
 

It is a privilege to communicate this 
message on behalf of the Toxicology Program 
and the Department of Pharmaceutical 
Sciences. Your industrious and dedicated 
toxicology faculty has enabled the 
development and maintenance of the oldest 
undergraduate toxicology program in the 
nation. In particular, the faculty has taken on 
the important task of curriculum and program 
development, thus ensuring that it is relevant for 
our students. The diversity of the courses offered, 
including current issues, colloquium, analytical 
methods, and clinical toxicology, is a testament 
of the quality of the program, which has been 
highlighted as a premier curriculum in the 
University.  

In addition, the faculty and the 
Department have sponsored numerous 
extracurricular activities in order to foster faculty 
and student participation, among them the 
annual “Tox Expo.” It is my hope that these 
offerings stimulate young toxicologists to 
participate in the continued success of the 
program in particular, and in the toxicology field 
in general, in the pursuit of your careers. 

I look forward to working with Dr. Sue 
Ford, the Director of the Toxicology Program, 
and the entire faculty in ensuring that we 
progress to greater achievements and 
advancements in the field and promote the 
understanding of its goals to the rest of the 
toxicological community.  It is also important 
that you provide your talents and volunteer your 
services as future leaders in the field, since the 
true strength of the profession lies in the 
contributions and dedication of its members. 

 

A Message from the 
Chair 

Faculty Appreciation Lunch: This spring 

2015 Tau Omega Chi will be celebrating our 

faculty members at our annual appreciation 

luncheon.  

Upcoming Events: 
Spring 2015 
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Toxicology Program             Fall 2014 

College of Pharmacy & Health 
Sciences 

 

Dr. Frank Barile, Chair Pharmaceutical Sciences 

Society of Toxicology – San Diego: 
Students and faculty from our toxicology 

department will join toxicology professionals 

March  22-26, 2015 in San Diego, California. 

This is a great opportunity to meet potential 

collaborators and mentors, while also paying 

tribute to scientists who have distinguished 

themselves in the Society.  
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Alumnus Profile: Lauren Dire 
My name is Lauren Dire and I 
was born and raised in Staten 
Island, New York. When I was 
first looking at colleges, I 
struggled with trying to find a 
school to meet all of my needs. 
I did not want to go very far 
away from home, but I still 
wanted the "college 

experience,” as well as challenging courses that 
would adequately prepare me for the work force. St. 
John’s seemed to be the perfect combination of all 
my needs.  

While my original intention was to be a 
pharmacy major, I am happy that I was able to get 
into the very interesting and challenging field of 
toxicology. Entering this program was one of the best 
decisions I have ever made, and I am happy to say 
that I received my B.S. in Toxicology this past spring of 
2014.  

I am currently in graduate school for my 
Masters in Public Health. I hope to use my Toxicology 
background to concentrate in environmental health, 
and work for an organization that implements 
interventions at a community level through education 

about environmental factors, and how they 
can affect our health.  

In addition to going to school part time, I 
am currently working for the NYC Department of 
Education in the School Time Lab offices. The 
balance between school, work, and life is 
certainly a challenge. I was fortunate enough to 
only have to concentrate on my studies while I 
was in college; but now that I work and go to 
school I have really had to use my 
time management and organizational skills to 
complete my responsibilities, as well as make 
time for socializing.  

Outside of work and school, I enjoy going 
to the gym, reading, hanging out with my friends 
and spending time with my boyfriend. Recently, I 
have also become an active runner, so I am 
training for my first 5K.  

My advice to the seniors is this: you are 
very close to the light at the end of what seems 
like a long, dark tunnel. So continue to study hard 
and always remember to enjoy yourself.  For the 
underclassmen: continue to study hard and be 
involved in as many activities as you can. Not 
only will this provide you with wonderful 
experiences, but also it will make you a well 
rounded candidate when applying for jobs! 

Chidi Amasiani ‘15 

Graduate Profile: Lisa Hoffman  
From an early age, 
Lisa Hoffman 
always knew that 
she wanted to do 
something 
involving science. 
However, it was 
not until after 

college that she realized that toxicology 
was the field she wanted to work in.  

 With her Bachelor’s Degree in 
Biology from Long Island University, C.W. 
Post campus, Lisa did not realize her 
love for toxicology until accidentally 
stumbling across the Society of 
Toxicology’s website. Here she found 
that toxicology encompasses many 
other scientific disciples like biology, 
anatomy and physiology, 
pharmacology, and chemistry, and she 
felt that she could never become 
complacent in this type of field.  

