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Waggoner Center Welcomes New A!liated Faculty Members 

 

T he Waggoner Center for Alcohol and Addic-
tion Research welcomed two University of 
Texas at Austin scientists to its affiliated fac-

ulty last Fall: Luis A. Natividad, assistant professor 
in the College of Pharmacy, Division of Pharmacol-
ogy and Toxicology, and Caitlin Orsini, assistant 
professor in the College of Liberal Arts, Department 
of Psychology.  
Natividad, who received his B.S. in Psychol-
ogy from UT Austin, seeks to understand how 
protein signaling in the brain contributes to 
behavioral dysfunction in addiction. 
Natividad combines mass spectrometry and 
behavioral approaches to identify signaling 
pathways that regulate symptoms of “the ‘dark 
side’ of addiction,” which involves maladap-
tive changes in mood and cognition that help 
perpetuate drug use. These symptoms, Natividad 
says, are “one of the factors that we know can 
have a profound impact on addiction behavior.”
He is especially interested in cognitive impair-
ments, such as impulsivity and compulsivity, 
that emerge during alcohol withdrawal. He plans 
to examine proteomic changes in cortical brain 
areas to determine mechanisms behind disrupted 
cognitive function in addiction. “By understand-
ing the molecular changes that are driven by 
substance abuse, it may be possible to stall or 
reverse these changes with novel therapeutics.” 
Natividad also looks forward to collaboration 
DQG�PHQWRUVKLS�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�DˤRUGHG�E\�WKH�
Waggoner Center. “The reality is that science is 
not done in isolation and each of us contributes 
information that promotes the basic understand-
LQJ�DQG�FRUUHFWLRQ�RI�D�VLJQL˚FDQW�SUREOHP�µ�

Orsini received her B.S. in Psychology with a 
Behavioral Neuroscience concentration from 
:DVKLQJWRQ�&ROOHJH�LQ�&KHVWHUWRZQ��0'��DQG�
did her graduate training in the Biopsychology 
area of the Department of Psychology at the Uni-
YHUVLW\�RI�0LFKLJDQ��6KH�LQYHVWLJDWHV�WKH�HˤHFWV�
of chronic stimulant and opioid use on decision-
making.

Increased risk taking and impulsivity are be-
havioral consequences of long-term substance 
abuse that contribute to continued drug use and 
relapse after abstinence. Using rodent models of 
drug use and decision-making along with “tech-
niques allowing for monitoring and manipulat-
ing brain activity in real time,” Orsini aims 
to develop “strategies to treat this behavioral 
GH˚FLW�DQG��XOWLPDWHO\��GUXJ�XVH�LWVHOI�µ�
Orsini, who also has appointments in Neurology 
DQG�3V\FKLDWU\�DW�'HOO�0HGLFDO�6FKRRO��QRWHV�WKDW�
the interaction between decision-making and 
VXEVWDQFH�XVH�GLˤHUV�EHWZHHQ�PDOHV�DQG�
IHPDOHV��6WXG\LQJ�WKHVH�GLˤHUHQFHV�LV�DQ�
important component of her work. “We are only 
beginning to understand how complex cognitive 
functions become compromised after substance 
abuse, and how these alterations may be sex-
dependent.”

At the Waggoner Center, Orsini hopes to make 
an impact towards eradicating substance abuse 
and cultivate passion in the next generation of 
neuroscientists. She’s motivated to “train young 
scientists to think critically, conduct rigorous 
VFLHQWL˚F�H[SHULPHQWV�DQG�FRPPXQLFDWH�WKHLU�
˚QGLQJV�HˤHFWLYHO\�µ�
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Former Waggoner Center graduate student Emma Erickson was selected as the inau-
gural intern for the journal Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research (ACER). We 
interviewed Emma about this unique award. Interview edited for length and clarity.  
 
What is the ACER internship? The internship is a new opportunity for graduate 
VWXGHQWV�LQ�DOFRKRO�UHVHDUFK�ZLWK�DQ�LQWHUHVW�LQ�VFLHQWL˚F�HGLWLQJ��SXEOLVKLQJ�DQG�
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�WR�OHDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�KRZ�D�VFLHQWL˚F�MRXUQDO�LV�PDQDJHG�DQG�WR�JDLQ�
work experience useful for a career at a journal or publishing company.
What are your duties for this internship, and what is the duration? The internship 
was for one year. I helped manage the journal’s social media pages and plan content 
for special issues. As part of the internship, I was included in much of the day-to-day 
communication surrounding issues like open access publication, revenue, promotional 
campaigns, and impact analyses of published papers. 
How were you selected?�,�H[SUHVVHG�LQWHUHVW�LQ�D�FDUHHU�LQ�VFLHQWL˚F�HGLWLQJ�WR�'U��5��
Adron Harris, WCAAR associate diretcor. At the Research Society on Alcoholism 
PHHWLQJ�WKLV�VXPPHU�KH�LQWURGXFHG�PH�WR�WKH�HGLWRU�RI�$&(5��+HQU\�.UDQ]OHU��
'U��.UDQ]OHU�LQYLWHG�PH�WR�WKH�HGLWRULDO�ERDUG�OXQFK�PHHWLQJ��/DWHU��'U��.UDQ]OHU�FDPH�
XS�ZLWK�WKH�LGHD�RI�D�JUDGXDWH�VWXGHQW�LQWHUQVKLS��DQG�DVNHG�PH�WR�EH�WKH�˚UVW�LQWHUQ�
How does the internship impact you and your research goals, and those of the 
WCAAR? This internship allowed me to gain insight into a career path that is not 
FRQVLGHUHG�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�SDWK�RI�D�VFLHQFH�3K'��'LVVHPLQDWLQJ�UHVHDUFK�˚QGLQJV�LV�DQ�
LQWHJUDO�SDUW�RI�VFLHQWL˚F�SURJUHVV��HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHQ�LW�LQYROYHV�D�PDMRU�SXEOLF�KHDOWK�
concern like alcohol use disorder. The internship opens doors for students to understand 
WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�DQG�WKH�FKDOOHQJHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�SHHU�UHYLHZHG�VFLHQWL˚F�SXEOLFDWLRQ�
and the relationship between scientists, editors, readers, and the public.   

