




A M a n  Wi t h  H e a r t
H e a l s  T h e  B r a i n

Dr. Ian A. Cook 

Ian A. Cook, M.D., Director of the 
Depression Research & Clinic Program 
at UCLA’s Semel Institute and the Miller 
Family Professor of Psychiatry, is on 
a mission to help patients with severe 
depression. Now, thanks to the financial 
help of the Friends of the Semel Institute, 
he has a new tool in his arsenal. It is called 
the NeuroStar TMS (“transcranial magnetic 
stimulation”) System. Dr. Cook graciously 
answered questions on this new system and 
on other fascinating aspects of his career. 
Below is that interview.
What is the TMS System?

In contrast to antidepressant medications, 
which go everywhere in the brain, the 
TMS System is a machine that lets us 
target a specific part of the brain believed 
to be involved in both mood and memory 
problems. A stimulator is placed directly 
on the scalp, adjacent to the area (“left 
dorsolateral prefrontal cortex”), while 
the patient rests in a special chair for 
approximately 45 minutes. The usual 
course of treatment is sessions five days a 
week for 4 to 6 weeks. This treatment has 
been shown to be useful for adults who have 
Major Depression and for whom medication 
has not been effective in overcoming the 
illness. A diagnosis of Major Depression 
is determined by having at least five of the 
nine core symptoms of depression for two 
weeks or longer. 
What is the advantage of this therapy?

Perhaps the greatest advantage of TMS 
therapy is that it is so very well tolerated. In 
comparison with medications, there seem 
to be relatively few side effects, and this 
particular system is the only FDA-approved 

TMS device for treatment of depression. 
Another advantage is that results seem 
to be quicker than with medication. 
Improvement is usually seen between two 
and four weeks. While the treatment itself 
is fairly easy to tolerate, patients have to be 
willing to put in the time of daily treatments 
and to bear the cost until insurers become 
willing to pay for it. 
Is this treatment only in the research 
phase?

No. While we will be conducting research 
with this method of brain stimulation, we 
also will be treating patients starting in 
early 2009 when the device is delivered 
and set up. We will be running a research 
project concurrently with the patient care 
program. At this time we are asking for 
adult volunteers with Major Depression 
who would receive TMS treatments while 
not taking an antidepressant medication. We 
will be trying to predict which individuals 
would benefit the most from this form of 
treatment. We also will expand what is 
known about how best to target the specific 
part of the brain that will lead to the biggest 
clinical response (more details at www.
TMSlosangeles.com).
How can you assess the effectiveness?

In addition to monitoring for changes 
in the severity of symptoms and we will 
use computerized electroencephalograms 
(EEGs) to measure changes in patterns 
of brainwaves. Each patient will be 
individually evaluated before treatments 
begin, and a new TMS Review Committee 
has been set up to oversee the delivery of 
this treatment at UCLA.
Your academic credentials are stellar—
undergraduate, Princeton; medical 
school, Yale; and your psychiatry 
residency training at UCLA. Why did 
you major in Bioengineering as an 
undergrad if you wanted a career in 
medicine?

Many treatments in today’s medicine 

depend upon high-tech materials and 
devices. A limiting factor in these advances 
has been a cultural and communication 
gap: engineers don’t have medical 
backgrounds to understand what doctors 
need, and doctors aren’t sufficiently well 
versed in engineering-ese to describe what 
is really needed to solve clinical problems. 
As a teenager, it was suggested to me that 
first-hand training and experience in both 
disciplines could lead me to have a better 
understanding of what might be needed 
and how to achieve its creation quickly 
and efficiently. Three decades later, that is 
exactly what I’ve been able to do.
Your resume includes a vast array of civic 
and philanthropic activities. What are 
some of these and how, with your busy 
schedule, do you find time for them?

My family upbringing taught me that 
with privilege comes responsibility. It is a 
value that has guided my actions throughout 
my life. Right now, I sit on the California 
advisory board of Best Buddies, a charity 
that helps adults with developmental 
disabilities such as autism or mental 
retardation. I also work with RXLaughter, 
a non-profit supporting scientific research 
concerning the healing power of comedy. 
(bestbuddies.org and rxlaughter.org)
Is there anything that you would like to 
remind the public in reference to mental 
illness?

