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One of the top pharmacy schools nationwide and the highest-ranked 
private school, the USC School of Pharmacy continues its century-long 
reputation for innovative programming, practice and collaboration.

The school created the nation’s first Doctor of Pharmacy program, 
the first clinical pharmacy program, the first clinical clerkships, the 
first doctorates in pharmaceutical economics and regulatory science, 
and the first PharmD/MBA dual-degree program, among other 
innovations in education, research and practice. The USC School 
of Pharmacy is the only private pharmacy school on a major health 

sciences campus, which facilitates partnerships with other health 
professionals as well as new breakthroughs in care. It also is the only 
school of pharmacy that owns and operates five pharmacies.

The school is home to the D. K. Kim International Center for Regulatory  
Science at USC and the Center for Quantitative Drug and Disease 
Modeling, and is a partner in the USC Leonard D. Schaeffer Center  
for Health Policy & Economics and the USC Center for Drug Discovery 
and Development. The school pioneered a national model of clinical 
pharmacy care through work in safety-net clinics throughout 

Southern California and is a leader in comprehensive medication 
management. The school is distinguished by its focus on encouraging 
innovation, building new research portfolios, increasing diversity and 
preparing students for the careers of tomorrow.

Results magazine, published semi-annually, highlights some of the 
school’s latest advances and achievements, as well as the faculty, 
students, alumni and donors who make this work possible.

ABOUT THE USC SCHOOL OF PHARMACY
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United Front
COVID-19 has disrupted lives and livelihoods and, for far too many, the consequences have been devastating. But in 
tragedy, we also find hope—and the opportunity for innovation. 

It was truly inspiring to see our School of Pharmacy community come together so quickly to address the challenges 
caused by the pandemic. Alumni stepped up to ensure our USC-owned and -operated pharmacies were well-supplied 
with personal protective equipment, and they offered generous financial support to students facing unexpected  
hardships as a result of the pandemic. Student volunteers provided childcare for frontline health workers and helped 
the homebound elderly remain socially engaged. 

Faculty received specialized training to make digital learning dynamic and practical for our students as all classes  
moved to the virtual realm. Our pharmaceutical scientists shifted their laboratory focus to novel therapies and 
potential vaccines. Our health economists and regulatory science experts proposed policies and protocols to speed 
effective treatments while maintaining safety and quality. Our clinical pharmacists continue to provide leadership  
to state task forces and the profession. In September, the school launched a partnership with the city of Los Angeles  
to offer free flu shots at the city’s COVID-19 testing locations. 

This crisis has brought pharmacy, pharmaceutical sciences, health economics and regulatory science to the forefront 
as essential in beating back the pandemic as we strive to develop vaccines and better therapies, provide trusted care 
in the community, and advance policies that will be equitable and effective for all. Read more about the school’s unified 
vision and approach in our cover story on page 12. Learn about Richard Dang’s important new roles on page 6. And see 
how alumna Jessica Louie has given back during the pandemic on page 23. 

The school has also united to address another pandemic: systemic racism against Black Americans. Students, faculty 
and alumni participated in White Coats for Black Lives vigils (see page 11) and we remain focused on eliminating health 
disparities that disproportionately affect people of color while we strive to recruit, admit and support underrepresent-
ed students through financial aid scholarships, supportive programming and community building. 

Even as these dual crises continue to unfold, we have much to celebrate and new members of our community to 
welcome. In this issue, you’ll meet four new faculty members (page 27) and learn about major new research grants 
awarded to Tiger Zhang (page 10) and Erin Trish (page 29). 

The school had a record-breaking fundraising year, netting $10 million in new support, including a $2 million gift from 
the family of Frank C. Abrahamian ’59 to create the Frank C. Abrahamian Endowed Fund for Technology and a $3 million 
gift from Joseph Litvack, PharmD ’59, to establish the Litvack Family Chair to Discover Consequences of Aging. Read 
more on pages 20 and 21.

We are deeply grateful to the entire School of Pharmacy community for your ongoing support and belief in our mission, 
especially during this pivotal time. 

Together, we present a united front, determined to make the world a healthier and better 
place for all.

Vassilios Papadopoulos, DPharm, PhD, DSc (hon)
Dean, USC School of Pharmacy
John Stauffer Decanal Chair in Pharmaceutical Sciences

Molecular models of the nucleotide analogue drug remdesivir and its target—the enzyme RdRp from the novel 
coronavirus. RdRp catalyzes the replication of RNA (the viral genome) from an RNA template and is a promising 
target for the treatment of COVID-19.
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The USC School of Pharmacy is partnering with the city of Los Angeles to provide free flu vaccinations at COVID-19 testing locations across the city.  
On Sept. 22, Mayor Eric Garcetti received his shot from Richard Dang, assistant professor of clinical pharmacy, who oversees the initiative. Read more on page 9.
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An antidepressant created in the 1950s 
may offer a new treatment direction, 
with fewer side effects, for men whose 
prostate cancer has returned following 
surgery or radiation.

The drug, a monoamine oxidase (MAO) 
inhibitor called phenelzine, led to a 
measurable decline in prostate-specific 
antigen (PSA) levels for more than half  
the patients studied, with the greatest 
decline in PSA being a 74% drop. PSA is  
a biomarker for prostate cancer that 
circulates in the blood.

The finding grew out of a pilot study led 
by Jean Shih, University Professor in the 
USC School of Pharmacy, and Mitchell 
Gross, research director of the Lawrence 
J. Ellison Institute for Transformative 
Medicine of USC.

“To our knowledge, this study is the first 
clinical trial of an MAO inhibitor in cancer 
patients,” says Shih, who has studied the 
enzyme MAO for four decades. Shih—
the Boyd P. and Elsie D. Welin Professor 
in Pharmacology and Pharmaceutical 
Sciences and director of the USC-Taiwan 
Center for Translational Research—is 
senior author of the research, which 
appeared in the journal Prostate Cancer 
and Prostatic Diseases.

“If our findings are confirmed, this could 
be part of a new avenue for patients that 
could avoid undesirable side effects of 
standard therapies,” says Gross, who has 
been collaborating with Shih for several 
years to bring her research out of the lab 
and into the clinic.

Antidepressant Disrupts Cancer 
Growth Pathway
Prostate cancer is the second most com-
mon cancer—behind skin cancer— 
in men in the United States, with about 
174,000 cases diagnosed each year.  
For most patients, prostate cancer is 
treated with surgery or radiation or a 
combination of the two.

After surgery, a patient’s PSA should be 
close to zero. However, in about one-third of 

Old Drug, New Treatment

patients, the PSA level rises again, indicating 
the cancer has returned. Hormone therapy 
is a standard treatment for recurrent pros-
tate cancer, but it comes with serious side 
effects that impact quality of life.

That’s where MAO inhibitors may help.
MAO inhibitors treat depression by 

readjusting levels of neurotransmitters 
such as serotonin and dopamine in the 
brain. The downside is that the medica-
tion requires dietary changes and careful 
avoidance of drug interactions to prevent 
serious side effects.

In prostate cancer, MAO inhibitors 
disrupt androgen receptor signaling—the  
main growth pathway for prostate cancer. 
The team’s previous studies with animals 
and human prostate cancer cell lines 
showed that MAO inhibitors decreased 
the growth and spread of prostate cancer.

Because the MAO inhibitor phenelzine 
is already approved by the Food and Drug 
Administration, the investigators were able 

to rapidly design and implement a pilot 
study to test its ability to fight cancer.  
They enrolled 20 participants who had 
been treated for prostate cancer and  
who had elevated PSA levels. Patients 
received phenelzine twice a day for 12 
weeks. Some 55% experienced PSA 
declines: Five saw PSA declines of 30%  
or more; two saw decreases of 50% or 
more. Three men had to drop out due  
to dizziness or hypertension.

The main limitations of the study 
include the lack of a placebo compar-
ison group and the small sample size, 
the investigators say. Additional studies 
are planned, and Shih has patented a 
second-generation MAO inhibitor tagged 
with a substance that could help doctors 
see where the cancer has spread.

The study was supported with funding 
from the USC-Taiwan Center for Transla-
tional Research, the Tsai Family Fund and  
a National Cancer Institute grant.
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U.S. PHARMACISTS CAN NOW TEST FOR CORONAVIRUS—THEY COULD DO MORE IF GOVERNMENT ALLOWED IT

By Steven Chen

As Italy’s death toll from the novel coronavirus 
climbed to one of the highest in the world, its 
doctors made a plea to other countries: Manage 
the pandemic in the community, not in hospitals 
and emergency rooms.

When people with COVID-19 show up at 
hospitals, they can spread the virus to other 
patients and healthcare workers. Italian authorities 
believe that the instinct to go to the emergency 
room first, even when symptoms aren’t severe, 
contributed to the country’s disaster.

Like Italy’s, the United States’ health system is 
hospital-centered. As a result, pandemics can quickly 
overwhelm the hospital system, limiting its capacity 
to deal with other urgent medical conditions.

But an alternative exists that could help manage 
the pandemic among the majority of COVID-19 
patients with mild or moderate symptoms. It is 
the 67,000 community pharmacies in the U.S., 
whose numbers dwarf the 5,500 hospitals and 

1,400 community health centers. They are staffed 
by 175,000 pharmacists frequently referred to as 
the most overtrained and underutilized healthcare 
professionals in America.

As a clinical pharmacist and a professor of phar-
macy at the University of Southern California, I’ve 
seen firsthand how much healthcare pharmacists 
can deliver and what they could bring to the fight 
against the coronavirus.

Pharmacies Becoming Coronavirus Test Sites
Many pharmacies already offered testing for strep-
tococcal and influenza infections, but it wasn’t until 
April 8 that U.S. pharmacies were authorized to 
order and administer COVID-19 tests.

Pharmacists are now positioned to broadly 
perform testing that will provide vital data as 
public health professionals strategize how best to 
slow the virus’s spread. Testing is an established 
tactic for significantly reducing the size of an 
infectious disease outbreak. Widespread testing 
for the coronavirus in countries including China, 
South Korea, Singapore and Germany, and the 
subsequent isolation of infected patients, appear  
to be common factors in containing the spread 
and limiting deaths from the disease.

But offering testing is just one step. Pharmacists 
have the knowledge to do more on the front lines 
of a pandemic. They are trained side by side with 
physicians and nurses, and many complete post-
graduate residencies and fellowships.

Projects Show Pharmacists’ Potential Impact
In a number of programs across the county, pharma-
cists have shown that they can dramatically improve 
control of medical conditions, avoid the need for 
hospital admissions and reduce healthcare costs.

