CENTER FOR THE NEUROBIOLOGY OF

LEARNING & MEMORY

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, IRVINE

r. Leslie M. Thompson

may be well known at the
University of California, Irvine,
but she is a new Fellow of the
Center for the Neurobiology of
Learning and Memory. She
currently is an Associate Profes-
sor in the School of Medicine,
Departments of Psychiatry and
Human Behavior and Biological
Chemistry, and in the School of
Biological Sciences, Department
of Neurobiology and Behavior.
She is also the Director of the
Interdepartmental Neuroscience
Program (INP). Leslie com-
pleted her Ph.D. in Biological
Sciences from UCI in 1989 and
has remained here continuing
her research.

Leslie’s research involves the
molecular and biochemical stud-
ies of the human genetic disor-
der of Huntington's disease
(HD). This neurodegenerative
disease results from genetically-
programmed degeneration of
neurons primarily in the brain’s
striatum and cortex. The degen-
eration causes patients to have
uncontrollable movements, lose
intellectual faculties and to have
emotional disturbances. The
symptoms of HD start gradually,
typically during mid-life, at a
point when individuals are often
their most productive, and pro-
gress over a period of 10-20
years. HD is passed from par-
ent to child through a mutation in
the huntingtin gene, which
means each child of an HD par-
ent has a 50-50 chance of inher-
iting the HD gene. If the child
does not inherit the HD gene,
then the gene can no longer be
passed onto that child’s off-
spring. Huntington’s disease is
currently incurable.

In the Spotlight

History tells us that
Huntington’s disease
has been around for a
very long time, possi-
bly since the Middle
Ages. George Hunt-
ington, an American
physician, wrote an
academic paper about
the disease in 1872
and it was subse-
quently named after
him. It was not until
1993 that the hunting-
tin gene was discovered. Scien-
tists are still attempting to learn
precisely what the function of
the normal huntingtin gene is,
but they do know that we are not
able to survive without it. Genes
are made up of DNA, which it-
self is made up of paired chemi-
cals called bases. Research
has shown that the normal hunt-
ingtin gene has a repeating
stretch of three of these bases,
and that the mutant gene abnor-
mally repeats this three base
sequence dozens of times. This
mutant gene expresses into a
mutant huntingtin protein that is
responsible for wreaking the
havoc which becomes Hunting-
ton’s disease. The huntingtin
gene, if inherited, is a dominant
gene.

Patients with Huntington’s
disease may have physical, psy-
chiatric and cognitive symptoms.
The disease can cause severe
cognitive problems such as loss
of memory, loss of judgment,
and loss of the capacity to or-
ganize oneself. Leslie’s re-
search focuses on understand-
ing how the mutant huntingtin
protein causes HD and finding
treatments to improve symptoms
associated with the disease,

Leslie M. Thompson

including cognitive symptoms.
Her research group developed
the concept that the use of his-
tone deacetylase inhibitors
(HDAC inhibitors) might be pro-
tective in HD. HDAC inhibitors
are substances that cause a
chemical change that stops
cells, such as cancer cells, from
dividing and can have protective
effects in a brain cell. The use
of HDAC inhibitors may help
control some of the gene ex-
pression alterations caused by
the mutant huntingtin gene and
may influence a process to help
get rid of the toxic mutant hunt-
ingtin protein that is produced
through the mutant gene expres-
sion. HDAC agents are cur-
rently in human clinical trials for
use in HD. Leslie also hopes to
understand exactly how the mu-
tant huntingtin protein that
causes HD alters brain function
and identify ways to apply that
knowledge to treatments that will
prevent this process from occur-
ring.

Leslie’s research led her to
accompany Dr. Nancy Wexler of
the Hereditary Disease Founda-
tion, to Lake Maracaibo, a fish-
ing village in Venezuela. In
1979, Dr. Wexler had discov-
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ered that in this city, HD hap-
pened four times as often as it
does in the United States. She
learned that the reason why the
villagers had more cases of HD
was because of the large number
of children and intermarriages.
Multiple blood samples from the
villagers were collected in hope of
identifying the gene that causes
HD. In 1993 the HD gene was
discovered by the Huntington
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our Friends group and Dr.
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Disease Collaborative Research
Group, a group organized and
supported by the Hereditary Dis-
ease Foundation. In 1996 Leslie
began traveling to Venezuela for
one to two weeks at a time over
the next four years to assist with
collecting genetic information and
other types of data.