 Today, Lisa is enrolled 
in the PhD program at St. 
John’s University, and her 
research focuses on the 
investigation of metal-
containing pesticides, 
specifically ethylene 
bisdithocarbamates, and their 
ability to produce toxic 
consequences on the 
gastrointestinal tract. Normal 
and transformed human 
gastrointestinal cells are being 
used as an in vitro model 
system for this research to 
determine the mechanism of 
toxicity of these agents.  

 Lisa has presented her 
research in poster form at the 
Society of Toxicology meetings 
in 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013 and 
2014. She has also been an 
active member of the Mid- 

Atlantic Society of Toxicology’s 
Education and Outreach 
Committee, and has served as 
graduate student representative 
of the In Vitro and Alternative 
Methods and the Ethical, Legal, 
and Social Issues Specialty 
Sections of SOT.  
 When asked what 
advice she can provide to future 
students interested in toxicology, 
Lisa states:  
  

“Toxicology requires 
dedication, perseverance, and 
like everything else, hard work. If 
research is something you’re 
interested in, join a lab and see 
what research is really all about. 
I never imagined that research 
could be so incredibly difficult, 
frustrating, and at the same 
time, satisfying and rewarding.”  	
 

George Gu ‘18 
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A Nightmare in Centralia 
Katelyn Dial ‘16 

A quick visit to the Pennsylvania Department 
of Environmental Protection’s website reveals a 
bolded warning not to visit the state’s borough of 
Centralia: “Walking and/or driving in the immediate 
area could result in serious injury or death. There are 
dangerous gases present, and the ground is prone to 
sudden and unexpected collapse. DEP strongly 
discourages anyone from visiting the immediate 
area.” Reading further down the page reveals that an 
8-mile mine fire burning under the town with enough 
fuel to continue burning for 250 years is the reason for 
the warning. 

52 years ago the mine beneath Centralia was 
ignited when a trash dump near the entrance of the 
mine was set on fire. Several attempts were made to 
extinguish it including excavation, inundation with a 
water and rock slurry, and pumping industrial fly ash 
waste into the mine, but none of these solutions 
proved sufficient or cost effective, and the fire was 
allowed to smolder on for years.  

After initial attempts to extinguish the fire, town 
officials denied that the fire posed a sufficient threat 
to residents and would burn itself out, but by 1986, 
residents of Centralia were suffering a wide range of 
health problems ranging from respiratory problems, 
depression and anxiety from exposure to the steam 
rising from the fire. Due to exasperation with the local 
and federal government for failing to put the fire out, 
the citizens of Centralia decided that the best course 
of action was a government buyout of the entire 
borough and relocation of the town. Today only ten 
people remain in the town while the fire continues to 
blaze beneath them. 

Today, coal seam fires are not just a local 
issue, but also a global one. The United States has 112 
documented cases of anthracite mine fires - an 
estimated 3000 mine fires burn in the Eastern Borneo 
effects, a region of Indonesia today, and 10% of 
China’s total coal production is lost to underground 

mine fires. Coal fires also exist in Canada, Australia, 
India, and Germany, and are by no means a rare 
occurrence. Testing of mine fire steam reveals 
chemicals such as carbon monoxide, hydrogen sulfide 
gas, and aromatic compounds that are released in 
extremely high amounts daily. Long-term exposure to 
these chemicals can cause a number of health 
concerns including an increased risk in cancer, 
respiratory issues, and teratogenic and genotoxic 
chemicals emitted from mine fires affect not only the 
health of the population of surrounding the area of the 
fire, but the health of all humans as they can destroy 
vegetation, cause acid rain, leech into groundwater 
passing under the mine, and enter air currents 
contributing up to 1% of global warming. 

Because of the threats coal seam fires pose, and 
because previous methods to extinguish mine fires have 
been too costly and dangerous to be practical, newer 
and safer methods are being developed to keep the 
problem under control. Thermocell, developed by 
Goodson & Associates, Inc., is one such method, which 
combines sand, cement, fly ash, and a shaving cream 
like foam to create a cellular grout that can be applied 
directly to a burning fire. The grout is heat resistant, does 
not cause steam explosions, and encapsulates burning 
material to fill in any air pockets, simultaneously cutting 
off a fire from oxygen, heat, and fuel. 

Unfortunately, coal seam fires are not at the 
forefront of environmental issues and may continue to 
contribute to the degradation of human health and of 
the environment until they are called to global 
attention. More attention needs to be given to the 
prevention and distinguishing of mine fires as they are a 
growing global concern. 
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Brittany Polizzi is currently a 
junior in the toxicology program, and 
has had a great presence in the 
program since her freshman year. 
Growing up in a small town in 
Rochester, NY, Brittany had 
aspirations for pursuing a career in 
pharmacy, but shortly before coming 
to school she decided that she really 
wanted to get into research and 
work within a pharmaceutical 
company.  

