated TBI mice
exhibited increased dominant and
offensive-like behavior while having

a decreased nonsocial exploring
behavior.

The SfN Conference is a great
learning opportunity for students.
Alexandria Anding, graduate student
research assistant in Dr. Dunaevsky’s
lab, presented a poster titled
“Investigating the role of astrocytes in
deficient sleep in Fragile X syndrome.
Nashanthea Roland, graduate student
in Dr. Stauch’s lab, presented a poster
titled “APOE4 induces synaptic
mitochondrial cholesterol, proteome,
and Daniel Estrella, graduate student
with Dr. Stauch, presented a poster
titled “Increased diapedesis across
the blood-brain-barrier and impaired
T-cell populations in a Pink1/Parkin
dual knockout model of Parkinson’s
disease.”

”

Applauds to Ms. Anding, who was
accepted to the Neuroscience
Scholars Program and to Mr. Estrella,
who received the SfN 2024 Trainee
Professional Development Award.
Mr. Estrella also received the “UNMC
Center for Heart and Vascular
Research Trainee Award.”

Congratulations to all who presented

their work at SfN. We look forward to

seeing you at the 2025 SfN meeting in
San Diego.

Alexandria Anding

Daniel Estrella

Nashanthea Roland

WINTER 2025 | 5



Annual Neurocritical
Care Conference

by Subin Mathews, MD, MBBS

The Neurocritical Care Division at UNMC (MDs and APPs) attended the Annual
Neurocritical Care Conference held from October 14-17, 2024, in San Diego
Andrew Brown, MD, presented his research on the safety of tirofiban, a drug to
prevent blood clots from forming, following carotid stenting for acute ischemic
stroke. This annual meeting provides a valuable opportunity for professionals
from various disciplines within neurocritical care to come together, exchange
insights, and discuss the latest advancements, research, and best practices in
the field.

Mexico International Consortium

Attending the Annual Neurocritical Care Conference:
Subin Mathew, MD, Andrew Brown, MD, Austin Clark, NP,
Tori Fenger, NP. Monica Johnson, MD, and Daryl Gress, MD

by Bruce Grogan

In 2016, UNMC College of Public
Health initiated a partnership with
the University of Anahuac Veracruz
(UAV), Veracruz, Mexico. The shared
vision of this partnership is to build
on the successes experienced by the
UNMC medical Spanish program, the
annual global health course taught

in Veracruz by UNMC faculty, annual
service-learning trips for UNMC
students, and the annual international
health fair conducted in numerous
communities surrounding the
campuses in Xalapa and Cordoba.

This important partnership continues
today and has evolved in ways that will
enhance the benefits of both UAV and
UNMC faculty and students, as well as
the communities that we each serve.

The next phase in the expansion of
the partnership will focus on UNMC's
support in the development of
research infrastructure and related
portfolio, and beginning in the
summer of 2025, the bi-directional
exchange of students and faculty.

To design an effective and proactive
program, a senior delegation from
UNMC traveled to Veracruz for several
days in early October 2024 to engage
in planning meetings focusing on the
design and implementation schedule
for these activities. The UNMC team
was led by Jane Meza, PhD, interim
vice chancellor for academic affairs,
and Ken Bayles, PhD, vice chancellor
for research. They were joined by Jeff

Harrison, MD, chair of the department
of family medicine; Matt Rizzo, MD,
FAAN, FANA, chair of the department
of neurological sciences; Harnoor
Dhaliwal, associate executive director
of the Scott Scholars Program,
University of Nebraska Omaha; and
Armando De Alba, MD, MPH, PhD,
associate professor and assistant
dean, department of family medicine.

According to Dr. Rizzo, “This
partnership opens doors for two
nations. It's not just about swapping
ideas — it's about tackling real health
issues together. By joining forces,
we are creating global opportunities
that will benefit neurology and
neurosciences education, discovery,
and care for all the communities we
share and serve.”