Leslie has always wanted to
study human disease and under-

CNLM Awards Wrap-up

aria “Noel” Federman is the
first recipient of the Friends CNLM Awards Ceremony were:

Other awards given at the

Renée Harwick Advanced
Graduate Student Award —
Sponsored by an endowment
established by Dr. Renée Har-
wick. Given to a student who has
advanced to Ph.D. candidacy and

Renée Harwick, a long-time
supporter of the CNLM, and
provide travel funds and a

shows strong scientific promise.
The 2008 awardee is Kasia Bi-
eszcad in the laboratory of Dr.

stipend for graduate stu-
dents from abroad to come
to Irvine and study in a
CNLM lab for up to 6 months.

man
year 2007. She is a doctoral stu-

Aires, Argentina. She arrived at
the Center in May and stayed
through July, working in the labo-
ratory of Dr. Marcelo Wood. In

of genes during different memory
phases using an experimental
model of associative learning in
Chasmagnathus granulathus
crabs. She is particularly inter-
ested in studying how changes in
the structure of chromatin, the
substance that makes up chromo-
somes, influence gene activity
during long term memory forma-
tion. In the Wood lab she worked
on a project aimed at understand-
ing the molecular mechanisms
underlying long-term memory for
novel object recognition. This
study contributed significantly to

“A smile
happens in
a flash, but

a memory
can last a
lifetime”

-Author
unknown

be continued in collaboration with

in Argentina. Noel’s research re-
sults also contributed to data used
in a grant application and are cur-
rently in preparation for publica-
tion.

Noel is the awards recipient for the

dent from the University of Buenos

Argentina, Noel studies the activity

launching a new direction of inves-
tigation in the Wood lab, which will

Noel’s advisor, Dr. Arturo Romano,

Norman Weinberger.

Roger W. Russell Scholar’s
Award — Sponsored by an en-

dowment established by Dr. Rus-

sell’s friends and family in his
memory. Given to a graduate
student or postdoc who shows
exacting scholarship, collegiality
and support of CNLM programs.
The 2008 awardees are Joe An-
dreano in the laboratory of Dr.
Larry Cabhill and Gary Philips in
the laboratory of Dr. Thomas
Carew.

Carol Becker McGaugh Award
— Sponsored by an endowment
established by Jim and Becky
McGaugh. Given to an under-
graduate student completing the
second to last year of studies for
outstanding research in the neu-
robiology of learning and mem-
ory. The 2008 awardee is
Shanoor Khan in
the laboratory of Dr.
Thomas Carew.

Friends of the
CNLM Summer
Awards for Under-
graduates — Spon-
sored by the
Friends of the
CNLM. Given to
outstanding under-

stand it in the context of brain
function, including learning and
memory. Once she became in-
volved with HD families, she be-
came completely committed to
understanding and developing
treatments for this devastating
disease. To learn more about Dr.
Thompson’s research please see
our website at www.cnlm.edu/

faculty.htm.

who have been working in a
CNLM lab, to allow them to con-
tinue their work during the sum-
mer. The 2008 awardees are
Ho-An Kang in the laboratory of
Dr. Raju Metherate and Andreea
Marina in the laboratory of Dr.
Thomas Carew.

Friends of the CNLM Summer
Awards for High School Stu-
dents — Sponsored by the
Friends of the CNLM. The
award provides an opportunity
for high school students to gain
research experience in a univer-
sity lab and to provide them with
financial assistance to do so.
The 2008 awardees are Elise
Molnar from Corona del Mar HS,
who worked in the laboratory of
Dr. Craig Stark, and Michelle Yu
from Aliso Niguel HS who
worked in the laboratory of Dr.
Thomas Carew.

And the CNLM Foreign Gradu-
ate Student and the Renée
Harwick Visiting Scholars
Award for 2008 is Gustavo Re-
olon, a graduate student from
the Federal University of Rio
Grande do Sul (UFRGS), Porto
Alegre, Brazil. He will arrive
from Brazil in November.

graduate students — : -
Kasia Bieszczad, Gary Philips and Joe Andre-
ano
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Director’s Corner

he coming of the Fall marks the

start of a new academic year and a
new program of events and activities at
the Center. We have already hosted our
CNLM Friends Group at the first of our
two ‘Evenings to Remember’, and look
forward to a second evening in Novem-
ber. We also look forward to the presen-
tations by the three truly exceptional sci-
entists contributing to our fifteenth pro-
gram of public lectures in the Barclay
Theater (see below), and to a host of
scientific events for the benefit of our Fel-
lows and their lab members. Additionally,
the new academic year heralds new pri-
orities for the Center’s fund-raising ef-
forts. Thanks to the extraordinary gener-