When pharmacists in Los Angeles teamed up 
with barbershops to manage high blood pressure 
for Black patients, nearly 90% of the patients 
reached their blood pressure target, compared to 
only one-third of patients who received traditional 
medical care.

In Kern County, California, another program had 
pharmacists contact 1,100 fragile Medicaid patients 
shortly after they were released from hospitals to 
ensure they were taking their medications correctly. 
The patients’ hospital readmissions rate dropped by 
32%, saving an average of $2,139 per patient.

A University of Southern California study 
demonstrated that patients whose diabetes medi-
cations were managed by a pharmacist were three 
times more likely to reach their blood sugar targets.

First Point of Contact for COVID-19?
In the case of COVID-19, pharmacists could be a 
first point of contact for people who suspect they 
have been infected but aren’t seriously ill.

With the proper precautions, pharmacists can 
offer drive-up testing and evaluation services that 
allow patients to remain in their cars, and they 
can provide selective home visits for those who are 
quarantined or self-isolated. Pharmacists can also 
refer patients for further medical care when needed.

Why wasn’t all this already happening on 
a wide scale? Why did it require the Public 
Readiness and Emergency Preparedness Act, 
brought on by the current pandemic?

The reason is pharmacists are not recognized 
by the federal government as healthcare providers. 
As a result, they do not have access to Medicare 
and Medicaid reimbursement codes for providing 
medical services beyond filling prescriptions. This 
means they cannot be paid by the government or 
insurance companies for patient care services that 
they have the training to provide. Without the 
recent authorization from the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, pharmacists would 
not have been able to perform COVID-19 testing.

Pharmacists are trained to ensure that over 10,000 
prescription drugs are used properly. Advanced 
services, such as comprehensive medication manage-
ment (CMM), provide an individualized evaluation, 
and pharmacists providing CMM can adjust medi-
cations in partnership with physicians and follow 
up with patients until treatment goals are reached. 
With strong links between common diseases, such 
as high blood pressure, diabetes and asthma, and 
complications from COVID-19, these services are 
more important than ever.

COVID-19 has created new and unprecedented 
challenges for our healthcare system. With more 
than 90% of the U.S. population within five miles 
of a pharmacy, pharmacists are well-situated to 
step in to help beat this national crisis.

This article by Associate Dean for Clinical Affairs 
Steven Chen was originally published by The 
Conversation on April 13, 2020. Chen is also 
the William A. and Josephine A. Heeres Chair in 
Community Pharmacy. 
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Force for Change
When the California Pharmacists Association (CPhA) convened its COVID-19 task force, 
it tapped Assistant Professor of Clinical Pharmacy Richard Dang to serve as chair—as 
he simultaneously gears up to serve as CPhA president in 2021–22. He has since been 
appointed to Gov. Gavin Newsom’s California COVID-19 testing task force. Here, he 
talks about his vision for leading CPhA, the priorities of the COVID-19 task force and 
how pharmacists are well-positioned to help defeat the virus.

What do you hope to achieve during your term as CPhA president?

The profession and association are experiencing significant transitions and chal-
lenges. As president, my vision is to serve as a strategic voice for the association and 
profession. Ultimately, I envision an association that engages with all student pharma-
cists, pharmacy technicians and pharmacists, and that advocates for patient safety, 
employee protection and sustainable clinical services. 

What are CPhA’s goals for the COVID-19 task force? 

The task force’s primary mission is to serve as a reliable resource and advocate during 
this crisis. My charge as chair is to assemble and oversee the composition and activity  
of the task force. It was important to build a team that can be adept, nimble and 
responsive to provide relevant and timely recommendations. I stepped up to this lead-
ership role because I see my colleagues laboring and sacrificing without protections, 
without acknowledgment and without a voice. I am honored to be working with an 
incredible group of experts and to speak on behalf of my colleagues.

What do you think the public should know about the ways pharmacists are 
making a difference in response to COVID-19?

Pharmacists, pharmacy technicians and intern pharmacists are frontline providers 
in the community, pharmacies, clinics and hospitals. Pharmacists work tirelessly to 
provide access to essential services across the nation. In the face of a public health 
crisis, and while many businesses are closed, pharmacies remain a crucial access point 
for patients to receive the expertise of healthcare professionals they know and trust. 

On April 8, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services authorized 
pharmacists to administer COVID-19 tests. What does this mean for  
California pharmacists?

It reflects a major acknowledgment of the important role that pharmacists play in 
public health planning and response to pandemics. This allows pharmacists to  
practice at the top of their license and fulfill their duties as healthcare providers. 
Once the authorization is fully implemented, pharmacists will be able to evaluate 
patients and then send lab orders for COVID-19 testing. This will reduce the need  
for individuals to go to the hospital or doctor’s office for testing, thus limiting  
their exposure to those with the disease.

For more information about the CPhA COVID-19 task force and up-to-date guidance, 
visit cpha.com/covid19
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Town Hall Talks: COVID-19 Edition

In April 2020, the USC School of Pharmacy  
began presenting an ongoing series of Zoom 
talks to explore the many challenges related 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Here’s a look at 
some of the insightful views shared so far.

April 14: Steven Chen, associate dean  
for clinical affairs and the William A. and  
Josephine A. Heeres Chair in Community  
Pharmacy, focused on the two main roles 
pharmacists play in the fight against 
COVID-19: community containment and 
improving chronic disease control.

April 21: William Padula, assistant  
professor of pharmaceutical and health 
economics, reported his initial research 
findings on the health economic consider-
ations of the pandemic.

You can have a great cure or a 
vaccine, but unless you figure out 
how much it’s going to cost and 
who’s going to pay, it’s going to 
be hard to stock it on the shelves 
of pharmacies or in hospitals so 
that patients can get lifesaving 
treatment or preventive therapy.”

April 28: Robert Popovian, PharmD ’93,  
MS Pharmaceutical Economics and Policy ’96, 
vice president of U.S. government relations  
at Pfizer Inc., shared his thoughts on policy- 
making around COVID-19 and holes in the 
current healthcare system.

The U.S. doesn’t have a shortage  
of health professionals; the 
problem is how we allocate 
labor. New laws and regulations 
are needed to ensure [health 
professionals] can practice at  
the top of their license.”Top: Richard Dang; Middle: Dean Vassilios Papadopoulos, Schaeffer Center Director 

Dana Goldman and George Scangos; Bottom: Danielle Colayco
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May 5: Danielle Colayco, PharmD ’08, MS 
Pharmaceutical Economics and Policy ’10— 
executive director of the Komoto Family  
Foundation and director of health outcomes 
and value strategy for Komoto Healthcare— 
reflected on how each of us can help our 
communities by supporting small businesses, 
checking in on neighbors and loved ones, 
and sharing racial equity and social justice 
resources among our networks.

Community care is where the 
magic happens. It means checking 
in on elders, neighbors and friends. 
If we as business leaders and city 
leaders make the right decisions 
now, our communities can bounce 
back stronger than ever.”

May 26: Richard Dang, assistant professor 
of clinical pharmacy and site coordinator of 
the USC Community Pharmacy Residency Pro-
gram, advocated for pharmacists having a seat 
at the table to resolve regulatory barriers. He 
also serves as chair of the California Pharma-
cists Association’s COVID-19 task force and as 
a member of Gov. Gavin Newsom’s California 
testing task force.

June 16: George Scangos, president and 
CEO of Vir Biotechnology, talked about how 
his company is motivated to help develop a  
therapeutic to fight COVID-19 and how phar-
macy professionals are key to that process.

Not everyone who works in clinical 
development has to be an MD. 
There are lots of opportunities  
in companies for people from 
schools of pharmacy.”

August 11: Geoffrey Joyce, chair of the 
school’s Department of Pharmaceutical and 
Health Economics and USC Schaeffer Center 
director of health policy, gave an update on 
COVID-19 knowledge to date.

August 25: Scott Mosley, assistant professor 
of clinical pharmacy, discussed pharmacists’ 
unique position to lead interprofessional 
efforts to order pharmacogenomic tests and 
interpret test results.

Pharmacists are uniquely  
qualified to lead efforts to guide 
optimal drug selection and dosing, 
similar to the valued role they 
take within the healthcare team 
to provide medication therapy 
management and comprehensive 
medication management.”

September 15: Jacque Sokolov, chair and 
CEO of SSB Solutions, discussed two transfor-
mative healthcare events propelled forward 
by the pandemic: a dramatic increase in use 
of telemedicine and a renewed investment in 
infectious disease therapies, which in turn  
will fuel other advances.

With the billions of dollars going 
into genetically sequenced 
vaccines for COVID, take a guess 
as to what’s going to happen 
with cancer vaccine technology 
acceleration. It absolutely 
will accelerate cancer vaccine 
development in ways we never 
could have anticipated.” 

A Shot in the Arm for  
Community Health

The USC School of Pharmacy is partnering with 
the city of Los Angeles to provide free flu vaccinations  
at COVID-19 testing locations across the city. Los 
Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti urged Angelenos to get 
flu shots in hopes of avoiding a “twindemic.” Each 
mobile flu shot site is staffed with USC pharma-
cists, residents and students enrolled in a practice 
experience rotation. COVID-19 precautions are 
taken to protect staff and patients.

Below: Maria Romelo received her flu shot from Hanjun Lee, 
PharmD Class of 2021, at one of the school’s mobile clinics 
in September. 
Bottom: Los Angeles firefighter Jason Jasgur and his 
dog, Ruffy—a canine member of the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency Task Force 1—visited a mobile  
clinic, where Jasgur received his annual flu shot, also 
administered by Lee.

To view the Town Hall Talks, visit pharmacyschool.usc.edu/townhalltalks
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Research headed by Assistant Professor Yong 
(Tiger) Zhang has engineered a new, faster way 
to make drugs that precisely target malignant 
cells—while leaving healthy tissue undamaged— 
that could lead to better treatments for  
numerous cancer types. 

Zhang’s formulation represents a crucial step 
forward in realizing the potential of homoge-
neous antibody-drug conjugates (ADCs). This 
relatively new class of drugs consists of an 
antibody for seeking out a cancer cell, an agent 
to kill it and a chemical connecting the two. As  
of May 2020, eight ADCs have been approved  
by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, and 
more than 100 clinical trials are underway to 
study their effectiveness in treating blood,  
lung, breast, brain and other cancers.

However, current ADCs are manufactured 
through a cumbersome process that yields mixed 

results of limited stability and effectiveness. In a 
study published in Science Advances, Zhang and 
his colleagues describe their pioneering method 
to remedy these deficiencies.