Some members of the UNMC delegation to the University of Anahuac Veracruz, Mexico this past October: Armando De Alba, MD, MPH, PhD,
associate professor and assistant dean, department of family medicine; Harnoor Dhaliwal, associate co-executive director, Scott Scholars
Program, college of medicine; Ken Bayles, PhD, vice chancellor of research; Jane Meza, PhD, interim vice chancellor for academic affairs;
and Matt Rizzo, MD, FAAN, FANA, chair of the department of neurological sciences.
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2024 Great Plains IDeA CTR Scientific Meeting:
Leveraging Al and Innovative Study Designs to
Transform Healthcare and Improve Patient Outcomes

by Emily Frankel and Casey Allen

In October, the NIH-funded GP IDeA-Clinical Translational
Research (CTR) Network held its 8th Annual Scientific
Meeting, focused on the theme Leveraging Al and
Innovative Study Designs to Transform Healthcare and
Improve Patient Outcomes. This hybrid event attracted
134 in-person attendees and 47 virtual participants,
representing a diverse audience of UNMC faculty, staff,
students, external partners, and members of the public.

The meeting opened with a keynote address by Chris
Lindsell, PhD, exploring Contemporary Clinical Trials:
Current Advances and the Role of Al. Dr. Lindsell’s talk set
the tone for the conference by highlighting advancements
in Al-driven clinical trials and their potential to transform
healthcare delivery.

Following the keynote, attendees were engaged by

Erin lturriaga, DNP, MSN, RN, who presented From
Fundamentals to Frontiers: The Journey of Basic Science
into Transformative Technology, bridging foundational
research with real-world applications. Susan Gregurick, PhD,
shared insights into High-impact Data-centric Programs and
NIH Funding Opportunities, emphasizing opportunities for

researchers to engage with innovative data-centric initiatives.

The keynote speakers concluded with Glen Hazlewood, MD,
PhD, FRCPC, who detailed Automation and Efficiencies in
Systematic Reviews and Guidelines, showcasing how Al and
automation are redefining evidence synthesis.

A key feature of the meeting was a dynamic panel

discussion on data sharing and management, which
featured perspectives from representatives of local

Nebraska Neurological
Society Annual Meeting

by Subin Mathews, MD, MBBS

institutions. This dialogue underscored the critical role of
collaboration and data stewardship in advancing clinical
and translational research.

The Annual CTR Superstar competition was a highlight

of the event. Siwei Zhao, PhD, received top honors for his
innovative project, A Novel and Efficacious Electrotaxis
System for Enhancing Chronic Skin Wound Healing, earning
a $35,000 award to propel his groundbreaking work. This
competition, aimed at raising awareness of CTR, recognizes
promising scholars developing innovative tools for
healthcare applications.

Melanie Menning, MD, MPH, was named Community
Collaborator of the Year for her unwavering dedication

to Omaha’s underserved and refugee communities. A
Spanish-speaking provider at OneWorld Community Health
Center and an associate professor, department of family
medicine with the UNMC College of Medicine, Dr. Menning
partners with community health workers to address cultural
and linguistic barriers, with a focus on diabetes education
and cancer prevention. Her efforts to create culturally
adapted educational materials have built trust and improved
health outcomes in marginalized populations.

The Annual Scientific Meeting exemplified the power of
collaboration, offering a vibrant platform for stakeholders to
exchange ideas and forge new partnerships. By addressing
cutting-edge topics like artificial intelligence, innovative
study designs, and community engagement, the meeting
reaffirmed its commitment to advancing translational
research and improving healthcare outcomes for all.

Additionally, Dr. Mitchell
Floura, one of our PGY-2
residents, presented a
compelling case series
on rare presentations of
West Nile Virus. Several
other residents also showcased

NEI SKA
NELUNIJLOGICAL
SOCIETY

The Nebraska State Neurological
Society proudly hosted the 3rd
Annual Fall Meeting on November
2,2024, at The View at West

Shores. This meeting provided an
outstanding educational opportunity
for neurologists, neurology residents,
and ARNPs/PAs to learn and
showcase their research.

This year’s guest speakers—Daniel
M. Goldenholz, MD, PhD, James Hillis,
MBBS, DPhil, and Matthew Rizzo, MD,

FAAN—delivered insightful talks on the
recent and upcoming applications of
deep learning and artificial intelligence
in clinical neurology. While highlighting
the significant potential of Al, they also
discussed challenges such as data
quality, ethical considerations, and the
inherent complexities of applying data
science in healthcare. Dr. Hillis and Dr.
Goldenholz emphasized the promise of
Al in automating image interpretation
tasks, accurately identifying brain

structures, and detecting abnormalities.

their innovative research projects,
contributing to an engaging and
productive meeting for all attendees.

