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Why Does COVID-19 Threaten Some and Barely Affect Others? 
Albany Med and University of Wisconsin Researchers Go to the Bench to Find Out 
An Albany Med research team led by 
pulmonologist Ariel Jaitovich, MD, who has 
been caring for COVID-19 patients during the 
pandemic, has partnered with the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison to study why some patients 
experience COVID-19 more severely than others.

The researchers are using mass spectrometry, 
an analytical tool that measures the molecular 
mass of biomolecules, to examine blood samples 
from two groups of patients who had been 
hospitalized in the intensive care unit at Albany 
Med: those who tested positive for COVID-19  
and a control group that tested negative for  
the virus.

“If we can identify the molecular signatures of 
this disease, including proteins and metabolites, 
we may be able to determine what distinguishes 
a mild case of COVID-19 from a severe case,” 
said Dr. Jaitovich, a physician-scientist who is 
also an assistant professor in the Department 
of Molecular and Cellular Physiology at Albany 

Medical College. “Then, based on these early 
identified markers, we may be able to provide 
insights that can improve treatment, for example, 
intervening earlier with people who are more 
likely to do worse over time.”

For assistance with the mass spectrometry, 
Dr. Jaitovich approached Joshua Coon, PhD, a 
professor at the University of Wisconsin’s School 
of Medicine and Public Health and investigator 
at the university’s Morgridge Institute for 
Research who also leads the Laboratory for 
Biomolecular Mass Spectrometry there. The two 
have also partnered on previous research studies 
published in leading medical journals.

While Dr. Coon’s laboratory works to 
characterize the molecular signatures, Dr. 
Jaitovich’s team is performing RNA sequencing 
to identify the genetic expression profile of 
patients with different outcomes. By combining 
the mass spectrometry data and the RNA 
sequencing, the researchers ultimately hope to 

identify potential targets to help treat  
the disease.

Already, their work is yielding new insights.

“In analyzing the blood samples of our COVID-19 
patients, our attention has recently been 
called to a small protein secreted by cells that 
influence the immune system,” Dr. Jaitovich said. 
“This signaling protein hasn’t previously been 
associated with COVID-19, but we’ve found it 
is powerfully connected to worse outcomes in 
these patients. Those who demonstrate high 
elevations of it at admission appear to be less 
likely to survive hospitalization.”

While further study needs to be done, Dr. 
Jaitovich said, “Determining its presence in 
COVID-19 patients could help facilitate early 
identification of those at higher risk of death and 
be a novel target for immunotherapy strategies. 
We are still in the early stages of this work, but 
we are energized and inspired to keep going.”

Just a short time ago, Mike Mario was reluctant to seek 
medical care outside his home. He said he knows now those 
fears were “totally unfounded,” but, still, in mid-May, when 
he began experiencing chest pains, he was tempted to 
write it off as heartburn.

“I was worried. I figured if the virus was out there, the worst 
place I could go would be an emergency room,” he said.

At the urging of his family, he agreed to visit a walk-in 
clinic, and providers at the Albany Med EmUrgentCare in 
Coxsackie discovered he had suffered a heart attack, was 
anemic, and needed three units of blood.

“I thanked them for their care, which was excellent,” he 
said, “and I told them I’d check with my doctor about it 
the next day.” But the gravity of the situation, they told 
him, necessitated immediate action. And soon Mario was 

From left: senior research technicians Joe 
Balnis and Lisa Drake with Dr. Ariel Jaitovich.
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Solid Stand-In During COVID-19, Video Visits Have Staying Power

Janet Campito had an appointment scheduled 
with her primary care physician in April, a hot-
button time during the coronavirus pandemic in 
New York state. “The appointment was a general 
health follow-up,” Campito said. “Nothing that 
seemed extremely serious. I figured I’d wait until 
things settled down and reschedule.”

Her physician, Josephine Lee, MD, ’88, thought 
it would be a good idea for the two of them to 
touch base. When Campito called the office, 
they asked if she would consider a  
“Video Visit.” 

As a life coach for people with Asperger’s and 
ADD, Campito spends a fair amount of time on 
video conferencing platforms, yet she admitted 
she felt some ambivalence about telemedicine. 
Still, she said, “I love Dr. Lee. She’s been my 
doctor for 27 years, and I trust her. So I said 
sure, why not?”

The visit, she said, “was so much warmer and 
more personal than I thought it would be.” As 
an established patient at the Department of 
Internal Medicine, Campito has a blood pressure 
cuff that is calibrated against those at the office, 
and she and Dr. Lee were able to troubleshoot 
some blood pressure issues, discuss an 
important lab result and “keep on top of some 
things I might have otherwise fallen behind on,” 
she said.

“Our conversation was warm and unhurried,” 
she added. “It was a lovely experience.”

Dr. Lee said that Video Visits allow her and her 
fellow primary care providers to help patients 
manage chronic conditions like diabetes and 
hypertension, monitor test and exam results, 
and maintain meaningful communication—both 
through video chat and the patient portal, a 
secure online account that gives patients 24/7 
access to their health information.

“I’ve also been able to examine parts of the 
body, such as feet, over video to evaluate for 
infections,” she said.

Dr. Lee emphasized that many medical 
conditions—chest pain, abdominal pain, 
shortness of breath, vaccinations—require an 
office visit. As, of course, do physical exams. 
“It is very important for patients to continue 
to see their provider in person,” she said, “but, 
when appropriate, telemedicine can be a good 
complement to office care.”