“Using our approach, homogenous ADCs could  
be made through a single-step reaction in less  
than two hours—much faster and more efficiently  
than conventional approaches,” he says.

The team has also devised a better means of 
linking drugs to antibodies. “This designer linker 
ensures stable attachment of the drug and rapid 
release of the drug into target cells, making the 
generated ADCs safer and more efficacious,” 
Zhang explains.

Using this technology, the USC team generated 
an ADC that can effectively block the growth of 
breast cancer tumors in animals. These promising  
results provide a strong basis for moving this 
ADC into clinical studies, the investigators say.

Conjugating Against Cancer
Zhang Awarded 
$1.9 Million  
NIH Grant

Yong (Tiger) Zhang, 
assistant professor of 
pharmacology and  
pharmaceutical sciences, 
was awarded a  
Maximizing  
Investigators’ Research  
Award from the  
National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) for his 
groundbreaking work  
on ADP-ribosylation- 
dependent signaling.

The five-year grant of 
$1.9 million, funded 
through the NIH’s  
National Institute of 
General Medical  
Sciences, supports early- 
career investigators.

“This NIH-funded 
study will advance  
our understanding  
of complex ADP- 
ribosylation in physio-
logical and pathological 
processes and may lead  
to major breakthroughs 
in the development  
of new diagnostics  
and therapeutics for  
different human  
diseases,” Zhang says. 
“This grant will  
support my efforts to 
take an innovative, 
multidisciplinary  
approach for solving  
the puzzles of ADP- 
ribosylation in modu-
lating human health.”
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WHITE COATS FOR BLACK LIVES

In June, USC School of Pharmacy 
students joined with counterparts from 
UCLA Geffen School of Medicine, Keck 
School of Medicine of USC and UC Irvine 
School of Nursing for a White Coats 
for Black Lives vigil at Veterans Park in 
Culver City, Calif. Pharmacy students also 
gathered with other health professionals 
on the USC Health Sciences Campus and 
University Park Campus for additional 
White Coats for Black Lives events. 
Sparked by the killing of George Floyd 
by Minneapolis police, the observances 
sought to protest and shed light on police 
brutality, systemic racism and health 
disparities—including COVID-19—
that disproportionately affect the Black 
community and other people of color. 

ANNUAL SUMMER STUDY ABROAD PROGRAM PIVOTS ONLINE

For many summers, the USC School of Pharmacy 
has drawn undergraduate pharmacy students from 
around the world to the USC Health Sciences Campus 
for residential educational opportunities. With travel 
restrictions caused by the pandemic, this year’s pro-
gram was completely reimagined under the leader-
ship of faculty members Ian Haworth, Rory Kim and 
Rebecca Romero. 

The resulting two-week, online program—Virtual 
Immersion in Clinical Pharmacy and Therapeutics—
brought together 19 students from South Korea, Taiwan 
and Saudi Arabia in July. While it wasn’t the same as 
traveling to the U.S., student participants said they 
enjoyed their time virtually visiting the school and 
meeting new colleagues from around the globe, while 
taking a deep dive into drugs that treat diabetes.

“This learning experience made me feel as if I’ve been 
to different countries all at once and I’ve made great 
connections with every one of them,” says Alyaa Al-rifai 
from King Abdulaziz University in Jedda, Saudi Arabia.

“People were friendly and worked very hard,” says 
Yu-Chen Lin of Chia Nan University in Taiwan. “I am more 
confident to speak out loud and do more study abroad.”
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CAME TOGETHER TO  
COMBAT COVID-19,  
SUPPORT ONE ANOTHER AND  
FOCUS ON THE FUTURE By Susan L. Wampler



When the COVID-19 pandemic struck 

in spring 2020, the USC School of 

Pharmacy community quickly united 

to address immediate challenges and 

devise innovative long-term strategies. 

Learning pivoted online. Faculty shifted 

focus to novel treatments, frontline care 

and policies to reduce the pandemic’s 

impact. Alumni and donors contributed 

emergency funding for students in need 

and personal protective equipment (PPE) 

for pharmacists and other clinicians. 

Meanwhile, students volunteered at 

food banks, distributed PPE and helped 

isolated seniors stay socially connected. 

Following are seven key  
takeaways from the 
pandemic’s first six months. 

THE SCHOOL IS NIMBLE AND RESILIENT.

In March, the School of Pharmacy shifted to virtual tools 
for learning and collaborating, moving courses to the web 
so that all 1,200 students could continue their education 
uninterrupted. Faculty received specialized training through 
the USC Center for Excellence in Teaching on best practices 
for delivering online content. Preceptors and partners 
helped ensure fourth-year PharmD students were able to 
complete their studies and graduate on time. 

“This semester, our PharmD curriculum is the same in terms 
of content, but the delivery and format have changed 
entirely,” says Edith Mirzaian, assistant dean of curriculum. 

“You can’t expect students to sit through three hours of 
lectures online, so we had to find a way to make the delivery 
engaging and practical.”

The resulting approach combines prerecorded lectures with 
live sessions in which students apply clinical decision-making 
skills to specific case studies. 

“As an instructor, I’ve found that this model actually 
increases engagement,” Mirzaian says. “Students have more 
time to digest the information, and I feel like they’re getting 
more time with me to practice what they’ve learned. And the 
new format is a great way for first-year students to get to 
know each other through the Zoom breakout rooms.”

Students also continued their Introductory Pharmacy 
Practice Experiences (IPPE), albeit in a modified way. 
PharmD Class of 2023 student Amanda Pan’s IPPE rotation 
at Huntington Hospital began in April after COVID-19 
safety measures were in place, which prevented Pan from 
shadowing clinical pharmacists. But she still credits the 
experience with preparing her for her current internship at 
the Los Angeles County+USC Medical Center.

“I got to learn about the medications used more often 
in a hospital compared to a community setting,” Pan 
says. “Training in a hospital setting during the pandemic, 
I also learned about the increased use of some specific 
medications to treat COVID-19 patients.”

The school restructured career and support services, 
shifting to virtual advising sessions, internship and career 
development programming, an online career fair, and 
virtual appointments with mental and emotional health 
counselors. Under the leadership of Melissa Durham, 
assistant dean of diversity, equity and inclusion, Project 
Wellness is also flourishing online. It hosts frequent live 
yoga and mindfulness sessions as well as drop-in virtual 
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conversations—all aimed at helping students reduce stress, 
gain perspective and ease anxiety. 

New courses such as Plagues and Pandemics and Drugs and 
the Media—the latter in collaboration with the Annenberg 
School for Communication and Journalism—are in the works 
for the School of Pharmacy’s popular and rapidly expanding 
new undergraduate program. A new minor, Foundation in 
Regulatory Sciences, launched this fall, and an additional 
online master’s program in biopharmaceutical marketing will 
start in spring 2021. 

COVID-19 HAS DISRUPTED OUR LIVES—BUT SUCH 

DISRUPTION ALSO BRINGS MEANINGFUL CHANGE  

AND INNOVATION. IN MANY WAYS, THIS CRISIS HAS 

BROUGHT PHARMACY, PHARMACEUTICAL SCIENCES AND  

REGULATORY SCIENCE TO THE FOREFRONT AS ESSENTIAL  

IN BEATING BACK THE PANDEMIC AS WE STRIVE TO 

DEVELOP VACCINES AND BETTER THERAPIES.”

Vassilios Papadopoulos, Dean
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POLICY DECISIONS ARE CRITICAL TO 
CONTAINING THE VIRUS AND ITS HEALTH 
AND ECONOMIC COSTS. 

In addition to its tragic health toll, COVID-19 has 
ravaged economic activity. Early in the pandemic, the USC 
Schaeffer Center for Health Policy & Economics launched 
a comprehensive section on its website about the virus’s 
implications on health and the economy. Experts at the 
center—a partnership of the USC School of Pharmacy and 
the USC Price School of Public Policy—continue weighing in 
on short- and long-term approaches to the crisis. 

“COVID-19 is an immediate threat that requires a unified, 
science-based response from governments and citizens to 
be successful,” says Geoffrey Joyce, chair of the school’s 
Department of Pharmaceutical and Health Economics and 
Schaeffer Center director of health policy. “But it is also an 
opportunity to rethink how we prepare for future pandemics.”

Early on, Joyce called attention to the danger of shortages 
posed by current supply chains, as the vast majority of raw 
materials that go into prescription drugs are produced 
overseas—mostly in China and India. 

Within days of the virus being reported in the U.S., 
Assistant Professor William Padula and colleagues 
began investigating the value of hypothetical treatments 
and vaccines by applying data from the World Health 
Organization and Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource 
Center. The team’s modeling methods are being used to 
identify optimal price points and gauge the long-term 
effects of these treatments. They also have explored U.S. 
health-system capacity issues related to the volume of 
ventilators and availability of physicians and nurses. 

Investigators led by Joyce modeled the value of two 
hypothetical treatments—one dispensed before patients 
require hospitalization and one administered in the 
hospital. They found that both scenarios would save tens 
of thousands of lives and estimate cost savings of between 
$57 billion and $106 billion over 18 months if 20% of the 
population becomes infected.

“Even after a vaccine for COVID-19 becomes available, there 
may be supply issues, and the vaccine may not be effective 
across the entire population,” Joyce says. “Some people may 
choose not to be vaccinated. As such, developing effective 
treatments has to be a central part of any strategy.”

As COVID-19 infections rise, so does the need for testing. 
But with testing reagents in short supply and the cost 

PHARMACISTS WILL PLAY A MAJOR ROLE IN 
THE FIGHT TO DEFEAT COVID-19. 

In early April, the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) began allowing licensed pharmacists  
to order and administer COVID-19 tests authorized by  
the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). The school  
now offers COVID-19 testing at the USC Medical Plaza 
Pharmacy and will soon expand to other USC-owned  
and -operated pharmacies. 

In August, HHS authorized state-licensed pharmacists 
(including pharmacy interns) to order and administer 
childhood vaccines to counter the dramatic drop in 
immunizations resulting from families staying home  
during the pandemic. 

In most states, pharmacists already routinely administer 
vaccines. With a pre-pandemic shortage of healthcare 
providers nationwide—made worse by the rapid spread 
of the coronavirus—it will become even more critical for 
pharmacists to be allowed to operate at the top of their 
licenses to deploy FDA-approved COVID-19 vaccines once 
they become available. 

