
The 2019-2020 academic year was certainly among the most unusual and tumultuous in the 
172-year history of the department.  It was a year of unprecedented challenges due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and when Boston University went all-remote in mid-March, our stu-
dents, faculty and staff responded with remarkable resiliency, creativity and flexibility. I’m 
happy to report that, despite innumerable challenges, this year was also a year of significant 
accomplishments, which I detail below.  Furthermore, this was a year marked by important 
transitions, with two of our senior Professors - Drs. Debbie Vaughan and Tarik Haydar 
- departing (see accompanying profiles of these two Professors), and the recruitment of 
two talented new Assistant Professors to the department.  Importantly, this has also been a 
year marked by a new awakening within the department, University and society at large to 
the reality of systemic racism that permeates every corner of American life, including to a 
critical degree, academic life.  As with many basic science departments, ours suffers from a

Dear Fellow Members of the Department of Anatomy & Neurobiology,

lack of racial diversity in our faculty, staff and student body. Many efforts are underway at Boston University to address 
this lack of diversity and other effects of systemic racism. In addition to being a major focus of the senior leadership in 
the department, a number of our students and faculty are working on these issues through the Diversity, Equity, Inclusion 
and Justice Taskforce.  
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The many exciting accomplishments and developments in the department this year included that: Dr. Chand Chandrase-
karan was awarded a prestigious Moorman-Simon Interdisciplinary Career Development Professorship, Dr. Monica 
Pessina was the recipient of the Outstanding Basic Sciences Faculty Award for the Dental School and Dr. Tara Moore 
was recognized as a Distinguished Faculty of the month for distinguished service to BUSM.  Anatomy and Neurobiolo-
gy faculty research remains robust, with many new publications and grants and contracts totaling $4.2 million during the 
past fiscal year.  MD-PhD students Katelyn Trecartin and David Swain each were awarded an F30 NRSA Predoctoral 
Fellowship.  Congratulations to all!

We successfully recruited two talented neuroscientists - Dr. Tuan Leng Tay and Dr. Michael Wallace - to our faculty and 
both will join us as Assistant Professors on January 1, 2021. A bit more about these two new faculty: Dr. Tuan Leng Tay 
is a joint recruit between Anatomy & Neurobiology and the Biology Department.  Dr. Tay received her PhD in Devel-
opmental Neurobiology from the University of Freiburg in 2010 and then completed 6.5 years of postdoctoral work in 
neuroimmunology at the University Medical Center of Freiburg with Dr. Marco Prinz.  Dr. Tay is an expert on central 
nervous system (CNS) development and neuroimmunology.  Her research focuses on the contribution of various glia, in 
particular microglia, to CNS development and tissue repair following brain injury, neurodegeneration or neuroinflamma-
tion.  Dr. Mike Wallace received his PhD in Neurobiology from the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill in 2014. 
He received postdoctoral research training the laboratory of Bernardo Sabatini at Harvard Medical School. Dr. Wallace’s 
research interests are largely directed towards understanding how an animal selects what action to do next and how those 
actions are reinforced or discouraged in the future. He is particularly interested in how the brain circuits of the basal gan-
glia control this process and how they go awry in disease states known to effect action selection such as Parkinson’s and 
Huntington’s disease, as well as obsessive compulsive disorder and drug addiction. 
Over the past several months we have been preparing for a new academic year that begins in a few short weeks when we 
will welcome a new class of graduate students to our department and school.  Our faculty have worked incredibly hard 
to prepare for the Fall courses in the face of significant uncertainty. As educators, our faculty are second-to-none, so it is 
with great confidence that I say that no matter what the circumstances in the Fall, we will be able to continue to provide 
the best possible education for our students.  Our research labs have been continuing to perform their state-of-the-art work 
throughout this time and our research mentors are ensuring continuity of research for our graduate students through a 
combination of remote and in-person work. I know that all members of the department will continue to demonstrate resil-
ience and flexibility and to excel in their academics and research. Faculty and students also gratefully acknowledge that 
all of this would be near-impossible without the amazing and seamless support of our wonderful A&N staff. Finally, this 
edition of the newsletter was developed by Masters Student Dickson Chen, so many thanks to him for doing a great job! 

Take care and stay well,
Jennie



Professor Debbie Vaughan Retires
After 49 Years in the A&N Department

On June 1, 2020, Dr. Deborah Vaughan (Debbie) retired and became 
Emeritus Professor after a remarkable 49 year career in the depart-
ment.  After receiving her BA in Biology from the University of Ver-
mont in 1966, Debbie came to Boston University to study Biology and 
she earned her PhD in this discipline in 1971. She came to the Anato-
my department (as we were called at the time) in 1971 as a Postdoc-
toral Fellow in Neurocytology with Dr. Alan Peters, among the world's 
leading experts in the ultrastructure of the brain.  As a postdoc in Dr. 
Peters lab, Debbie became an expert in electron microscopy and in the 
study of neurons, neuropil and effects of aging in the brain.  She con-
tinued this research for two decades as an Assistant Professor and then 
Associate Professor. Her published research focused largely on the 
effects of normal aging on peripheral nerves and normative structural 
properties of neurons in the central and peripheral nervous systems.

