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Erin Nishimura Among This Year’s Boettcher Investigators
Assistant Professor Erin Osborne Nishimura has 
received a Webb-Waring Biomedical Research 
Award from the Boettcher Foundation, a Denver-
based philanthropic organization that supports 
education and research programs.  

Nishimura joins eight other top Colorado 
researchers in this year’s class of Boettcher 
Investigators. Now in its eighth year, the Webb-
Waring Biomedical Research Awards program 
honors early-career researchers like Nishimura 
with three-year $235,000 grants. Nishimura will 
use her award to advance her independent 
research and position her to compete for major 
federal and other private awards.

The Department of Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology is proud to have two other researchers 
who have also been recognized as Boettcher  
Investigators: Associate Professor Tingting Yao 
(2011) and Assistant Professor Tim Stasevich 
(2016).   

Nishimura’s Research: How cells’ identity crises lead 
to cancer

Nishimura's lab studies how gene expression produces  
mature cells that "know" their proper cell identities – and 
why cells sometimes "forget" who they are, and become 
cancerous. Nishimura’s lab conducts high-resolution, 
genome-wide experiments to probe how cell identity 
arises in early embryonic stages. To date, they have 
employed a classical model system, the C. elegans 
nematode embryo. Nishimura’s group has 
comprehensively mapped all mRNA transcripts with 
single-cell resolution in the early embryo of this nematode 
worm.

Her Boettcher-supported project uses insights and tools 
honed in C. elegans and applies them to a human cell 
culture system that models the onset of cancer.

Read the entire story.

“This year’s award recipients are 

doing important work that has the 

potential to significantly improve 

human health,” said Katie Kramer, 

CEO of the Boettcher Foundation. 

“The Boettcher Foundation is proud 

to help propel this research 

forward, because Colorado can only 

be a leader in scientific innovation if 

its most dynamic scientific minds 

are supported at early stages in 

their work.” 

https://source.colostate.edu/nishimura-santangelo-named-2017-boettcher-investigators/


MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR 

It has been a very exciting year with many great 
accomplishments achieved by our faculty and students, and 
several of these terrific stories are shared with you in the 
pages that follow. Some highlights include our newest 
faculty member, Erin Nishimura receiving a very prestigious 
Boettcher Investigator award, the Ph.D. thesis defense of 23-
year-old Crystal Vander Zanden (our youngest ever!), and 
the establishment of the new James R. Bamburg and Laurie 
S. Minamide Undergraduate Endowed Research Fellowship
(thank you Jim, Laurie, and friends). In addition, we look
forward to the year as we work together to grow our faculty
with an ongoing search for a new faculty in neurobiology and
expand our department into new space in the Anatomy -
Zoology Building.

Finally, I am certain that I speak for the entire department in 
extending my deepest gratitude to Shing Ho, who was the 
department’s chair for the last 10 years. As he returned to his 
faculty position a year ago, the department appreciates the 
progress he made during his time as chair. The Department of 
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology is now the fourth-largest major 
in the college and is over 300 students. What's more, our faculty 
continue to produce groundbreaking discoveries and provide 
outstanding research training opportunities to our undergraduate 
and graduate students. I feel strongly that each member of our 
department, whether faculty, staff, student, alumnus, or friend, is 
important and essential, and together we are responsible for the 
overall health and success of our programs.

Laurie A. Stargell ,  Ph.D.
Professor a nd  Chair

DEPARTMENT HIGHLIGHTS 

Welcome to the Department of 
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology 
spring newsletter! Our department 
continues to make great strides in 
research and education, and I am so 
pleased and honored to be the new 
chair of this amazing department.
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Outstanding Biochemistry Senior 
The Outstanding Biochemistry Senior Award honors the biochemistry senior who 
demonstrates excellence in academic achievement, with a GPA of 3.75 or above, and a 
record of leadership and professional promise. Steven Rooker was recently recognized in 
an article for CSU Source which highlighted his military career. Before attending CSU, he 
received the Army Commendation Medal for his valorous achievements as a combat 
medic.  Read the entire story.

Congratulations to our Newest Emeriti
Senior Research Scientist Emeritus Barbara Bernstein, Ph.D. studies cofilin and how it 
contributes to health of neurons. Barbara joined our department in 1977.  

Senior Research Scientist Emeritus A-Young Woody, Ph.D. became a part of our 
department in 1976, and her research encompassed biomolecular spectroscopy, with 
an interest in the elucidation of the structure and function of proteins and nucleic acids.

Thank you both for your contributions to the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology.
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https://source.colostate.edu/outstanding-grads-2017-steven-rooker-college-natural-sciences/


Youngest Ph.D. Biochemistry Recipient Ever 

Youngest Ph.D. Biochemistry Recipient Ever
Most college students finish their undergraduate degrees around the age off 22. But 
Crystal Vander Zanden isn’t most students.  The 23-year-old Arizona native left 
Colorado State University with a newly minted Ph.D. in biochemistry – the youngest 
ever from the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology. The soft-spoken, 
unassuming Vander Zanden defended her Ph.D. thesis in June, and has packed up her 
apartment in Fort Collins after spending six years working toward her doctorate. In the 
fall, she began a National Institutes of Health-funded postdoctoral fellowship at the 
University of New Mexico. There, she conducts research on biophysical 
characterization of Alzheimer’s Disease-related protein aggregation, while also teaching 
courses at a local community college.