Associate Dean for Clinical Affairs Steven Chen—the William 
A. and Josephine A. Heeres Chair in Community Pharmacy—
penned a widely read op-ed in The Conversation making the 
case for an increased role for pharmacists in addressing 
COVID-19 (see page 5). Chen urged Congress to “enact 
emergency measures to support legislation recognizing 
pharmacists as healthcare providers under the Social 
Security Act for immediate deployment, particularly in the 
hardest hit and rural areas.”

Assistant Professor of Clinical Pharmacy Richard Dang 
has been appointed to Gov. Gavin Newsom’s California 
COVID-19 testing task force, which has the goal of quickly 
and significantly increasing the state’s testing capacity. 
Dang also chairs the California Pharmacists Association’s 
COVID-19 task force (see page 6). “Pharmacies remain a 
crucial access point for patients to receive the expertise of 
healthcare professionals they know and trust,” Dang says. 

“Pharmacists are well-positioned to help combat COVID-19, 
but there are regulatory barriers to overcome. Advocacy is 
important if we want to have a seat at the table.”



COVID-19 but also may revolutionize the prevention of 
numerous other infectious diseases.

As COVID-19 patients often require aid to breathe, the 
potential shortage of ventilators remains a concern. 
Susan Bain, assistant professor of regulatory and quality 
sciences, is part of a team that developed a novel ventilator 
system that aims to co-ventilate up to three patients 
simultaneously. MS Regulatory Science student Daniel 
Stemen served as a team leader for the new device, which is 
undergoing consideration by the FDA. 

The School of Pharmacy also has several proposals in the 
works relating to antibody testing, which will be essential 
to the safe return of millions to their workplaces and social 
interactions, as well as holding potential for the development 
of new therapies for COVID-19.

To speed such COVID-19 countermeasures to the public 
as quickly as possible, the FDA has issued numerous 
Emergency Use Authorizations, notes Nancy Pire-
Smerkanich, assistant professor of regulatory and quality 
sciences. Products for which these waivers have been 
granted “include drugs such as antiviral therapies, biologics 
including both vaccines and blood products, and medical 
devices such as diagnostic tests and personal protective 
equipment,” she says. “The collaboration between industry, 
academia and governments—as well as across regulatory 
authorities—has been unprecedented.” 

COVID-19 WILL HAVE FAR-REACHING, 
LONG-LASTING IMPACTS.

In Los Angeles County alone, the death rate for COVID-19 
among Black people is double that of white people. For the 
Latino community, the death rate is 70% higher than for 
the white community.

“Our world has been profoundly disrupted by COVID-19,” 
Papadopoulos notes. “And many of those hit the hardest 
are Black, Indigenous and people of color—the very same 
people in communities already burdened by a history of 
prejudice, poverty and especially racism. As a school whose 
mission is to advance health, we must focus on these health 
disparities and the role we play in addressing them.”

In addition to concerns about the disproportionate impact 
of the virus on people of color, COVID-19 is negatively 
affecting the mental well-being of millions. Nearly half  

of repeatedly testing large portions of the population 
prohibitively high, Schaeffer Center experts suggested an 
innovative strategy. Darius Lakdawalla—Quintiles Chair in 
Pharmaceutical Development and Regulatory Innovation  
at the School of Pharmacy—and colleagues proposed the 
use of pooled testing. The method combines individual 
samples and processes them in batches, aka pools, instead  
of running tests on each individual in a company or school. 
The approach could reduce testing costs by at least half, 
adding up to tens of billions of dollars saved, even when 
factoring in concerns about reliability and testing errors.

“Pooled testing has the potential to get the U.S. one  
step closer to universal and repeated testing, which is 
crucial given how quickly we have seen this virus spread,” 
says Erin Trish, Schaeffer Center associate director, an 
assistant professor at the School of Pharmacy and  
co-author of the study. 

Jeff McCombs—associate professor of pharmaceutical  
and health economics and a Schaeffer Center researcher— 
along with Richard Dang and colleagues authored a white 
paper about the need for a multifaceted vaccination 
strategy across the entire U.S. healthcare system. They 
recommend uniform vaccine prescribing laws across states 
as well as automatic inclusion of new vaccines once they 
are approved by the FDA. “Administering the vaccine at 
community pharmacies may be the lowest-cost and most 
convenient alternative,” they wrote. 

INNOVATIVE APPROACHES MUST BE 
EMPLOYED TO DEFEAT THE CORONAVIRUS.

Even after a cure is found, the best protection from 
COVID-19 will be keeping the coronavirus that causes 
it out of our bodies in the first place. Stan Louie, director 
of the Clinical Experimental Therapeutics Program, and 
postdoctoral researcher Isaac Asante joined with USC 
colleagues in multidisciplinary research to develop a 
compound for blocking the virus from entering through 
membranes in the nose, eyes and mouth.

The coronavirus latches onto structures on the surfaces of 
our cells before burrowing in to replicate and spread. Lipid 
rafts, which are laden with cholesterol and play an important 
role in cellular signaling, are especially vulnerable to being 
hijacked. The team’s compound, called cyclodextrin, removes 
cholesterol from cellular membranes to fight off this viral 
piracy. If successful, the invention will not only help stop 
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DURING THIS TIME OF GLOBAL 

PANDEMIC, THE FDA HAS THE 

CHALLENGE OF BALANCING 

REGULATORY FLEXIBILITY WITH 

PROTECTING PUBLIC SAFETY.”

Eunjoo Pacifici, Chair, Department  
of Regulatory and Quality Sciences
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of the U.S. population reports that the COVID-19 
pandemic poses harm to their mental health, according to 
polling by both Gallup and the Kaiser Family Foundation. 
Meanwhile, distress hotlines across the country have 
logged significant increases in call volume, while alcohol 
and substance use is surging. This crisis shines a spotlight 
on the already strained resources for mental health 
services nationwide. 

“With hospitals being overrun and the lack of services being 
provided, many crises are coming out of the pandemic,” 
Associate Professor Seth Seabury says. “But I think those 
with serious mental illness will be hit particularly hard. 
Stability of care is incredibly important for them—including 
drug adherence and seeing a provider regularly. That’s 
almost certainly being disrupted now, which will exacerbate 
disease severity for a lot of patients.”
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Daryl Davies, associate dean for undergraduate education 
and director of the Alcohol and Brain Research Laboratory, 
also warns that the physical damage wrought by COVID-19 
will extend far beyond the virus’s direct effects. Economic 
dislocation, job loss and fear of disease are all triggers for 
substance abuse, he notes. In addition, alcohol and other 
substance abuse can increase threats of suicide and domestic 
violence. The virus also limits access to people’s usual support 
systems that are so important to coping with crises. 

“As social distancing and self-isolation turned from weeks 
to months, we saw more online partying, more Zoom parties 
and more alcohol consumption and more problems related  
to alcohol abuse,” Davies says.

ALUMNI AND STUDENTS STEPPED UP TO 
SUPPORT EACH OTHER, AND THE COMMUNITY.

When the need for hand sanitizer and PPE was pressing 
early in the pandemic, students Zade Hikmat and Avantika 
Pathak, both PharmD Class of 2022, launched the 
fightcovid.us website to help provide the protective 
equipment essential to keeping healthcare workers safe 
across the country. 

Marcella Vargas, PharmD Class of 2024, shared her time 
with Los Angeles County COVID Volunteers, providing 
childcare to frontline workers and volunteering at the Los 
Angeles County+USC Medical Center’s food pantry. 

Some 80 students from the School of Pharmacy and other 
health science disciplines helped homebound seniors stay 
socially active and connected to essential resources through 
USC’s Age-Friendly Student-Senior Connection program. 

Generous alumni donated thousands of masks and gloves 
to Keck Medicine and the School of Pharmacy. They also 
assisted the School of Pharmacy in rapidly acquiring all 
the protective equipment needed for pharmacists and 
staff at USC-owned and -operated pharmacies. Alumni and 
donors contributed generously to the School of Pharmacy 
Emergency Fund for students facing unexpected medical 
bills, food insecurity and other hardships as a result of the 
pandemic. 

In addition to working from home for her job in the 
pharmaceutical industry, Kimberly Moore, PharmD, MS 
Healthcare Decision Analysis ’16, took shifts on evenings 
and weekends at an independent pharmacy to help fill a 

community need. She saw an increasing number of people 
coming in for anti-anxiety medications and also addressed 
patients’ worries about not being able to get their regular 
prescriptions filled. 

“It’s a time of uncertainty and that is not something we can 
change,” Moore says. “The generosity of our community 
has never been better exemplified than by the six pages of 
names of people volunteering to grocery shop and deliver 
medications to the elderly.” 

COVID-19 REPRESENTS A SOCIETAL 
PARADIGM SHIFT. 

COVID-19 is not a singular event that will simply go away, 
allowing a return to business as usual. Its continued 
presence and long-lasting effects will inform how our 
society, the economy and pedagogy need to adapt to remain 
both relevant and capable of producing new generations of 
leaders and a highly qualified workforce. 

“The virus is a paradigm shift in the landscape of our world,” 
Papadopoulos says. “We learned from this experience,  
and we tested new models of education and training. We  
are now thinking about the long-term implications for 
education, training and healthcare, and what we should  
retain from the COVID-19 experience to better prepare  
for our collective future.”

WE AS STUDENTS IN THE HEALTHCARE 

PROFESSION FELT THAT WE NEEDED  

TO DO SOMETHING TO SUPPORT THE 

HEALTHCARE PROFESSIONALS WHO  

ARE AT THE FRONT LINE.” 

Zade Hikmat, PharmD Class of 2022
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New Board of  
Councilors’ 
Members

NEW GIFT SUPPORTS STUDENTS AND HONORS ALUMNUS

Top left: Sandra and 
Edward Abrahamian

Top right: Frank and 
Edward Abrahamian

Left: Charles, 
Edward, Frank and 
Zarouhi Abrahamian 

A $4 million gift from Edward C. Abrahamian and 
his wife, Sandra, will fund student scholarships and 
support resources at the USC School of Pharmacy 
and the USC School of Architecture.

Abrahamian earned his bachelor’s degree in 
architecture from USC in 1963. After training as an 
architect at USC, he worked for several Los Angeles-
area firms before launching his own architecture  
and interior design company in Pasadena, Calif. 

With their pledge, the Abrahamians are honor-
ing his family, including his late brother, Frank 
Abrahamian, who graduated from the School of 
Pharmacy in 1959 and passed away in 2008.

The Frank C. Abrahamian Endowed Scholarship 
Fund will be awarded to select full-time students 
enrolled in the Doctor of Pharmacy program. The gift 
will also create the Frank C. Abrahamian Endowed 
Technology Fund to maintain and upgrade class-
room technology such as audiovisual equipment, 
digital monitors and interactive 3D modeling tools.