In the second half of her career, Debbie focused her enormous energy and academic efforts largely on 
biomedical education.  She was appointed Full Professor in 2003.  For many years Debbie was the course 
director for Medical Histology; she is famous to innumerable students and faculty for her meticulous at-
tention to detail and vast range of knowledge. She later played a key role in revision of the first year cur-
riculum and served as Director, then co-Director, of Principles Integrating Science and Medicine (PrISM) 
and also as Module Director of PrISM's Cellular Foundations of Medicine.  By example and active 
mentoring, she served as a role model of consummate professionalism to all and had a major influence on 
contemporaneous and future generations of educators in the biomedical sciences.  Debbie's abilities as a 
superlative educator were recognized by many teaching awards throughout her career, including the Ed-
ucator of the Year in the Pre-Clinical Medical Sciences BUSM (multiple times); the Thomas Robitscher 
Faculty Award in recognition of excellence in teaching the preclinical sciences at BUSM (multiple times); 
the Stanley L. Robbins Award for Excellence in Teaching at BUSM; the Golden Apple Award from the 
American Medical Student Association in recognition of excellence in teaching.  Recognition of Debbie's 
outstanding skills as an educator culminated in her being awarded the Metcalf Cup and Prize, Boston 
University’s highest recognition for Excellence in Teaching.

Debbie's career truly spanned every aspect of professional academic life.  In addition to her research and 
teaching Debbie is renowned for her service to the University and the School of Medicine.  For many 
years she served on Faculty Council and other University Committees.  She was Assistant Dean for Ad-
missions at BUSM for 17 years and thus played an important role in shaping the future of medicine.  In 
Fall of 2016 Debbie took on one of the most challenging roles of her career, that of Faculty Accreditation 
Lead for BUSM LCME Accreditation, which took place on February 24-27, 2019. Due in large part to 
Debbie’s monumental efforts and second-to-none organizational skills the school was accredited in 2019 
with zero citations, something very rarely achieved.

It is hard to overstate the positive impact that Debbie Vaughan has had on the mission of the Department 
over her 49 years of leadership, friendship, mentorship, collegiality and engagement.  She will be sorely 
missed in the department and we wish her all the very best for a healthy and happy retirement.
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After a decade as a deeply valued and vital member of the A&N fac-
ulty, Tarik left BU on August 1, 2020 to become the Director of the 
Center for Neuroscience Research at the Children’s National Hospital 
in Washington DC.  Tarik has been such an integral part of the research 
and teaching missions of A&N and such a wonderful, fun and caring 
friend, colleague and mentor to so many of us that it is very hard to see 
him go.  At the same time, we are thrilled for Tarik as he takes on this 
important and prestigious role. Tarik will remain on the faculty as

Adjunct and we hope to continue our collaborations and interactions with him indefinitely! Here is the fare-
well letter Tarik wrote to the department:

Dear colleagues, friends, students and staff,

It is with a heavy heart that I write to tell you that my lab will be leaving BU at the end of the 
summer. I haven’t been able to tell many of you in person since we have all been away from 
campus for such a long time. I guess it is even possible due to the limited nature of the re-open-
ing that I also might not be able to say goodbye to many of you in person. So, I want to take this 
chance to express the great feelings I have about the department, the medical school, and the 
wider community.

It has been a great 10 years for my lab and the biggest reason for this is the sense of solidarity 
and kindness that permeates the department from all corners. In many ways, I have learned 
how a successful department is run by observing and interacting with all of you, and the strong 
emphasis on the students and pedagogy will stay with me always. I knew I had come to the right 
place immediately, and you will not be surprised that my first and lasting impression came from 
Rob Bouchie. His efforts at organizing the lab space we moved into were above and beyond, and 
it was this selflessness and kindness that I soon saw all around me. The department is a unique 
and truly special place. We have all made it that way on purpose and I will speak your names 
and accomplishments with pride for the rest of my life. I will use all of this to emulate the same 
sort of community in my new position.  

I have accepted an offer to be the Director of the Center for Neuroscience Research at the 
Children’s National in Washington DC. Home to a dozen basic science labs and 20 or so clin-
ical research programs, the mission of the center is to further translational brain research to 
address a variety of pediatric disorders including autism, epilepsy, hypoxic brain injury, cortical 
malformations and a list of other congenital disorders. I will also lead academic collaborations 
and teaching efforts with George Washington University, Georgetown University, the Univer-
sity of Maryland and Virginia Tech and will plan the move of the center to the new Research 
Innovation Campus under construction on the site of the old Walter Reed Army Hospital Center. 
Although writing that description just now caused a bit of hyperventilation, I know that the ex-
periences and opportunities at BU will greatly serve me in these efforts and for that I thank you.