Nebraska Neurological Society Fall Meeting



Parkinson’s Disease Patient
and Caregiver Symposium

by Mara Seier, MD

The UNMC Department of Neurological
Sciences’ annual Parkinson’s Disease
Patient and Caregiver Symposium

was held on November 13, 2024, at the
Embassy Suites La Vista Conference
Center.

This six-hour event included topics
ranging from Parkinson’s disease
diagnosis and management,
Parkinson’s disease research updates,
cognitive changes in Parkinson’s
disease, deep brain stimulation for
Parkinson’s disease, and the role of

therapy and diet in Parkinson’s disease.
The event wrapped up with a question-
and-answer session from our own
Parkinson’s disease movement disorder
specialists.

The event was free to attendees,

and nearly 600 patients and family
members registered at the conference.
Speakers included Miguel Situ, MD;
Erin Cameron-Smith, MD; Emmy Smith,
EdD; Pamela May-Weeks, PhD, ABPP;
Josue Avecillas-Chasin, MD, PhD;
Carolin Curtze, PhD; Jenna Wuebker,

Ukrainian Surgeons Visit UNMC

In a remarkable display of global
collaboration and knowledge exchange,
a group of five Ukrainian surgeons
visited UNMC in November to share
their experience on polytrauma and
injuries of war. Prominent Ukrainian
trauma surgeons, named the 2024 Ben
Nelson Fellows, visited the College of
Medicine as part of a broader annual
initiative by the Open World Program.

The Department of Neurological
Sciences and the Department

of Neurosurgery greeted them
wholeheartedly at a luncheon and other
informal gatherings.

Their stories of courage and resilience
were astounding. Drs. Viktor Panichey,
Hryhorii Petruk, and Olegsandr
Gladushenko, who work at the large
tertiary care centers in Kyiv and
Vinnytsia, told us about their daily
duties of performing surgeries in

the dim lights of generator-powered
ORs under constant air raid sirens.

As surgeries frequently last through
midnight, doctors often sleep at the
hospitals and do not see their families
for several days.

Other doctors described their service
at the frontlines, which comes with
different challenges. Dr. Victor
Romanchuk, the head of the Central
Region Military Unit, has worked as
a military surgeon for over a decade.
He shared the details of his recent

remarkable initiative on streamlining
the evacuation process and setting up
the early stabilization units for injured
soldiers, which significantly reduced
mortality. He stated that his medical
unit’s record-keeping and triage
processes are unsophisticated and
concise. “During mass casualties, when
we receive 20-30 patients simultaneously,
we promptly attend to the silent victims,
as they are the most critical ones, before
helping the patients who cry, even
though it is emotionally difficult,” stated
Dr. Romanchuk. Neurosurgery resident
Dr. Andrii Svyst, who currently serves in
a medical military unit in Donbas, stated
that it will be difficult for him to return to
his civilian neurosurgery practice after
his traumatizing experience in Donbas.
“My OR in a bunker is as large as a closet,”
shared Dr. Svyst, “but | can do a lot of
things with a fork and a screwdriver
because oftentimes this is all we have.”

Their technical skills and
ability to work under
constant pressure are
unparalleled.

During their time at UNMC,
the Ukrainian surgeons
participated in lectures,
workshops, and simulated
demonstrations, allowing
them to learn advanced
surgical techniques and
other latest innovations

in the area of trauma and

Registered Dietician; Jennifer McKune,
PT, Anne Mahnke, OT; Natalie Smith,
SLP; Amy Hellman, MD; Kiel Woodward,
MD. Dr. Matthew Rizzo gave the
opening remarks, and Dr. Mara Seier
was emcee for the event. The event

was recorded in its entirety and can

be viewed by anyone by accessing the
following website: https://go.unmec.
edu/pd-symposium

resuscitation. They were particularly
impressed with the advanced
laparoscopic technologies and our
trauma rehabilitation approaches.

We have established a long-lasting
partnership and have already shipped
certain donated medical supplies from
UNMC to their hospitals in Ukraine.

If you wish to show solidarity with
these physicians or other medical
professionals in Ukraine you can donate
at GoFundMe at Fundraiser by Viktoriya
Mashinson : Medical Supplies for
Ukraine or donate tax-free at Heartland
Family Services (Address: John
Jeanetta, CEO, 2101 S 42nd St, Omaha,
NE 68105, mark check “for Ukraine”).