“This generous support will not only provide 
scholarships to our outstanding students but 
will also give our faculty the tools they need to 

ensure our students are prepared for successful 
careers in a dynamic healthcare environment,” says 
Vassilios Papadopoulos, dean of the USC School 
of Pharmacy. “We are very thankful to Edward and 
Sandra Abrahamian for collaborating with us to 
create this beautiful tribute to his brother.”

Abrahamian says the gift felt like a fitting way to 
honor his family’s sacrifices and hard work.

The Abrahamian brothers’ parents grew up 
in Turkey and survived the Armenian genocide. 
Although their parents didn’t know each other 
at the time, they both fled Constantinople, now 
Istanbul, early in the 20th century. The couple met 
and married in New York and then moved their 
family west to Los Angeles in 1940.

As he began thinking ahead to his legacy, 
Abrahamian decided to dedicate his estate to 
creating more student services and scholarships 
that would live on in perpetuity.

“The older I get, the more I appreciate my  
family—my mother and father, my brother,”  
he says. “They are so deserving of being memo- 
rialized like this.”

Edward C. Abrahamian  
(see story, left) and Kelly  
Wilder (above) are the 
newest members of the 
USC School of Pharmacy’s  
Board of Councilors. 
Wilder serves as executive 
vice president of strategic 
business development for 
Precision Value & Health 
and as co-president of its 
marketing services arm. 
Previously she managed 
business development 
efforts for an oncology- 
focused market research 
organization and led the 
account and project teams 
for a New York City 
medical communications 
agency. She also lends her 
expertise to professional 
organizations, such as 
the Academy of Managed 
Care Pharmacy, for 
which she served on the 
Healthcare Economic  
Information and  
Preapproval Information 
Exchange committees.

Mark your  
calendar! 

Giving Tuesday  
is December 1. 
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New Chair to Explore Consequences of Aging
Joseph Litvack, PharmD ’59, has made a  
$3 million pledge to establish the Litvack 
Family Chair to Discover Consequences of 
Aging. The faculty member named to the 
endowed chair will conduct research on 
how people age differently based on genet-
ics, lifestyle and environmental factors—
and potentially develop new therapeutics 
that can mitigate the physical changes that 
cause some individuals to die prematurely. 

Litvack retired from Rancho Los Amigos 
National Rehabilitation Center, where 
he served as head pharmacist. His wife, 
Shirley, and daughter, Marsha, passed 
away in 2019 and 2017, respectively. 

Left: Joseph Litvack with his daughter, Marsha, 
and wife, Shirley
Right: Shirley and Joseph Litvack

Greek-Style Shrimp and Rice
Dean Vassilios Papadopoulos

INGREDIENTS 
¼ large red onion, diced
1–3 large garlic cloves, minced
½ cup extra virgin olive oil, divided
Salt, pepper and oregano
14-ounce can San Marzano  

tomatoes
½ pound shrimp; can replace  

with ½ pound of other seafood, 
if desired

2 cups white rice
4 cups water (or light stock,  

if desired), divided
½ pound feta cheese

and adding the additional 2 cups 
of water slowly, until fully cooked 
and the mixture flows slightly.

3.  Plate the rice, top with shrimp, 
and garnish with as much feta 
and olive oil as desired.

DIRECTIONS 
1.  Heat ¼ cup olive oil in a frying 

pan. Add the onion and garlic and 
sauté until opaque. Add the shrimp 
and lightly fry until just cooked 
on the outside but still raw in the 
core. Remove shrimp mixture from 
pan and set aside.

2.  In the same pan, heat a table-
spoon of olive oil and add rice. 
Toast over medium heat until the 
rice smells slightly nutty and gets 
some color. Add the canned toma-
toes, seasoning and 2 cups water. 
Cook, stirring the rice like a risotto 

FY2020 WAS A 
RECORD YEAR FOR 
FUNDRAISING FOR  
THE USC SCHOOL  
OF PHARMACY,  
WITH $10 MILLION  
IN PHILANTHROPIC 
SUPPORT RECEIVED. 

THANK YOU!

COOKING UP  
SUPPORT

With many people spending more time than ever at home and cooking, the School of Pharmacy is creating the 
Community Cookbook, featuring recipes from faculty, alumni, staff and students. Funds from sales of the book 
will support student scholarships. Check the school’s website, pharmacyschool.usc.edu, for updates. Here’s 
one recipe to try right away, a family favorite from Dean Vassilios Papadopoulos.
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HONORING LEADERS:  

The 2020 Alumni Awards
The following accomplished members of the USC School of Pharmacy community will be recognized for their achievements and contributions to the school 
at a date to be determined in 2021. The ceremony was initially planned for March 15, 2020. 

Reda Alhoussayni, PharmD ’00, will receive the Community Service Award. An adjunct assistant professor at the 
school, he has been a valued preceptor for 20 years and teaches a medical Spanish course for pharmacy students  
that has become one of the school’s most popular electives. As president of Olive Branch Pharmacy in Downtown  
Los Angeles, he has built partnerships with local medical and dental practices to better deliver high-impact,  
compassionate services to the downtown community.  

The Young Alumni Award will go to Grace Cheng, PharmD ’13. A clinical pharmacist in several primary care clin-
ics at UCLA, she is also a faculty preceptor for the UCLA David Geffen School of Medicine, a lecturer for the UCLA 
Internal Medicine Residency Program and Geriatric Fellowship, a clinical pharmacist for the UCLA Extensivist 
Program, which builds medical homes for high-risk super-utilizers, and faculty adviser for the innovative UCLA 
Hotspotter Program, which makes interdisciplinary home visits to patients in need.  

Hovik Gukasyan, PhD ’04, will receive the Research Achievement Award. An associate director at Allergan Inc., 
his research focuses on the development, characterization and application of novel drug carrier systems for cancer. 
As an adjunct assistant professor at the USC School of Pharmacy and a lecturer at the University of California, San 
Diego Department of Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering, he teaches courses on medical device materials and 
applications, physical pharmacy and regulatory sciences.  

The Honorary Alumni Award will go to Hattie Rees Hanley, MPP. In 2007, she co-founded the Right Care 
Initiative, a public-private effort to advance prevention and better management of hospital-acquired infections, heart 
attacks, strokes, diabetes and heart failure. She has directed the initiative since its inception, in close collaboration 
with leading experts in the field. A tireless advocate for patients, she was instrumental in the passage of California’s 
Patient Bill of Rights.  

Linh Lee, PharmD ’01, will be honored with the Distinguished Alumni Award. She serves as director of Health 
and Wellness/Pharmacy for Ralphs Grocery Company, where she has developed numerous clinical programs, 
including immunizations and disease state management. She now oversees all pharmacy operations and execution 
of clinical programs for Ralphs stores across California. She has been honored as a Rising Star with Progressive 
Grocer’s Top Women in Grocery. She also serves as president of the Orange County Pharmacists Association.  

The Dean’s Medallion Award will be presented to Edward Martin Lieskovan, PharmD ’85, MBA, CEO of 
PRL Pharma Group, an adjunct professor at the USC School of Pharmacy and faculty adviser for the Academy of 
Managed Care Pharmacy’s USC student chapter. A foremost authority on nutraceuticals and drug formulation, 
he has published numerous articles and delivered many lectures on the role of dietary supplement nutrients in the 
development and maintenance of healthy body tissues. Previously he worked for Eli Lilly, where he was involved in 
the launch of several notable pharmaceuticals, including Prozac.  

The Innovation in Pharmacoeconomics Award will be presented to Robert Popovian, PharmD ’93, MS ’96, vice 
president of U.S. Government Relations at Pfizer Inc. He has published and presented extensively on the impact of 
biopharmaceuticals and health policies on healthcare costs and clinical outcomes, and writes a regular column for 
Morning Consult on health policy and economic issues relevant to the biopharmaceutical industry. He has studied and 
published on clinical and policy-related economic analysis as well as on emerging healthcare payment mechanisms.  

The Innovation in Regulatory Science Award will go to Weicheng Wu, MS ’03, vice president of Regulatory Affairs 
for Fosun Pharma USA Inc., where he leads the preparation and submission of investigational new drug applications, 
new drug applications and abbreviated new drug applications for innovative and generic drugs. He has 17 years of 
experience in regulatory affairs, supporting the development and commercialization of drugs, biologics and medical 
devices, domestically and internationally.  
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Sparking Joy on the Front Lines
As colleagues in pharmacies, clinics and hospitals 
around the world continue to put their all into caring 
for patients with COVID-19, some people are finding 
unique ways to offer thoughtful support. Jessica 
Louie, BS ’09, PharmD ’13, has sent care packages to 
more than 1,200 pharmacists and other healthcare 
team members through Spark Joy in Healthcare. 
Here, Louie shares her inspiration for her project and 
advice for students and healthcare professionals. 

What inspired you to launch Spark Joy in 
Healthcare?
Spark Joy in Healthcare was started from the 
overwhelm and frustration I saw in burned-out 
pharmacists. I believe when pharmacists invest in 
themselves to declutter their lives and spark joy 
again in healthcare, everyone wins: the pharmacist, 
their partner, their children, their loved ones, their 
team members and our patients. Our mission is to 
spread joy in pharmacy and healthcare by creating 
community, mentorship, coaching and ways to 
thrive each day. 

Why did you decide to create the care packages?
When pharmacists take care of themselves, they are 
better equipped to take care of our patients. These 
care packages are for those physically working on 
the front lines during COVID-19. Each care pack-
age looks different, with snack foods, personal care 
items and notes of gratitude.

How can we better support health profes- 
sionals on the front lines?
We have found that many pharmacists are dealing 
with fear, uncertainty and overwhelm. Pharmacists 
are often overlooked, even during this pandemic, 
as the public focuses on nurses and physicians. 
Organizations can have resources available for  
stress management and can bring in experts for 
online workshops. I’m doing this for 250 pharma-
cists in United Healthcare, discussing “5 Ways  
to Bring Joy Into Work” through an online work-
shop. The public can help our frontline healthcare 
workers by reaching out to check in and see how 
they are doing, or send them a thank you note.

Describe your current work and career  
highlights.
I’m passionate about helping people find confidence 
to live intentionally so we all create meaningful 
contributions to the world. I’m the founder of 
Clarify Simplify Align and The Burnout Doctor 
Podcast, where I help pharmacists and healthcare 
professionals get out of overwhelm and live with 
less clutter and more energy. I’m certified in the 

KonMari Method to help declutter your life. I 
practice as an associate professor and critical care 
pharmacist by day.