Yes, it is crucial to remember that mental 
disorders affect both the mind and the brain 
and can happen to individuals regardless 
of ethnicity, religion, or socioeconomic 
status. Illnesses such as depression are 
increasingly understood to be “flaws in 
chemistry, not in character.” As doctors, 
we are taking this integrated approach of 
valuing both psychology and physiology. 
The stigma of mental illness is being 
reduced, but we can and need to do better at 
educating the public about these common 
and oft-disabling conditions. 

By NANCY ROSENBLOOM
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Reprieves

Today’s Man

Maria Tucci, Nicky Gottlieb, Lizzie 
Gottlieb, and Dr. Liz Laugeson

WESTWOOD — The Friends of the Semel 
Institute were honored to host Dr. Gary Small 
on October 2nd. Dr. Small enlightened the 
crowd with a synopsis of his new book entitled 
iBrain: Surviving the Technological Alteration 
of the Modern Mind. Being a parent of two 
teenage boys, I was curious about the effects of 
all the new technology. What I gleaned from Dr. 
Small was that there are some good and some 
bad effects. He divides us all into two groups for 
the purpose of his study: digital immigrants – 
adults who are slow to embrace new technology 
and do not learn to use new devices as quickly. 
Digital natives – younger people who were born 
with iPods, etc. and can learn new technology 
very quickly.

iBrain

Former First Lady Nancy Reagan 
with Dr. David Reuben

“An old man falls. So begins a journey 
exploring our deepest values on the sanctity of 
life. The perspectives of the patient, family, and 
physician clash as each struggles with ethical 
and medical dilemmas at the end of life.”

With this scenario, the original play 
“Reprieves”, written by Dr. David Reuben, the 
Chief of the Division of Geriatric Medicine at 
UCLA begins.  We meet a family dealing with 
the probable death of their patriarch.

A capacity audience, which included former 
first lady, Nancy Reagan, attended the first public 
reading of “Reprieves” which was proudly 
hosted by the Friends of the Semel Institute 
at the new UCLA Ronald Reagan Hospital 
on January 27th.  The event was dedicated in 
loving memory of the late Morrie Hazan.

As the play begins, the narrator takes the 
audience into a hospital room where an elderly 
man is breathing with the help of a ventilator. We 
are introduced to his daughter, a high-powered 
attorney; his son, a psychiatrist; the wife who 
is suffering from Alzheimer’s disease; and the 
geriatrician who is responsible for the old man’s 
care. The tension in the room is palpable as the 
siblings are faced with the dilemma of whether 
to take extraordinary measures to prolong their 
father’s life or let nature take its’ course.

As there is no advanced directive in place, each 
family member tries to decide what their father 
would want based on the principles on which 
he lived his life. Perhaps the most poignant and 
revealing  moment occurs when the audience is 
taken back to a conversation between husband 
and wife where he is telling her that he does not 
want any heroic measures taken at the end of his 
life. She promises that she will remember but 
having early stage Alzheimer’s, she doesn’t.

Dr. Reuben’s unique play explores 
complicated and fragile family relationships 
and what happens when they become stressed 
during a time of crisis. The emotions that it 

evokes are those which most families experience 
when they must grapple with end of life issues. 
The play was directed by renowned director, 
Andrew McCullough.

Nicky Gottleib was diagnosed with Asperger’s 
Syndrome at the age of 21. He has lived 
courageously and often humorously with 
the diagnosis. At an event on November 12, 
2008, sponsored by Pamela and Bob Kahan, 
he addressed a sold out crowd to share his 
experience. He was a charming and engaging 
speaker.

Today’s Man, a film written and directed by 
Nicky’s sister, Lizzie Gottlieb, details the history 
of Nicky’s illness, beginning as a child. In his 
talk, he helped a sold out audience reframe their 
perspective on Autism Spectrum disorders. He 
helped the audience understand his humanity, 
special challenges and also triumphs. The 
impact of the movie was so emotional that many 
of the audience volunteered their own struggles 
with the disorder, lamenting the challenges and 
hurdles they face every day.