Visit UNMC Today to read more on this
visit.
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I Love Rural Health

by Elizabeth Reisher, Nebraska Rural Health Connect, Project Manager

The Great Plains IDeA-CTR received
supplemental funding to leverage
FHIR (Fast Healthcare Interoperability
Resources) to enhance research
infrastructure and address the
engagement gap within rural
communities. We launched Nebraska
Rural Health Connect, a collaborative
effort between the Great Plains
IDeA-CTR, the Nebraska Rural Health
Association, the Practice-Based
Research Network, and the rural
community in Nebraska. Nebraska
Rural Health Connect is a cloud-
based data ecosystem supporting
rural health research by executing
data use agreements with six critical
access hospitals to enable secure
and efficient data sharing. This
statewide platform addresses data-
sharing barriers and interoperability
challenges, laying the groundwork for
impactful research to inform targeted
interventions and policies, engage
rural stakeholders in clinical research,
and improve healthcare delivery in
rural Nebraska.

This project engages critical

access hospitals and rural health
clinics across Nebraska to build
infrastructure for statewide data
sharing and electronic health record
(EHR) access. Our goal is to equip
rural healthcare sites with tools and
training to actively contribute to and

benefit from a shared data ecosystem.

To date, six critical access hospitals
and their associated clinics (21 sites
total) joined the Nebraska Rural
Health Connect, creating a foundation

for centralized, statewide data sharing.

This infrastructure enhances rural
healthcare research capacity by
enabling better access to EHR data
and fostering collaboration across
institutions. One participating partner,
Syracuse Area Health, shared their
experience and the benefits to the
rural community on RFD-TV.

This network — a collaboration among
the Great Plains IDeA-CTR, the
Nebraska Rural Health Association,

Remembering Howard Hawks

and the rural community in Nebraska

—is expanding. For more information
about Nebraska Rural Health Connect,
please contact Elizabeth Reisher
(ereisher@unmc.edu), or reach out to
Emily Frankel (emily.frankel@unmc.
edu) to learn more about the Great
Plains IDeA-CTR Practice-Based
Research Network (PBRN).

The project described is supported
by the National Institute of General
Medical Sciences U54 GM115458,
which funds the Great Plains IDeA-
CTR Network. The content is solely
the responsibility of the authors and
does not necessarily represent the
official views of the NIH.

Regent Emeritus Howard L. Hawks, a distinguished philanthropist and visionary,
passed away on December 6, 2024. Mr. Hawks, along with his wife Rhonda, was a
passionate supporter of numerous initiatives across the University of Nebraska (NU)
system. Their philanthropy made a significant impact, including funding the Rhonda
and Howard Hawks Movement Disorders Fellowship at the University of Nebraska
Medical Center (UNMC) Department of Neurological Sciences.

Since 2013, this fellowship has been instrumental in supporting research and
education for specialists in movement disorders. With 16 fellowships awarded so
far, their generosity has helped foster expertise in this specialized field, benefiting
patients and advancing scientific knowledge. This philanthropic gesture speaks to
their commitment to improving healthcare, particularly for those suffering from
movement disorders.

Erin Cameron-Smith, MD, Program Director of the UNMC Movement Disorders
Fellowship program and a recipient of the fellowship said, “His influence on my
career and those of my colleagues cannot be measured. In my role as a fellow,
Howard changed my life by supporting the amazing clinician educators who spent
countless hours teaching me. When | became a fellowship program director, he gave
me the tools to give back the passionate education and mentorship demonstrated to
me. Most recently as a physician and friend, Howard inspired me to care deeply for
all others, fight back in the face of adversity, and always strive to be a better human.”

Howard Hawks

r

On behalf of the UNMC Movement Disorders Fellowship program, our deepest
condolences to Rhonda and the Hawks family. Mr. Hawks’ legacy will be
remembered for his tireless efforts in advancing education, healthcare, and

community development throughout Nebraska.
WINTER 2025 | 9



https://www.rfdtv.com/data-is-helping-rural-hospitals-better-care-for-their-patients-in-a-timely-manner?

