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Waggoner Center Announces Leadership Changes and  
Exciting New Partnerships in Addiction Research

On September 1, 2017, the Waggoner 
 Center’s former Associate Director 
Robert O. Messing became director, 

and former Director R. Adron Harris stepped 
into the associate director position.

A role-switch was a natural progression for 
both Harris and Messing. Harris will focus on 
his responsibility as coordinator of an National 
Institutes of Health-funded international con-
sortium, the Integrative Neuroscience Initiative 
on Alcoholism-Neuroimmune (INIA-N), with 
multiple research sites in the U.S. and Canada.  
After helping establish the Dell Medical School, 
Messing returns to research administration as 
WCAAR director and will continue his own 
research in the neurobiology of addiction and 
pain management.

The two are planning significant partnerships 
for the Waggoner Center. 

PLANS FOR DYNAMIC COLLABORATIONS
“Up until now, our research has been based 
on animal studies, as well as human laboratory 
studies that required coordination with inves-
tigators at medical schools across the country,” 
said Harris. Now, the proximity of Dell Med  
will allow more rapid advances in human  
addiction research—and foster the center’s  
integration with Dell Med’s research, clinical, 
and educational programs.

Finding the right people to champion  
addiction science programs at Dell Med is of 
utmost importance. “We need physicians who 
are eager to interweave addiction medicine 
into Dell Med’s clinical operations, includ-
ing comprehensive care that follows patients 
longitudinally in the community and analyzes 
patient care outcomes over the long term,” said 
Messing. He has worked to recruit multiple 
department chairs at Dell Med, among them 
Psychiatry Chair Steve Strakowski, who plans to 
place addiction research among his first three 
build-out programs. 

Further, the UT provost, the deans of Natural 
Sciences and Pharmacy, along with Dell Med’s 
Dean Johnston, will jointly recruit six tenure-
track faculty members affiliated with the  
Waggoner Center, with two at Dell Med. There 
will be a concentrated development effort to 
endow the joint Dell Med/Waggoner Center 
positions, and Messing has high hopes for  
its success. 

Harris and Messing also met with faculty 
members in the Steve Hicks School of Social 
Work whose work in alcoholism and addiction 
intervention and cultural adaptation aligns with 
Waggoner Center research. “If we coordinate 
our efforts,” said Messing, “the result could be  
more than additive.” 
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DOCTORAL DEGREES AWA R D E D
Shannon Zandy | October 17, 2016   
(Gonzales Lab)
“ Effects of Opioid Antagonism on Operant 

Ethanol Self-Administration in Adolescence and 
Characterization of Extracellular GABA in the 
Ventral Tegmental Area”

Neha Thakore | November 2, 2016   
(Duvauchelle Lab) 
“ Animal Models of Drug Abuse Show Emotional 
Regulation of Motivated Behaviors”

Ashley Vena | November 8, 2016   
(Gonzales Lab) 
“ The Pharmacological Effects of Acute Ethanol on 

Catecholamines in the Medial Prefrontal Cortex 
and Dorsal Striatum”

Garrett Cornelison | November 30, 2016   
(Mihic Lab) 
“ Characterization of the Interactions Zinc with 
Known and Novel Allosteric Modulators of Glycine 
Receptor Function”

Sarah Wolfe | April 18, 2017  
(Harris Lab) 
“ Molecular Mechanisms Underlying Alcohol  

Use Disorder and Major Depressive Disorder 
Comorbidity”

Gizelle McCarthy | April 24, 2017  
(Harris Lab) 
“ Neuroimmune Signaling and Microglia  

in Chronic Ethanol Consumption”

Amelia Weber Hall | April 28, 2017   
(Iyer Lab) 
“ From Genome to Genotype: Regulation of the 

Genome in Glioblastoma Multiforme and Atrial 
Fibrillation” 

Nicole Farley | August 9, 2017  
 (Mihic Lab) 
“ Dependence of Allosteric Modulation of Glycine 

Receptor Function on Agonist Efficacy”

FUNDING NEWS 
Principal Investigator:  
Dr. Johann Eberhart

Co-Principal Investigator: 
Dr. Scott Parnell,  
University of North  
Carolina at Chapel Hill

Project Title: “Exploring 
the Genetics of FASD in 
Complementary Mouse 
and Fish Models” 

Award Total: $1,526,140 
(five years), Sponsor: 
NIAAA as part of the 
Collaborative Initiative on 
Fetal Alcohol Syndrome 
(CIFASD). 

