
Name:  Charleen T. Chu, MD, PhD 
Company:  University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine 
What I do:  Research (cell biology of parkinson’s disease) and diagnostic 

pathology (eye and brain) 
Quick description:  
I lead a team of scientists (undergraduate students, md and phd students, 
post-doctoral trainees, and junior faculty) focused on understanding 
what goes wrong in brain cells (neurons) to cause parkinson’s diseases.  
As a physician, I also diagnose diseases of the eye and brain from abnormal 
tissues removed during surgery, etc. 
 
Describe your work – what you do on a daily basis… 
At lab meetings, I listen to team members discuss their experiments, help 
with the interpretation of what the experiments mean, and what steps 
should be taken next to distinguish potential explanations. There is also a 
lot of time spent on the computer, writing papers on our discoveries, 
reading what other groups have found, giving suggestions to critique and 
improve the work of other groups (peer-review), writing proposals to get 
money to support the studies.  I also spend time traveling to scientific 
meetings and visiting other universities to discuss the potential 
importance of our discoveries for understanding and hopefully treating 
parkinson’s disease. 
 
What do you like to do outside work?  
Prepare and eat foods from around the world. 
Outdoors activities like hiking, biking, skiing, kayaking. 
Reading, opera, musicals, symphony, pitt basketball games. 
Chow chows.  
 
How/When did you know you’d be a (scientist) someday? 
I have always been fascinated by the life cycles of animals and plants, 
collecting seashells and rocks.  by high school, i had developed a strong 
interest in how the brain works, the nature of consciousness, and how 
thoughts might be able to influence the immune system.  Initially, I was 
interested in photojournalism or marine biology, but ended up side-
tracked into medicine where I found new interests. I suppose I now study 
the life cycle of mitochondria within brain cells (neurons). That is the 
fun of science – you set out down a path, the data leads you forward, and 
who knows what you will discover! 
 
What are the most difficult challenges of your work?  
Obtaining funding to support the scientific research (salaries for my lab 
group, supplies, equipment). The economy is very tight right now, and so 
much effort is placed in writing grant proposals.  So many excellent 
proposals are getting turned down that there are large elements of 
chance involved, instead of just careful thinking, hard work and 
inspiration.  
 
What are your favorite parts of your work?  
Making that discovery or that novel linkage.  A lot of times, you set up a 
hypothesis to be disproven or supported by experimentation.  The nature 
of science is that you do not know the outcome.  The most rewarding 



moments are when you study the data that may not be what you expected, 
and have a moment of inspiration as to what it can mean.  New experiments 
can then be set up to distinguish these possibilities and they ultimately 
lead to a deeper understanding of a biological process and how it can be 
disrupted in disease or exploited to treat diseases. 
 
How does math and science change the world? 
We all have our biases and innate responses to situations that may not be 
logical.  Math and science give us tools to systematically investigate ideas 
and concepts, and to share these investigations with others.  One of the 
central precepts in science is that you set up ways to try to disprove your 
pet hypothesis (another way of putting it is that you investigate 
alternative explanations and try to disprove them to support your idea).  
The concept of peer review is also important – scientists invite other 
scientists to examine their data, their logic in interpreting the data, and 
to help identify potential challenges to their conclusions.  This allows 
us all to strengthen our work and to think in different viewpoints.  We 
try to take complex systems and reduce the variability to answer a specific 
question.  Reconciling results that at first appears contradictory allows 
us to re-integrate the data into a larger framework that more closely 
approaches the truth. 
 
How are you changing the world? 
I don’t know that I am changing the world, except that I hope the 
individuals that I contact may be inspired to pursue their passions, but 
also remain open-minded and content with what they have. 
 
Who was your inspiration?  
I take bits and pieces from different people - - there is 
academic/professional success that is formally recognized and there is 
also success in being able to enjoy what you do and who you do it with. 
 
What was your favorite subject in school? 
biology and literature 
 
What advice do you have for teen girls today? 
Believe in yourself and surround yourself with positive people.  I was 
fortunate to have some key mentors that believed in my potential and this 
helps me sustain my productivity during difficult periods.  Don’t forget to 
focus on your strengths even while you work to improve in other areas. 
  
Describe yourself in one word…  
Integrative 
 
How can we learn more about what you do?   
http://path.upmc.edu/personnel/Faculty/chu.htm 