What advice do you have for those interested 
in a path similar to yours?
Invest in yourself and your continued learning 
journey. If you want to follow my path into entrepre-
neurship and podcasting, start small and start today. 
I began this journey in 2016 and, at first, I thought I  

could do everything myself, and then I realized I 
needed to ask for help. When I finally invested in 
my business coaches in 2018, it changed my perspec-
tive and I found a tribe of strong female business 
owners to learn from and grow with. Continue to 
grow your own tribe who will uplift and support  
you as your journey changes year after year.

Learn more at sparkjoyinhealthcare.com
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Margaret Adamcyzk, PharmD 
’90, is a pharmacist at USC  
Verdugo Hills Hospital.

Ricky Ma, PharmD ’95, is owner 
of Community Medical Pharmacy  
in Covina, Calif.

Tamara Thompson, PharmD ’96,  
is an adjunct professor at Loma 
Linda University.

Rob Charles, PharmD ’99, MS 
Pharmaceutical Economics ’01, 
is senior associate director, HEOR 
value evidence, and outcomes  
liaison at Boehringer Ingelheim.

20002000 s
Susie H. Park, PharmD ’00, is a 
clinical pharmacist in behavioral 
health at CareMore Health.

Hovik Gukasyan, PharmD ’03, is 
an associate director at AbbVie.

Neeta Sharma, MS Regulatory 
Science ’04, is vice president of 
regulatory affairs at Dexcom.

Vinson Lee, PharmD ’06, is 
vice president, market access 
and HEOR at The Kinetix Group, 
a healthcare strategy agency. He 
also serves on the USC School of 
Pharmacy’s Board of Councilors.

Vinnie Dam, PharmD ’07, 
MS Regulatory Science ’07, 
is co-founder and director of 
pharmacy at Mixlab, a veterinary 
pharmacy that focuses on creating 
custom medications for pets.
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We want to hear from you! Submit 
your updates and career news to 
pharmacyschool.usc.edu/class-notes  
to be included in the next edition  
of Class Notes.

1 9 6 01 9 6 0 s
Charles Jay Brahms,  
PharmD ’65, died on July 27, 2020.

1 9 7 01 9 7 0 s
John Bruce, PharmD ’70, is 
president and CEO of WSPC (Well-
Served Pharmacy Community).

Jack Raber, PharmD ’75, is 
principal and owner of Clinipharm 
Services, a California-based con-
sultancy specializing in pharmacy 
risk assessment and management, 
third-party drug benefits and 
health insurance fraud.

1 9 8 01 9 8 0 s
Pam Tarlow, PharmD ’81, is an 
integrative pharmacist at Santa 
Monica Homeopathic Pharmacy. 
She is also a longtime preceptor 
who mentors USC School of  
Pharmacy students.

Peter Lassoff, PharmD ’86,  
is senior vice president and head  
of regulatory at Syneos Health.

Jill Bennett, PharmD ’87, is a 
medical science liaison director  
at Spero Therapeutics.
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David Truong, PharmD ’07,  
MS Regulatory Science ’07,  
is director of global regulatory 
affairs at Greenwich Biosciences.

Rishabh Jain, MS Regulatory 
Science ’09, is director of  
global regulatory affairs at  
Astex Pharmaceuticals.

Bryant Tran, PharmD ’09,  
MS Regulatory Science ’09, is 
medical affairs scientific director 
at GlaxoSmithKline.

20 1020 10 s
Timothy Bensman, PharmD ’11, 
PhD Clinical and Experimental 
Therapeutics ’16, is a clinical 
pharmacologist at the Food and 
Drug Administration.

Jennifer-Ann Bayan, PhD  
Molecular Pharmacology  
and Toxicology ’12, is head of 
microbiology at Takeda.

Nicole Hsu, MS Regulatory  
Science ’12, is director of regula-
tory affairs at Aadi Bioscience.

Martha Pastuszka, MS  
Management of Drug  
Development ’13, PhD  
Molecular Pharmacology and 
Toxicology ’14, is a scientist II  
at Vividion Therapeutics.

Melissa Agnello, PhD Clinical 
and Experimental Therapeutics  
’15, is scientific director and 
co-founder at M2Biome.

Jannet Cardin, PharmD ’19, 
is a clinical pharmacist at Desert 
Valley Hospital.

Hsuan-Yao (Sean) Wang, PhD 
Pharmaceutical Sciences ’19, is 
a scientist at TCRCure Biopharma.

20 2020 20 s
Shraddha Hakani, MS Health-
care Decision Analysis ’20, is  
a product manager at PathAI.

Yixin Hu, MS Healthcare  
Decision Analysis ’20, is a 
product manager at the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences.

Diana Lam, PharmD ’20,  
is an associate manager of  
U.S. medical information at  
Gilead Sciences.

Brian Lee, PharmD ’20, is a 
pharmacy resident at City of Hope 
Comprehensive Cancer Center.

Dammie Soyemi, MS Health-
care Decision Analysis ’20, is 
a clinical development medical 
director at Novartis.

Ashley Tuttle, PharmD ’20,  
is a pharmacy resident at Loma 
Linda University Health.

Adrianna Vega, MS Pharma-
ceutical Sciences ’20, is an 
associate scientist at Amgen.

Crystal Zheng, MS Healthcare 
Decision Analysis ’20, is an 
investment banking analyst at  
SVB Leerink.

Vaidyanathan Ganapathy,  
PhD Pharmaceutical Economics 
and Policy ’15, is director of  
global real-world evidence at  
Vertex Pharmaceuticals.

Chun-Ju Guo, PhD Pharmaceu-
tical Sciences ’15, is an assistant 
professor of medicine at Weill 
Cornell Medicine.

Sybrand Pretorius, MS  
Management of Drug  
Development ’16, is executive vice 
president and chief medical and 
scientific officer at Parexel.

Jordan Adajar, MS Regulatory 
Science ’17, is manager of  
regulatory affairs at Dermira.

Tara Alire, PharmD ’17, is a 
strategy insights and planning 
associate consultant at ZS.

Matthew Pakizegee, PharmD 
’17, MS Healthcare Decision 
Analysis ’17, is market access  
and government affairs manager 
at Genentech.
 
Charles Caldwell, PhD  
Clinical and Experimental 
Therapeutics ’18, is a healthcare 
investment banking associate at 
Salem Partners.
 
David (Yelin) Hu, MS Manage-
ment of Drug Development ’18, 
is manager of business develop-
ment at Yuyu Pharma.

Li Peng Yap, MS Regulatory 
Science ’18, is associate  
director of global regulatory 
strategy at AbbVie.
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Premium Concern
Medicare Part D was meant to ease retail 
prescription costs, with rebates being vital 
to the strategy. But according to research 
co-authored by Erin Trish and Geoffrey 
Joyce, these discounts often fail to reach 
Medicare patients.

“Our analysis shows beneficiaries are not 
necessarily benefiting in terms of out-of-
pocket spending,” says Trish, assistant 
professor and associate director of the  
USC Schaeffer Center for Health Policy & 
Economics, which published the paper. 
Instead, the rebates flow to health plans  
and pharmacy benefit managers.

“Although rebates help keep Part D 
premiums low, they do so in a way that 
disadvantages those who rely on high-cost, 
high-rebate drugs,” notes Joyce, chair of 
the School of Pharmacy’s Department of 
Pharmaceutical and Health Economics and 
Schaeffer Center director of health policy.

Trish and Joyce suggest a solution: Base 
rebates on a drug’s net cost rather than 
its list price, which is the current practice. 
Using 2016 Medicare Part D claims data, 
they found that basing cost-sharing on net 
prices would reduce out-of-pocket spending 
for 47% of beneficiaries who are not already 
covered by low-income subsidies. 

Their modeling shows that 20% of benefi-
ciaries would save more than $100 annually, 
and nearly 1% would save more than  
$1,000 annually. However, the savings 
would vary according to which drugs are 
purchased and would not reach all patients, 
as high-cost drugs lacking rebates would 
remain unaffected.

Overall, the reduced burdens on patients— 
and taxpayers—could be substantial. In 
addition to making cost-sharing more  
equitable between consumers and insurers, 
the policy shift would save money by reducing  
the number of beneficiaries who reach  
catastrophic coverage.
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Amanda Burkhardt, PhD, has joined the Titus Department of Clinical Pharmacy 
as an assistant professor. She was previously an adjunct assistant professor in the 
Department of Physiology and Biophysics at the University of California, Irvine 
School of Medicine, and a lecturer in the Department of Biological Sciences at 
California State University, Long Beach. Her research focuses on development of 
novel vaccines and adjuvants, discovery of cytokines and chemokines, and tuning 
immune responses to vaccine formulations using adjuvants based on Toll-like 
receptors and nanoparticles. The author of multiple patents, she earned a PhD in 
immunology from the University of California, Irvine.

Dima Mazen Qato, PharmD, MPH, PhD, has joined the faculty as the Hygeia 
Centennial Chair and associate professor (with tenure) in the Titus Family 
Department of Clinical Pharmacy. She is also a senior fellow at the USC Leonard 
D. Schaeffer Center for Health Policy & Economics. Prior to joining USC, Qato 
was an associate professor in the Department of Pharmacy Systems, Outcomes 
and Policy at the University of Illinois at Chicago College of Pharmacy. She also 
is a National Academy of Medicine pharmacy fellow for 2018–20. She received 
her PharmD and a PhD in public health from the University of Illinois at Chicago 
and an MPH from the Johns Hopkins School of Public Health. At USC, she will 
develop and lead interdisciplinary research efforts focusing on drug utilization, 
access to medicines, and pharmaceutical policy in the U.S. and globally. 

Daniel Tomaszewski, PharmD, PhD, has joined the Department of 
Pharmaceutical and Health Economics as an associate professor. Most recently,  
he was an assistant professor of pharmacy administration at Chapman University. 
His expertise includes working directly with payers and healthcare decision-makers 
to optimize medication use and ensure cost-effective implementation of pharmacy  
and health benefits, and he has taught a variety of graduate-level courses on 
managed care and global perspectives on medication use. Tomaszewski earned a 
PhD in social and administrative pharmacy and a PharmD from the University  
of Minnesota College of Pharmacy.

