
The UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics (SBMI) advances medicine by addressing current and emerging problems related to 
patient safety, quality of care, and service delivery through sophisticated information technology, state-of-the-art informatics research, 
education of healthcare professionals, health IT workforce training, and the preparation of future teachers and scientists. 

The field of biomedical informatics informs clinical trials and allows us to improve best practices for clinicians, nurses, and other 
healthcare providers; accelerates scientific discoveries through unparalleled access to data; drives planning and policy to ameliorate 
population health; improves risk management and operational efficiency for health service delivery organizations; and advances 
the development and refinement of electronic medical records and other technological tools that impact patient care through more 
comprehensive, integrated data – making personalized care an achievable goal.

School of Biomedical Informatics Distinctions

❚ Founded in 1997

❚ First school in the nation devoted exclusively to graduate programs in biomedical and health informatics

❚ The only free-standing school of biomedical informatics in the country

❚ The only academic biomedical informatics program in Texas

❚ 20 full-time faculty; 54 adjunct faculty

❚ 4 members of the American College of Medical Informatics

❚ Alumni in all major Texas Medical Center hospitals and throughout the U.S. healthcare industry

❚ Multiple tech transfer spin-offs 

❚ FY 2013 projected enrollment: 350

❚ FY 2013 projected operating budget: $10 million

Degrees and Certificates Offered

❚ PhD in Health Informatics ❚ Certificate in Health Informatics

❚ MS in Health Informatics  ❚ Certificate in Applied Health Informatics

❚ MS in Applied Health Informatics ❚ Certificate in Public Health Informatics

❚ Dual degrees (MS and PhD)  
 in Health Informatics and Public Health

Collaborations

❚ Gulf Coast Consortia and The Keck Center for Interdisciplinary Bioscience Training 

❚ Gulf Coast Regional Extension Center

❚ Houston Technology Center

❚ Harris County Healthcare Alliance

❚ NASA

❚ National Center for Cognitive Informatics and Decision Making in Healthcare

❚ Organizations in Brazil, China, India and Japan

❚ UTHealth Center for Clinical and Translational Sciences

❚ UTHealth/Memorial Hermann Center for Healthcare Quality and Safety

❚ UT Physicians 
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 Collaborations continued

❚ Memorial Hermann-Texas Medical Center and Memorial Hermann - TIRR 

❚ Harris Health System

❚ The Methodist Hospital, UT MD Anderson Cancer Center, Baylor College of Medicine, Rice University,  
UT Medical Branch at Galveston, University of Houston, St. Luke’s Episcopal Health System

❚ Other local, state, national, and international organizations and scientists

Primary Research and Education Focus Areas

❚ Clinical and Translational Informatics | SBMI combines computer, cognitive and medical sciences to advance efficient,  
safe, personalized, high quality healthcare. SBMI develops cutting-edge methodologies, tools, and approaches to analyze and  
address some of the most pressing challenges confronting healthcare today. Translational informatics allows meaningful com-
munication and collaboration between traditionally disparate research and clinical partners in order to coordinate cost-effective 
initiatives that, among other foci, include the integration and analysis of biological and clinical data, knowledge-sharing among 
multiple centers, and the consolidation of information from multiple clinical trials, which facilitates increased knowledge and the 
generation of new questions and novel avenues of research.

❚ Cognitive Informatics | Cognitive informatics is a multidisciplinary area focused on the study of medical decision making, 
cognitive foundations of health behaviors, and the effective use of computer-based information technologies in healthcare – crucial 
elements to addressing the urgent and long-term cognitive challenges associated with health information technology adoption, 
meaningful use and every aspect of health service consumption and delivery. SBMI’s research is grounded in cognitive science 
with a strong emphasis on the analysis of medical error, developing models for decision making, and the design and evaluation of 
effective human-computer interaction. Studies are guided by a concern for improving the performance of individuals and teams in 
the healthcare system, as well as the need to create and refine support tools for patients and providers. 

❚ Applied Informatics | Applied informatics is a graduate education program devised to create a health information technology 
workforce equipped with the knowledge and skills required to assess, implement, maintain, and evaluate Electronic Health Records 
(EHRs) and computerized health information systems. SBMI applied informatics course topics include the modern American 
healthcare system, healthcare legislation, primary care facilities, health information security protocols, project management, and 
change management, among others. 

❚ Public Health Informatics | SBMI has assumed a leadership role in developing cost-effective solutions to crucial public health 
and community care needs through diverse initiatives, inclusive of information technology networks, advanced data analysis, online 
education and learning, and telemedicine. One project in this area is the Gulf Coast Regional Extension Center (GCREC), which 
is funded by a grant from the Office of the National Coordinator for Health IT and directed by SBMI. GCREC assists healthcare 
providers in implementing EHRs within their clinical environments; support includes EHR selection, project management, workflow 
analysis, reaching meaningful use objectives, and improving patient safety and quality of care.