The panel, which consisted of Lizzie and 
Nicky Gottlieb, Maria Tucci, Nicky’s mother and 
Broadway actress, and Dr. Elizabeth Laugeson, 
a psychologist from the Semel Institute,. 
assembled for a discussion and a question and 
answer session after the film. Nicky certainly 
enjoyed his time here in Los Angeles.  At lunch 
at the celebrity-dotted Ivy at the Shore in Santa 
Monica who would appear at the next table but 
Nicky’s enduring heartthrob, Tori Spelling of 
Beverly Hills 90210! Tori chatted with Nicky 
and Nicky described their “reunion” as “the best 
moment of his life!”

By MARGOT CALABRESE By VICKY GOODMAN

By PAMELA KAHAN 
and ROBYN MANDELBERG

Dr. Gary Small

Dr. Small stressed the importance for 
digital natives to find a balance between 
honing technical skills and improving face-
to-face communication, or social skills. He 
says that the young are the most sensitive to 
new technology; and that this technology not 
only changes our lives, but our brains as well. 
Besides having an adverse effect on social 
skills, there is a significant relationship between 
a person’s difficulty in concentrating on tasks 
and internet or video game hours. Constant 
multitasking can prevent us from doing any one 
task with maximum effectiveness. The constant 
bombardment of information can also cause 
what Dr. Small calls “brain fog”. 

There is an upside, too. Dr. Small mentioned 
that surgeons who play video games make fewer 
errors during surgery! I found this particularly 
interesting because of the number of hours my 
boys play video games. Too bad they are not 
going to be surgeons!
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Dr. Nurmi completed medical training with 
an MD from Vanderbilt University and her 
residency at the UCLA Semel Institute.  
Additionally, Dr. Nurmi earned a PhD at 
Vanderbilt University as part of a Medical 
Scientist Training fellowship studying autism 
genetics. She is currently receiving specialty 
training in a customized combined research 
and clinical child and adolescent psychiatry 
fellowship. She remarks, "I am incredibly 
fortunate to have two outstanding investigators 
and mentors to guide my proposed project 
and my evolving career. Through Dr. James 
McCracken, Director of the Division of Child 
and Adolescent at UCLA, I have access to 
the rich OCD Collaborative Genetics Study 
(OCGS) sample and invaluable and dedicated 

Science
The Friends

2008 FRIENDS FELLOWS

Dr. Nakamura received his doctorate in 
Bioagricultural Science from Nagoya 
University in Japan in 2005. He began his 
post-doctoral training in Chronobiology at 
the University of Virginia in the laboratory 
of Dr. Gene Block, who now is Chancellor 
of UCLA. He continues his research in 
collaboration with Dr. Chris Colwell at The 
Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human 
Behavior. 

His primary focus is in studying circadian 
rhythm, or ‘the biological clock’ in human 
beings and in other species.  Specifically, 
Dr. Nakamura explores the effects of steroid 

Hyong Jin Cho, M.D. 

Erica Nurmi, M.D. Ph.D.

Takahiro Nakamura, Ph.D.

hormones and aging on the sleep and circadian 
systems. Currently, he is exploring female 
sleep in relation to one’s “biological clock.” 
He explains that “Our long-term goal is to 
understand how hormones affect circadian 
rhythms and sleep-wake behavior in women. 
Ultimately, our findings will uncover new 
therapeutic treatments for sleep disorders and 
lead to an improved quality of life for women 
throughout their lifecycle.”

Going forward, he hopes to continue his 
research on aging and sleep.  Dr. Nakamura 
lives in UCLA Family Housing with his wife 
and two children.

Dr. Cho grew up in Seoul, South Korea, 
and relocated to Brazil, where he attended 
the University of Sao Paulo Medical School 
and completed his psychiatry residency. He 
received his master’s degree in epidemiology 
at the London School of Hygiene &   Medicine, 
University of London, and completed his 
PhD at the Institute of Psychiatry, University 
of London.

His research has focused on fatigue and 
how it may be related to inflammation.  He is 
currently examining the role of early life stress 
and genetic vulnerability in the inflammatory 

mentorship. With the help of Dr. Stanley 
Nelson's extensive research experience and 
genetic mapping expertise, we will bring 
powerful genetic tools to the search for 
genetic susceptibility to obsessive-compulsive 
disorder (OCD) in this sample."