Jennica Zaro, PhD, has returned to the school as an associate professor in the 
Department of Pharmacology and Pharmaceutical Sciences, and assistant dean  
for assessment in the Office of Graduate Education and Postdoctoral Studies.  
Most recently, she was assistant dean of assessment and scholarship and associate 
professor of pharmaceutical sciences at West Coast University School of Pharmacy. 
Prior to that, she was a research assistant professor and a core director of the 
Translational Research and Histology Laboratories at the USC School of Pharmacy. 
Her research is focused on targeted drug-delivery applications utilizing protein-drug 
conjugates or recombinant fusion proteins. She earned a PhD in Pharmaceutical 
Sciences from the USC School of Pharmacy.

New Faces DUAL SOLUTION

In early April, as New York faced shortages  
of frontline healthcare staff and with unem-
ployment rapidly rising across the country,  
William Padula proposed an inventive 
approach to addressing both challenges. 
Writing in The Hill, he suggested retraining 
unemployed individuals as certified nurse 
assistants through a 12-week online program. 

“If we trained 2.5 million of the unemployed  
in this skillset as a course of ‘basic training,’ 
it would increase our total nursing capacity 
by nearly 50% nationwide … allowing for 
experienced nurses to work at the top of 
their licenses,” he and a colleague from 
Dartmouth wrote. 

Padula—assistant professor of phar-
maceutical and health economics at the 
USC School of Pharmacy and a fellow at the 
USC Schaeffer Center for Health Policy & 
Economics—noted that certifications cost 
about $1,200 each. If the U.S. invested  
$3 billion, making it free for volunteers, 
those individuals would gain skills that 
remain useful after the pandemic subsides. 

The researchers also underscored the 
importance of addressing fluctuating rates 
of health insurance coverage. “As individuals 
lose their jobs, they also lose their health-
care coverage,” they wrote. “This presents 
a major threat to any remaining economic 
stability, as those who may contract COVID-
19, or face other health dilemmas, fail to 
maintain adequate coverage.”

Padula was also featured in Scientific 
American for his research on global  
death rates for COVID-19 that found that  
countries with more nurses per patient  
had lower fatalities from the virus. 



28 
USC  
SCHOOL OF PHARMACY

F
A

C
U

L
T

Y
On the Move

Dana Goldman—director of the USC 
Schaeffer Center, the Leonard D. Schaeffer 
Chair and USC Distinguished Professor of 
Public Policy, Pharmacy and Economics— 
has been named interim dean of the USC 
Price School of Public Policy.

Fred Weissman has been promoted to 
professor in the Titus Family Department 
of Clinical Pharmacy. He has been on  
the faculty since 1970. He was recently  
inducted into the California Pharmacists  
Association’s Hall of Fame in recognition 
of his years of achievement and leader-
ship improving pharmacy practice and 
inspiring generations of pharmacists. 

Annie Wong-Beringer, who has served 
as associate dean for research and grad-
uate education since February 2017, will 
continue serving as associate dean for 
research. She will seed and develop  
collaborative, interdisciplinary and 
translational research through diverse 
mechanisms across the departments 
and centers, and continue to supervise 
the Office of Research Affairs to facilitate 
research grant and contract submis-
sion and provide data management for 
research activities and evaluation.

Steven Chen, associate dean for clinical 
affairs and the William A. and Josephine 
A. Heeres Chair in Community Pharmacy,  
has been promoted to professor in  
the Titus Family Department of Clinical  
Pharmacy. 

Emi Minejima has been promoted to 
associate professor in the Titus Family 
Department of Clinical Pharmacy. A 
board-certified infectious diseases 
pharmacist, she serves on the infectious 
diseases consult service at Los Angeles 
County+USC Medical Center. She also 
developed and serves as director of 
the postgraduate year-two residency in 
infectious diseases at LAC+USC Medical 
Center, which attracts candidates on a 
national level. 

James Adams, associate professor of 
pharmacology, has retired after serving 
on the School of Pharmacy faculty since 
1987. He is an expert in medicinal plants, 
human drug metabolism and herbal  
remedies. He was trained by the  
Chumash people as a traditional healer 
and has written numerous books and  
articles on the field. 

Curtis Okamoto, a 25-year faculty mem-
ber at the School of Pharmacy, will assume 
the newly created position of associate 
dean for graduate education and postdoc-
toral studies. In this role, he will develop 
and implement strategies to increase 
graduate and postdoctoral fellowship and 
training grant submission. 
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Liver Protector
Grants and Awards

Erin Trish is principal investigator on a 
$3.6 million project that will study five 
interrelated areas to inform the policy 
debate around provider prices and the 
growing cost of healthcare. Funded by 
Arnold Ventures, the research will ex-
plore surprise medical billing, physician 
consolidation, provider price differentials 
across market segments, out-of-pocket 
spending trends and assessment of policies 
to reduce provider prices. The investiga-
tions aim to improve understanding of 
the drivers of these high and rising prices, 
as well as the impact of potential alter-
native policy approaches to addressing  
them. Trish is associate director of the 
USC Schaeffer Center for Health Policy 
& Economics and an assistant professor 
of pharmaceutical and health economics 
at the USC School of Pharmacy.

Jean Chen Shih, University Professor 
and the Boyd P. and Elsie D. Welin 
Professor in Pharmacology and Pharma-
ceutical Sciences, received orphan drug 
designation for her patent on a novel 
drug for dual therapy and diagnosis  
of brain cancer, which will facilitate 
commercialization of the drug. 

Annie Wong-Beringer, associate  
dean for research, has received a 
$269,955 grant from Merck for  
her study on identifying host and  
microbial risk factors predisposing 
patients to ventilated, hospital- 
acquired bacterial pneumonia.

Paul Beringer, chair of the Titus Family  
Department of Clinical Pharmacy, has 
been awarded a grant of $197,823.54 
from Paratek Pharmaceuticals for his 
project Pharmacokinetics of Omadacy-
cline in Patients with Cystic Fibrosis.

Among its other dangers, excessive alcohol consumption is a major cause of liver 
disease, accounting for nearly half of all cirrhosis-related deaths in the United States. 
But an ancient hangover remedy can help shield the liver from such harm, according 
to research from the USC School of Pharmacy.

The study, published in Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research, focuses 
on dihydromyricetin (DHM), an over-the-counter herbal supplement derived from 
the Japanese raisin tree. Research Professor Jing Liang, the project’s primary author, 
previously conducted work proving DHM’s effectiveness. The new investigation  
illuminates exactly how it works. 

“We found it activates a cascade of mechanisms that erase alcohol from the body 
very quickly,” Liang says. These include triggering the liver’s production of enzymes  
to absorb alcohol and convert it to forms more easily eliminated by the body.

The scientists administered DHM to mice that were also on a daily diet of alcohol. 
After two months of increasing the alcohol intake, they examined the rodents’ livers 
for injury and markers of stress and found that DHM reduced the accumulation  
of fat in liver tissue in addition to cutting down on inflammatory agents called  
cytokines that contribute to cellular damage.

The study concentrated on the liver, Liang explains, because of how alcohol  
circulates through the bloodstream. Alcohol may affect the brain but it is mostly 
metabolized by the liver—a process rendering the organ vulnerable to binge and 
long-term drinking.

“It’s like stepping on a tack; the brain says it hurts,” but the injury is elsewhere in  
the body, notes co-author Daryl Davies, professor of clinical pharmacy and director  
of the USC Alcohol and Brain Research Laboratory.

While the best way to conserve liver function is to drink in moderation or not at all, 
this research could open pathways to reducing alcohol-related deaths. For example, 
DHM could potentially be used to prolong liver function for patients in need of a trans-
plant. The substance may even ultimately enhance the function of transplanted livers.

“It could be a new lease on life for a lot of people,” Davies says.

Daryl Davies, doctoral student Joshua Silva and Jing Liang worked on the study. 
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STUDENT SPOTLIGHT:  

MICHELLE KALU

What attracted you to the field of pharmacy?

It started with drug advertisements on TV. 
I always wondered who made medications 
and why all the commercials listed several 
adverse effects but only highlighted two 
benefits of taking the medication. I followed 
my curiosity and eventually declared a 
pharmaceutical sciences major at UC Irvine. 
When I traveled to Nigeria with my family, 
I learned more about my Nigerian heritage, 
including how the villagers stayed healthy 
without the use of drugs. When they 
showed me the plants and herbs they used 
to treat illnesses, I wondered whether these 
plants could model alternative therapies and 
was inspired to study their effects on the 
body beyond established treatments.

Why did you choose the USC School  
of Pharmacy?

I am passionate about integrating research  
as part of interdisciplinary healthcare 
to make optimal treatment decisions for 
patients. I recognized this same passion in 
several faculty members that I met with,  
and I loved that USC gave me the opportu-
nity to pursue this passion. Being part of a 
close-knit community was also important  
to me because I believe that no one can live  
life and achieve their dreams on their own. 
The USC School of Pharmacy checked  
that box more than any other school.

Why did you decide to pursue a PhD in 
addition to a PharmD?

I want to be well-trained in how to properly 
perform research. I love that research allows 
you to chase questions that no one knows 

the answers to. Plus, people can live better 
lives through the new knowledge that you 
might uncover. I am pursuing both degrees 
because I want to connect my research with 
what I learn in pharmacy school about 
medications and the treatment of diseases.

Tell us about your research.

My primary research interest is in infectious 
diseases, specifically multidrug-resistant 
bacterial infections. What I find interesting 
about infectious diseases is how quickly they 
adapt not only to the human body but also 
to the medications we try to use to eradicate 
them. I also love that it is truly translational 
in the sense that the basic science of how 
bacteria grow and adapt is relevant to the 
clinical science of how they cause disease in 
the human body. The knowledge gathered 
from infectious disease research can be 
directly applied to clinical practice.

How has COVID-19 affected your research? 

What we are seeing in the field of infectious 
diseases regarding COVID-19 is a much-
needed acceleration of not only the research 
but also the public health policy integration. 
I am amazed at the togetherness of the 
scientific community regarding COVID-
19. Data has been published and critiqued 
quickly. Labs found niches to study—from 
how the virus works on a molecular level 
and what medications can work against 
it to how to develop an effective vaccine. 
COVID-19 has solidified my desire to go 
into infectious diseases and has proven to 
me the impact research can make not only 
on therapy but also on public health policy.

Michelle Kalu, a 
recipient of the 2020 
American Foundation 
for Pharmaceutical 
Education (AFPE) 
Gateway to Research 
Scholarship, is pursu-
ing a PharmD and 
a PhD in Clinical 
and Experimental 
Therapeutics. Here, 
the Northridge, 
Calif., native reflects 
on what sparked her 
interest in pharmacy 
and how COVID-19 
solidified her desire 
to go into infectious 
disease research.
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Tell us about your faculty-mentored 
research project.