 P r o c l i v i t a s 

DOCTORAL DEGREES AWARDED

Alfire Sidik I Aug. 2019 
Eberhart Lab
“Genetic and bioinformatic approaches to 
characterize ethanol teratogenesis”
 
Adam Gordon I Nov. 2019 
Marinelli Lab
“The lateral preoptic area regulates the ventral 
tegmental area and drives reinforcement and 
complex reward behaviors”

Dawn Guzman I Nov. 2019 
Pierce Lab
“Using C. elegans to investigate the 
transgenerational e!ects of EtOH and to 
genetically repair a gait transition impairment in 
dopamine-deficient animals” 

Anna Warden I Jan. 2020 
Harris Lab
“Neuroimmune signaling in alcohol abuse” 

Emma Erickson I Apr. 2020 
Harris Lab
“Astrocytes in alcohol use disorder” 

NEWS
Associate Professor Michela Marinelli, Depart-
ment of Neuroscience, was selected as one of 
The Alcade’s Texas 10 for 2020. The Texas 10 is a 
select list of ten of the most inspiring University 
of Texas professors, chosen each year from 
a pool of impactful educators nominated by 
former students.  
Kimberly Nixon, James T. Doluisio Centennial 
Fellowship associate professor, and Regina 
Mangieri, research assistant professor, both in 
the College of Pharmacy, provided commentary 
in the November 22, 2019 issue of Science. In 
their article “Compelled to drink: Why some 
cannot stop,” they explored how individual dif-
ferences in aversive stimulus processing may 
explain compulsive alcohol drinking.

Johann Eberhart, associate professor of 
Molecular Biosciences, received a Sustaining 
Outstanding Achievement in Research (SOAR) 
award from the National Institute of Dental and 
Craniofacial Research. This is an eight-year, $7.6 
million grant to study the genetic and environ-
mental causes of human birth defects of the 
head and face, which now occur in up to 5% of all 
births. 

Laura Ferguson, postdoctoral fellow in the 
Messing Lab, received the Ruth L. Kirschstein 
National Research Service Award Individual 
Postdoctoral Fellowship for her project, 
“Transcriptome-guided diagnosis and therapy 
for alcohol use disorder.” The award includes 
$79,341 for 15 months of support. Dr. Ferguson 
will investigate the extent to which blood acts as 
a surrogate for brain tissue and predicts alcohol 
dependence status and drug treatments. This 
information will help develop molecular-based 
diagnosis and treatment options and gain 
insights into biological mechanisms that may 
contribute to the transition from recreational 
alcohol use to excessive drinking.

Elizabeth Lippard, assistant professor of 
Psychiatry, received the NIH Mentored Research 
Scientist Development Award which sup-
ports the transition from supervised training 
to research independence, for her proposal, 
“Subjective response to alcohol and associated 
neural systems in bipolar disorder.” Dr. Lippard 
intends to investigate mechanisms contributing 
to individual di!erences in psychiatric dis-
ease progression. This work utilizes advanced 
structural fMRI and behavioral testing to study 
biomarkers that may predict risk of alcohol 
use problems in people with bipolar disorder, 
findings that could help pinpoint new targets for 
early detection of risk.

Regina Mangieri, research assistant professor 
in the Division of Pharmacology and Toxicology 
in the College of Pharmacy, and Heather Aziz, 

FUNDING NEWS

research sta! in the Mangieri Lab, raised 
funds through UT Austin's crowdfunding  
platform HornRaiser for a project investi-
gating green tea as a potential therapy for 
alcohol use disorder. They plan to study 
L-theanine, a compound found in green tea 
that may help correct molecular imbalances 
arising in the brain during cycles of intoxi-
cation and withdrawal. The Mangieri Lab’s 
campaign surpassed the initial fundraising 
goal of $3,500, raising over $6,000, which 
will help cover open access publication costs 

The 2020 Waggoner Center Advance 
featuring keynote speaker Dr. Marina 
Picciotto is postponed until 2021.
Wednesday research seminars continue 
to be held virtually until further notice. 
To view our full collection of COVID-19 
resources, visit: https://waggonercent-
er.utexas.edu/covid-19-resources

COVID-19 UPDATES

(scan code to visit link)



 

PUBLICATIONS

SUMMER 2020

USEFUL WEBSITES

Addiction Science Research 
and Education Center       
sites.utexas.edu/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-
Neuroimmune (INIA-N)                
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: http://links.
utexas.edu/crcykdo

 

or call:  512-471-3299 

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

BUILDING A  
PARTNERSHIP

(Publications continued next page.)
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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 
advance knowledge of alcohol 
and substance use disorders 
and develop solutions for their 
prevention and treatment.


