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The George D. Smith Professor in Translational Medicine Professor,
Chemical and Systems Biology Founder and co-director of SPARK,
Dean for Research Stanford University, School of Medicine

Prof. Daria Mochly-Rosen, Ph.D.
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SPARKIing Translational Research

There is a clear need for successful translation of basic biological research discoveries into novel treatments
that will save lives, improve health, and lower costs. The SPARK program at Stanford University School
of Medicine was created to help overcome the challenges in creating new drugs and diagnostics. SPARK’s
mission is three-fold: first, to help academic investigators translating their early discoveries from bench to
bedside; second, to educate faculty, postdoctoral fellows, and graduate students regarding the translational
research process so that development of promising new discoveries becomes second nature at our institution;
and third, to develop more cost-effective and innovative approaches to drug development.

Each year, a selection committee chooses approximately ten to fifteen projects to participate in SPARK.
Projects must address an unmet medical need, use a novel approach (i.e. no “me too” drugs), and have a
chance of advancing to licensure or clinical study with two to three years of SPARK support. SPARK gives
special consideration to indications that are generally neglected by the for-profit sector, including pediatric
diseases, rare (orphan) diseases, and diseases of the developing world. SPARK provides each project
team with two years of modest funding, weekly teaching meetings, access to facilities, expert advice, and
mentorship. SPARK’s greatest asset is a dedicated cadre of experienced volunteers from the biotechnology,
pharmaceutical, and health care investment sectors, who help “de-risk” and guide projects through the stages
of development.

Since its founding seven years ago, SPARK has mentored 67 project teams and 10 entirely graduate student-
led teams. Of particular note, over half of SPARK graduates are licensed or reach clinical study after SPARK
support. Additionally, over ten million dollars in industry and government grants has been provided in follow-
on grants to support SPARK projects, and unforeseen benefit to the program. We believe the SPARK model
for bridging the divide between academic discovery and commercial interest can be replicated at other
universities and institutions and for any clinical indication.
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Prof. Daria Mochly-Rosen, Ph.D.

Biographies:
SPARK was founded and is co-directed by Dr. Daria Mochly-Rosen, the George D. Smith Professor of

Translational Medicine in the department of Chemical and Systems Biology. Professor Mochly-Rosen
has taught drug discovery for twenty years. Her basic and pre-clinical research focuses on the molecular
mechanisms of cellular communication in the heart, brain, and in cancer cells. She has successfully translated
her basic research into two biotechnology companies, KAI Pharmaceuticals (recently acquired by Amgen) and
ALDEA. SPARK co-director, Dr. Kevin Grimes, MD, MBA, brings over 15 years of biotechnology industry
experience. He is an internist, who has served as a White House Fellow, and is now Associate Professor in
the Department of Chemical and Systems Biology. He is a talented teacher and his skills provide an essential
component in the success of the program.
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The George D. Smith Professor in Translational Medicine Professor,
Chemical and Systems Biology Founder and co-director of SPARK,
Dean for Research Stanford University, School of Medicine

Prof. Daria Mochly-Rosen, Ph.D.
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SPARKIing Translational Research

There is a clear need for successful translation of basic biological research discoveries into novel treatments
that will save lives, improve health, and lower costs. The SPARK program at Stanford University School
of Medicine was created to help overcome the challenges in creating new drugs and diagnostics. SPARK’s
mission is three-fold: first, to help academic investigators translating their early discoveries from bench to
bedside; second, to educate faculty, postdoctoral fellows, and graduate students regarding the translational
research process so that development of promising new discoveries becomes second nature at our institution;
and third, to develop more cost-effective and innovative approaches to drug development.

Each year, a selection committee chooses approximately ten to fifteen projects to participate in SPARK.
Projects must address an unmet medical need, use a novel approach (i.e. no “me too” drugs), and have a
chance of advancing to licensure or clinical study with two to three years of SPARK support. SPARK gives
special consideration to indications that are generally neglected by the for-profit sector, including pediatric
diseases, rare (orphan) diseases, and diseases of the developing world. SPARK provides each project
team with two years of modest funding, weekly teaching meetings, access to facilities, expert advice, and
mentorship. SPARK’s greatest asset is a dedicated cadre of experienced volunteers from the biotechnology,
pharmaceutical, and health care investment sectors, who help “de-risk” and guide projects through the stages
of development.

Since its founding seven years ago, SPARK has mentored 67 project teams and 10 entirely graduate student-
led teams. Of particular note, over half of SPARK graduates are licensed or reach clinical study after SPARK
support. Additionally, over ten million dollars in industry and government grants has been provided in follow-
on grants to support SPARK projects, and unforeseen benefit to the program. We believe the SPARK model
for bridging the divide between academic discovery and commercial interest can be replicated at other
universities and institutions and for any clinical indication.
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Prof. Daria Mochly-Rosen, Ph.D.

Biographies:
SPARK was founded and is co-directed by Dr. Daria Mochly-Rosen, the George D. Smith Professor of

Translational Medicine in the department of Chemical and Systems Biology. Professor Mochly-Rosen
has taught drug discovery for twenty years. Her basic and pre-clinical research focuses on the molecular
mechanisms of cellular communication in the heart, brain, and in cancer cells. She has successfully translated
her basic research into two biotechnology companies, KAI Pharmaceuticals (recently acquired by Amgen) and
ALDEA. SPARK co-director, Dr. Kevin Grimes, MD, MBA, brings over 15 years of biotechnology industry
experience. He is an internist, who has served as a White House Fellow, and is now Associate Professor in
the Department of Chemical and Systems Biology. He is a talented teacher and his skills provide an essential
component in the success of the program.
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