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Physician-Scientist Research Track 

Alexander Charney, MD 
 

UNDERGRADUATE: New York University, BA,  Anthropology 
MEDICAL: Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai 
POSTDOCTORAL FELLOWSHIP: Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai 

Alexander Charney is an up-and-coming psychiatrist and neuroscientist, currently earning his PhD in 
conjunction with commencing a residency in psychiatry. His interest, both in clinical practice and research, is 
in understanding the complex system of rules governing human brain function in both healthy and 
pathological states. Since 2011, he has been training under Pamela Sklar and Eric Schadt, two of the world's 
foremost experts on large-scale genomics and multiscale biology. His expertise lies in the genetic architecture 
of neuropsychiatric illness, having been the lead bioinformatician on the largest genome-wide association 
study of bipolar disorder to date, and played a lead role in developing a novel method that uses genetics to 
characterize the overlap between schizophrenia pathogenesis and antipsychotic mechanism of action. 
Alexander is also a primary investigator for the Living Brain Project, a multiscale, data-driven investigation of 
the human brain wherein a single living population is being studied using all of the tools available for human-
subject neuroscience, including the powerful tools of molecular and cellular biology that to date have been 
applied primarily in the post-mortem setting. 
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Physician-Scientist Research Track 

Nigel Kennedy, MBBS, PhD, MSc 

UNDERGRADUATE: University of Manchester, BS, Biochemistry 
GRADUATE (MSC): University of Manchester, Neuroscience 
GRADUATE (PHD): Imperial College London, Neurogenetics 
MEDICAL: University of London, St. George’s Hospital 

Nigel has had a longstanding fascination with neuroscience and psychiatry. Currently working as a neurosurgery 
specialty trainee in the UK, he previously obtained his graduate degrees conducting research in schizophrenia. His 
association study of potential pathogenic alleles in schizophrenia highlighted that genetic changes in 
neurodevelopmental pathways are important both in pathogenesis and for building a genetic haplotype most strongly 
associated with schizophrenia. In another project, using a novel gene capture technique based on RecA and the 
DIRECT method, he cloned and characterized a large trinucleotide repeat found to be overrepresented in DNA from 
patients with schizophrenia. Working with novel techniques in an immunohistochemistry study of human brain 
tissue, he stained for markers of neurodegeneration and showed an over-representation of inflammatory markers in 
patients with schizophrenia. He also developed a model system for imaging and identifying ligands as potential 
targets for clinical intervention in treating autonomic disorders, using immunofluorescent antibodies to the 
acetylcholine receptor in cultured rat dorsal root ganglia. As an undergraduate, he researched a lipid extrusion 
method to create multi-lamellar vesicles with surface-grafted polyethylene glycol, with the goal to create potential 
drug-delivery vehicles. Studying the scientific basis of psychiatric illness inspired him to become a clinician. During 
his clinical training and after, he became particularly interested in the use of surgical treatments, such as deep brain 
stimulation, for the treatment of previously intractable conditions. Hence his current position in neurosurgery and his 
forward-thinking commitment to a career in the research and practice of interventional psychiatry. He plans on 
working with Dr. Wayne Goodman and others involved in the current state-of-the-art DBS research at Mount Sinai.  
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Whitney McFadden, MD 

UNDERGRADUATE: UC Berkeley, BA, Molecular Cell Biology and Neurobiology 
MEDICAL: University of California San Diego School of Medicine 

Having demonstrated a keen interest in the integration of basic science research, clinical 
research, clinical medical practice, and patient/public advocacy, Whitney is ideally poised to become the psychiatrist-
scientist for whom our “PhD+” program was developed. Whitney was awarded a fellowship in the HHMI/Medical 
Research Scholars Program at NIMH between her MS2 and 3 years, where she conducted research under the 
mentorship of Dr. Joel Kleinman. Her first study used differential RNA expression as an intermediate phenotype and 
showed that a genetic variant affects coding for the alpha7-nicotinic acetylcholine receptor. The clinical 
manifestations of variants of this gene include cognitive deficits in episodic memory and learning, making it a 
possible target in high risk patients with psychiatric disease and cognitive symptoms. In another project also studying 
schizophrenia, she identified genetic risk variants for altered white matter neurons in the DLPFC using microarrays. 
The risk genes were found to have an affect on actin cell remodeling, phospholipid second messenger signaling, and 
zinc ion transport carriers, suggesting cellular mechanisms by which these aberrant white matter neurons may persist 
and contribute to altered circuitry responsible for symptoms. She has presented her findings at the cumulative MRSP 
symposium and at the Society for Biological Psychiatry; both projects have papers in development. Her current 
research interest lies in continuing to investigate genetic risk variants involving altered neuronal migration during 
neurodevelopment. In addition to her facility with research, Whitney has progressed through the ranks of the 
American Medical Student Association’s leadership, first as UCSD Co-President, then Regional Director, then 
National Health Policy Coordinator, then Health Policy Chair. She helped develop a motivation scale for successful 
aging, served as Psychiatry Manager of the UCSD Student-Run Free Clinic, travelled as a summer health intern in 
Peru, and she is a club triathlete. Whitney is also an exemplary colleague and compassionate physician, traits 
recognized by her induction into the Gold Humanism Honor Society.  
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 PhD + Residency Track – PGY-2 entry 

