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Faculty Profile

Sundeep Kalantry: “Don’t just do something, stand there.”

“YOU AS A BEING ARE NOT JUST A PRODUCT OF
your genes but also your environment,” says Sundeep
Kalantry, M.D., “and this is the interface.”
Kalantry, an assistant professor of human genetics, isn’t
talking about the familiar “nature vs. nurture” formulation. He’s talking about epigenetics, the study of how
genes express themselves due to environmental factors in
ways that are long-lasting and heritable but also reversible.
As he says, “We have a tangible hook on what it is that
controls your genes and is susceptible to environmental
influences.”
Briefly put, genes are like hardware and epigenetic
mechanisms are like software. Dysregulation of those
mechanisms is increasingly being recognized as a factor in
human diseases such as cancer, and perhaps even in aging
itself. Kalantry’s trailblazing work in studying X-chromosome inactivation to identify novel epigenetic factors
recently earned him a National Institutes of Health Director’s New Innovator Award. It provides $1.5 million over
five years, and is specifically designed to support scientists
conducting innovative research that doesn’t fit the profile that wins conventional grants.
“This allows us to go in directions that we wouldn’t otherwise be able to go,” Kalantry says. “What we are
proposing to do is to discover new ways by which epigenetic regulation works, using a technique that we’re
also inventing as part of this grant. What this grant does is allow me to focus more on science than on grantwriting, which is a huge relief.”
So is the freedom to fail, an essential ingredient in creative research not always encouraged by the traditional
process for awarding grants. “It’s more money than a standard NIH grant, it’s unconditional, and there’s no
chance of renewal so you don’t have to show at the end what you’ve fulfilled in order to obtain more money,”
says Kalantry. “If it fails, we still have the money to do something else with, and we’re pursuing a number of
things that are quite different than what the field of epigenetics is doing.”
Born and raised in the New York City borough of Queens, Kalantry attended a magnet high school in Manhattan. “If we were interested in doing research,” he recalls, “we were encouraged to simply knock on doors of
laboratories and see if somebody would take us on. That’s how I joined a laboratory at New York University
that was doing research in fly genetics, which launched my interests in genetics and laboratory research.”
If the rest isn’t history quite yet, it seems well on its way to getting there. As an avid reader who finds historical scientific pieces “particularly interesting,” that might please Kalantry more than most.
“Reading older literature has greatly informed what we do in the lab,” he says. “The technology to do research was far less advanced than it is now, so to see these enlightening pieces based on meager observation is
extraordinary. It sharpened your senses because you had to rely on them to extrapolate what you saw. That’s
the inspiration I try to impart to students. I tell them that sometimes it’s better to ‘don’t just do something,
stand there.’ It’s always easier to collect the data than to analyze and interpret it.”
Clearly, following the easier path isn’t what got Kalantry where he is today. —JEFF MORTIMER
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ship program in the Department of Pe-

Eight Medical School faculty members have been elected to the
American Association for the Advancement of Science, the world’s
largest general scientific society and publisher of the journal Science.
Election as a fellow is seen as an important recognition by a scientist’s peers of his or her efforts to advance science or its applications.

diatrics and Communicable Diseases.
BETH A. TARINI, M.D., assistant professor of pediatrics and communicable
diseases, has been selected to serve
as the American Academy of Pediatrics representative on the Secretary’s
Advisory Committee on Heritable
Disorders in Newborns and Children.
The committee advises the secretary
of the U.S. Department of Health and

RUMA BANERJEE, Ph.D., the
Vincent Massey Collegiate Professor of Biological Chemistry and
associate chair of the Department
of Biological Chemistry, was recognized for fundamental studies
of catalysis by vitamin B12-dependent enzymes and of trafficking
and assimilation of vitamin B12 in
humans.

Human Services on the most appropriate application of universal newborn
screening tests, technologies, policies,
guidelines and standards.
WENDY UHLMANN (M.S. 1987),
clinical assistant professor of internal medicine and human genetics,
received the Natalie Weissberger Paul
National Achievement Award from the
National Society of Genetic Counsel-

SALLY CAMPER, Ph.D., the James V.
Neel Collegiate Professor of Human
Genetics, chair of the Department
of Human Genetics, and professor
of internal medicine, was recognized
for research into the molecular
mechanisms of pituitary action and
outstanding contributions to academic administration and education
of biomedical scientists.

ors. The award, which is the highest
honor the society can bestow, is given
to a member who has served with
exemplary national achievements and
volunteer activities on behalf of the
society and the profession. Uhlmann
also serves as a genetic counselor
and clinic coordinator in the Medical
Genetics Clinic. —MF
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HEATHER CARLSON, Ph.D., professor of medicinal chemistry in
the College of Pharmacy, professor of chemistry in the College of
Literature, Science, and the Arts,
and a faculty member in the Center for Computational Medicine
and Bioinformatics, was recognized for contributions to computational chemistry, specifically
incorporating protein flexibility into
structure-based drug design and
the development and mining of
protein-ligand databases.
CHRISTIN CARTER-SU, Ph.D., professor of molecular and integrative
physiology and academic program
director in the Michigan Diabetes

Research and Training Center,
was recognized for scientific and
administrative contributions to the
field of endocrinology, particularly
for delineating the cellular actions
of growth hormone.
JUN-LIN GUAN, Ph.D., professor
of internal medicine and of cell
and developmental biology, was
recognized for contributions to
the field of cancer biology and for
services to professional societies
to promote the careers of young
scientists.
MICHAEL IMPERIALE, Ph.D., professor of microbiology and immunology, was recognized for contributions to the field of virology, and
to the discourse on responsible
conduct of life science research.
MALCOLM LOW, M.D., Ph.D., professor of molecular and integrative
physiology and of internal medicine, was recognized for contributions to the field of hypothalamicpituitary disorders including
pituitary adenomas and obesity,
particularly using genetically modified mouse models.
LOIS WEISMAN, Ph.D., professor
of cell and developmental biology,
was recognized for contributions
to cell biology, especially for advancing knowledge of how molecular motors attach to cargoes, and
the roles and regulation of phosphoinositide lipids. —MF

