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Dear Friends,

It has been my privilege 
to administer the National 
Kidney Foundation’s 
(NKF) research support 
program for nearly 30 
years. When I joined 
NKF back in 1979, the 
Foundation funded only 
research fellowships and 
support was limited to a 

12-month period. In the early 1980s, NKF’s allied health 
professional councils – the Council of Nephrology Social 
Workers, Council on Renal Nutrition and Council of 
Nephrology Nurses and Technicians -- began funding 
research projects proposed by their members.

New and Additional Categories of Support 
To encourage the brightest minds to stay in research, 
grant periods were extended and new categories of 
support were added. Research fellowships are now 
supported for two full years. The Young Investigator 
Grant program is also a two year award, and the 
Clinical Scientist Award provides three years’ support. 
NKF research grants in 2008 totaled more than  
$4.1 million.

NKF initiated a new research grant program this year 
designed to address gaps in knowledge identified 
in the development of clinical practice guidelines 
and recommendations under NKF’s Kidney Disease 
Outcomes Quality Initiative (KDOQI)TM. These grants 
will provide support at the level of $150,000 per year  
for three years. 

Research Review  
It would not have been possible to administer the NKF 
research program without the significant contributions 
of the physician scientists who volunteer to serve on 
NKF’s research review committees. Many of them were 
supported by NKF research awards early on in their 
careers and we deeply appreciate their commitment to 
giving back. Their important additions to the body of 
knowledge about kidney disease and their contributions 
to ensuring the effectiveness of NKF’s research support 
program as members of the research review committee 
are highlighted elsewhere in this Report.

Lend Your Support 
Over the years, the NKF has provided funding 
opportunities for kidney researchers to prepare them 
to ultimately compete successfully for funding from 
the federal government’s National Institutes of Health 
(NIH). The NKF research program has also provided a 
viable alternative to NIH support for individuals who 
were not able to secure NIH awards but whose projects 
held promise to advance kidney care. 

NKF plans to continue to expand our research program 
and  make new support mechanisms possible. To do 
so, we must rely upon the generosity of supporters like 
you. Please see information on the inside back cover 
about making contributions that may ultimately save 
lives. Thank you!

Sincerely,

Senior VP of Research and Public Policy,
National Kidney Foundation

NKF Research Support–A Tradition of Growth

Dolph Chianchiano
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The National Kidney Foundation receives more than 100 
research applications by the December deadline every 
year from scientists around the country. Each project 
and proposal is carefully evaluated by NKF’s research 
review committees and ultimately about 35 multi-year 
awards are granted in three categories of support—
Research Fellowships, Young Investigator Grants and 
Clinical Scientist Awards.

Two Research Review Committees 
The responsibility for the review of applications for 
these awards is divided between the Basic Science 
Committee and Clinical Research Committee, with a 
combined membership of 32 reviewers. These reviewers 
are selected by the Committee Chairs based on the 
areas of expertise needed to judge the specific proposals 
under consideration. In addition to the Basic Science 
Committee and the Clinical Research Committee, 
each of the three NKF professional councils maintains 
a research review committee to evaluate research 
proposals from their respective members.

Each Fellowship, Young Investigator Grant and Clinical 
Scientist Award application is assigned two reviewers 
who score the proposed projects based on the following 

components: Scientific Merit, Mentor/Institution 
Characteristics and Candidate Qualifications. Reviewers 
also consider the extent that proposals are responsive to 
the research agenda of the NKF, including the research 
recommendations from the Kidney Disease Outcomes 
Quality Initiative (KDOQI)™ clinical practice guideline 
development program. 

Review Criteria  
A major focus of the NKF research program is career 
development, with an emphasis on investigator-
initiated research. Although the review criteria for 
each award are similar, the categories are weighted 
differently for each type of award. 

The role of the sponsor and institution are given more 
weight in calculating the final score for Fellowship 
candidates than for applicants for Young Investigator 
Grants or Clinical Scientist Awards. The Fellowship 
Sponsor has the prime responsibility to ensure that the 
Fellow is receiving the level of research training needed 
to acquire skills for his or her future research career. 
Similarly, the training environment is a key component 
for the career development of the Fellow.

