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Twenty-on e-year-old Dann y Co ntreras spent his summer at URI researc hing th e effects of 
th e hormone glucagon on rat hearts. And he loved it . 

"I wante d to see what it was like to do resea rch in the lab ," says Co nt reras, a senior at 
Northeas te rn University and a Texas resident. "It' s different fro m go ing to school and ge t­
ting lectured every day." 

Contrera s was one of 15 students from all ove r the count ry stu dying at the Summer Under­
gradua te Research Program (SU R P) at URI, a p rogr am design ed to prepare students for 
research careers in the biomedical/pharma ceutical sciences. Seven of the 15 stu dents be­
lon ged to underr epresented groups. Nine were wom en . 

The program is part of a larger, $16.5 million , five-year IDeA (Ins titu tional Development 
Award ) Ne twork of Biomedical Research Excellence (IN BRE ) gra nt th at the Na t ional In sti ­
tutes of He alth awa rded to URI. 

The grant is the second-largest on e-time gra nt UR I has received and is a cont inuat ion of a 
previous $8 milli on Biom edical Research In frastructu re Network (BRIN) grant, meaning 
the College of Ph arm acy has brought close to $25 million in additional fede ral funding for 
biomedical research through thi s program to Rhode Island in recent years. 

The NIH grants are an effort to level the playing field in sta tes that have tr aditionally re­
ceived less biomedic al research mone y, says Biomedical Sciences Professor Zahir Shaikh, 
who is the RI-INBRE progr am di rector. The progr am is targeted at biomedical resear ch 
th at focuses on molecular toxicology, enviro nment al health, and cell biology, Shaikh says. 

With U RI as th e lead institu tion, RI-INBRE aims to enhance biomedical resear ch at Brown 
Univers ity, Salve Regina University, Roger Will iams University, Pro vidence Co llege, and 
Rhode Island Co llege to support and develop indi viduals committed to research careers in 
academia, healthc are and th e pharmaceutical/bi otechnology industries. 

Among the goals of the grant: 

) Provide finan cial suppo rt to newly hired junior faculty at all the institution s and adva nce 
their research careers through mentoring by more senior researchers. 

) Provide cutting-edge equipment and facilitie s for research . A centralized research core 
facility at the Co llege of Pharmacy at URI with more th an $2 million in equipment is open 
to all biomedical researcher s in the sta te. "Tha t's been a great benefit to resear chers, par­
ticul arly at URI, but to other researchers as well," Shaikh says. 
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) Train undergraduate student s through SU RP as well as gra dua te stu dents . "T he idea is 
to crea te a pipeline of tr aine d individu als," Shai kh says. A specia l emphas is is placed 
here on recruiting and providing research train ing to underrepresented ethnic minorities. 

As th ey did last summer for the fourth year, undergradu ate students like Co nt reras in the 
SURP program worked on small pieces of research projects mentored by INBRE professors. 

They learn ed about research techniques, lab safety, notebook keeping and how to app ly 
for graduate school amon g other topi cs. At the end of th e pro gram, they gave an ora l 
pre sentation o r a scient ific po ster about their research. ''A lot of the se kids fost er relati on s 
because of thi s. They go onto g raduate scho ol," says Jeff Ulricksen, RI-INBRE's pro ­
gram assista nt. 

Kri st ina H arri s, 20 , of Maryland , was ano ther of the stu dents wh o spent th e summer at 
U RI, study ing Co llage n Type II as a biom arker for early detection of os teoa rthrit is. " It 
affects one in three adults and th ey still haven't go t a cur e for it ," she says. 

A student at Simmons, Harris is interested in biom edical research and plans to go to gradu ­
ate school. She had been offered an internship at Tufts University, to stu dy th e carb on 
monoxide output of fireflies, but she read about URI Professor Clinton Chi chester Ill's 
work and thou ght it would be related to something she might like to pursue in the future. 
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