It was here that she then 
changed her major to clinical 
laboratory sciences. She spent a 
semester in the program, until a 
friend told her toxicology would be a 
better route if she wanted to get into 
research. Brittany continues, 
“Switching into the toxicology 
program was probably the best thing 
I could have done for myself. The 
classes are extremely interesting and 
with having a small class size, you 
really get a chance to know your 
professor better.”  

This past summer Brittany, 
along with twenty-five other 
undergraduate students from St. 
John’s traveled to Ghana through a 
program called Global Medical 

ToxiCarnival 

Brigades. “We worked with the 
community of Ekumfi Attakwa. It was 
the first time a medical clinic came 
to their community, so it was 
amazing to see how excited and 
thankful they were on the first day 
we arrived.” Being her first venture 
outside of the United States, Brittany 
continues that it was an extremely 
humbling and memorable 
experience, so much so that she is 
planning to travel with Global 
Medical Brigades again this 
upcoming summer to Panama.  

Outside of classes and 
studying, Brittany is also an active 
member of the Sorority Gamma Phi 
Beta, this year taking a leadership 
position as Education Vice President. 
For Brittany, being in a sorority has 
helped her balance her social life 
with her schoolwork, but most 
importantly she has said that it has 
given her incredible friends that are 
constantly supportive of everything 
she does.   

When asked what kind of 
advice she would like to give future 
students, Brittany had a very honest 
and helpful statement for students  

She states, “If you're stuck 
with choosing a major, choose one 
that stimulates, but challenges you.  
Pick a major where you sit in 
class and get so interested into the 
topic that you forget you probably 
should be talking notes. An 
important piece of advice would be 
to make sure you don't get too lost 
into your major where your life starts 
to revolve around it. College should 
be about being educated, but also 
discovering who you are. With the 
mix of discovering who you are, plus 
an education, I believe that's the 
perfect formula to being successful 
once you graduate.” 

Undergraduate Student Profile: Brittany Polizzi 
Benedette Cuffari ‘16 

ToxiCarnival was a 
collaborative event that took 
place between the toxicology 
club Tau Omega Chi and the Mid 
Atlantic Society of Toxicology’s 
Education and Outreach 
Committee this past Halloween, 
October 31, 2014. The goal of the 
ToxiCarnival was to raise money for 
Tau Omega Chi, but also to 
educate the university community 
about toxicology.  

The tent had many visitors 
throughout the day, many of them 
who dressed in their Halloween 
costumes, playing games, and 
enjoying the beautiful day. 
(Nontoxic) treats were also 
available for purchase, and all 
proceeds went to benefit the 
toxicology club. 

Look out for more educational 
events coming up this spring! 

Students visited the tent in front of 
D’Angelo Center, played carnival 
games and answered toxicology 
related questions to win prizes.  

Test your toxicology knowledge 
with one of the questions used at 
ToxiCarnival!  

Which of the following is NOT 
a factor affecting inhalation 
of toxic substances? 

a. Concentration of toxic 
substance in the air 

b. Speed of the wind� 

c. Length of exposure� 

d. Size of toxic particle 
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Diane Hardej has been at St. 
John’s University for 23 years, 
both as a student and 
professor. Born in Brooklyn, but 
raised in Queens, Dr. Hardej 
has had an affinity for the 
sciences since an early age.  

After graduating from 
high school, she went on to 
receive her Associate’s 
Degree in Medical 
Technology, with a specialty 
in microbiology from 
Queensborough Community 
College in 1979. She spent 
eleven years working in a 
microbiology laboratory and 
later received her bachelor’s 
degree in Biology at Queens 
College in 1985. She then had 
two beautiful girls, Michelle 
and Nicole.  

In 1991, Dr. Hardej 
returned to school to pursue 
her Master’s Degree in 
Biology. She had hoped to 
take classes with Dr. Pisano 
since he had trained many 
prominent microbiologists in 
the NYC area, but 
unfortunately he passed 
away before she was able to 
attend classes with him. 

While in the MS 
program she had an electron 
microscopy class with Dr. 
Louis Trombetta, (featured in 
last year’s newsletter). He 
encouraged Dr. Hardej to join 
the doctoral program to work 
with cell culture. She finished 
her doctoral degree 

mentored by Trombetta, 
whom Hardej says was a 
great mentor and wonderful 
to work with, and has now 
become a dear friend.  

Praising St. John’s for 
the graduate program, Dr. 
Hardej believes that studying 
here really shaped her as a 
scientist and a mentor. She 
continues that St. John’s has 
never failed to teach her new 
things every day, whether 
that be in science, or adapt 
to new generation students.  