Young Investigator projects are evaluated on whether 
the grant will help the researcher take steps towards 
an independent career, and are not intended to 
supplement funding from other agencies. The goal of 
the Clinical Scientist Award is to fund highly promising 
clinical investigators during the early stages of their 
independent research careers. This is a non-mentored 
award, so the candidate is evaluated primarily on his or 
her own qualification to pursue the proposed research. 

The review process for both committees is completed 
three months after the proposal submission deadline. 
Successful researchers are then notified of their awards, 
and funding commences on July 1.

NKF Conducts a Thorough Annual Grant Review Process
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His father was a pediatric endocrinologist who loved his 
work, but for Stuart L. Goldstein, reared in Los Angeles, 
the dream was never medicine. It was music. “If I could 
have played guitar and composed like Frank Zappa ... 
and fed myself,” he muses, “I may have taken a very 
different path.”  Regrets, he’s had a few.  But Goldstein, 
44, has never been sorry about the road he chose.

A pediatric nephrologist at Texas Children’s Hospital, 
Goldstein, also an associate professor at Baylor College 
of Medicine, spends about 25 percent of his time seeing 
his young patients. But his passion is clinical and 
translational research to improve care for children with 
kidney disease. He focuses on pediatric acute kidney 
injury and renal replacement therapy, as well as chronic 
inflammation and cardiovascular disease in kids with 
end stage kidney disease. 

“I am very thankful for the NKF’s support of pediatric 
research and researchers,” he says. “The NKF actively 
looks to fund projects that can impact the health care of 
children, and their support is often out of proportion 
to the pediatric patient population and pediatric 
grants! Children with kidney disease are an overlooked 
population in pediatrics. The disease is not common 
and tends to affect children from poor or disadvantaged 
backgrounds.”

Goldstein believes it is his “obligation to conduct 
studies which result in advancing care for children 
with kidney disease.” His sense of obligation toward, 
and gratitude to, the NKF is personal: Goldstein was 
awarded a NKF Research Grant in the crucial early 
years of his career. He repays the favor, not only with 
devotion to his own research, but as a member of the 
NKF’s Clinical Research Review Committee. Goldstein 
and his colleagues pore over as many as 40 applications 

annually and follow a rigorous scoring system designed 
to choose the best applicants likely to carry out lifelong 
work.

 “My focus is on grants that are feasible, that will have 
the greatest potential impact on patient care, and those 
that are from investigators with mentors who have a 
solid track record,” he says. As seriously committed as 
he is to his work, Goldstein, who played guitar in rock 
bands throughout medical school and residency, hasn’t 
given up his youthful dream entirely. But, life does 
extract its compromises. “I still play music,” he says, 
“but I spend much of my free time going to hear live 
music.”

Spotlight On NKF Research Reviewer: Stuart Goldstein

Stuart Goldstein, MD

Former NKF Grant Recipient, Current Research Reviewer
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Finding the Cause of Diabetic Nephropathy

Diabetic nephropathy (DN) is a serious and life-
threatening progressive kidney disease and it is the 
most common cause of kidney failure in the U.S. 

A team of researchers is working on discovering the 
mechanism behind DN. With better understanding 
of what triggers DN, therapeutic regimens aimed at 
kidney cell restoration can be created, which would  
be especially beneficial for patients with type 1 and  
type 2 diabetes.

Improving Transplant Medications  
Transplant recipients rely on immunosuppressants  
that prevent their bodies from rejecting new tissue  
or organs. 

While many recipients are able to sustain short-term 
transplantation, chances of long-term rejection are still 
relatively high.

Currently, these vital immunosuppressants are 
imprecise, as they affect the entire immune system.  
Not only does this increase the chance of infection  
for the recipient, it is also less efficient in specifying  
the mechanisms that contribute to long-term  
rejection.

Scientists are working on how to minimize the chances 
of organ rejection over a long period of time. The 
ultimate objective of this research is to create improved 
transplant medications that specifically target cells 
responsible for organ rejection, thereby ensuring 
successful long-term transplants.

The Connection between Cardiovascular Disease  
and Kidney Disease

Cardiovascular disease (CVD), especially heart failure, 
is the leading cause of death for kidney patients. One 
research initiative is looking at how vitamin D and the 
immune system are related to CVD for kidney patients. 

Research Areas of Study

NKF’s Research Program is working to improve the quality of life for those with kidney 
disease while seeking to learn more about what causes kidney disease, how we can 
prevent its progression and find better treatments for those living with it today.