 Funding Priorities 

Big Data/Clinical Warehouse Initiatives

Junior Faculty Seed Grants

General Endowment 

Technology Transfer/Entrepreneurship

How You Can Help 

For more information or to learn how you can support excellence in biomedical informatics education and research, please contact:

Judy E. Young, MPH, MBA
Director of Development, School of Biomedical Informatics

Office of the Dean  713-500-3901 phone
7000 Fannin Street, Suite 600  713-500-3907 fax
Houston, Texas 77030 Judy.E.Young@uth.tmc.edu

Dean’s Discretionary Current-use and Endowment

Center and School Naming Opportunities

Electronic Health Records Student Laboratory

Emerging Research Initiatives
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SBMI Advisory Council 
2013-2014 

 
 

Doris Ross, PhD – Founder of SBMI and Life Member 
 

Alfred C. Glassell, III, Chair 
Christopher McCord, Vice Chair 

 
Joe M. Bridges 

Dorothy Kay Brockman 
UT Regent James Dannenbaum 

George A. DeMontrond III 
Stephanie Donaho 
Jeffrey Firestone 
M. Blair Garrou 

Robert H. Graham 
Joseph L. Hafner Jr. 

James H. Lee 
Patrick McGinnis 

Melinda Hill Perrin 
Christopher B. Sarofim 
Robert A. (Pete) Seale 

Charles E. Sheedy 
Muhammad Walji 

Martha Wong 
 
 

National Advisory Council 
Mitchell Morris, MD 

Principal, Health Sciences & Government 
Deloitte Consulting LLP 

 
Kevin M. Fickenscher, MD, CPE, FACPE, FAAFP 

President and CEO, American Medical Informatics Association (AMIA) 
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HOUSTON – (June 12, 2013) – The University of Texas School of Biomedical Informatics at Houston is offering a 

course in health care interface design as a part of the AMIA 10x10 program. The course runs July 8 through 

September 20 and costs $2,195. 

The AMIA 10x10 course is offered online and focuses on EHRs, human-computer interaction, human factors and 

Health IT usability. This on-line interactive course will allow students to master the fundamental principles and 

methods in health interface design; learn how to evaluate the usability of existing systems; and learn how to design 

new systems with built-in usability by applying related theories, principles, methodologies and techniques. 

The course is intended for Health IT professionals, CIO’s, CMIO’s, system developers and programmers, researchers 

and informaticians, physicians, nurses, graduate students, postdoctoral fellows and other health care professionals. 

The registrant should have an educational background in health sciences, computer science, informatics or other 

related areas. 

Jiajie Zhang, PhD, SBMI dean is the director of UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics’ AMIA 10X10 program. 

This 10x10 course is based on the health care interface design course that Zhang has taught at the University of 

Texas School of Biomedical Informatics at Houston for more than 14 years. 

 

HOUSTON – (June 3, 2013) – Yanlong Sun, PhD, joined SBMI on March 1, 2013 as an assistant professor of 

biomedical informatics. He came to SBMI in 2007 as a postdoctoral fellow and was promoted to research scientist in 

2011. His research interests include cognitive psychology, decision-making, computational neuroscience and data 

visualization. He’s currently conducting research on the project Integrated cognitive-neuroscience architectures for 

understanding sensemaking, supported by IARPA. 

“My research interests are concentrated in higher-order human cognition, such as judgment and decision-making, 

probabilistic reasoning, neuroeconomics, spatial cognition, computational modeling and scientific thinking," said Sun. 

“One major topic in my research is human perception of randomness, an essential component in people’s 

probabilistic reasoning and decision-making under uncertainty. Another research topic I have extensively studied is 

human spatial cognition.  

“Specifically, I am interested in the interactions between the multiple representations of various reference systems.” 

Susan Fenton, PhD, RHIA, FAHIMA, joined SBMI on June 1, 2013 as an assistant professor of biomedical 

informatics. She came to SBMI from Texas State University in San Marcos, where she was an assistant professor 

and co-director of the Institute for Health Information Technology. 

“I love to teach students the power of data, as well as how information technology can be implemented effectively to 

support operations.” She will be co-teaching HIT 5327 Standards and Standards Development in Applied Health 

Informatics in the 2013 fall semester with SBMI assistant professor and applied master’s program coordinator Julie 

Brixey, RN, MPH, PhD. Fenton will also be helping the school acquire health informatics and information 

management education accreditation from CAHIIM for the applied master’s program. 