Read the entire story.

Santangelo’s Newest Publication in Science 
Not so different after all: Human cells, hardy microbes share common 
ancestor 
To Tom Santangelo, single-celled microorganisms called archaea are like ancient 
mariners, surviving among the most extreme conditions on Earth, including volcanic 
vents in the deep ocean. Santangelo and his team study how these hardy microbes – 
which constitute one of three surviving domains of life – express their genes, produce 
their energy, and thrive in hot, lightless environments. It turns out, we’re not so different 
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– biochemically, anyway – from archaea after all. Santangelo, associate professor in the Department of Biochemistry
and Molecular Biology, and his collaborators found striking parallels between how archaeal cells and more complex
cells, including humans’ and animals’, package and store their genetic material. The breakthrough study, published in
Science last year, provided evidence that archaea and eukaryotic cells share a common mechanism to compact,
organize, and structure their genomes. The study was led by Karolin Luger, now a structural biologist at the University
of Colorado, Boulder. Most of the results reported in Science were completed while Luger was a CSU faculty member,
from 1999 to 2015.

Read the entire story. 

Passing of Parviz Azari
We extend our deepest sympathies to the Azari family on the passing of Professor 
Emeritus Parviz Azari. Parviz Azari started in the newly created Department of 
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology here at Colorado State University in 1963 and 
retired after 40 years. He made many contributions, influenced numerous students 
and faculty, and left a lasting legacy. In 2008, Dean Tsao and Ping Ping Tsao set up 
the Professor Parviz Azari Fellowship in Biochemistry and Molecular Biology in honor 
of Azari. The fellowship will enhance students' research opportunities in biochemistry 
and molecular biology research laboratories; Azari was Tsao's Ph.D. adviser. To learn 
more or contribute to the fund, click here, and select "support another fund."

http://www.bmb.colostate.edu/people/tjs1/
https://natsci.source.colostate.edu/not-different-human-cells-hardy-microbes-share-common-ancestor/
https://source.colostate.edu/ripe-age-23-crystal-vander-zanden-newly-minted-csu-ph-d/
https://advancing.colostate.edu/CNS/BMB/GIVE


NEW FELLOWSHIP 
James R. Bamburg and Laurie S. Minamide Endowed Research Fellowship for B.S. or B.S./M.S. Students 

Majors in Biochemistry and Molecular Biology and/or Neuroscience 
(Celland Molecular Neuroscience Concentration) will benefit from a new 
fellowship this spring. Juniors and Seniors will be nominated every 
January to receive $1,000 to support research. The goal is to reward 
highly motivated students toward a research career. Professor Emeritus 
James Bamburg joined the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology in 1971 as an assistant professor. He was promoted to full 
professor in 1981 and served for five years as interim chair as well as 
16 years as director of CSU Neuroscience programs. Among the variety 
of programs that he helped initiate are the B.S. major in biochemistry 
(1983), Ph.D. student admissions to the neuroscience program (1992), 

model for amyloid diseases. Numerous diseases including Parkinson's, Alzheimer's, late-onset diabetes, and the 
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Professor Eric Ross Promoted to Professor
Eric Ross came to the biochemistry department in 2005. He received his Ph.D. from the Mayo 
Clinic Graduate School of Biomedical Sciences and was a postdoctoral fellow at the National 
Institutes of Health. Professor Ross received the Faculty Excellence in Undergraduate Teaching 
and/or Mentoring award from the College of Natural Sciences here at CSU as well as the Basil 
O'Connor Young Investigator Award from the March of Dimes. Ross studies yeast prions as a 

the first combined B.S./M.S. degree at CSU (Biochemistry, 2002), the B.S. major in Neuroscience (2014), and the 
Integrated Degree Program in Neuroscience B.S. and Biochemistry M.S. in 2016. In 1988, his wife Laurie 
Minamide joined the lab, eventually becoming a senior research associate and lab manager. With other long-time 
research staff and colleagues, their lab provided a family-like training environment for more than 20 
postdoctoral fellows, 40 graduate students, and more than 160 undergraduates, all affectionately known as 
JRBils. Their research on biochemistry, cell biology, and neurobiology of actin-regulated processes is widely 
cited and was supported for more than 45 years by grants from the National Institutes of Health. In addition, their 
research endeavors received generous support from private foundations and from family and friends. They 
are particularly indebted to Glenda and Esao Sumida and Bonnie and Thomas Minamide, whose generosity 
made this fellowship possible. To learn more or to support the fellowship fund, click here, and choose "support 
another fund."

FACULTY NEWS
missible spongiform encephalopathies are associated with the formation of protein aggregates called amyloid 
s. Despite considerable study, relatively little is known about the forces that drive amyloid aggregation. The major 
s of his lab is defining how the amino acid sequence of a protein affects its propensity to form amyloid 
egates. 
PORT THE DEPARTMENT
 support of the department is 
dibly valuable. Please consider making 
ference to today’s students, faculty, 
ties, and programs—at whatever level 
ht for you. Thank you! 

For more information on giving, contact  
Simone Clasen, Executive Director of 
Development and Operations 
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