NKF and its local offices fund the work of promising young scientists in major centers 
around the U.S. through three categories of support—Research Fellowships, Young 
Investigator Grants and Clinical Scientist Awards. Additionally, NKF funds research in 
the areas of nephrology nursing, social work and renal nutrition through its professional 
Councils. Top areas of study include diabetic nephropathy, transplantation, the kidney/
cardiovascular connection and dialysis. 

Here are just a few examples of projects currently underway by NKF research scientists.



52009 Research Report and Directory

Two groups of cardiac patients, one with normal renal 
function and the other with kidney damage, will be 
studied. Treatment with vitamin D might reduce cardiac 
enlargement, a characteristic of CVD and high blood 
pressure. The study may help establish the foundation 
for specific therapeutic interventions that target innate 
immune system receptors.

Improving the Dialysis Process  

Much research has been done on water-soluble 
compounds that are removed during dialysis. But not 
much focus has been on protein-bound solutes, which 
are not as efficiently cleaned from the blood in the 
dialysis process. 

NKF researchers like Dr. Frank Luo believe that this class 
of chemicals may be responsible for some of the poorer 
results that come from dialysis treatment. One disturbing 
trend is that younger dialysis patients in their 30s and 
40s often fare just as poorly as elderly patients—a 
problem that requires further investigation. Dr. Luo 
and his colleagues hope to find some answers on how 
to more efficiently remove protein-bound chemicals, 
thereby improving dialysis itself.



6 National Kidney Foundation

NKF Grant Launches a Lifelong Career

Dr. Briggs believes, particularly in an era of tighter budgets, 
that the NKF grants continue to play a crucial role in 
supporting talented young researchers.

Dr. Josephine Briggs
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Dr. Josephine Briggs:  
Former NKF Fellow Now Heads NIH Center

Freud said the twin requirements for a happy life 
are love and work. By that definition, Dr. Josephine 
Briggs, a nephrologist, has hit the human happiness 
jackpot. Over 30 years ago, about the same time she 
met her husband, the young post doctoral student 
was awarded a coveted National Kidney Foundation 
research grant that started her on a most rewarding 
career path.

 “I studied how cellular messengers, or feedback for 
the body, control the rate at which the tiny filters in 
the kidneys, the glomeruli, work,” explains Briggs, 
a Harvard Medical School graduate. “The grant at 
that juncture in my career was confirmation that my 
research in kidney physiology was making a valuable 
contribution to the field.”  

Today, the 64-year-old Briggs runs the National Center 
for Complementary and Alternative Medicine, a 
part of the National Institutes of Health (NIH). Her 
team is applying hard science to figure out whether 
complementary and alternative medicine approaches, 
including herbs and acupuncture, are helpful and safe. 

Briggs also maintains a research lab at the NIH, where, 
among other things, she studies diabetic nephropathy 
and the effect of antioxidants in kidney disease. 
“My latest research project,” she says, “is looking 
specifically at circadian variation in blood pressure.” 

There is no need for the Washington, D.C., resident to 
tear herself away from the work she finds so satisfying, 
as her husband happens to be a fellow researcher at 
the NIH. Diehard lab rats that they are, Briggs and her 
husband, who are parents to two grown sons, do like to 
get outside.  

“My husband and I ride the Rock Creek Loop in 
D.C., and we enjoy biking through Virginia and 
Maryland too,” she says. “The bicycle offers a unique 
vantage point for traveling. We have bicycled through 
Germany, Costa Rica and Vietnam.” 

Reared in Upstate New York, Briggs, who had her 
own chemistry set as a child and loved finding and 
classifying her elementary school leaf collection, 
formalized her backyard searches with a biology 
degree from Harvard. “I had a lot of trouble deciding 
whether I wanted to be a doctor treating patients or 
a scientist in the laboratory, which led to the unique 
career path I have had, switching between laboratory 
and clinic,” says Briggs.

Years later, she still recalls the flush of pride and 
validation she felt when the NKF rewarded her dreams 
with a grant. She believes, particularly in an era of 
tighter budgets, that the NKF grants continue to play a 
crucial role in supporting talented young researchers. 