Fenton’s research interests include workforce development, data management, ICD-10 implementation and health 

care associated infections. Her interest in workforce development was limited to health IT professionals, but she sees 

a huge need to develop new methods for healthcare professionals to learn how to use information technology 

effectively. 

Her work with the ICD-10 is limited because her research is focused on various impacts related to its implementation, 

which will no longer be relevant in a few years after implementation is complete. 

http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/yanlong-sun.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/susan-fenton.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/current-students/catalog-of-courses/hit-5327-standards-and-standards-development-in-applied-health-informatics.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/current-students/catalog-of-courses/hit-5327-standards-and-standards-development-in-applied-health-informatics.htm


 
 

As for health care associated infections, Fenton said, “Finally, for HAIs, I have a new project working with an 

industrial engineer who identifies failure points that result in HAIs. Obviously, if those [failure points] can be identified, 

then we need to determine the impact of that on EHRs and documentation. As always with health informatics, the 

opportunities are almost unlimited!” 

 

HOUSTON – (May 9, 2013) – Trevor Cohen, MBChB, PhD, was awarded the 2012-2013 John P. McGovern 

Outstanding Teaching Award at The University of Texas School of Biomedical Informatics at Houston. 

 

“My discussions with Dr. Cohen are always a scientific journey,” One SBMI student said. “He guides students to find 

the solution or understand the question—lots of thinking, lots of learning, and at the end of the day, you feel very 

accomplished and proud of being a researcher or a ‘geek’.” 

 

Cohen taught Foundations of Health Information Sciences II (HI 5311) in 

the Fall 2012 and Spring 2013 semesters, which is a required course for 

all students enrolled in the master of science and doctor of philosophy 

health informatics programs. 

 

The course concerns ways in which information is processed by humans 

and machines, with an emphasis on the modeling of biomedical data 

using geometric, probabilistic and other approaches. Lecture material is 

combined with laboratory assignments that, whenever possible, leverage 

systems and datasets that are both publicly available and practically 

significant. 

 

When accepting the award at yesterday’s commencement ceremony, Cohen thanked the student body, his wife and 

his teachers over the years, mentioning clarity of expression and enthusiasm as two things that he strives to 

accomplish as an educator. 

 

“I think about the excellent teachers that I’ve had when considering the qualities that I aspire to in teaching,” said 

Cohen. “The two qualities that stand out to me are clarity of expression and enthusiasm in the subject being taught. 

With respect to clarity of expression, I think that some credit for this – if it manifested in my teaching – is due to my 

wife, Lauren, and to the students who, over the years, have helped me to understand if my articulations of the 

material are easily interpreted. 

 

“As for enthusiasm, I think some credit goes to the teachers that I’ve had who’ve instilled their enthusiasm for this 

subject and for teaching. Also, credit is due to the students who I’ve interacted with at SBMI because enthusiasm 

does not exist in a vacuum. Without the brave students who’ve taken their time, trouble and effort to grapple with this 

material with great enthusiasm, I don’t think that quality would have manifested in my teaching either.” 

 

The John P. McGovern Outstanding Teacher Award is presented annually to a faculty member who provides 

information and substantially contributes to students’ ability to think critically. The recipient must cultivate student 

confidence in the roles for which they are being educated, while stimulating their further quest for knowledge and 

ongoing professional development. 

 

The SBMI student body nominated five faculty members for the award this year, including Trevor Cohen, MBChB, 

PhD; Amy Franklin, PhD; Yang Gong, MD, PhD; M. Sriram Iyengar, PhD; and Hongbin Wang, PhD.  

In submitting their nominations, students were asked to explain how the faculty member demonstrated deep 

knowledge of their area of expertise, sustained enthusiasm for teaching, continued interest in understanding 

students, responded quickly to student questions and encouraged independent thinking. 

http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/trevor-cohen.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/trevor-cohen.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/amy-franklin.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/yang-gong.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/m.-sriram-iyengar.htm
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/hongbin-wang,-phd.htm


 
 

 

HOUSTON – (May 9, 2013) – John C. Frenzel, MD, MS, a 2002 

graduate of SBMI’s Master of Science in health informatics program, 

is the first recipient of Distinguished Alum Award. 

 

New SBMI alumni association president, Muhammad Walji, PhD, 

Director of Informatics at the School of Dentistry, introduced Frenzel 

at the school’s commencement on Wednesday, May 8. 

 

“This year marks the very first Distinguished Alum Award accorded 

by the school,” Walji said. “The individual selected for this honor is 

well known in the field—locally and nationally—and has served 

SBMI, his employer, and informatics and other professional 

organizations well. I am very proud to call to the stage the 

inspirational Dr. John C. Frenzel, who is recognized today with the 

2013 Distinguished Alum Award.” 

 

Prior to earning his informatics degree from SBMI, Frenzel received bachelor’s degrees in chemistry and biology from 

Emory University and a medical degree from Baylor College of Medicine. Frenzel currently serves as the Chief 

Medical Information Officer at The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center, where he also serves as a 

professor of Anesthesiology and Perioperative Medicine.  