Fellow Says,

Dr. Benno Roozendaal, an Associ-
ate Fellow of the CNLM and long-
time researcher in the laboratory of Dr.
James L. McGaugh, left UCI for a faculty
position at the University of Groningen,
The Netherlands. His new position will
be Professor and Chair in the Depart-
ment of Anatomy. For the past 15 years
at the CNLM, Benno worked long hours
and enjoyed many successes in his re-
search. He published over 85 papers
during his stay, tallying over 100 papers
in his career, a huge accomplishment for
a scientist. While here he was the recipi-
ent of the Curt P. Richter Prize in Psy-

osity of so many of you, donations and
pledges toward an endowment to sup-
port a Chair to be named in honor of Dr
Jim McGaugh (the McGaugh Chair in
the Neurobiology of Learning and
Memory) have now reached $1 million.
The achievement of this target allows
us to both establish the Chair and to
begin to focus on new funding priori-
ties. Detailed information about these
priorities will follow shortly, but they
include the establishment of an endow-
ment to support the training of graduate
students, and an ‘innovation fund’ to
support the development of cutting-
edge ideas and research in its earliest
stages. We look forward to working

‘Farewell’

with our many friends and supporters as
we strive to achieve these goals and ad-
vance the scientific and educational mis-
sions of the Center.

choneuroendocrinology and was
awarded a National Science Founda-
tion grant. Benno trained and mentored
over 60 undergraduate students, six
graduate students and nine postdocs in
the McGaugh Lab, one of whom will join
him at Groningen in October.

Benno will be sadly missed, but the
relationships he created while he was
here will be everlasting. We wish him
the best of luck in his research and his
career.

Fifteen Years of Public Lectures ag

his year will mark the 15" annual

UCI Distinguished Lecture Series
on Brain, Learning and Memory held at
the Irvine Barclay Theatre. For 15
years the CNLM has organized this
free lecture series for the public, to
update the community on the latest in
brain research. Speakers from all over
the world, including from UCI, have
given lectures about their research in a
wide variety of areas of neuroscience
including Alzheimer Disease, schizo-
phrenia, autism, sleep, drug addiction
and brain aging. There is hardly an
empty seat in the Barclay Theatre,
which is a 750-capacity venue. The
lectures are popular with high school
students, who have been loyal atten-
dees thanks to their dedicated science

teachers. Teachers may take advan-
tage of free busing and free parking
permits for school groups who call the
CNLM in advance. High schools who
have attended past lectures include:
Corona del Mar HS, Estancia HS,
Foothill HS, Laguna Beach HS, New-
port Harbor HS, Northwood HS, Sage
Hill School, Woodbridge HS, Hunting-
ton Beach HS, University HS, Fountain
Valley HS, Costa Mesa HS, Irvine HS,
and Middle College HS.

Lecture dates and speakers for
2009 are:

January 20, Michael Davis, Emory
University on fear and anxiety; March
25, Henry “Roddy” Roediger Ill, Wash-

ington University St. Louis, on memory and
testing in the classroom; May 12, Nancy
Wexler, Columbia University, on Hunting-
ton’s Disease.

There is a pre-lecture reception that
members of our Friends of the CNLM an-
nual membership receive an invitation to
attend. Teachers of the participating
school groups are also welcome to attend
the backstage reception.

If you would like information about our
Public Lecture Series and/or joining our
Friends group, please visit our website
www.cnlm.uci.edu or call (949) 824-4275.
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Dates to Remember

The 15th UCI Distinguished
Lecture Series on Brain,
Learning and Memory

Tuesday, January 20
Dr. Michael Davis

Wednesday, March 25
Dr. Henry Roediger Il

Tuesday, May 12
Dr. Nancy Wexler

All lectures are held at the
Irvine Barclay Theatre
4242 Campus Drive

Scientific Colloquium
2008-2009 Series

October 16, 4 p.m.
Todd Sacktor

January 8, 4 p.m.
Peter Holland

January 21, noon (tentative)
Michael Davis

February 5, 4 p.m.
Ted Abel

March 19, 4 p.m.
Mark Gluck

March 26, noon (tentative)
Henry Roediger Il

April 30, 4 p.m.
Peter Redgrave

May 7, 4 p.m.
Paul Gold

May 13, noon (tentative)
Nancy Wexler

Ways you can become
involved...

Join our Friends Group
Become a tour docent
Buy a brick on Memory Lane

Support the James L. McGaugh
Chair campaign

Attend a scientific colloquium
or public lecture

Name a garden bench
Visit our website:

http://www.cnlm.uci.edu

Published by the Center for
the Neurobiology of Learning
and Memory, UCI

Writer: Julia Pisias

Editors: Lori Metherate &
Nancy Collett
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