“Engaging, keeping and cultivating researchers is 
critical in all areas of scientific research,” says Briggs. 
“It means that you are supporting the work of a 
researcher who, in the future, may uncover a key gene, 
mechanism of action, treatment approach or clinical 
tool that will be of vital importance to the nephrologist 
working with patients.”
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NKF’s Newest Research Grant Initiative Focuses  
on KDOQI Guidelines

NKF launched a new research grant program this year designed to address gaps in knowledge identified in the 
development of clinical practice guidelines and recommendations under NKF’s Kidney Disease Outcomes Quality 
Initiative (KDOQI)™. These grants will provide support at the level of $150,000 annually for three years. 

“Continued KDOQI research will enable more authoritative guidance regarding appropriate tests and therapies,” 
says Bryan Becker, MD, President of the NKF. “This will lead to enhanced patient outcomes, advanced patient 
advocacy and validate, critique and improve the existing guidelines.”

In addition to projects that study factors affecting the implementation of the guidelines, the following topics and 
questions have been identified as research needs for the new KDOQI initiative:

To apply for KDOQI research grants, contact NKF Research Manager Christine Persinger at 800.622.9010 ext. 195  
or christinep@kidney.org

To support this research initiative, contact NKF Corporate Relations Director Stephanie Gross at 800.622.9010 ext. 166 
or stephanieg@kidney.org

Diabetes and Chronic Kidney Disease

n �Does intensive treatment of glycemia reduce 
progression of chronic kidney disease (CKD)?

n �What is the best strategy for nutrition and  
behavioral interventions in patients with CKD?

n �Are there specific nutrients that are beneficial in 
kidney disease?

Hypertension and Antihypertensive Agents  
in Chronic Kidney Disease

n Pharmacologic therapy for blood pressure 

n �Alternative measures and targets for  
CKD progression and cardiovascular  
disease (CVD)

Bone Metabolism and Disease in Chronic  
Kidney Disease

n �Prevention and treatment of Vitamin D  
deficiency in CKD patients

n �Vitamin D therapy in CKD stages 3 and 4 and 
dialysis

n �Treatment of bone disease in CKD patients and 
kidney transplant recipients

Evaluation, Classification and Stratification  
of Chronic Kidney Disease

n �Definitions of the stages of CKD

n �Should the current GFR cut point to evaluate  
for complications of CKD be at 60 ml/min or  
at a lower level?

n �Association of GFR levels with hypertension, 
anemia, nutritional status and bone disease
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SATELLITE DIALYSIS FELLOWSHIP OF THE 
NATIONAL KIDNEY FOUNDATION  
Susan M. Fowler, MD 
Vanderbilt University Medical Center 
Nashville, TN 
Title of Project: PAI-1 and Thrombotic Injury in HUS 
Sponsor: Nancy J. Brown, MD

NATIONAL KIDNEY FOUNDATION 
STRIDES FOR IGA NEPHROPATHY 
RESEARCH FELLOWSHIP

John T. Sanders, MD 
The University of Tennessee Health Science Center 
Memphis, TN 
Title of Project: Non-Invasive Diagnosis of IgA 
Nephropathy 
Sponsor: Robert J. Wyatt, MD 
Co-Sponsor: Jan Novak, PhD

NATIONAL KIDNEY FOUNDATION 
FELLOWSHIPS
Ammar Almehmi, MD, MPH 
The Kansas University Medical Center 
Kansas City, KS 
Title of Project: Cardiovascular Burden in Uremia: 
The Interplay between Toll-Like Receptor-4 and the 
Vitamin D Receptor 
Sponsor: James B. Wetmore, MD

Tahira Palmer Alves, MD, MPH 
Vanderbilt University Medical Center 
Nashville, TN 
Title of Project: Epidemiology of CKD and ESRD 
among HIV-1 Positive Blacks 
Sponsor: Talat Alp Ikizler, MD

 
 
 
 
 

Amandeep Bajwa, PhD 
University of Virginia 
Charlottesville, VA 
Title of Project: Role Sphingosine-1-P Receptor 
Agonist in Renal Ischemic Reperfusion Injury 
Sponsor: Mark D. Okusa, MD

Cristina Cebrian, PhD (Third Year) 
The Trustees of Columbia University 
New York, NY 
Title of Project: Analysis of the Self-Renewal Potential 
of the Nephrogenic Mesenchyme 
Sponsor: Frank D. Costantini, PhD 