2 024 Publication Recap

With over 100 publications, 2024 was
another productive year for both the
departments of neurosurgery and
neurological sciences. Included below
are selected publications from each
department. A full list of publications
can be found on each department’s
websites https://go.unmc.edu/dons_
publications and https://go.unme.
edu/neurosurgery_publications

Neurological Sciences

Kuan-Hau Chen, PhD

Chen K-H, Merrilees J, Brown CL, Yee
C, Sapozhnikova A, Wells JL, Ferrer E,
Pressman P S, Fredrickson BL, Levenson
RW. (2024). Interpersonal Linkage

in Positive and Negative Emotional
Behaviors, Emotional Well-Being, and
Physical Functioning in Dementia
Caregivers. Clinical Psychological
Science, 12(6), 1039-1055. https://doi.
org/10.1177/21677026231214530

Levenson RW, Chen KH, Levan DT, Chen
EY, Newton SL, Paul D, Yee Cl, Brown

CL, Merrilees J, Moss D, Wang G. (2024).
Evaluating In-home Assistive Technology
for Dementia Caregivers. Clinical
Gerontologist, 47(1), 78-89. https://doi.org/
10.1080/07317115.2023.2169652

Anna Dunaevsky, PhD

Beaver M, Bergdolt L, Dunaevsky A, Kielian
T, Skar GL. C1q is elevated during chronic
Staphylococcus epidermidis central
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Reversible cerebral vasoconstriction
syndrome due to teprotumumab: two
case reports. Oxf Med Case Reports. 2024
Aug 6;2024(8):0mae085. doi: 10.1093/
omcr/omae085. PMID: 39119013; PMCID:
PMC11304978.

Matsukawa H, Sowlat MM, Porto

G, Spiotta AM, Sattur MG. Vertebral
Artery Access Considerations in Coil
Embolization of Small Superior Cerebellar
Artery Aneurysm. World Neurosurg.

2024 Apr;184:29-37. doi: 10.1016/j.
wneu.2024.01.014. Epub 2024 Jan 6. PMID:
38191058.

Daniel L. Surdell, MD

Curry SD, Boochoon KS, Casazza GC,
Surdell DL, Cramer JA. Deep learning

to predict risk of lateral skull base
cerebrospinal fluid leak or encephalocele.
Int J Comput Assist Radiol Surg. 2024
Dec;19(12):2453-2461. doi: 10.1007/s11548-
024-03259-z. Epub 2024 Aug 29. PMID:
39207718.

Liu C, Evins Al, Atchley TJ, Surdell

DL, Thorell WE, Nonaka M, Stieg PE,
Bernardo A. The complete anterior
petrosectomy: an expanded extended-
middle fossa approach with removal of the
infratrigeminal petrous apex and drilling
of the lateral clivus. J Neurosurg. 2024

Jan 19;141(1):195-203. doi: 10.3171/2023.11.
JNS231303. PMID: 38241665.

Luke J. Weisbrod, MID
Weisbrod LJ, Staple BL, Westmark DM,
Gard AP, Surdell DL. Safety of Outpatient

Anterior Lumbar Interbody Fusion
Surgery: A Systematic Review With
Meta-Analyses. Int J Spine Surg. 2024 Nov
19;18(6):705-11. doi: 10.14444/8661. Epub
ahead of print. PMID: 39562045; PMCID:
PMC11687031.

Weisbrod LJ, Nilles-Melchert TT, Bergjord
JR, Surdell DL. Safety and Efficacy of
Riluzole in Traumatic Spinal Cord Injury: A
Systematic Review With Meta-Analyses.
Neurotrauma Rep. 2024 Feb 19;5(1):117-
127. doi: 10.1089/neur.2023.0114. PMID:
38414779; PMCID: PMC10898229.

Weisbrod LJ, Nilles-Melchert TT, Bergjord
JR, Surdell DL. Granulocyte-Colony
Stimulating Factor Improves Neurological
and Functional Outcomes in Patients With
Traumatic Incomplete Spinal Cord Injuries:
A Systematic Review With Meta-Analyses.
Neurotrauma Rep. 2024 May 2;5(1):467-
482. doi: 10.1089/neur.2023.0099. PMID:
39582880; PMCID: PMC11579545.

William E. Thorell, MD

Aladawi M, Elfil M, Najdawi ZR, Ghaith

H, Sayles H, Thorell W, Hawkes MA.
Aneurysmal Subdural Hematoma: A
Systematic Review. Neurocrit Care. 2024
Aug;41(1):244-254. doi: 10.1007/s12028-024-
01938-y. Epub 2024 Feb 8. PMID: 38332336.

Heinis FI, Merani S, Markin NW, Duncan
KF, Moulton MJ, Fristoe L, Thorell

WE, Sherrick RA, Wells TR, Andrews

MT, Urban M. Considerations for the

use of porcine organ donation models

in preclinical organ donor intervention
research. Animal Model Exp Med. 2024
Jun;7(3):283-296. doi: 10.1002/ame2.12411.
Epub 2024 Apr 30. PMID: 38689510;
PMCID: PMC11228092.