Principal Investigator:  
Dr. Rueben Gonzales

Co-Principal Investigator: 
Dr. Richard Morrisett

Project Title: “Neuro-
chemical & Behavioral 
Correlates of ETOH 

Effects”

Award Total: $1,924,245 
(five years),  
Sponsor: NIAAA

Principal Investigator:  
Dr. Yuri Blednov

Co-Principal Investigator: 
Dr. Robert O. Messing

Project Title: “Biochemical 
and Genetic Determinants 
of Alcohol Consumption”

Award Total: $2,264,625 
(five years),  
Sponsor: NIAAA

Principal Investigator:   
Dr. Michela Marinelli

Project Title: “The Lateral 
Preoptic Area: A Novel 
Regulator of VTA Activity 
and Cocaine Seeking”

Award Total: $1,826,020 
(five years),  
Sponsor: NIDA

Principal Investigator:   
Dr. Michela Marinelli

Project Title: “Crossing an 
Electric Barrier to Obtain 
Cocaine: Age and Sex 
Differences” 

Award Total: $156,500 
(two years),  
Sponsor: NIDA

Principal Investigator:   
Dr. Robert O. Messing

Project Title: “CRF 
Neurons of the Extended 
Amygdala and Alcohol 
Drinking”

Award Total: $1,732.295 
(five years),  
Sponsor: NIAAA

Principal Investigator:  
Dr. Christine  
Duvauchelle

Co-Principal Investiga-
tor: Mr. Kristopher Aber 
(Cornerstone Research 
Group)

Project Title: Phase 1:  
"Enhanced WAAVES+: 
A Fast and Accurate 
Automated Ultrasonic 
Vocalization (USV)  
Scoring Program"

STTR Phase 1 (of 3) Award 
Total: $150,000  
(6 months)

Sponsor: DOD

Principal Investigator: 
Dr. Christine 
Duvauchelle

Co-Principal Investigator: 
Dr. Gang Mei (Intelligent 
Automation, Inc.

Project Title: Phase 1: 
"Deep Learning-Based 
Automated Ultrasonic 
Vocalizations Scoring: 
DLAS"

STTR Phase 1 (of 3)  
Award Total: $150,000  
(6 months)  
Sponsor: DOD

NATIONAL RESEARCH 
SERVICE AWARDS

Sponsor:  NIAAA

Alfire Sidik,  
Eberhart Lab

Project Title: “Ethanol-
sensitive MicroRNAs 
Mediate Susceptibility to 
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorders”

Award Total:  $119,391 
(three years)

Anna Warden,  
Harris Lab

Project Title: “Molecular 
Investigations of the 
Trif-Dependent Pathway in 
Alcohol Abuse”

Award Total: $117,957 
(three years) 

Emma Erickson,  
Harris Lab

Project Title: “Role of 
Astrocytes in Chronic 
Ethanol Drinking in Mice”

Award Total: $119,361 
(three years)

Christopher Tulisiak, 
Ponomarev Lab

Project Title: “Role of DNA 
Modifications in Alcohol 
Use Disorders”

Award Total: $79,870  
(two years)

HONORS & AWARDS 
Two Waggoner Center researchers were honored at the 40th Annual Research 
Society on Alcoholism Scientific Meeting held in Denver, Colorado, June 23-28, 2017.

Dr. R. Adron Harris, Waggoner Center associate director, received the 6th 
Annual Marlatt Mentorship Award given for exceptional mentoring of young 
scientists in the alcohol research field. Harris was chosen from fellow RSA-
member nominees who are active in alcohol research. 

Dr. Sean Farris, postdoctoral fellow (Harris/Mayfield Labs), received the 2017 
Enoch Gordis Award. The annual award is based on “originality and quality of 
research, significance to the field, quality of abstract, and presentation of the 
work at the meeting as a poster and talk.” Awardees are chosen by RSA Education 
Committee Member vote. Farris was among two students and two postdocs who 
were honored with the award.
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USEFUL WEBSITES

Addiction Science Research 
and Education Center,
utexas.edu/research/asrec

National Institute on Alcohol 
Abuse and Alcoholism
(NIAAA), niaaa.nih.gov

National Institute on Drug
Abuse (NIDA), nida.nih.gov

Research Society on  
Alcoholism (RSA), rsoa.org

International Society for 
Biomedical Research on 
Alcoholism (ISBRA)
isbra.com

Integrative Neuroscience 
Initiative on Alcoholism-Neu-
roimmune (INIA-N), https://
sites.cns.utexas.edu/inia-
neuroimmune/about-inia-0

Individual, foundation and 
corporate support is essen-
tial to the continued growth 
and success of this world-
class research center.  

To support the Waggoner 
Center for Alcohol and  
Addiction Research, 
please visit:utdirect.utexas.
edu/apps/utgiving/online/
nlogon/?menu1=NSWCor 
contact: edu/apps/
utgiving/online/
nlogon/?menu1=NSWCor 

or call:  512-471-3299 

College of Natural Sciences
Dean's Office
The University of Texas 
at Austin
120 Inner Campus Drive
Stop G2500
Austin, TX 78712

BUILDING A  
PARTNERSHIP
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The Waggoner Center for  
Alcohol and Addiction Research 
was established in 1999 at The 
University of Texas at Austin.  
The center was made possible 
by a donation from M. June and 
J. Virgil Waggoner and matching 
funds from the university.  
The mission of the center is 
to create a premier research 
center for alcohol and addiction 
research, thereby developing 
solutions for the prevention and 
cure of these diseases.