Assaad Antoine Eid, PhD 
University of Texas Health Science Center 
at San Antonio 
San Antonio, TX 
Title of Project: NAD(P)H Oxidases and 
Diabetic Nephropathy 
Sponsor: Hanna Emile Abboud, MD 

Sylvia A. Hilliard, PhD 
Tulane University 
New Orleans, LA 
Title of Project: Mdm2-p53 Pathway in Renal 
Development 
Sponsor: Samir S. El-dahr, MD

Sun Woo Kang, MD 
University of California at San Diego 
La Jolla, CA 
Title of Project: Variants at Adrenergic Loci: Risk of 
Hypertensive Renal Disease 
Sponsor: Daniel T. O’Connor, MD

Akio Kobayashi, PhD (Third Year) 
President and Fellows of Harvard College 
Cambridge, MA 
Title of Project: Functional Analysis of Pax2 in Tissue-
Type Specification During Kidney Development 
Sponsor: Andrew P. McMahon, PhD

Effective July 1, 2008

�2009 Research Report and Directory
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Jeremy Seth Leventhal, MD 
Mount Sinai School of Medicine 
New York, NY 
Title of Project: Pathogenesis of Acute Kidney Injury 
in HIV-Infected Individuals 
Sponsor: Michael J. Ross, MD

Frank Jiann-Gang Luo, MD 
Palo Alto Institute for Research and Education, Inc. 
Palo Alto, CA 
Title of Project: Improving the Removal of Protein-
Bound Uremic Solutes 
Sponsor: Timothy W. Meyer, MD 
Co-Sponsor: Manju Kurella, MD, MPH

Kevin C. Miranda, PhD 
Massachusetts General Hospital 
Boston, MA 
Title of Project: V-ATPase Proton Pump Components 
and Interactions 
Sponsor: Dennis Brown, PhD

Maya K. Rao, MD 
Oregon Health & Science University 
Portland, OR 
Title of Project: Management of CKD by PCPs in 
Rural Oregon 
Sponsor: Sharon Anderson, MD 
Co-Sponsor: Cynthia Morris, PhD, MPH

Emily Louise Schopick, MD 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital 
Boston, MA 
Title of Project: Impact of Dietary and Hormonal 
Factors on Kidney Function 
Sponsor: Gary C. Curhan, MD, MS, ScD

Patricia Seo-Mayer, MD 
Yale University School of Medicine 
New Haven, CT 
Title of Project: The Role of AMP-Activated Protein 
Kinase in Acute Kidney Injury and Renal Cell Polarity 
Sponsor: Michael J. Caplan, MD, PhD

Neeraj Sharma, PhD 
University of Alabama at Birmingham 
Birmingham, AL 
Title of Project: Role of Primary Cilia in Renal Cyst 
Development 
Sponsor: Bradley K. Yoder, PhD

Prabhleen (Sheena) Singh, MD, MPH 
University of California, San Diego 
La Jolla, CA 
Project: Kidney Oxygen Consumption in Early CKD 
Sponsor: Roland Clement Blantz, MD 
Co-Sponsor: Scott C. Thomson, MD

Kurt Metin Russell Sowers, MD 
University of Maryland Medical System Foundation 
Baltimore, MD 
Title of Project: Plasma Membrane Endocytosis of 
Kir1.1 (ROMK) Channels 
Sponsor: Paul A. Welling, MD

Amy Nicole Sussman, MD 
University of Washington 
Seattle, WA 
Title of Project: The Role of SPARC in Primary 
Podocyte Detachment 
Sponsor: Stuart J. Shankland, MD

Vijay Vidyasagar, MD 
University of Alabama at Birmingham 
Birmingham, AL 
Title of Project: Role of ZHX Proteins in the 
Pathogenesis of FSGS 
Sponsor: Sumant Singh Chugh, MD 
Co-Sponsor: Anupam Agarwal, MD

Heather Hilary Ward, PhD 
University of New Mexico 
Albuquerque, NM 
Title of Project: Trafficking of Polycystin-1 from  
Golgi to Cilia 
Sponsor: Angela Wandinger-Ness, PhD

10 National Kidney Foundation
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spotlight on our researchers

Geetha Chalasani:  The Magic of Memory Cells        	

“The challenge and 
service-oriented  
nature of medicine  
was a perfect choice  
for me.”

