CHAIR’S JOURNAL (Dec 2025)

DEPARTMENT OF MOLECULAR PHYSIOLOGY AND BIOLOGICAL PHYSICS, UVA SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

CHAIR’S TOP 10 MPBP HIGHLIGHTS OF 2025

1.

Sustained Growth in Research Funding

MPBP achieved approximately $23.1M in total research funding IN FY 25 (JULY 24-JUNE
25), including $19.1M in NIH support — representing a 15% increase over FY24 and a 35%
increase over FY23.

Award of a Second Training Grant

As the CVRC Basic Cardiovascular Research T32 Training Grant entered its 49the year
(led by Brant Isakson and Gary Owens), MPBP successfully secured a second T32, the
NIGMS Molecular Biophysics Training Grant, led by Jochen Zimmer, llya Levental, and
Kristen Naegle.

Major Grant Success

MPBP faculty secured major new and renewed awards, including NIH R35 MIRAs (Seham
Ebrahim, Ahmad Jomaa, Ilya Levental and Huan Bao), NIH RO1s (Seham Ebrahim, Swapnil
Sonkusare), NIH R21 (Kandice Levental) and NSF (Ahmad Jomaa), alongside VA state
funding (Huan Bao) industry partnership (Jarred Whitlock), and foundation grants.

High-Impact Publications

MPBP faculty published influential original research in Nature, Nature Cell Biology, Cell,
PNAS, EMBO Journal, JCI, JCI Insight, NSMB, Nature Communications, J Cell Biol,
Circulation Research, Journal of Proteome Research, ACS Chemical Biol, and ATVB,
alongside invited reviews in Nature Cell Biology and Expert Opinion in Drug Discovery.

Faculty Awards and National Recognition

Lukas Tamm received the UVA Faculty Mentor Award 2025; Gloria Sheynkman received
the UVA SOM Dean'’s Junior Faculty Excellence in Research Award; Swapnil Sonkusare
was named a 2025 Pinn Scholar; and Zygmunt Derewenda was elected Fellow of the
American Crystallographic Association.

Faculty Promotion and Career Advancement

MPBP celebrated significant career milestones, including the promotion of Swapnil
Sonkusare to Full Professor; the advancement of Rebecca Deaton, Luke Dunaway, Sohel
Shamsuzzaman, Liangguang Leo Lin, and Hong-Yin Wang to Research Assistant
Professor; and the promotion of our staff members Duska Burruss to Finance Manager
and Ann Adams to Lead Grants and Contracts Administrator.

Trainees Transitioning to Independent Positions

Several MPBP trainees advanced to independent academic roles, including Carolyn
Shurer (Assistant Professor, University of Tennessee Knoxville) and Yen-Lin Chen
(Assistant Professor, LSU Shreveport).

Trainees Earning Prestigious Fellowships and Career Awards
o MPBP Postdocs achieved exceptional success, including a NICHD K99/R00 and
Alzheimer’s Association Postdoctoral Fellowship (Helen Wang), AHA Career
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Development award (Luke Dunaway), National Research Foundation of Korea
(Chaemyeong Lim) and the UVA Cancer Center Fellowship (Brooke O'Donnell).

o MPBP graduate trainees achieved exceptional success, including MCI Predoctoral
Fellowship (Wenxuan Sharon Zheng), AHA Predoctoral Fellowship (Wyatt Schug,
Zuzanna Juskiewicz, Victoria Milosek, Elina Zhou), NIH F31 (Sze Ham (Bena) Chan,
Skylar Loeb), and the ACA Martha Etter Award and Lesiak Foundation Fellowship
(Wojciech Dec), as well as the Biophysics Training Grant (Sara Zdancewicz, Kristina
Wilson), CVRC Training Grant (Rachel DeLancey) and CMB training Grant (Riley
Loyd, Owen Albanese, Gwen Wagner).

o Departmental and national recognition included the 2025 Wladek Minor Best
Paper Award (Yun-Chi Tu, Maciej Gluc) and the 2025 Lukas Tamm Postdoctoral
Research Award (Helen Wang, Louis Wilson). Best platform talks were awarded to
Rachel DelLancey and Tyler Reagle; and Best poster awards went to Hannah
Cannon and Luke Dunaway.

8. Department Retreat and Scientific Community Building
The 2025 MPBP Department Retreat brought together faculty, trainees, and staff for
scientific exchange, trainee talks, poster sessions, and strategic discussion, strengthening
scientific community and cross-lab collaboration.