Liu C, Evins Al, Atchley TJ, Surdell

DL, Thorell WE, Nonaka M, Stieg PE,
Bernardo A. The complete anterior
petrosectomy: an expanded extended-
middle fossa approach with removal of the
infratrigeminal petrous apex and drilling
of the lateral clivus. J Neurosurg. 2024

Jan 19;141(1):195-203. doi: 10.3171/2023.11.
JNS231303. PMID: 38241665.

Van Roy Z, Kak G, Korshoj LE, Menousek
JP, Heim CE, Fallet RW, Campbell JR,
Geary CR, Liu B, Gorantla S, Poluektova LY,
Duan B, Campbell WS, Thorell WE, Kielian
T. Single-cell profiling reveals a conserved
role for hypoxia-inducible factor signaling
during human craniotomy infection. Cell
Rep Med. 2024 Nov 19;5(11):101790. doi:
10.1016/j.xcrm.2024.101790. Epub 2024 Oct
18. PMID: 39426374; PMCID: PMC11604514.

WINTER 2025 | 13



2 024 Grant Awards

Neurological Sciences
Pl: Dunaevsky, Anna
Award Year(s): 2024-2027
Funding Source: DOD

Title: The role of astrocyte in sleep
impairments in ASD

Pl: Dunaevsky, Anna
Award Year(s): 2024-2025
Funding Source: Edna Ittner Trust

Title: Cholesterol dysregulation in Fragile
X Syndrome

PI: Fernandez, J Americo
Award Year(s): 2023-2024
Funding Source: Mass General Hospital

Title: ALL ALS East - ALL ALS Consortium
project

PI: Fox, Howard

Award Year(s): 2023-2024

Funding Source: EMMES Corporation
Title: National NeuroHIV Tissue

Consortium (NNTC) Data Coordinating
Center

PI: Heller, Abi

Award Year(s): 2024-2029

Funding Source: NIH/NIA F30AG084348-
01A1

Title: Measuring neurodevelopmental
effects of genetic risk for Alzheimer’s
disease via cross-sectional study of brain,
coghnitive, and physical fitness variables in
periadolescent children

PI: Korzyukov, Oleg

Award Year(s): 2024-2026

Funding Source: P20GM139762-04
Creighton COBRE Pilot

Title: Bioelectrical markers of age-related
neurodegenerative diseases derived
from manifestations of central auditory
processing

Pl: Ragunathan, Padmashri
Award Year(s): 2024-2029
Funding Source: NIH ROTAA031026-01A1

Title: Cellular mechanisms of auditory
processing deficits in a mouse model of
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders

PI: Ragunathan, Padmashri
Award Year(s): 2024-2025
Funding Source: Edna Ittner Trust

Title: Effects of prenatal alcohol exposure
on the auditory system

Pl: Ramirez, Meghan (Warren Lab)
Award Year(s): 2024-2026
Funding Source: NIH FO9NS139537-01A1

Title: Understanding the developmental
impact of environmental risk factors on
brain and cognitive systems vulnerable to
Alzheimer’s disease in children

PI: Stauch, Kelly
Award Year(s): 2024-2027
Funding Source: Alzheimers Assn

Title: The Role of APOE4 in Synaptic
Mitochondrial Dysfunction

Neurosurgery

PI: Michele Aizenberg, MD
Award Year(s): 2023-2024
Funding Source: CONDA

Title: Determining effects of high-grade
glioma growth and treatment on brain
connectivity and neurocognition

Pl: Michele Aizenberg, MD
Award Year(s): 2023-2024
Funding Source: GT Medical Technologies

Title: A Multicenter Observational Study of
GammarTile Surgically Targeted Radiation
Therapy (STaRT) in Intracranial Brain
Neoplasms

Pl: Josue Avecillas-Chasin, MD, PhD
Award Year(s): 2023-2025
Funding Source: DHHS/NIH/NIMH

Title: Intracranial Neurophysiological
Signatures of Fear and Anxiety in Humans

Pl: Josue Avecillas-Chasin, MD, PhD
Award Year(s): 2023-2025
Funding Source: Great Plains IDeA-CTR

Title: Personalized Mapping of Brain
Networks to ldentify Responsive
Neurostimulation Targets in Patients with
Drug-Resistant Epilepsy