Born and reared in a traditional Indian 
home, Geetha Chalasani listened 
respectfully when her beloved father 
tried to talk her out of becoming a 
doctor. He feared the demands of a 
physician’s life would leave her little 
time for a family of her own. So, when 
Chalasani won a merit scholarship to 
study medicine and engineering, her 
father gently nudged her toward the 
latter.

She gently—but firmly—pushed 
back. “I was resolute,” says 36-year-
old Chalasani, “and he let me choose 
my path.” He couldn’t be prouder 
of his daughter, the first physician 
and scientist in the family, who also 
happens to have a supportive husband 
and nine-year-old son.

Now an Assistant Professor of 
Medicine and Immunology at the 
University of Pittsburgh School of 
Medicine, Chalasani, a nephrologist, 
loves teaching tomorrow’s doctors and 
caring for her kidney patients. But it 
is the research and its possibilities that 
make her glad she followed her heart. 
“The challenge and service-oriented 
nature of medicine was a perfect choice 
for me,” she says. 

Chalasani is determined to unlock the 
mystery of how and why memory 
cells (T and B cells) in our immune 
system can cause the body to reject 
a transplanted organ. Memory cells 
are good in that they protect us 
from infection. For example, getting 
a flu vaccine helps our body make 
memory cells, which become an elite 
fighting force when influenza strikes. 
Unfortunately, memory cells also can 
turn against the transplanted organ, 
not resting until the body rejects it.

The NKF Research Fellowship 
awarded to Chalasani early on in 
her career was crucial to her work 
in understanding how memory cells 
perform their magic and if they can be 
suppressed to prevent organ rejection. 
Her work is painstaking and slow. “A 
lot of times we don’t know for months 
whether what we are working with 
will succeed,” she says. “It’s two steps 
forward and one step back, stretching 
our optimism thin.” 

Ah, but when it works, she 
rhapsodizes, “It’s the joy in finding 
a missing piece that adds to putting 
the puzzle together and the hope that 
what we do matters to patients in 
the long run. That’s what keeps me 
going!”
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Patricia Liu Weng, MD (Third year) 
Mount Sinai School of Medicine 
New York, NY 
Title of Project: Genetic Determinants of 
Vesicoureteral Reflux 
Sponsor: Ali Gharavi, MD 
Co-Sponsor: Lisa M. Satlin, MD

Melissa Y. Yeung, MD 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital 
Boston, MA 
Title of Project: Role of PD-1/PDL Pathway in Solid 
Organ Transplantation 
Sponsor: Mohamed H. Sayegh, MD

AMERICAN SOCIETY OF TRANSPLANT 
SURGEONS AND THE NATIONAL KIDNEY 
FOUNDATION FOLKERT BELZER, MD, 
RESEARCH AWARD

Joseph Lillegard, MD, PhD 
Mayo Clinic 
Rochester, MN 
Title: Creation of Transgenic Fumarylacetoacetate 
Hydrolase (FAH) Deficient Porcine Embryos

 
CENTER FOR CLINICAL PRACTICE GUIDELINE 
DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION AT 
TUFTS-NEW ENGLAND MEDICAL CENTER 
RESEARCH FELLOWS 
 
Jose Calvo Broce, MD 
Guideline Development Project:  Clinical Practice 
Guideline on Acute Kidney Injury 
Nephrology Project Mentor:  Katrin Uhlig, MD, MS; 
Ethan Balk, MD; Joseph Lau, MD 
Thesis Project:  Analysis of AKI and Other Outcomes 
in a Clinical Patient Hospital Database 
Thesis Mentor: Katrin Uhlig, MD; Bertrand Jaber, MD

Annet Deo, MD 
Guideline Development Project:  Clinical Practice 
Guidelines on Glomerulonephritis 
Nephrology Project Mentor:  Katrin Uhlig, MD, MS; 
Ethan Balk, MD; Joseph Lau, MD 
Thesis Project:  Empirical Evaluation of Loss to 
Follow-Up in Randomized Controlled Trials 
Thesis Mentor: Katrin Uhlig, MD; Joseph Lau, MD