 

When accepting the award, Frenzel focused his remarks on the 2013 graduates and the impact they will make in 

health care. He also referenced the challenges medicine faces today, like the need for safety, quality of care, 

efficiency and effectiveness—all of which will be addressed and solved not through medicine, though it plays a role, 

but through information technology and the work of informaticians. 

 

“I’d like to thank the faculty, staff, students and my fellow alumni for this honor,” said Frenzel. “In thinking about what I 

was going to say today, I began to look at how medicine has changed. It’s at an inflection point—a point where folks 

with training around IT can make an inordinate difference in advancing medicine. 

 

“When you look to your future and you look forward to the opportunities that present themselves, remember that the 

things you do can influence patient care, not just…where you work, not just [in] our nation, but [in] the world.” 

 

As CMIO at MD Anderson, Frenzel has the responsibility to provide patients, providers and researchers access to 

information and tools to further their understanding of cancer and its treatment. He leads a team responsible for a 

comprehensive reporting environment that supports operational and research queries and lends his expertise as part 

of the leadership team that will onboard MD Anderson’s newly announced off-the-shelf EHR.  In addition, he is an 

adjunct professor of biomedical informatics at SBMI. 

 

In his final comments to the graduates, Frenzel said, “This is a time when information technology can and will change 

patients’ lives, and the things that you’ve dedicated your lives to, at this point, are going to be critical in making that 

happen. I salute you, and I ask that you live fiercely, work hard and understand that what you do incredibly matters.” 

 

HOUSTON - (May 3, 2013) - Ashish Joshi, MD, PhD, who received his doctoral degree from 

SBMI in August of 2012, was honored at the April 30 ceremony as one of the 16 researchers for 

the University of Nebraska Medical Center’s 2012 Scientist Laureate, Distinguished Scientist 

and New Investigator Awards.  

 

Joshi works as an assistant professor at the Center for Global Health and Development and the 

Department of Health Services Research Administration in UNMC’s College of Public Health. 

His research focuses on designing and developing innovative, accessible and affordable heath 

technologies to improve access, alleviate health literacy, reduce health disparities and enhance 

population outcomes among individuals living in diverse global settings. 



 
 

“My research aims to use innovative informatics approaches to translate research into practice for improving 

population outcomes,” Joshi said.  

 

He utilizes information and communication technologies such as Internet, cell phone and electronic health kiosks to 

prevent and manage the increasing disease burden among individuals living in urban and resource-poor settings, 

focusing on lifestyle diseases like obesity, diabetes and hypertension. By combining interactive media such as audio, 

video, images and animations with public health evidence, Joshi develops informatics tools that can effectively 

communicate risk to individuals in an easy-to-understand format so that appropriate recommendations can be given. 

  

 

HOUSTON - (May 1, 2013)  - With job postings in health information technology tripling in as many years, UTHealth 

School of Biomedical Informatics is the place to be. The school’s new dean, Jiajie Zhang, PhD, delivered the good 

news during his state of the school address to a gathering of faculty, staff and students last month. 

 

Founded in 1997 and the only informatics school in the Lone Star state, the school is training the people who will play 

a major role in the nation’s efforts to expand electronic health record systems designed to enhance quality and 

reduce cost. 

 

As for research, students are involved in initiatives to make e-health records more user friendly and are working on 

ways to mine existing data to improve patient care. 

 

The latter is called “Big Data” and you will be hearing a lot about it in years to come, Zhang said. 

 

“There is an information explosion going on,” said Zhang, first holder of the Dr. Doris L. Ross Professorship. “Ninety 

two percent of the world’s data was created in the last two years.” 

 

The school’s data miners include Hua Xu, PhD, who is taking a new approach to drug development. Rather than 

shepherd a drug from the bench to bedside, which may take years and millions of dollars, he is poring through data to 

see if there may be other uses for approved drugs. 

 

Zhang said data has been likened to oil and there are similarities. They are both valuable but they have to be refined 

to be of use. If that is the case, the school may be about to strike a gusher. 

 

 

HOUSTON - (April 25, 2013)  - The “Forget-Me-Nots,” a 10-member team of students from The University of Texas 

Health Science Center at Houston (UTHealth), the University of Houston and Texas Woman’s University, won first 

place at the 2013 Geriatric Interprofessional Student Competition Monday night. 

