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Heart damage due to blocked arteries remains the leading cause 
of disease and death in the Western world.

Associate Professor Michael Blaber and a team of dedicated 
researchers in the department of biomedical sciences are working 
on a unique way to treat the problem.

The key to a potential solution? Mutant forms of human protein.
Obstructed blood vessels and clogged or blocked arteries 

typically are treated through angioplasty (the mechanical widening 
of a vessel) or bypass surgery. Some patients suffering from heart 
disease, however, are classifi ed as “no-option.”

They have numerous small blockages that cannot be treated 
through traditional approaches. In most cases, they are sent home 
with a predicted life expectancy that, no matter how it’s phrased, 
sounds like a death sentence.

A new approach to the problem called therapeutic coronary 
angiogenesis is creating hope through the injection of human 
proteins into affected areas.

The process is successful in getting the patient’s own body to 
grow new blood vessels and restore blood fl ow. However, one of 
the most promising proteins, called FGF-1, has physical properties 
that affect its stability when used in angiogenic therapy.

Blaber has been awarded a $264,000, three-year American Heart 
Association grant to create artifi cial “mutant” proteins that would 
mimic FGF-1, but without the stability issues. So far, the proteins 
engineered at the College of Medicine have exhibited greater 
stability at high temperatures, as well as potency in stimulating 
cell growth.

The work has enormous potential commercial applications, but 
that’s not what is driving Blaber.

“This research offers the potential to treat people who currently 
are being sent home to die,’’ Blaber said. “Sometimes when we 
make these mutants we aren’t sure what to expect. Sometimes 
the mutant form of the protein is unstable and sometimes the 
opposite result happens.

“But we’ve tested a group of mutants with unusual properties of 
increased stability and activities – good properties. In some cases, 
it was unexpected, but the results are very promising.’’

On Feb. 1, Blaber also received a new $219,000, three-year 
grant from the National Institutes of Health to study a different set 
of proteins called kallikreins. The study could shed light on ways to 
control or repair damage in diseases such as multiple sclerosis, where 
infl amed nerves have lost some of their protective coating.
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The Tallahassee regional campus of the FSU College of Medicine has expanded 
to nearby Thomasville, Ga., with support from the Williams Family Foundation of 
Georgia Inc. and John D. Archbold Memorial Hospital.

A $1 million gift from the foundation will be matched with $750,000 from the 
State of Florida to support the clinical training program in Thomasville. In addition, 
Archbold has committed $500,000 through a combination of in-kind contributions 
and direct fi nancial support.

Already, three FSU medical students – Amy Reimer, Liberty Taylor and Randa 
Perkins – are spending their third year on rotations with Thomasville physicians.

Reimer said the community has been extremely inviting, and the doctors are 
outstanding.

“The hospital itself is also on the cutting edge of information technology,” Reimer 
said. “Plans are well underway to have a paperless medical record throughout the 
hospital network that’s available for community doctors also. Radiology is already 
completely computerized up here, and we’re rapidly moving forward. I feel like 
I’ve been given a present by being chosen to come to Thomasville. I’m having 
the time of my life.”

Williams Family Foundation Executive Director Alston Watt said Thomasville’s 
proximity to FSU presents the community with unique opportunities, and the 
foundation seeks to take advantage of those.

“When we learned of the four-year medical school being established and 
accredited, we saw that as a win-win situation for FSU and our local medical center 
here,” Watt said.  “We realize that the quality of care at a medical institution can 
be improved by having the students doing rotations there. The medical students 
keep the physicians on their toes.”

Watt also hopes students assigned to Thomasville will see the benefi ts of 
living in a small community.

“It’s fun to see the medical students enjoying all of the community, not just going 
to work and leaving, but enjoying all of what Thomasville has to offer,” she said.

Archbold President and CEO Dr. Jim Story said the physicians in Thomasville 
enjoy working with medical students.

“It makes us all have more energy when we have students,” Story said. “So 
far it has worked out well. The students seem to be very pleased, and I know our 
physicians are very impressed with the caliber of students that are coming from 
Florida State.”

Dr. Rudy Hehn, a family physician and alumnus of FSU’s Program in Medical 
Sciences, serves as the director of the clinical program in Thomasville.
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If they think it will be effective, faculty at the FSU College of Medicine 
don’t hesitate to hijack a new technology for use in the classroom 
– even if it was fi rst popularized on television game shows.

“I think a great teacher is someone who focuses more on 
learning than on teaching,” Steele said. “I think that really does exist 
here. Most of the people we brought in for educational leadership 
positions really are passionate about what they are doing.