With my deepest gratitude and respect,
Tarik Haydar

Professor Tarik Haydar Appointed as
Director of Center for Neuroscience Research 
at Children’s National Hospital in DC
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Written by JoColl Burgess

Being Black & Female in the Biomedical Sciences
While working on my Ph.D., I am con-
stantly bombarded with news of racial 
unrest and a global pandemic which dis-
proportionately affects minority commu-
nities. I moved to New York City before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and I saw 
firsthand how the virus crippled the Big 
Apple. I watched a man cry out for help 
as his life was extinguished over a span 
of 8 minutes and 46 seconds. I read the 
headlines about a female EMT responder 
who was slaughtered in her home by 
those sworn to protect her #justicefor-
breonnataylor. Every day I am reminded 
of the pipeline effect -- I sit in meetings 
and attend academic events where those 
around me do not mirror my face. In my

field, I am a minority within a minority. I 
have been described as strong and indepen-
dent, but I am here to tell you that although 
I look “resilient,” I am not resistant to the 
pain and fear of uncertainty that surrounds 
us -- I cry too. Conversely, during these 
trying times, I have received an abundance 
of support and compassion from my PI and 
my department. I see firsthand the blossom-
ing of a new wave of thinking and activism 
regarding black racial inequality in the De-
partment of Anatomy & Neurobiology. The 
zeal and support from the students, staff, 
and faculty are contagious. I am so proud 
of my department, and I look forward to 
seeing everyone’s hard work in tackling 
this issue.

Student Spotlight

began working with Dr. Medalla on an individual project that aims to identify age-related changes in layer 3 pyramidal cells 
of the monkey anterior cingulate cortex.

Diego first joined the department as an undergraduate research-
er as a STaRS Student during the 2018 summer where he was 
paired (rather serendipitously!) with Dr. Maria Medalla. He 
was brought on to help with a study characterizing the mor-
phology and electrophysiology of pyramidal neurons in the 
premotor cortex exposed to a novel treatment of exosomes. 
Diego was so fascinated by the project and its potential as a 
therapeutic, that he went on to present his work at small re-
search seminars and ABRCMS during his last year at UCLA.

Diego De Alba - STaRS & BU PREP Scholar

During his final year as an undergraduate, he also applied to 
the PREP Program ready to take a gap year to hone his re-
search skills. He returned excitedly to BUSM and the Medalla 
lab to continue his work on the exosome project, which had 
evolved to look at the effects the exosome treatment had on 
GABAergic specific cell type activation and receptor density. 
Like the previous year, he made sure to get his results out of 
the lab by participating in BU sponsored seminars or present-
ing his work at the New England Science Symposium. Addi-
tionally, given the extended length of his stay at BU, he also

Diego deeply valued his time at BU and the Anatomy & Neurobiology Department. It is in the opportunities -whether that 
was getting an insight into industry, the plethora of support he received when applying to graduate school, or getting the 
opportunity to attend SFN for the first time - afforded to him this past couple of years that he found some of the foundational 
building blocks for his scientific career going forward. And this path has led him to the Molecular, Cellular, and Develop-
mental Biology Department at UC Santa Barbara where he will begin his Ph.D. this fall.



BU DEPARTMENT OF ANATOMY & NEUROBIOLOGY | SUMMER 2020 NEWSLETTER

Chelsey LeBlang completed her Ph.D. in Anatomy & Neurobiology this past 
Spring. Initially, Chelsey joined the department in the Fall of 2014 as a member 
of the Forensic Anthropology MS program, aiming to study sexual dimorphism in 
craniofacial measurements, to aid in establishment of the biological profile. She 
then transitioned to the PhD program in Anatomy & Neurobiology in the Fall of 
2015, expanding her studies of the human body beyond the skeletal system. She 
carried out her predoctoral work under the mentorship of Dr. Jennifer Luebke and 
Dr. Benjamin Wolozin (Department of Pharmacology and Experimental Therapeu-
tics), investigating the role of a stress-granule nucleating RNA-binding protein in 
neuroinflammation and neurodegeneration in tauopathy. Through this exciting and 
novel work, she was able to learn molecular, histological, and ultrastructural meth-
ods and present her findings at national conferences and seminars. During her time 
in the department, Chelsey dedicated herself to teaching and mentorship activities, 
preparing herself for future leadership positions, and upholding the A&N core 
value to enhance teaching in biomedical sciences. Her favorite part of her time at 
BU was the community that the Anatomy & Neurobiology department provided, 
and she will truly miss the support of A&N faculty and fellow students. Chelsey

Chelsey LeBlang

recently began her postdoctoral work as a researcher in the department of Pathology at Stanford University under the men-
torship of Dr. Inma Cobos, MD, PhD. She will be exploring selective vulnerability of entorhinal cortex neurons to tauop-
athy in human Alzheimer’s Disease subjects at the single-cell level. This project will contribute to the Chan-Zuckerberg 
Initiative, Neurodegeneration Challenge Network. During her postdoctoral training she is most looking forward to learning 
high-throughput molecular techniques, and advanced computational analyses. 
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