Dr Hardej has been 
involved in the Society of 
Toxicology for many years, 
serving as the Secretary and 
Treasurer of “In Vitro and 
Alternative Methods (IVAM) 
Specialty Section at the 
national level of the Society 
of Toxicology for 4 years, and 
currently serves as the 
Councilor for Metals Specialty 
Section for SOT. She has also 
served as MASOT Councilor 
(Mid-Atlantic 
Chapter). Involving students 
and being a mentor is 
especially important to Dr. 
Hardej, as she has held the 
position of Chair of the 
Education and Outreach 
Committee of MASOT since 
2010. Dr. Hardej is largely 
responsible for our 
“ToxiCarnival” that recently 
passed on Halloween, and 
many other involvement 
events that we host here at 
St. John’s University.  

As many may be aware, 
Dr. Hardej has a passion for 
cooking and baking outside of 
her science interests. She 
claims that her famous "crack 
cake" is entirely too simple to 
mess up, but no one been 
able to complete with the 
“Pineapple walnut coffee 
cake with cream cheese 
frosting” yet.  

As she would love to 
spend every day with her 3-
month-old granddaughter and 
husband of 34 years, Dr. Hardej 
sees herself staying in the 
Toxicology program here at St. 
John’s until she retires. She truly 
enjoys watching her students 
grow and hearing that she has 
made a difference in their 
careers and lives after 
graduation. It is a very 
communal thought in the 
Toxioclogy program that Dr. 
Hardej is a great mentor, 
professor and friend to us all. 

 

 

Faculty Profile: Dr. Diane Hardej 
Melina Mendoza ‘16 

Dr. Hardej takes a quick picture 
with her beautiful granddaughter, 
Juliana.  
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[Above] President of the Toxicology Club, 
Jacky Lu, poses at University Service Day 
2014. 

[Left] Members of Tau Omega Chi’s E-Board 
pose with a friendly monster at the 
ToxiCarnival on Halloween 2014. 

Toxicology students along with the College of Pharmacy and 
Health Sciences students at New York Cares Day 2014. 

[Above] Toxicology students at MASOT 2014. 

[Above] New York Cares Day 2014. 



 

 

St. John’s University is located in Queens, New York 

City, at the westernmost side of Long Island. St. John’s has 

over 18,000 students enrolled in six schools and colleges. 

The College of Pharmacy and Allied Health Professions 

offers the B.S. in Toxicology, M.S. in Toxicology, and Ph.D. in 

Pharmaceutical Sciences with specialization in Toxicology. 

These programs are based in the Pharmaceutical Sciences 

Department. The current toxicology faculty in the 

department include: Drs. Frank Barile (Chair, in vitro, heavy 

metals), Louis Trombetta (neurotoxicology), Joseph Caretta 

(pulmonary toxicology), Sue Ford (renal toxicology), 

Xingguo Cheng (toxicokinetics), and Diane Hardej 

(gastrointestinal toxicity), and Frank Schanne (lead 

neurotoxicology). Courses available to students cover the 

full range of the field, include Enviironmental, Biomedical, 

Forensic, Clinical, and Regulatory Toxicology.  

 The B.S. Program graduated its first class in 1971. It is 

a four-year program, which includes a healthy dose of 

liberal arts courses in addition to the basic science courses 

in chemistry, biology, biochemistry, anatomy/physiology, 

pharmacology, statistics, and physics. The major-related 

courses include Current Issues in Toxicology, Principles of 

Toxicology I & II, Analytical Methods in Toxicology, 

Advanced Toxicological Methods, and Toxicology 

Collloquium. Enrollment in the program varies significantly 

over the years; currently there are 30 toxicology majors, 

making it one of the most personalized programs in the 

University. 

 Graduate courses are offered in the evening in 

order to accommodate part-time students. The M.S. Degree 

in Toxicology has two “flavors;” Plan A, which requires 

research and a thesis, and Plan B, course work only. Plan B is 

popular with individuals working in clinical and forensic 

positions who need a graduate degree in order to advance 

their careers. The college also offers the doctoral (Ph.D.) 

degree in Pharmaceutical Sciences with a specialization in 

Toxicology.  

About the Toxicology Program in the College 
of Pharmacy & Health Sciences  

St. John’s University 
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Toxicology Is About: 
Our Environmental Health 
Medicine & Drug Safety  

Testing Consumer Products 
Forensics and Clinical Toxicology 

Risk Analysis and Regulatory Issues 
 

St. John’s University Toxicology Program Newsletter 

8000 Utopia Parkway 
Jamaica, NY 11439 
 
Dr. Sue Ford, Pharmaceutical Sciences 
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