9. Community, Mentorship, and Outreach
MPBP strengthened community engagement through Poster-ice cream socials and
monthly seminars organized by the MPBP Postdoctoral Association, supported by
enhanced departmental communications (Coffee with Ling, Chair’s Town Hall, Chair’s
Journal, and the 2024 MPBP News Magazine). The department also launched a new
department video now live on the website, expanded K-12 outreach, and participated in
Stand Up for Science, reinforcing a supportive, inclusive, and mission-driven culture.

FACULTY NEWS

* WIladek Minor had a paper accepted in Expert Opinion in Drug Discovery, marking his
2" in this journal this year and 6" overall.

e Michael Purdy received the Core of the Year award.

e Ling Qi/lris Sun/Helen Wang filed U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 19/410,278 filed
on December 5, 2025, titled “Compositions, methods, and kits relating to therapeutics
for the modulation of SEL1L-HRD1 ERAD activity and function”.

o Researchers at the University of Michigan, building on prior work from the Bushweller
lab at UVA, helped develop the newly FDA-approved drug ziftomenib, a targeted oral
therapy for relapsed or treatment-resistant acute myeloid leukemia with NPM1
mutations.

STAFF PROMOTION

o Duska Burruss is promoted to Finance Manager on 1/1/26.
 Ann Adams is promoted to Lead Grants and Contracts Administrator on 1/1/26.
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o llya Levental is a biophysicist whose scientific passion lies at the strange intersection
between membrane biology, lipid chemistry, and cell physiology. His interest in lipids
and their phases was kindled by his grandma’s terrible soup. llya grew up in the Soviet
Union, with enduring childhood memories of staring at perfect little circular disks of fat
floating on the surface of soup, attempting to coalesce them into a single contiguous
phase in a transparent ploy to avoid actually eating the soup. After a serendipitous
reunion with lipid phase separation during PhD training in Bloenglneerlng at Unlver5|ty
of Pennsylvania, and an even more serendipitous ' .
meeting with the brilliant and beautiful Kandice
Johnson (soon to become his partner in life and
science), llya became convinced that his life’s
passion consisted in understanding how lipids make
life happen.

The first step in this journey was a Humboldt
Foundation sponsored postdoc at the Max Planck Institute for Molecular Cell Biology in
Dresden, Germany, under the advisement of membrane biology pioneer and luminary
Dr. Kai Simons. After four enlightening years in Germany, llya and Kandice together
established their independent lab - the Laboratory for Membrane Biology - at the
University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston. After 8 years of successfully
launching and establishing their lab, the Leventals were recruited to UVA MPBP and have
become happily enmeshed into Charlottesville’s scientific, academic, and personal
community.

Their research has explored lipid organization in membranes in various contexts, from
cation-mediated clustering of polyphosphoinositides (PIPs) to spontaneous liquid-liquid
phase separation in isolated cellular membranes. The goal of these investigations is to
connect principles and fundamentals discovered through rigorous investigations of
simple models with the inherently squishy and complicated living world. Their work
combines quantitative biophysical approaches, advanced imaging, and lipidomics to
study membrane heterogeneity across scales, from model membranes to living cells.
Beyond his scientific contributions, llya is a committed mentor and active member of the
membrane biophysics community, contributing to training, collaboration, and other
efforts to strengthen the field. llya is equally passionate about oddball pursuits outside
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the lab, most significantly his beloved family, but also an abiding love of soccer from
playing (and picking up occasionally embarrassing red cards), to coaching (and

annoying) both his daughters, to overly intense fandom of his beloved Arsenal Football
Club.

o We are pleased to share that the coffee truck will return every Friday. The owner
has also graciously agreed to offer a 10% discount for all MPBP trainees.

Please make sure all grant submissions are coordinated with the grants office 1-2 months ahead of time.

The Fly America Act is a federal regulation that requires travelers to book on a U.S. flag carrier for travel that
is reimbursed from federal grants/funds regardless of ticket cost or convenience. *All exceptions must be

documented on the Fly America Act Exceptions Form. Attach the form to the expense report with relevant
receipts for the Grant Manager to review.

Please send any suggestions or feedback, as well as updates, milestones, or announcements, to me
(xvr2hm@yvirginia.edu) for inclusion in future issues of the Chair’s Journal and our annual News Magazine.
Let’s keep sharing and celebrating the outstanding work happening across MPBP @UVA!
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