Kenechi Ejebe, MD 

UNDERGRADUATE: Carleton College, BA in Biology 
MEDICAL: George Washington University School of Medicine 

Born in Nigeria to a professor and a judge, Kenechi Gabriel Ejebe immigrated to Plymouth, 
Minnesota when he was 8 years old.  He learned English in grade school ESL classes and 

eventually went on to compete in speech and debate tournaments in high school, and he has continued to excel in 
academic pursuits and leadership.  Kenechi’s academic interests center on psychiatric genetics, innovative medicines, 
and diagnostics.  In college, he worked alongside Dr. Susan Singer, on research funded by the National Science 
Foundation, investigating the genetic regulation of inflorescence in plant-based systems.  He was elected to the Sigma 
Xi chapter for his research contributions and was honored as the Student Commencement Speaker for the graduating 
Class of 2002.  For 2 years after college, Kenechi conducted research under an Intramural Research Training Award 
at NIH with Dr. Henry Levin, studying yeast genetics and using yeast as a model system to characterize HIV reverse 
transcription; this work was published in the Journal of Virology.  During medical school, Kenechi broadened his 
research interests to include social activism.  He interned at the World Health Organization in Geneva and was co-
Leader of Physicians for Human Rights at GW.  He directed the GW Chapter of the Student National Medical 
Association (SNMA) and served on SNMA’s National Board of Directors.  These and other accomplishments lead to 
Kenechi’s 2006 selection as 1 of 10 American Medical Association Minority Scholars in the country.  In 2008 during 
his third year of medical school, Kenechi received a Sarnoff Foundation Research Fellowship and joined the lab of 
Dr. Sekar Kathiresan at MGH/Harvard and the Broad Institute of Harvard/MIT.  Kenechi’s focus was on statistical 
analysis of SNPs in common disease, and he led a GWAS study of approximately 8,000 African-American patients.  
Upon graduation from medical school, Kenechi joined the Kathiresan lab as a Research Scientist and in 2011 was 
recruited as a Senior Scientist to join Moderna Therapeutics, an RNA-based personalized medicine start-up company 
based out of Harvard and founded by Flagship Ventures.  Moderna is pioneering an entirely new drug modality using 
mRNA therapeutics to produce, in vivo, human proteins or antibodies inside patient cells that are in turn active 
intracellularly or secreted into the serum.  As a member of the founding scientific team, he was involved in due-
diligence activities, IP strategy/execution, and conducted medical needs assessments of potential IND candidates.  In 
2013, Moderna entered into an exclusive research agreement with AztraZeneca and Alexion Pharmaceuticals.  
Kenechi has co-authored over 9 peer-reviewed journal articles including in Nature (x2), Nature Genetics, PLoS 
Genetics (x2), and Human Genetics.  He is also named as an Inventor on 12 patent pending applications.  For part of 
the past year, Kenechi worked in Mount Sinai’s Division of Psychiatric Genomics where, under Pamela Sklar and 
Kristen Brennand, he worked to establish disease models for schizophrenia using human induced pluripotent cells 
and investigated candidate genes of interest for biological follow-up using TALEN-based approaches. Currently a 
PGY-1 resident in psychiatry at Mount Sinai, Kenechi will be among the inaugural class for our NIH-funded PhD + 
Residency program.  
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Tiffany Christian, MD 

UNDERGRADUATE: University of Michigan, BS, Psychology 
MEDICAL: Northwestern University The Feinberg School of Medicine 