PI: Stephen Gliske, PhD
Award Year(s): 2023-2024
Funding Source: Great Plains IDeA-CTR

Title: Validation testing of a novel state
of vigilance monitor prototype for
hospitalized neonates

Pl: Miki Katzir, MD
Award Year(s): 2023-2025
Funding Source: CarboFix Orthopedics

Title: Safety and effectiveness of carbon
fiber reinforced polyetheretherketone
(CFR PEEK) implants in patients with
bone tumors: an international multicenter
retrospective registry

Pl: Mithun Sattur, MD
Award Year(s): 2023-2025

Funding Source: Medical University of
South Carolina

Title: STAR: Stroke Thrombectomy and
Aneurysm Registry

Pl: Daniel Surdell, MD
Award Year(s): 2023-2025
Funding Source: Microvention

Title: RESTORE- REal-World Analyses of
Stroke-Thrombus Occlusion Retrieval

Pl: Afshin Salehi, MD
Award Year(s): 2025-2027
Funding Source: GE Healthcare

Title: Observational study on BK Medicals
9007 transducer

Col: Michele Aizenberg, MD

(PI: Dr. Verma, University of Pennsylvania)
Award Year(s): 2024-2028

Funding Source: NIH NCI

Title: dMRI-based visualization of non-
enhancing tumor for guiding supra-total
resection of high-grade gliomas
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Smiles for Ukraine children

In September 2024, the UNMC Student Alliance for Global Health (SAGH) team
helped organize a toy drive for children in Ukraine. The generous donors of these
wonderful toys included students, faculty, hospital staff, housekeepers, and
workers from the management department at Nebraska Medicine, UNMC, and the
Omaha-Lincoln areas.

Approximately 300 pounds of amazing toys were collected and shipped to Ukraine
for children tragically affected by the war initiated by Russia. These children are
living in Ukraine under daily missile bombings, enduring up to 15 hours a day
without electricity, and facing the heartbreaking reality that their father or mother
may not return home from the war. These kids no longer smile.

We are deeply grateful to the people of Omaha, Lincoln, and the entire state of
Nebraska for their generous hearts and support for the children in Ukraine with
their donations of toys.

Toys from Nebraska will help bring smiles to these kids.
A million thanks to the SAGH team, especially Sara Pirtle, Program Manager,
and studentsmembers Emma Plucknet, Zinab Alaskar, and Gisselle Perez. and

everyone who took part in this amazing project! For those who would still like to
participate, we will continue to accept toys for the next shipments to Ukraine!

Scan the QR

code for more
information

SAVE THE DATES
CoNDA Center Annual Colloquium PTSD Symposium
Tuesday, March 11 Friday, June 6

UNMC Durham Research Center
550 Durham Research Plaza
Omaha, Nebraska

Scott Conference Center
6450 Pine Street
Omaha, Nebraska

DONS Graduation
Friday, June 13
A View on State
13467 State Street
Omaha, Nebraska

Resident Research Day
Thursday, May 15

Davis Global Center
4111 Emile Street
Omaha, Nebraska

WAYS TO SUPPORT

NEUROSCIENCES

Mental and neurological disorders
have never been more prevalent. Life-
changing disorders including epilepsy,
stroke, Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s
disease, multiple sclerosis and brain
injuries touch the lives of far too many.

We are committed to providing the
best treatment available today, as

well as pioneering new therapies for
the future. Our team of internationally
recognized physicians and researchers
is dedicated to saving lives, relieving
suffering and reducing the terrible
impact of neurological disease on our
patients, families and community.

Private donations play a critical role
in advancing our state-of-the-art
research, treatment, education, and
patient care programs. Whether

you would like to support patient
care, research in a particular disease
area, or the education of our next
generation of doctors and scientists,
your charitable gift can be directed
to a project or topic that is most
meaningful to you.

Gifts can be directed to any

fund of your choice, or you can
talk to Emily Tiensvold with the
University of Nebraska Foundation
about a donation to your area of
special interest: emily.tiensvold@
nufoundation.org

Emily Tiensvold
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University of Nebraska Medical Center
Department of Neurological Sciences
988440 Nebraska Medical Center
Omaha, NE 68198-8440

If you have any news or
upcoming events that
you would like featured
in the next edition of
the NeuroNEXT UNMC
newsletter, please send
the information to
shgriffin@unmc.edu

Nebiaska w
Medical Center
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Department of Neurosurgery
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