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“Meet the Expert” Round tables 
1- Meet the expert: Ivet Bahar (neurology + crosstalk with immunology) 

Dr. Ivet Bahar, PhD, is a Distinguished Professor, the John K. Vries Chair, and the Founding Chair in the 
Department of Computational & Systems Biology, at the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine. She 
is currently serving as  Director/Principal Investigator of three multi-institutional NIH Centers (NIGMS-
funded MMBioS National Center for Multiscale Modeling of Biological Systems, NHGRI-funded Big Data 
to Knowledge (BD2K) Center on Causal Modeling and Discovery (joint PI with Greg Cooper, Biomedical 
Informatics), and NIDA-funded CDAR (Computational Drug Abuse Research Center; Joint PI with Drs Xie 
(Pitt Pharmacy) and Xing (CMU Machine Learning)); Associate Director, University of Pittsburgh Drug 
Discovery Institute; Founding Director (2005 – 2009), Executive Committee Member, and T32 co-PI of 
Carnegie Mellon University/Pitt PhD Program in Computational Biology. 
  
Dr. Bahar is known as the developer of elastic network models for biomolecular systems dynamics, which 
found wide applications in molecular biophysics and computational and structural biology. Her current 
research areas include multiscale dynamics of biomolecular systems dynamics with applications to cell 
signaling, regulation and survival events (e.g. autophagy) in the central nervous system and immune 
system and neurodegenerative disorders; mechanisms of function of neurotransmitter transporters, 
evolution of proteins’ sequence, structure, dynamics and function; protein-protein/ligand/lipid interactions, 
and supramolecular machinery and allostery; computer-aided drug discovery at both molecular and 
systems pharmacology levels.  Dr. Bahar has co-authored in more than 250 papers in scientific journals, 
and her work has been cited more than 17,000 times to date (H-Index =  66). She is an elected member 
of the European Molecular Biology Organization (EMBO). 
  
2- Meet the expert: Robert Ferris (immunotherapy and clinical trials) 
Dr. Robert L. Ferris is UPMC Endowed Professor of Head and Neck Oncologic Surgery. At the University 
of Pittsburgh Cancer Institute, he is Co-Leader of the Cancer Immunology Program, Co-Director of the 
Tumor Microenvironment Center and Associate Director for Translational Research.  He has substantial 
experience running phase I and phase II clinical trials, as well as correlative studies of immune markers in 
the serum and TME. His goals are to facilitate and enhance development of new targets and therapeutic 
agents through collaborative, trans-disciplinary preclinical research and clinical application. He is currently 
leading several prospective phase I, II, and III trials in HPV+/- HNSCC and anti-viral immunity, with HPV 
therapeutic vaccines and anti-PD-1 mAb and/or anti-CTLA-4 targeted immunotherapy, providing insights 
and potential synergy with novel mechanistic and therapeutic information.  His lab is uniquely positioned 
to investigate mechanisms of anti-tumor immunity in the tumor microenvironment (TME) as well as tumor 
cell escape in cancer patients in addition to studying immune checkpoint receptor signals and cellular 
mechanisms of anti-tumor responses and immunotherapy. They are currently investigating 
immunosuppressive effects which inhibit clinical activity of cetuximab, including suppressive immunologic 
effects on tumor infiltrating lymphocytes and immune escape mechanisms by tumor cells. They study the 
role of human papillomavirus (HPV) in head and neck squamous cell carcinoma (HNSCC) extensively, 
and particularly host response in the TME and its therapeutic implications.  
  
3- Meet the expert: Dario Vignali (Tregs in health and disease) 
Dario Vignali, PhD is the Frank Dixon Chair in Cancer Immunology, Vice Chair and Professor of 
Immunology in the Immunology Department, University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine.  He is also co-
Leader of the Cancer Immunology Program and co-Director of the Tumor Microenvironment Center in the 
UPMC Hillman Cancer Center.  His research focuses on molecular and cellular aspects of negative 
regulatory immune mechanisms including regulatory T cells, inhibitory receptors, and inhibitory 
cytokines.  His lab was instrumental in uncovering the role of Lag3 in mouse models of cancer, tolerance, 
autoimmunity and immune regulation.  His lab discovered the inhibitory cytokine IL35 and the 
Nrp1:Sema4a axis, which are key regulators of intratumoral Treg stability and function.  The majority of 
his work focuses on analysis of these pathways in murine models of cancer and numerous human 
tumors.  He also studies regulatory mechanisms in autoimmunity, especially and type 1 diabetes. He has 
published over 160 papers with over 20 as senior or co-author in high impact journals (Nature, Cell, 
Science, Nature Immunology, Nature Biotechnology, Nature Methods, Immunity, Science Immunology 
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and EMBO). 
  
4- Meet the expert: Mark Shlomchik (autoimmunity and tolerance) 
Dr. Mark J. Shlomchik, PhD received his medical and doctoral degrees in 1989 from the University of 
Pennsylvania, where he also completed residency training in pathology and laboratory medicine. After 
postdoctoral work at Fox Chase Cancer Center in Philadelphia, again working with Martin Weigert, he 
joined the faculty at Yale University, rising to the rank of full professor in 2004. In July 2013, he was 
named Chair of Department of Immunology, Pitt School of Medicine 
  
Dr. Shlomchik’s lab investigates B cell immune responses and the pathogenesis of systemic autoimmune 
diseases, especially lupus. The origins of SLE have been a longstanding interest dating back to Dr. 
Shlomchik’s PhD thesis, which helped to elucidate how the process of clonal expansion and selection led 
to the generation of autoantibodies. His lab has contributed to the understanding of distinct roles of Toll-
like receptors in systemic autoimmunity. The role of antigen presentation to T cells in autoimmunity has 
been a particular area of interest. Dr. Shlomchik helped elucidate the unique roles of B cells in this 
process, and more recently has dissected the roles of DCs in tissue pathogenesis. His lab also works on 
understanding the development of high affinity antibody responses and immune memory, which are 
fundamental to vaccine responses and long-lived immunity to pathogens. 
  
5- Meet the expert: Takis Benos (precision medicine) 
Dr. Panayiotis (Takis) Benos is Professor and Vice Chair of the Department of Computational and 
Systems Biology, University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine. He is also a member of the University of 
Pittsburgh Cancer Institute (UPCI) and holds joint (courtesy) appointments with the Department of 
Biomedical Informatics (DBMI) and Department of Computer Science, University of Pittsburgh. His 
laboratory has developed statistical and machine learning algorithms to model transcriptional and post-
transcriptional regulatory networks in disease. In recent years, he has expanded his efforts in the area of 
causal modeling and discovery, especially from heterogeneous, multi-modal biomedical data.  He is a 
Project Leader in the BD2K Center for Causal Discovery and PI on multiple NIH grants related to 
algorithmic development and applications of causal discovery methods in diverse biomedical problems. 
  
 