“They’re not the kind of people who get up in front of a 
classroom with the yellow, crumbling pages of a lecture they’ve 
given over and over. It’s not to say people at other medical schools 
aren’t being innovative, but one of the advantages we have here is 
the administration went looking for those types of people, created 
for them an environment in which they could thrive, and made 
it clear that education would be the preeminent value governing 
the way teaching faculty would spend their time.”
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“If we run into a neurologist that we’ve worked with before 
we might ask, ‘Hey, do you have anything we can come tag along 
on and see?’ ” Dees said. “Sometimes it kind of goes that way, 
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    Porter, like many of his classmates, has mixed feelings 
about Wednesday doctoring classes at the regional campus. 
The sessions require that students take a half day out from their 
rotations each week to study topics that may or may not relate 
to their current clerkship. To some students these sessions are a 
little like being told to eat vegetables as a child. Good for you, 
perhaps, but not necessarily a favorite part of the menu.

Porter remembers arriving at the regional campus recently 
and smiling at the sight of Dr. Gene Ryerson, the clinical sciences 
professor and director of the second-year doctoring course who 
always told students they’d need to know this stuff someday.

“He was right,” Porter concedes.
The rotations have more obvious implications.
“You really get thrown in there. They tell you to do 

something and then they expect you to know how to do it,’’ 
Porter said. “You get thrown in and then you get more and more 
comfortable with interacting with patients.’’

For most, it seems, long-held visions of being a doctor are 
permanently altered by the third year of medical school.

“My classmates and I talk about that all the time – some for 
good, some for bad,’’ Dees said. “Many times a premed counselor 

or a family friend or someone can tell you what it’s going to 
be like, but until you’re there you really don’t know. It’s very 
different than what you could imagine.”

Dees isn’t reluctant to have it described as naiveté.
“I think most people go into medicine because they want 

to help people. That’s the standard response when you write 
your medical school application. Everyone says, ‘I want to help 
people,’ ” Dees said.

“People kind of see doctors as these all-knowing, superhero 
types who can come in and look at someone and say, ‘OK, you 
have symptoms A, B and C, so I need to run tests D and E 
and 

  
then the diagnosis will be X.’
“Medicine is not by any means that black and white. It can 

be frustrating as a student because in the past two years we’ve 
been in front of a book and we’ve memorized these sentences 
and concepts and then we reproduce that on a test.

“But in clinical practice the patients never present with the 
classic symptoms that we learn or the classic things to look for, 
so we need to grasp the whole art of medicine. You kind of 
just have to trust your instincts a lot more than you would think 
sometimes and say, ‘Something just doesn’t seem right.’ ’’
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 That was also the case for Wildaliz Nieves, who received 
extensive training in the proteomics lab at the FSU College of 
Medicine while working with Cappendijk to study the effects 
of a particular drug on the central nervous system and liver of 
zebra fi nches.
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ith 62 graduates in residency positions around 
Florida and throughout the United States and one 
in a research fellowship at the National Institutes 
of Health, the College of Medicine is gaining 

recognition for the quality of its alumni.
A survey of residency program directors assessing the quality 

of work being done by 2005 FSU College of Medicine graduates in 
comparison to graduates of other programs reveals high levels of 
satisfaction. The survey is one of many ways in which the College of 
Medicine monitors graduate and program director perceptions to 
ensure the overall quality of the educational program.

The latest graduate to be honored is Garrett Chumney 
(M.D. ’05), a member of the college’s inaugural class. He 
received the 2006 University of Florida Raymond H. 
Alexander, M.D., Intern of the Year award.

Chumney is in his second year with the 
UF Health Science Center-Jacksonville general 
surgery residency program. One of six interns 
in the program during 2005-06, Chumney 
initially did not plan to attend the health 
center’s annual awards program because of 
responsibilities at the hospital.

However, Dr. Richard Crass, the program 
director, persuaded Chumney to be in attendance 
for the surprise announcement of his honor, 
determined by a vote of peers and faculty.

Chumney’s College of Medicine 
classmate, Fawn Harrison (M.D. ’05), 
previously was named outstanding resident 
of the quarter at All-Children’s Hospital in St. 
Petersburg, where she is in the University of 
South Florida pediatrics residency program.

Dr. Fawn Harrison
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Ikediobi’s experience in Ghana was part of a trip organized by Students 

Interested in Global Health, a student organization founded at the 

FSU College of Medicine to provide a global perspective on health-care 

delivery in developing countries. Ikediobi, who founded SIGH, is author 

of a manuscript about her experience in Ghana that has been accepted 

for publication in Academic Medicine. Branoff plans to travel to Ghana 

with SIGH this summer, and the McKenna sisters are active in the 

organization. 

46520 FSUMED 03-32.indd   Sec1:3046520 FSUMED 03-32.indd   Sec1:30 3/9/07   11:06:11 PM3/9/07   11:06:11 PM



31S P R I N G  ' 0 7

now (2007): Teaching how to treat obesity.
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