Martin Wagner, MD 
Guideline Development Project:  KDIGO Clinical 
Practice Guidelines for the Care of the Kidney 
Transplant Recipient 
Nephrology Project Mentor:  Katrin Uhlig, MD, MS; 
Ethan Balk, MD; Joseph Lau, MD 
Thesis Project:  Mycophenolate Mofetil Versus 
Azathioprine for Primary Immunosuppression in 
Kidney Transplant Recipients—Systematic Review, 
Meta-Analysis, Meta-Regression 
Thesis Mentor: Katrin Uhlig, MD, MS;  
Ethan Balk, MD

NATIONAL KIDNEY FOUNDATION  
YOUNG INVESTIGATOR GRANTS

IRA GREIFER, MD, YOUNG INVESTIGATOR 
GRANT OF THE NATIONAL KIDNEY 
FOUNDATION

Meredith Atkinson, MD, MHS 
Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine 
Baltimore, MD 
Title of Project: Racial Disparities in Anemia and 
Inflammation in Children with Chronic Kidney 
Disease 
Mentor: Susan Lynn Furth, MD, PhD

12 National Kidney Foundation



132009 Research Report and Directory

spotlight on our researchers

Assaad Antoine Eid:  Fighting Disease is His Greatest Adventure 

Research is my  
passion. I love exploring 
an unknown world 
where everything can 
surprise you. 

Assaad Antoine Eid’s formative years 
were spent in Lebanon during his 
country’s wrenching Civil War. Within 
Eid, the external chaos created an 
internal certitude. “In a country where 
everything seemed so confusing, I 
developed a sense of curiosity and 
adventure,” recalls Eid, 31. “Getting 
an education was an adventure, seeing 
the next day was an adventure. Living 
itself was a great adventure.” 

Eid managed to finish school and 
get to Lyon, France, where he began 
a Master’s degree in Biomedical 
Engineering, entering a research lab 
for the first time in his life. “It was in 
the laboratory that I learned that the 
greatest adventure of all was fighting 
diseases!” 

He got a PhD in biochemistry and 
endocrinology, and fell in love—
scientifically speaking, of course—with 
the study of kidney disease and type 
2 diabetes. He came to the U.S. in 
January 2007, where he continues to 
work long and fulfilling hours in the 
lab at the University of Texas Health 
Science Center at San Antonio, an 
institution renowned for its excellence 
in nephrology. 

Eid is determined to find out what 
role diabetes plays in kidney damage 
and death, since, as he explains, 
diabetes accounts for 45 percent of all 
Americans being treated for kidney 
failure.  “Consequently there is an 
urgent need to identify and design 
additional therapeutic strategies to 
prevent or reverse kidney damage,”  
he says. “One area that may be of great 
importance is to identify the factors 
that cause renal cell injury.” One of 
those factors, Eid says, is reactive 
oxygen species—toxic products of 
oxygen identified in studies of those 
with diabetes and hyperglycemia. 

Eid credits his NKF Fellowship with 
“allowing me to continue my research 
in a protected environment at a 
time when I have already generated 
interesting results to prevent diabetic 
kidney complications.”

Occasionally, Eid, who is married to 
a fellow scientist, allows himself to 
leave the lab for dinner, a movie, or, 
he mentions ever so casually, to sky 
dive. Exciting, yes, but not nearly 
as adrenalin-inducing as his on-the-
ground research. “It’s my passion,”  
Eid says. “I love exploring an 
unknown world where everything  
can surprise you.”
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SHAUL G. MASSRY, MD, YOUNG 
INVESTIGATOR GRANT OF THE NATIONAL 
KIDNEY FOUNDATION

Vivek Bhalla, MD 
Stanford University 
San Francisco, CA 
Title of Project: Isoform-Specific Roles for 14-3-3 in 
Sodium Transport 
Mentor: David Pearce, MD

AMERICAN SOCIETY OF NEPHROLOGY YOUNG 
INVESTIGATOR GRANT OF THE NATIONAL 
KIDNEY FOUNDATION

Ishir Bhan, MD 
Massachusetts General Hospital 
Boston, MA 
Title of Project: hCAP18 and Chronic Kidney Disease 
Mentor: Ravi Thadhani, MD, MPH

AMGEN YOUNG INVESTIGATOR GRANT OF 
THE NATIONAL KIDNEY FOUNDATION

Wai W. Cheung, PhD 
The Regents of the University of California,  
UC San Diego 
La Jolla, CA 
Title of Project: A Novel Hypothalamic Mechanism in 
Uremic Bone Disease 
Mentor: Robert H. Mak, MD, PhD