 

Their mentor was UT School of Dentistry Professor Donna Warren-Morris, RDH, MEd, of the Department of 

Periodontics and Dental Hygiene. The annual event is sponsored by the Houston Geriatric Education Center at 

UTHealth, with support from UTHealth Vice President Charles Figari of Auxiliary Enterprises.  

 

The winning team included UTHealth students Gwendolyn Brobbey, MD, 

MPH,  (biomedical informatics), Deep Pujara (public health) and Erika Wood, MPH, 

(medicine); as well as TWU students Gregory Brusola (physical therapy), Leslie 

Melton and Julia Rhodes (occupational therapy); and UH students Antonia 

Caliboso, Sarah Grudier and Kathleen Lanini (social work) and Solange 

Inzillo, (communication science and disorders).  

 

This year, 55 students competing in five teams took on the challenge of performing 

a needs assessment in assigned communities in Houston to evaluate potential 

success of establishing a “Memory Café” in those areas. The Forget-Me-Nots evaluated Houston’s Third Ward and 

identified Wheeler Avenue Baptist Church as a potential site for a Memory Café. 

 

A Memory Café is a variation on a traditional support group, offering people with early to moderate dementia, 

http://www.uthouston.edu/media/story.htm?id=32b058ed-3004-42f6-b57c-3bad14da65b2
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/hua-xu.htm
http://www.houstongec.org/


 
 

Alzheimer’s or other memory problems a place to gather — along with their caregivers — to meet others in similar 

situations. The concept was pioneered by a psychiatrist, Dr. Bere Meisen, in The Netherlands in 1997.    

Two students from the School of Biomedical Informatics served on teams in the competition, including above 

mentioned Gwendolyn Brobbey and Anna Xu, PhD student. 

 

About the Houston Geriatric Education Center: 

The Houston Geriatric Education Center (H-GEC) is one of 45 Geriatric Education Centers in the United States. The 

overarching goal of the H-GEC is to reduce health disparities, address causes of vulnerability, and meet the social 

and healthcare needs of older Americans, which requires responsible, consumer-friendly, interprofessional teams of 

health professionals who are experts with experience in elder care. Health care professionals are required to support 

public policies that are based on sound ethical principles and beneficial to vulnerable elders. 

 

About the competition: 

The 2013 Geriatric Interprofessional Student Team Competition was comprised of five teams encompassing 55 

students from biomedical informatics, communication sciences and disorders, dental hygiene, dentistry, health and 

human performance, medicine, nursing, occupational therapy, pharmacy, physical therapy, public health and social 

work, representing The University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston, Texas Woman’s University and the 

University of Houston. 

 

 

Integration and Analysis of Medical Data for Important Acute Diseases 

Noriaki Aoki, MD, PhD, SBMI associate professor, received a grant through the CHORD- J Consortium as the project 

leader to develop an information management system that will integrate data from prehospital, acute care and 

inpatient care, which will be used for further decision making in the regional emergency care PDSA (Plan-Do-Study-

Act) cycle. 

 

Real-time Disambiguation of Abbreviations in Clinical Notes  

Hua Xu, PhD, new SBMI associate professor, had a NIH grant transferred from Vanderbilt University, which proposes 

to develop informatics methods to automatically detect abbreviations and their possible meanings from large clinical 

text and to disambiguate abbreviations that have multiple meanings. The project will also integrate those methods 

with clinical documentation systems so abbreviations can be expanded in real-time when physicians enter clinical 

notes. 

 

Bridging Genomics and Medicine by Ontology Fingerprints  

Jim Zheng, PhD, new SBMI associate professor, had a NIH grant transferred from the Medical University of South 

Carolina, which proposes to develop an ontology fingerprint-derived gene network to study human disease. These 

studies will link genomic information to clinical concepts and translate biomedical literature and genomic information 

into clinical practice by employing ontology fingerprints to decipher the interplay and reversal of obesity, diabetes and 

hepatic steatosis after GBS. Bridging the gap between genomics and medicine by ontology fingerprints will enhance 

the delivery of clinical care to patients. 

 

An Insilico Method for Epidemiological Studies Using Electronic Medical Records 

Hua Xu, PhD, new SBMI associate professor, had a NIH/NCI grant transferred from Vanderbilt University, which 

proposes to develop an automated informatics approach to extract both fine-grained cancer findings and general 

clinical information from electronic medical records and use them to conduct cancer related epidemiological studies. 

 

 

HOUSTON - (March 14, 2013)  - Lex Frieden, a disability rights champion at UTHealth 

and TIRR Memorial Hermann, received a 2013 Henry Viscardi Achievement Award. The 

award honors the accomplishments of people with disabilities on a global basis.  