Dr. Nurmi has a long-standing interest in the 
genetics of childhood psychiatric disorders, 
and has utilized the Friends Fellowship to focus 
on research in this area. She explains, "The 
FOSI fellowship award will contribute to 
the advancement of complex genetic disease 
mapping, pediatric psychiatric genetics, and 
OCD and tic disorders, and will assist me in 
the transition to an independent investigator 
in an academic faculty position in the coming 
years."

mechanisms of fatigue.  The Friends grant is 
helping him to bring this project to successful 
conclusion.  He expects this project to increase 
understanding of  how genes and childhood 
stress lead to inflammation and fatigue.  He is 
in the process of submitting two papers on the 
complex relationship between inflammation 
and fatigue to scientific journals. Going 
forward in his research, he hopes to focus on 
the relationships of inflammation not only 
with fatigue, but also with depression and 
sleep disturbances.

 

By ANNE B. JOHNSTON
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MCCS-Europe summer school in Venice, 
Italy. This will be a great opportunity for me 
to network and establish collaboration with 
colleagues from around the world, because 
the summer school is designed primarily 
for senior postdoctoral fellows and new 
investigators to get together and discuss their 
research.

I am very excited by the field of epigenetics, 
which examines influences on the way a 
gene functions. Rapidly emerging evidence 
suggests that epigenetic mechanisms play an 
important role in psychiatric disease and in 
disorders of fear-related learning and memory. 
In the near future, my research program will 
employ cutting-edge technology to investigate 
how the epigenome contributes to fear-
related learning and memory, with emphasis 
on the epigenetic mechanisms associated 
with vulnerability and resilience to anxiety 
disorders. I hope these findings will provide 
insight into the molecular basis of anxiety 
disorder relapse and its prevention and that 
this research will ultimately contribute to 
the design of novel treatment approaches for 
fear-related anxiety disorders.

Carrie E. Bearden, Ph.D.

In 2008, the generous support of the Friends 
of the Semel Institute allowed me to attend 
the 2008 Society of Biological Psychiatry’s 
Annual Meeting in Washington, DC.  The 
theme of the meeting this year was " Molecules 
to Mind: From Discovery to Recovery," a 
topic that is highly relevant to my research

At the conference I gave a presentation 
entitled “Functional Neuroimaging of 
Discourse Processing in Adolescents at Ultra 
High Risk for Psychosis”. In this study, I 
examined changes in language-related brain 
systems that may occur prior to the start of 
a psychotic illness and may identify those 
adolescents at highest risk for developing 
psychosis. By improving our ability to predict 
who is most at risk for psychosis, we will be 
better able to target future primary prevention 
efforts toward those who need it most. 

Timothy Bredy, Ph.D.

I used the generous Semel Institute funds to 
travel to Geneva, Switzerland, to attend two 
meetings: the 6th FENS forum of European 
Neuroscience and the 3rd Molecular and 
Cellular Cognition Society (MCCS-Europe).  
I study epigenetic, or how environmental 
influences or other factors may influence 
what genes are “turned on” or expressed in 
different situations. I presented my latest 
work on the epigenetic mechanisms that may 
underlie the eradiication of conditioned fear 
responses in animals. I am pleased to report 
that my research was recognized as  the best 
presentation at the MCCS-Europe meeting. 
As a result, I was invitated to attend the 2010 

Istvan Molnar-Szakacs, Ph.D.

I want to express my appreciation for the 
Friends of the Semel Institute Travel Grant I 
was awarded in 2008. The grant enabled me 
to travel to the 20th Annual Convention of 
the Association for Psychological Science in 
Chicago, May 22nd – 25th, to present work I 
did on cross-cultural gesture perception. This 
is one of the primary professional meetings 
vital to my line of research.

My presentation was part of a very successful 
and well attended symposium on the study 
of culture and it’s influence on the brain. I 
presented a study on the imprint of culture on 
the so-called 'mirror neuron network'. Mirror 
neurons fire when an individual performs 
an action, but they also fire when someone 
watches another individual perform that same 
action. Such "mirroring" may be the neural 
mechanism by which we can understand the 
intentions of other people and empathize 
with them. When it comes to the influence 
of culture, we found that the mirror neuron 
network responds differently depending on 
whether we are looking at someone who 
shares our culture, or someone who doesn’t.  