I am currently working on how multidrug- 
resistant bacteria evolve to cause recurrent 
infections that last from months to years, 
and lead to increased mortality. Annie 
Wong-Beringer [associate dean for research] 
has taught me to consider the impact clinical 
practice and clinical decision-making have 
on the patient as well as on the bacteria 
causing the infection. It has helped me 
connect the detailed work that I do daily to 
a larger vision that ultimately leads to the 
improvement of patient care.

How will the AFPE Gateway to Research 
Scholarship impact your work?

It will help me learn how to formulate a 
research question based on a therapeutic 
challenge facing clinicians, design exper-
iments to find the answer and apply the 
research findings to clinical practice to 
improve patient care. The scholarship is  
set up so that I learn how to create a 
research proposal, advocate for funding  
and produce quality research that can  
be applied to clinical practice within  
a specified time frame.

What are your plans for the future?

I aspire to become a practicing clinician- 
scientist as part of an interdisciplinary team 
that works together to provide optimal care 
to patients. I hope to contribute my medical 
and research knowledge to bridge the gap 
between basic scientists and clinicians. I 
aspire to train student pharmacists in how  
to work as part of an interdisciplinary  
team as well.

What we are seeing in 

the field of infectious 

diseases regarding 

COVID-19 is a much-

needed acceleration 

of not only the 

research but also the 

public health policy 

integration.”
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Students Present Scholarly Symposium
The USC School of Pharmacy’s third annual 
Scholarly Project Symposium on March 
27 gave third-year pharmacy students the 
opportunity to present original research 
projects to an audience of alumni, faculty, 
staff and classmates.

With the school’s transition to online 
education amid the COVID-19 pandemic, 
students adapted quickly and presented 
their findings virtually to a panel of judges 
that included faculty members as well as 
fourth-year students who showcased their 
research projects last year.

Members of the Class of 2021 collectively 
dedicated thousands of hours to produce 81 
original scholarly projects across a range of 
categories, including academia, ambulatory 
care pharmacy, health economics, transi-
tions of care, pain management, community 
pharmacy practice and public health. Topics 
included how sleep influences cardiometa-
bolic disease states, diabetes management 
among the Pacific Islander population, 
medication waste and returns on invest-
ment in workplace wellness programs.

Rory Kim, assistant professor of clinical 
pharmacy and the symposium’s faculty 
organizer, notes that it was important for 

the event to incorporate opportunities for 
professional growth.

“Students learn to apply the process of 
scientific inquiry from the generation of a 
research question through data collection, 
analysis and presentation of results,” Kim 
says. “This not only prepares them for future 
research endeavors in residency, fellowship 
and practice, but it also prepares them to 
be problem solvers in their future careers.”

Student participants say they found 
the research experiences challenging but 
rewarding. Michael Kessler, who analyzed 
over-the-counter pain relief medication 
use in elite athletes, says seeing the entire 
research study through from start to finish— 
including obtaining Institutional Review 
Board approval—was a confidence booster. 
“This was something that I learned about 
through lectures, but it was a completely 
different experience when doing it first-
hand,” he says.

Chara Aueyong, whose team project 
focused on medication waste, says she was 
heartened to see a diverse community of 
students challenging each other to become 
well-rounded healthcare professionals. 

2020 Scholarly Project 
Awards

Dean’s Award for Excellence  
in Scholarship

First place: Noam Morningstar- 
Kywi, “Ligand-Specific Pharmaco-
dynamic Effects of Nonsynonymous 
Mutations”

Second place: Ivy Bien, “Immune 
Checkpoint Inhibitor Use Associated 
With an Increase in Number and 
Severity of Adverse Reactions”

Alumni Award for Excellence in 
Scholarship

First place: Dalia Ameripour and 
Megan Matthews, “Learn Together, 
Work Together: A Qualitative  
Analysis of Interprofessional  
Learning During Experiential 
PharmD Education”
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MAJOR MILESTONE, VIRTUAL CELEBRATION 2020 COMMENCEMENT: 
DEGREES CONFERRED

186
13
5
4
1
6
99
23 
22
7 
4 
4
2 
2 
1 
12 
30 
17 

Doctors of Pharmacy 

PhDs in Pharmaceutical Sciences 

PhDs in Clinical and Experimental 
Therapeutics

PhDs in Health Economics 

PhD in Molecular Pharmacology  
and Toxicology

Doctors of Regulatory Science 

Masters of Science in Healthcare 
Decision Analysis

Masters of Science in  
Regulatory Science

Masters of Science in  
Pharmaceutical Sciences

Masters of Science in Management  
of Drug Development

Masters of Science in Molecular 
Pharmacology and Toxicology

Masters of Science in Regulatory 
Management

Masters of Science in Clinical and 
Experimental Therapeutics

Masters of Science in Pharmaceutical 
Economics and Policy

Masters of Science in  
Medical Product Quality

Bachelors of Science in Pharmacology  
and Drug Development

Residents 

Fellows

The celebrations may have been 
virtual, but for 391 School of 
Pharmacy graduates, the degrees 
were real and well-earned. Our 
graduates and their friends and 
family around the world tuned in 
online on May 15, 2020, for the 
event featuring dozens of video 
messages from faculty, staff, 
alumni and students.

“This is undoubtedly not the 
way we imagined we would 
be celebrating this important 
milestone,” said Aida Kouhi, PhD, 
Pharmaceutical Sciences, Class 
of 2020, during the ceremony. 
“But the pandemic reminds us 
of the importance of our training 
because, as the world has become 
paralyzed by COVID-19, the 
scientific community has come 
together to offer a solution. And 
now we have the power to be part 
of this global collaborative effort.” 

Tracy Ho, PharmD, Class of 
2020, told classmates: “I loved 
advocating for all of you as class 
president and advocating for 
pharmacy legislation. As we 
start our careers, it’s important 
to continuously be involved in 
professional organizations and 
advocate for our profession. It’s up 
to us to push pharmacy forward.”

The ceremony was followed by 
an Instagram Live DJ set featuring 
a slideshow of all graduates, as 
well as a school-wide celebration. 

To help them acknowledge 
this milestone at home, each 
graduate received a special box 
that included a personalized 
congratulations letter hand-signed 
by Dean Vassilios Papadopoulos, 
a commemorative program, 
mortarboard and tassel, USC 
Alumni license plate frame  
and more. 

Clockwise from top left: Xianhui Chen, 
DJ Jose Carcamo, graduate gift box, 
Elaine Wong, Godfred Marfo, Cynthia 
Bor and Nathan Nguyen
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In September, I started as an 
analyst in Deloitte’s Government 
& Public Services Practice in 
Rosslyn, Virginia. I’ll work on a 
team of consultants and other 
professionals to research and 
diagnose areas for improvement, 
produce and edit deliverables, 
and regularly communicate 
and meet with our government 
clients. I was lucky to learn more 
about the consulting profession 
through several of my classes 
in Healthcare Decision Analysis 
(HCDA). Our guest lecturers 
and full-time professors are 
accomplished professionals 
in the healthcare industry and 
have relevant perspectives on 
what steps to take to become a 
successful professional.”

Eleanor Crecelius,  
MS Healthcare Decision Analysis ’20

I am continuing my 
education with a managed 
care residency at Kaiser 
Permanente in Northern 
California. I’m looking 
forward to finding 
ways to integrate new 
technology into the world 
of pharmacy, such as data 
analytics.”

Jiangshan Huang, PharmD ’20

I’ve been selected to 
complete a postdoctoral 
fellowship with USC-Allergan 
as the medical affairs 
(global medical scientific 
information) fellow. I am very 
grateful for this opportunity 
and look forward to working 
toward improving the quality 
of healthcare around the 
world. I have been privileged 
with many opportunities in 
life and I want to give back to 
the world as much as I can.”

Hanieh Khatibi, PharmD ’20
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I’ve moved to Seattle for an oncology marketing 
fellowship with Seattle Genetics. I’ve spent the 
last four years learning about how others are 
effecting change in healthcare and I’m excited 
to finally take my shot at contributing. To start 
my career, I made sure to choose a company and 
pipeline that I believe in, and the pioneering work 
Seattle Genetics is doing in oncology shows great 
promise for cancer patients.”

Bijan Motamedi, PharmD ’20

I’m in a full-time position at CVS in Los Angeles 
and am applying to master’s programs with 
an emphasis on health informatics and public 
health. I recently found a passion for data, 
technology and population health that I plan to 
combine to develop programs that will enhance 
patient adherence and health literacy.”

Deep Patel, PharmD ’20 

I have a T32 postdoctoral position 
in the laboratory of Marisa Roberto 
in the Department of Molecular 
Medicine at The Scripps Research 
Institute. I’m looking forward to 
applying my regulatory, business and 
scientific knowledge to discovering 
and developing novel therapies for 
alcohol addiction.”

Larry Rodriguez, PhD, Pharmacology and 
Pharmaceutical Sciences ’20

I am starting my own regulatory 
consulting business to work with 
private equity firms that want to 
outsource the regulatory due-
diligence aspects of biotechnology 
acquisitions. I love coming into an 
organization and assessing their 
strengths and weaknesses from 
a quality systems perspective 
and ultimately weighing in on their 
translative opportunities. I am also 
on deck to create a new biologic 
product course for the Regulatory 
Science Program at University of 
California, Irvine (UCI) this fall/winter. 
I am one of two USC DRSc grads 
who have gone on to create and 
teach courses for UCI. It is a privilege 
to shape the next generation of 
regulatory professionals through  
my experiences gained at USC.”

Katherine St. Martin, DRSc ’20 

I started as a clinical operations intern at 
AbbVie and was fortunate to have multiple 
offers before even graduating from the HCDA 
program. Now I’m a clinical project associate at 
Gilead Sciences. I’m looking forward to using my 
clinical knowledge to make a positive impact 
on patients’ lives. The HCDA program has 
helped me grow personally and professionally. 
When you present for in-class exercises, you 
build relationships and showcase your skills to 
professors who are already working in industry.”

Fnu Rahool, MS Healthcare Decision Analysis ’20
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ConnectSC is the new, central hub for 
career services for the USC School of 
Pharmacy. Students and alumni can 
obtain information on jobs, employers, 
career center services, workshops,  
events and much more. Employers can 

STAY
CONNECTED

post full-time positions and internships, 
engage in on-campus recruiting and 
career fairs, and more.

Log in at  
pharmacyschool.usc.edu/connectsc
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In June, students volunteered to distribute hand sanitizer and other state-supplied personal protective equipment to local pharmacies.