 

Best known for his contributions to the landmark Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, 

Frieden suffered a spinal cord injury while in college and has used a wheelchair for more 

than 40 years. He is a professor at the UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics and 

directs the Independent Living Research Utilization program at TIRR Memorial Hermann. 

 



 
 

The award was one of nine presented by The Viscardi Center, an internationally recognized center for training and 

rehabilitation of people with disabilities. It bears the name of the late Henry Viscardi, Jr., who was one of the world’s 

leading advocates for people with disabilities. 

 

The announcement of the awards coincides with the 80th anniversary of the inauguration of President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, who as a member of the disability community was among the most influential figures of the 20th century 

and who was advised by Viscardi. Viscardi wore prosthetic legs and died in 2004. 

 

“I am proud to join The Viscardi Center and my fellow committee members in announcing this outstanding group of 

Henry Viscardi Achievement Award recipients,” said former U.S. Sen. Robert Dole, Selection Committee co-chair. “All 

of them are champions for people with disabilities around the world. In turn, their work, and the stories of their lives, 

are important and set the bar high for the next generation of innovators, activists and leaders.” 

 

The other committee co-chairs included: Marlee Matlin, an Academy Award-winning actress who received critical 

acclaim for “Children of a Lesser God;” and Luis Gallegos, an Ecuadorian diplomat. 

 

Other recipients include:  Laurie Ahern, president, Disability Rights International, Washington, D.C.;  Rosangela 

Berman Bieler, Senior Advisor on Children with Disabilities, UNICEF, New York City; Tony Coelho, former U.S. 

Representative from California; Yoav Kraiem, chairman, National Council for Community Relations – Mental Health, 

Israel; U.S. Rep. James R. Langevin, Rhode Island’s 2nd Congressional District; Kathleen Martinez, assistant 

secretary, U.S. Department of Labor, Washington, D.C.; Patrick D. Rummerfield, community liaison, International 

Center for Spinal Cord Injury, Kennedy-Krieger Institute, Chesterfield, MO; and Michael Ashley Stein, executive 

director, Harvard Law School Project on Disability. 

 

 

HOUSTON - (March 1, 2013)  - Elmer Bernstam, MD, MSE, professor at The University of 

Texas Health Science Center at Houston (UTHealth) School of Biomedical Informatics is 

the new associate dean for research. 

 

“Dr. Bernstam is not only an established independent researcher who has excellent track 

records in funding and publications but also a collaborative researcher who has led large-

scale projects across schools and institutions,” said Jiajie Zhang, PhD, SBMI dean and the 

former SBMI associate dean for research. “He is a nationally recognized leader in 

translational and research informatics. As a practicing physician, Dr. Bernstam is highly 

familiar with the health care challenges that require informatics solutions, and he is well 

positioned to help our efforts in applied informatics in clinical operations.” 

 

Bernstam’s goals to improve research at SBMI include internal and external synergy. One goal is to have school 

researchers from different focus areas collaborate more often.  For example, one group at SBMI is merging clinical 

informatics with natural language processing to better understand clinical documents like electronic health records. 

These distinct areas of expertise can be leveraged across multiple biomedical informatics areas. 

 

Secondly, Bernstam would like to increase collaboration with other centers in the Texas Medical Center. One specific 

center that he mentioned was the MD Anderson Institute for Personalized Cancer Therapy. 

 

“The IPCT has multiple challenges that can be addressed by biomedical informatics research,” said Bernstam. “One 

question they may ask is: What drug therapy should be given to patients based on their molecular profile? This 

question poses significant informatics challenges including bioinformatics, information retrieval, knowledge 

representation, user interface design and others. 

 

“Centers such as these could benefit from a collaborative relationship with the school. SBMI, in turn, will benefit from 

addressing ‘driving biological problems’ posed by clinical and biological researchers.” 

 

Bernstam started with the school as an assistant professor in 2001 and quickly moved up the ranks to become a 

professor in 2010. He received his medical degree from The University of Michigan Medical School in 1995 and 

finished an internal medicine residency in 1998, followed by a Master’s in Computer Engineering from The University 

of Michigan and a National Library of Medicine fellowship in biomedical informatics at Stanford in 2001. 

http://www.marleematlinsite.com/bio.html


 
 

His research focuses on biomedical information retrieval, consumer informatics, decision support and translational 

biomedical informatics. Bernstam has served as principal investigator on grants from The National Library of 

Medicine, The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and NASA. He also serves as the Director of Informatics for the 

UTHealth Center for Clinical and Translational Science. 

 

“My lab is focused on making sense of clinical data. We created and maintain the UTHealth clinical data warehouse, 

which contains clinical data for more than 400,000 patients,” said Bernstam. “Using the clinical data for research is 

challenging, but we are working on ways to identify patients with specific conditions, who received particular 

treatments or had outcomes of interest. 