Our findings suggest that both ethnicity and 
culture interact to influence activity in the 
brain, specifically within the mirror neuron 
network involved in social communication 
and interaction. (See Fig 1 below)

Fig. 1. Examples of experimental stimuli. A) Euro-American actor performs the classic 
American ‘hang loose’ gesture. B) Nicaraguan actor performs a typical Nicaraguan 
gesture ‘I swear (promise)’ and C) one of the control gestures modified from the ASL 
sign for ‘berries’. D) Euro-American actor in the ‘static’ condition.

A

C D

B

Interviewed By CHERYL JACOBS
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I became involved with The Friends after 
attending The Soloist event last year. I was 
incredibly moved by Steve Lopez’s depiction 
of his friendship with a schizophrenic 
homeless man. Because I have a sister with 
mental illness, I felt a special connection to the 
people in the story he told. It also gave me a 
sense of community to know that the room was 
filled with people who shared an awareness 
and understanding of the complexities of 
mental health. I grew up in Atlanta, Georgia, 
and relocated to Los Angeles to attend The 
University of Southern California. Since 
graduation, I have been working as a Financial 
Advisor Associate in the Beverly Hills office 
of UBS Financial Services Inc. The close 
personal contact afforded by the role is one 
I value tremendously. I describe the position 
as an opportunity to make sure our clients 
live the best financial lives they can. Whether 
that means helping families protect what 
they’ve worked hard to earn, planning for 
unforeseen liabilities, or strategizing for the 
financial well-being of future generations, my 

Friends member Anne B. Johnston

Friends member Margot Calabrese

fundamental responsibility is to ensure that 
clients can accomplish their goals, no matter 
what the market conditions may be. Currently, 
I am pursuing my Certified Financial Planner 
designation and am enrolled in classes 
at UCLA Extension. I anticipate that the 
specialized knowledge I obtain here will 
enable me to serve clients through a more 
extensive command of financial planning 
techniques. 

I have also completed training to teach a 
course for families on neurological and mental 
disorders through the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness, to help those whose loved 
ones are suffering with a mental illness. I am 
certain that my family could have benefitted 
from an education in mental illness; as such, 
I hope to provide other families with the 
information and resources that would have 
helped us years ago. I have  also remained 
connected with the USC Marshall School of 
Business, where I serve as a Marshall Partner 
board member and shareholder representative 
for West Los Angeles.

Friends of The Semel Institute 

Friends of The Semel Institute 

Style
The Friends

I was born in New York City, and raised in 
Chicago, Montana, and Southern California. 
I received a BA in Economics from UCLA 
before UCLA required a 4.0 GPA to get in! I 
am married to Joe and have two teenage sons, 
AJ and Justin. I have had a few incarnations in 
my life. My career started in merchandising at 
a large department store in LA. Then I became 
a programmer and systems designer for that 
department store. My husband and I moved 
to London for two years in the eighties, where 
I was a systems analyst for a large merchant 
bank. 

I left the “work and get paid world” when 
my first son was born. Since then, I have been 
a full-time “Jackie-of-all-trades”.  Besides 
the usual mom stuff, like driving, cooking, 
nagging, and finding “lost” things that are 
hidden in plain view, I took  art classes, 
writing classes, and  I even got my black 

belt in Shotokan Karate, (of course that took 
almost 7 years). A few years ago I started 
blogging because I have a lot to say and 
nobody at home who wants to listen.  I write 
occasionally for the Huffington Post and for a 
website called “Shesez”. I usually write about 
strange news stories, people I admire, people 
I’d rather not share oxygen with, and things 
that annoy me.  I am still trying to figure out 
what I want to do when I grow up.  

I got involved with the Friends a little over 
a year ago. Unfortunately, there is mental 
illness in my immediate family and that was 
the impetus for me to learn more and get 
involved on a grassroots level. I met Vicky 
Goodman, the president, for coffee, and 
we hit it off. In fact, I knew we were soul 
sisters when I found out we shared the same 
birthday! And that is my story…

Board Member Profile

Committee Member Profile
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