GLAXO SMITH KLINE YOUNG INVESTIGATOR 
GRANT OF THE NATIONAL KIDNEY 
FOUNDATION

Puneet Garg, MD 
Regents of the University of Michigan  
Ann Arbor, MI 
Title of Project: Role of Cofilin in Podocyte Actin 
Cytoskeleton Dynamics 
Mentor: Lawrence B. Holzman, MD

HILDA GERSHON SUGARMAN YOUNG 
INVESTIGATOR GRANT OF THE  
NATIONAL KIDNEY FOUNDATION

Carlo Iomini, PhD 
Mount Sinai School of Medicine 
New York, NY 
Title of Project: The Role of Polycystins and Primary 
Cilia in Vascular Patterning 
Mentor: Patricia D. Wilson, PhD

DONALD SELDIN, MD, YOUNG INVESTIGATOR 
GRANT OF THE NATIONAL KIDNEY 
FOUNDATION

Denise Marciano, MD, PhD 
The Regents of the University of California 
San Francisco, CA 
Title of Project: The Role p120 Catenin in Metanephric 
Kidney Development 
Mentor: Louis F. Reichardt, PhD

DAVITA YOUNG INVESTIGATOR GRANT OF 
THE NATIONAL KIDNEY FOUNDATION

Madhumathi Rao, MD 
Tufts-New England Medical Center 
Boston, MA 
Title of Project: Chronic Kidney Disease Anemia 
beyond Erythropoietin Deficiency—The Role of 
Mitochondrial Injury 
Mentor: Vaidyanathapuram S. Balakrishnan, MD, PhD

SOLOMAN PAPPER, MD, YOUNG 
INVESTIGATOR GRANT OF THE NATIONAL 
KIDNEY FOUNDATION

Matthew Hunter Wilson, MD, PhD 
Baylor College of Medicine 
Houston, TX 
Title of Project: Transposon Mediated Gene Therapy 
for Alport’s Syndrome 
Mentor: Brendan Lee, MD, PhD
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Sun Woo Kang:  His Research Hits Home 

The irony is that Kang, 
whose research is 
funded with a National 
Kidney Foundation 
Fellowship, was 
passionate about his 
work long before it 
became entwined with 
his personal history. 

Normally a reserved and modest 
man, Sun Woo Kang’s paternal pride 
overrides all shyness when the topic 
turns to his two boys. “They look just 
like me,” he says of 9-year-old Seung-
Oh Kang and 4-year-old Minseong 
Kang. “Though they are really much 
more handsome than me!”  

What keeps Kang working long hours 
in the laboratory at the Center for 
Human Genetics and Genomics at the 
University of California at San Diego is 
the fear that with his handsome genes, 
he also may have passed along a more 
lethal legacy to his sons: a precursor to 
kidney disease.

“My grandfather has had hypertension 
for 45 years,” says the South Korean-
born nephrologist and PhD researcher. 
“My father has had diabetes and 
hypertension for 25 years, and had 
bypass surgery in 2002. When it was 
recently discovered that I had certain 
precursors for cardiovascular or 
kidney disease similar to my father 
and my father’s father, I became even 
more interested in human genetics as 
it relates to cardiovascular disease and 
kidney disease.”

The irony is that Kang, whose 
research is funded with a National 
Kidney Foundation Fellowship, was 
passionate about his work long before 
it became entwined with his personal 
history. Now, however, there is an 
added urgency to his quest. 

He believes that testing blood samples 
and genomic DNA of patients with 
kidney failure or end stage renal 
disease, recruited from dialysis units 
at three Southern California medical 
centers, will help him discover if any 
genetic factors exist when it comes to 
cardiovascular and kidney disease.

“Of people suffering from 
hypertension, there is a small group 
that is genetically at a high risk of 
developing hypertensive kidney 
disease (HKD),” he says.  “I’m here to 
find out why and to help them.” That 
group, Kang adds, would get more 
intensive treatment, shown to reduce 
the onset of HKD. Those without the 
genetic markers won’t have to undergo 
that level of treatment, which also 
carries serious side effects.  When 
not in the lab, Kang loves playing 
basketball with his boys at Carmel 
Valley Park. “I would very much like 
them to grow up strong,” he says. 
“And healthy.”
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