 

“The warehouse has been particularly useful to SBMI faculty and researchers outside of the school who need access 

to the data for their research or during the grant-writing process.” 

 

Bernstam also plans to expand bioinformatics research—informatics applied to biological data—at SBMI.  He hopes 

the arrival of new faculty member Jim Zheng, PhD, and adjunct faculty member Jeff Chang will fuel new 

bioinformatics research at the school. 

 

“We need to focus on a few key areas where we have strengths or where we can realize opportunities,” said 

Bernstam. “The dean has identified strong areas of research that SBMI will expand, including clinical/translational 

informatics, cognitive informatics and applied clinical informatics. From the research perspective, these are very 

synergistic.   

 

“For instance, work in applied clinical informatics can help us get access to clinical data and clinical systems that will 

be useful for research.” 

 

Zhang, who served as the associate dean for research from 2002-2012, is excited to see what the future brings for 

SBMI’s research efforts. 

 

“Biomedical informatics and health information technology are driving a revolution in health care with the potential to 

change the game of biomedical discovery and greatly increase quality of care, patient safety and efficient care 

delivery,” said Zhang. “A major responsibility of the associate dean for research is to lead the school’s effort 

in identifying and seizing emerging opportunities in basic research funding and informatics applications. I am 

confident that Dr. Bernstam will lead the school’s research enterprise to the next level.”

 

 

HOUSTON - (February 19, 2012) - Jiajie Zhang, PhD, the Dr. Doris L. Ross Professor at the 

UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics, will be appointed dean of the school effective 

March 1, UTHealth President Giuseppe N. Colasurdo, MD announced today.  
 

“Dr. Zhang is a leader in his field and has helped to advance the academic mission and 

expand the research enterprise at the School of Biomedical Informatics,” Colasurdo said. 

“Though relatively young, the UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics already has firmly 

established its reputation for innovation and achievement. I am confident that Dr. Zhang’s 

leadership will facilitate the school’s advancement to the next level.” 

 

The announcement comes after the recent completion of a national search. 

 

Zhang, an accomplished educator, administrator and investigator, has served as interim dean since April 1, 2012, 

succeeding Jack Smith, MD, PhD, who served as dean of the UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics for nearly 

seven years. In his role as dean, Zhang will lead the only school-level informatics program in the nation entirely 

dedicated to biomedical and health informatics. 

 

George M. Stancel, PhD, executive vice president for academic and research affairs, said, “Not only has Dr. Zhang 

had a major impact within the School of Biomedical Informatics, but he has also contributed significantly to the other 

UTHealth schools, the UT System and national programs in the broad area of informatics. His own work has brought 

recognition to UTHealth and the School of Biomedical Informatics in the informatics community, and I am looking 

forward to working with him in his role as dean.” 

http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/zhang/


 
 

Zhang became a member of the UTHealth faculty in 1998 and served as the associate dean for research at 

the School of Biomedical Informatics from 2002 to 2012. As a scientist, he has spent the past two decades 

conducting research in biomedical informatics, cognitive science, human-centered computing, medical decision 

making and information visualization. He is the principal investigator and director of the National Center for Cognitive 

Informatics and Decision Making in Health care and a 2002 recipient of the John P. McGovern Outstanding Teacher 

Award. 

 

“Biomedical and health informatics is a rapidly growing field,” Zhang said. “Health information technology is one of the 

few industries that has grown at a double-digit rate, even during a severe recession. There’s a huge and rapidly 

increasing demand for what we do. 

 

“In response to that demand, we will continue to aggressively grow enrollment for the school’s certificate and master’s 

programs and expand doctoral and post-doctoral training for future academicians and researchers,” Zhang said. 

 

During his time as the interim dean, Zhang has led the school’s curriculum redesign efforts to meet the emerging 

needs of students. The curriculum changes focus on the needs of doctoral-level biomedical researchers in healthcare 

quality and safety and big data analytics as well as master’s and certificate-level health IT workers who facilitate 

electronic health records adoption. 

 

Zhang has also hired several new faculty members to reinforce the school’s expertise in natural language processing, 

bioinformatics and patient safety. He said he plans to add more faculty members over the next few years. Under 

Zhang’s leadership and with support from the president’s office, the school has completed its space consolidation 

plans to improve communication and collaboration. 

 

“We’re at the forefront of a transformational era in our field, and I’m grateful for the opportunity to serve with such 

talented, dedicated team members,” Zhang said. “I look forward to working with the students, faculty, staff, 

collaborators and donors as we continue to advance the school’s mission.” 

 

 

HOUSTON - (Feb. 5, 2013) - Most visits to the dentist have positive outcomes – but with millions of patients visiting 

thousands of practitioners each year – complications and adverse events are bound to occur.  

