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SWAPPIIIIG PITT SPIT
Prof hopes new DN'A registry
will spaiun more dental rtsearch

l i l l Schaefer conles to $'ork

Iat Pin every dav hoPing to
!make people drool  -  a l l  in
the name of science.

-{s manaqer of the School of
Dental lledicine! nerv Dental
Resism and DNA RePository'
, ORDIil. pan of Schaefer's u ork
vek is spent asking Pin dental
c l in ic pat iens for  l0 minutes
of theii time and a teasPoonhil
of their saliva. all to build u'hat
dental school professor A.lex\rieira
believs is thi o'orld's onl-v dental
D\A brnk esttbtished to share
*i*r other reszuchers.

\leira. q hose background is in
pediatric dentisrr]'. is studrin g the

eenes rhat mav plal a role in clefis
md missine teedr, the genetics
behind e.iries and Peri-odonul
diseases and the lilk betc'een
premaue birth md periodontal
disceses.'lll motivation in creat-
ine this repositon is I m do all
rh'se srudies in the background,"
he said. adding drat he hoPes the
existence of the trank mav sPark
eddi t ional  interest  in dental
research c'ithin the Universiq'
and oerhaps belond.

t 'h. . i toui . .  s tands to be
insaluable ir tems of sadng

both tinre and money, Meira said,
noting that because he alreadv has
Instititional Ret'ierv Board (lRB)

approval for the DNr\ bank, otlrers
*1h.  r . .  t ie  datr  contained in i t
need not qo _lhrough the same
IRB process that governs studres
inroliine human subiects. Once
zufficieni samples are collected'
researchers rrishing to use the
bank nill need onlY to secure
approsal from the DRDR's over-
slsht commlftee.-  

Researchers might  request
samoles from a certain subset of
the sroup: allu omen. forexamPle,
or ihoti rvith a certain dental
condidon. Thev can make a one-
dme request for data, or ask for

data rvith an update from thesame
eroup of donbrs later to observe
ihe progression of a condiuon
ofer ome.

Once he request is aPProved,
Schaefer s'ill drarv the Peninent
data from the bank to facilitate
the research.

tr
Col lect ing and Processing

the samples ii relativel-"- simple.
"Prern' much antSods s'ho has a
chart here at the School of Dental
r\{edicine can donate," Schaefer

said. After a patient agrees to
part ic ipate,  the sal iva sarrrp le is
collectld in l receptacle th,rt looks
sorrreth ing l ike an overgrou'n
contact lens case. The recePtacle
tenrporarilY is labeled w'i*r the
patient's c6art number in order
io link the sample with his or her
dental recordi. 

'lo 
Protect the

patient's identit-v, that number is

ieolaced by a bar code when the
data and sample are added to the
regtstr\t"Schaefer processes the samPle
in the lab, idds a stabilizer and
prepares it for storage in a Salk
Hall freezer.

Patients' initial resPonse has
been good, Schaefer said, rvith

onlv a few patients declining to

oariiciprte. Some, she said, want
compensrtion - there jsn't any'
Otiers are concerned about Prl-
vacy or about the idea of storing
their DNA or what it could be
used for.

Schae fe r  sa i d  r esea rche rs
requesdng data must adhere to

ethical sta-ndards, projecs must be

for dental research onlY and must

be reviewed and aPProved bY the
DRDR oversight committee.

Some ParticiPants are inter-

ested in being informed aborlt
results, someSing Schaefer said
is not possible because identifY-
ine information that could link
the sample to an individual rs
renroved.

Since rnid-September whcn
the collection process lvas piloted
in one ofPitt's eight dental cl inics,
of 1 20 patients who were asked to
donate, 109 agreed to give srnrPles
and allow researchers access to
fieirdental charts. Atthat rate, the
bank will include 1,000 sarnPles
within a year, Schaefer said. But
\leira hopes for even more in
t i rne,  and'has not  set  a l i tn i t  to
the number he'd like to collect.
More is better.

\4eira said he was exPect ing
perhaps J0 percet t t  colnPl iance
ind *as nleisalrtlv surPrised to
f i  nd err ly ' recrui tn ient  i i  y ie ldrng
about three times that amount.
"It's very promising," he said,
noting that the pilot recruimletlt
for tie registry currendy onlY
involves th6 20-chair "module 2 "
dental clinic staffed by third- and
fourth-year dental srudents under
faculty 

- 
supervision. Altogether,

Pi t t  has eight  c l in ics wi th : r  tota l  of
263 chairs, allowing for PlentY of
potential to recruit more donors,
Meira said.
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,i]l sdraqfer maEges ttie 9<fi@l of Dental Medicine's new Dentat Reglstry 'nd DNA Reposltory'

Meira said there likely will
be thousands of sanrples in the
DRDR within 6ve years, making
it a valuable resource for dental
rcserrclrers u ho are serrclting for
the genetics underlying various
dcnt i l  condi t ions rnd J iserscs.

A l'lrge nurnber ofsantples nre
needed to fincl genetic vrriations
thrr t  rnaV contr ibute to cert : r in
condi t ions or  d iseases.  Genes
have l role, but the answers to
rrrany such qucst ions l iLely I ie in
a conrplex courbinatiou of genes
working together.  Ant l ,  \4eir r
sr i , l ,  enuiro l r r r rent  p lays a r , r le
as wel l .

"T'here will be genes we never
f ind,"  he adnr i t ted.  Neverthe-
less, he hopes the existeuce of
the DRDR wi l l  sprrrk i t r rerest  in
clental research and yielcl soure
answers.

Meira, who arrived at Pitt a
year ago,  prop,rsed the DRDR
with an eyetoward furthering not
only his own research interests,
buias a *ay to facilitate others'
as well.

FIe also hopes that awareuess
of  the registry and i ls  power to
contr ibuie t r i  the t r r r , ierstatrd-
ing of  the ro le genet ics p lays ln
de"ntal health rnay motivnte tlental
students to pursue careers in aca-
clenrir rrther tlrrtt private practice.
\4eir';r said f'ew dcntal strtdcnts
f t r l lou l r is  pr th into rcrr t lc t t r ia
rrr r l ,  r l t lcr  rcscrrc l rcrs r rcrr ' t  I tc i l tg
repl'.rccrl itr snllicicrrt ntltttbcrs h1'
nw studcnts ittterested ill dcntrl
resenrch. "'I'here'.s a clear p1lp,"
he sr id.

A l t hough  P i t t ' s  l ) l l l )R  i s
l im i t ed  t o  co l l ec t i t r g  s r t np les
from dental clinic patients, \4err'.r
envis iotrs i t  perhaps sol t tecl , r l '
becorning part of a nruch latger
pool. Ratfter thall renlain tlniqtle,
;'It is rnr:re as a model to tbllou',"
he said, envisioningJ that some-
day an orgauiz.ation strch rs the
Centers for I)isease Control rrrld
Prevention or the Worlt{ }lealth
C)raanization could sewe as a
clerringhorrse to link drta fronr
nruhiple registries itrto a huge
datehase of ONn srrtrrPles fcrr
dental reselrch.

"I hope in rny lifetillre to see
something like that haPPening,"
he said.
-KimberlY K. Barlow I
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