As a child in the first Hispanic family on the block, Tiffany was driven toward cultural 
reconnaissance. Always curious, she ambitiously sought out new experiences, like driving forty 
miles three times a week for her first job as a box office attendant at a historic film theater in 
Detroit. Listening, learning, and imagining became favorite pastimes, which she cultivated into a 

full scholarship for academic excellence at the University of Michigan. Curiosity continued to motivate her, and 
psychiatry was not long behind. Much of her non-curricular work in medical school, and before, has involved 
studying the differential experiences of varied groups of patients in varied settings. She travelled to prisons across 
Michigan, inspiring creative projects and helping curate a gallery opening showcasing prisoner's artwork. As the 
treasurer of AMWA, she helped high school girls develop an interest in the health sciences. She’s studied the 
obstacles faced by low-income families, especially in their interactions with Chicago’s healthcare system. She 
studied therapeutic interventions for women with perinatal depression. Also curious about the approaches and 
experiences of different professionals working with similar patients, she collected and analyzed data comparing the 
assessments of children’s mental health made by child psychiatrists to those of school psychologists; this project 
broadened to a study of discrepancies between help-needed and help-received in public school settings.  

Samantha Cumper, MD 

UNDERGRADUATE: University of Nebraska, BSE, Mechanical and International Engineering 
MEDICAL: Albert Einstein College of Medicine 

The recipient of multiple collegiate awards and scholarships, including from NASA, Sam was 
slated to enter a career in international engineering. She coordinated committees on engineering 
applications for water sanitation, water obtainment, solar panels, and clean burning stoves, worked 
as an oilfield service intern, supported production in a precision machining facility, and helped to 

characterize and model plasma properties to increase the efficiency of High Power Impulse Magnetron Sputtering to 
more efficiently deposit thin layers of metal onto surfaces. As the president of Engineers Without Borders, she led 
work leading to a project in rural Madagascar. She was the chapter president of the International Association for 
Exchange of Students for Technical Experiences. However, as Sam was deeply moved by the burdens of illness and 
poverty she encountered in international settings, she decided to enter medical school, with a focus on technological 
innovation. She initially matriculated into the MD/PhD program where she sought to develop artificial aptamers for 
diagnosing and treating Plasmodium falciparum malaria. However, reflecting on the monumental psychological 
impact of the global lack of basic needs, as well as local homelessness and rampant drug use in the South Bronx, she 
redirected her attention toward psychiatry, with a focus on global health and addiction. Sam won a Global Health 
Fellowship award to work in Uganda and recently worked with Mount Sinai’s global mental health program in St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines.   
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Lea Marin, MD, MPH

UNDERGRADUATE: University of Pennsylvania, BA, Fine Arts 
GRADUATE: Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, MPH 
MEDICAL: Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai 

Lea entered Mount Sinai through the Humanities and Medicine Program and the dual MD/MPH 
program. She has been described as the “ideal blend of humanities and science, of medicine and art,” having been a 
leader in these areas throughout her medical school career. She founded, produced, and acted in Mount Sinai’s 
production of The Vagina Monologues, raising more than $30,000 for charities working to end violence against 
women. She founded V-Day at Mount Sinai. She founded the Sinai History of Medicine Society. She designed 
community health fairs, mentored students, taught children, curated the student art exhibition, and was Editor-in-
Chief of Mount Sinai Mosaic: Art and Literary Magazine. For her MPH, she interned at the NYC Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene, where she studied psychological and physical exposures from 9/11. She also evaluated 
health care educational needs of 10,674 community leaders from 56 East Harlem organizations; her results informed 
the curriculum of The Mount Sinai Community Roundtable: a 12-month course aimed at improving public health in 
East Harlem. Lea won the Humanities and Medicine Program Design Award, the Dean's Office Medical Student 
"Renaissance" Award, and the Student Council Award of Excellence. She is experienced in American Sign 
Language.  

Brenda Ratemo, MD 

UNDERGRADUATE: Xavier University, BS, Natural Science 
MEDICAL: Geisel School of Medicine at Dartmouth 

Brenda grew up in Nairobi, Kenya where she witnessed first-hand the global stigma against mental 
illness. Over the course of her academic career, these experiences have led her to become 
increasingly involved in community outreach activities. As an undergraduate, she was awarded a 
Brueggeman Fellowship, which awarded her time to conduct independent research on the Kenyan 
health care system. This and other public health and humanity-focused projects led her to be the 

recipient of multiple awards, many for leadership. In medical school, she was on the board of the Student National 
Medical Association, which involved her in further outreach activities, both in the community as well as among 
minority medical students. One of only a few students awarded an Albert Schweitzer Fellowship, she developed a 
program for elementary school students struggling to learn English. Brenda has published work—Beyond race and 
place: Distal sociological determinants of HIV disparities—in PLoS One, and she has conducted research on baby 
flamingoes in the Cincinnati zoo to identify respective parents. She is interested in developing a project to investigate 
ECT in Kenya.  
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