 

"Identifying the adverse events most commonly affecting patients is a first step toward preventing them," 

said Muhammad Walji, PhD, UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics alumnus and Director of Informatics at The 

University of Texas School of Dentistry at Houston.  

 

That's why Walji and colleagues at the Harvard School of Dental Medicine, including Associate Professor Elisbeth 

Kalendarian, DDS, MPH and Instructor Rachel Ramoni, DMD, are leading a new project to better understand and 

document patient safety issues by mining millions of electronic dental patient records and building a database of such 

events that can be used to improve patient safety.  

 

To fund the project, Walji and his team received a $3.9 million, five-year grant from the National Institute of Dental 

and Craniofacial Research, a division of the National Institutes of Health. 

 

Other members of his team include School of Dentistry Professor and Director of Quality Assurance Veronique 

Delattre, DDS; SBMI Professor and Interim Dean Jiajie Zhang, PhD, and Associate Professor Amy Franklin, PhD, 

also of SBMI. Other academic partners, such as dentistry schools at the University of California at San Francisco and 

Oregon Health and Science University, as well as a group of dental providers throughout the country, are also 

participating.  

 

"Dentistry can learn from the patient safety and quality assurance improvements underway in medicine intended to 

reduce medical errors," Walji said.  “People are concerned about the quality of dental care, and we are pleased that 

through this grant we can begin gathering information for analysis.”  

 

In the September 2012 issue of the Journal of the American Dental Association, Walji and others co-authored a guest 

editorial calling for dentistry to undertake a comprehensive initiative to improve patient safety, beginning with 

http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/index.htm
http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/
http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/zhang/
http://www.uthouston.edu/sbmi/faculty-and-staff/amy-franklin.htm


 
 

collecting data on the most pressing safety risks.   

 

"This collection of dental schools and private practitioners will give the researchers access to potentially millions of 

dental records," Walji said.  

 

First, the team will need to devise a working definition of “adverse events” and criteria for which incidents qualify. This 

would include those considered as unforeseen complications caused by treatment. 

 

Then, researchers must develop triggers – such as multiple visits in a short period – that will electronically flag patient 

records most likely to contain adverse events. Identifying information will be scrubbed so that patient privacy is not 

compromised.  

 

The project’s aim is twofold: to create a framework for classifying and documenting adverse events in dentistry, and 

also to build a searchable data repository of such events. 

 

"Having such a database will allow researchers to pinpoint incident patterns, identify underlying causes and improve 

patient safety," Walji said. 

 

 

HOUSTON - (Dec. 20, 2012) - Congratulations to Sahiti Myneni, who recently passed her doctoral candidacy exam. 

Myneni’s research interests include the development of mobile and digital health technologies. She uses methods 

from cognitive science, natural language processing and social network analysis to understand user needs and 

behavior. She is also involved in the translational engineering of scalable health interventions (in terms of software 

and hardware) for public health and wellness.  

 
Myneni pursued her Masters in Electrical Engineering at Arizona State University and earned her undergraduate 

degree from Osmania University, India (BS Electronics and Communication Engineering).  

 

Her doctoral proposal is entitled, “Attributing meaning to online social network analysis for tailored socio-behavioral 

support systems.”  

 

Unhealthy behaviors increase individual health risks and are a socioeconomic burden. Harnessing social influence is 

perceived as fundamental for interventions that seek to influence health-related behaviors. However, the phenomena 

through which social influence occurs are poorly understood.  

 

Online social networks provide the opportunity to understand these mechanisms as they digitally archive 

communication between members.  

 

The proposed research presents a methodology for content-based social network analysis, combining qualitative 

coding, automated text analysis and formal two-mode network analysis. This combinational approach will be applied 

to characterize the communication between members of QuitNet, an online social network for smoking cessation.  

Further analysis will be done to develop socio-behavioral interventions that can be implemented in real-time at the 

individual and population levels. 
 

 

HOUSTON – (Nov. 21, 2012) - The UTHealth School of Biomedical Informatics is pleased to announce that Cerner’s 

Academic Solution (AES) Electronic Health Record will be integrated into the course curriculum beginning in January 

2013. Students will have the opportunity to gain hands-on experience with an EHR that is used in many healthcare 

organizations across the U.S. SBMI faculty received training on November 19 to become more familiar with the 

features and functionalities of AES. 

 

Additionally, SBMI is in the planning stage of creating a virtual EHR laboratory. Using a virtual approach, students will 

remotely access selected EHRs using the Internet. Students will gain real-world experience with EHRs through 

simulations that will be used to complete course assignments. SBMI is committed to providing students with the latest 

in EHR technologies. 
 


