UC Irvine researchers awarded
grants by the Chan Zuckerberg
Initiative

Funding supports research into advanced biological tissue imaging technologies.
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Jennifer Prescher (left), UCI professor of chemistry, Stacy Copp (middle), assistant
professor of materials science and engineering, and Michelle Digman (right),
associate professor of biomedical engineering, received multi-million-dollar grants
from the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative to develop advanced deep-tissue imaging
methods for biological research and medical applications.
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Irvine, Calif., Feb. 21, 2024 - Three University of California, Irvine researchers are
on teams that have won Chan Zuckerberg Initiative grants to pursue the
development of advanced medical and biological imaging technologies.

Awarded as part of the second phase of CZI's deep-tissue imaging program, the
projects will involve work under multiple disciplines. These include biomedical
engineering, chemistry and materials science. The funding is intended to lead to the
creation of new tools that go beyond the capabilities of magnetic resonance
imaging, computerized tomography and ultrasound to help the medical community
obtain a much deeper understanding of biological systems.

Stacy Copp, UCI assistant professor of materials science and engineering, is leading
a $1.85-million, four-year program to develop molecular-scale emitters for deep-
tissue imaging. Copp said the innovation has the potential to enable researchers and
medical practitioners to see through cells and bodily tissues without ionizing
radiation such as x-rays. She said she expects the results of her project to have
direct applications in cancer research and therapeutics development.

“This work builds off of my laboratory’s discovery of near infrared-emitting silver
nanoclusters stabilized by DNA,” said Copp. “We will be developing these into
versatile bioimaging tools for deep-tissue imaging by combining approaches in
nanochemistry, machine learning-guided nanomaterials design and biomolecular
chemistry.”

Copp will be joined in this project by Nathan Gianneschi, a chemist and materials
scientist at Northwestern University, and Petko Bogdanov, a computer scientist at
the University of Albany (State University of New York).

Michelle Digman, UCI associate professor of biomedical engineering, and Jennifer
Prescher, UCI professor of chemistry, are part of a $2.5-million, four-year project to
create new bioluminescent probes and platforms for imaging hard-to-access tissues.

“This work leverages our group’s expertise in small molecule luciferin design,
computational enzyme engineering and multi-spectral visualization,” said Prescher.
“We hope that the collection of new tools and methods will be enabling for the
community at large.”



Digman said, “We will work to create far-red and near-infrared luminescent probes
by using artificial intelligence-driven protein design to revolutionize molecular
imaging in deep tissue and enable functional monitoring of cell-based therapeutics.”

Other collaborators on this project are UC Santa Cruz biomedical engineer Andy Yeh
and Ming-Ru Wu of the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute and Harvard Medical School.

About UCI’s Brilliant Future campaign: Publicly launched on Oct. 4, 2019, the
Brilliant Future campaign aims to raise awareness and support for UCI. By engaging
75,000 alumni and garnering $2 billion in philanthropic investment, UCI seeks to
reach new heights of excellence in student success, health and wellness, research
and more. The Henry Samueli School of Engineering and School of Physical Sciences
play a vital role in the success of the campaign. Learn more by visiting
https://brilliantfuture.uci.edu/the-henry-samueli-school-of-engineering/ and
https://brilliantfuture.uci.edu/uci-school-of-physical-sciences/.

About the University of California, Irvine: Founded in 1965, UCl is a member of
the prestigious Association of American Universities and is ranked among the
nation’s top 10 public universities by U.S. News & World Report. The campus has
produced five Nobel laureates and is known for its academic achievement, premier
research, innovation and anteater mascot. Led by Chancellor Howard Gillman, UCI
has more than 36,000 students and offers 224 degree programs. It’s located in one
of the world’s safest and most economically vibrant communities and is Orange
County’s second-largest employer, contributing $7 billion annually to the local
economy and $8 billion statewide. For more on UCI, visit www.uci.edu.

Media access: Radio programs/stations may, for a fee, use an on-campus ISDN line
to interview UCI faculty and experts, subject to availability and university approval.
For more UCI news, visit news.uci.edu. Additional resources for journalists may be
found at https://news.uci.edu/media-resources/.
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