Across Albany Med’s specialty clinics and 
urgent care centers, providers are now offering 
telemedicine.

Psychologist Warren Wallis, PsyD, said the 
new platform has been very helpful for patients 

with transportation issues. “We’ve been seeing 
increased engagement with our patients at 
the Department of Psychiatry,” he said. “Our 
cancellation rates have been significantly lower. 
And there’s no doubt that the sense of safety 
it’s afforded during COVID-19—in addition to 
the way it’s helped reduce loneliness and social 
isolation—is very beneficial.”

Mary Wilkes, vice president of ambulatory 
services, said that Albany Med had imminent 
plans to launch a telemedicine program, even 
before the pandemic, but keeping patients and 
staff safe during COVID-19 fast-tracked the 
program. “This was a year-and-a-half project 
we got off the ground in three to four weeks,” 
she said. “People from across the institution— 
senior leadership, Information Services, Practice 
Operations, Training, Coding, Billing, Legal, 
Informatics, Compliance, Marketing—everyone 
came together to implement and operationalize 
the project.”

“We were given the assignment in March—
Friday the 13th,” said one of the program’s 
architects, Stuart Miller Jr., MD, associate 
medical director and chief medical informatics 
officer. “Our first virtual visit happened on 
Doctors Day, March 30. Since April, we’ve 
provided more than 5,500 Video Visits to 
patients. And more than 400 providers—and 
counting—are onboard.”

Dr. Lee said she is grateful to be among them. 
“I’ve been meeting with patients virtually for 
about three months now,” she said. “I think 
telemedicine is helpful to address many medical 
issues. And, yes, I would definitely consider a 
Video Visit for myself.”

in an ambulance on his way to Albany Med’s 
Emergency Department, facing down what 
was, since the dawn of COVID-19, one of his 
larger fears.

It turns out, he needn’t have worried.

“First, they brought me to a private room,” he 
said. “They have private rooms now, because 
they don’t want to put people together.” 

This and other safety measures have been 
put in place in the Emergency Department, 
including state-of-the-art disinfection 
procedures to ensure all rooms are virus-free as 
well as daily screening of staff.

“Everything was safe,” Mario said. “The people 
were great. It was no problem at all.”

Mario spent the next handful of days in the 
renal transplant unit, receiving transfusions and 
having his heart monitored, where he found the 
same protective protocols in place. 

“My room was immaculate,” he said. “They 
came in to clean and sterilize it every day. The 
chairs, the floors, everything. One of the staff 
members was so on top of things I reached 
out to her supervisor to compliment the 
job she was doing.” Soon, Mario was feeling 
so comfortable he was making physician-
approved walks for exercise.

“I walked the hallways. I visited the cafeteria,” 
he said. He noted the frequency at which high-
touch surfaces—railings, door handles, elevator 

buttons, walls—were being cleaned and 
disinfected. There was very little foot traffic, on 
account of visitor restrictions, and staff were 
masked and physically distancing.

“All that worrying had been for nothing,” said 
Mario, who is now home, healthy and enjoying 
sunny spring days with his family. “I’m telling 
everyone I know: don’t hesitate. Getting the 
care you need can save your life.”

The same strict adherence to safety Mario 
witnessed on Albany Med’s Main Campus can 
also be found across the Medical Center’s off-
site locations and EmUrgentCare centers. While 
Video Visits were put in place at the Albany 
Med Physicians Group earlier this year to 
protect patients during COVID-19 (see above), 

those who would like to see their 
providers in person shouldn’t feel  
a moment’s hesitation, said 
Arup De, MD, president of the 
Albany Med Physicians Group and 
associate dean for Clinical Affairs.

“Safety is, literally, our number one 
priority right now,”  he said. “Every 
precaution has been put in place, 
and our patients should feel a very 
high degree of confidence about 
visiting us.”

The same goes for those in need 
of surgical procedures. In addition 
to following state and federal 
guidelines, Albany Med has gone 
a step further and instituted 

additional pre-op testing for patients and 
thorough monitoring and screening of staff.

“We’re being very meticulous,” said Sharon 
Bestle, MSN, RN, assistant vice president of 
Peri-Operative Services, “and patients can 
expect the same warmth and great care  
they’ve always received from our amazing 
clinical staff.”

Some things may look a little different, Bestle 
said. “We are only using every other nursing 
bay, in accordance with physical distancing 
guidelines, and the layout of our waiting rooms 
has changed, but the heart of our mission 
hasn’t changed a bit,” she said. “We’re back. 
We’re safe. And we’re stronger than ever.”
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Dr. Josephine Lee

Mike Mario at home with his grandchildren, following his stay at Albany Med.

https://www.amc.edu/patient/virtual-visits.cfm?cssearch=321598_1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j6aJG_TtLng&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YxOaG7La5jE&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YxOaG7La5jE&feature=youtu.be
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Nourishing Cancer Patients Through a Pandemic
Medical Social Worker Launches ‘Meals to Heal’ Program
Having cancer is hard enough. Having 
cancer during COVID-19 can feel 
downright insurmountable.

Amanda Seres, LMSW, understands 
this better than most. As the 
hospital’s cancer survivorship 
program coordinator, she serves 
hundreds of patients annually, 
helping them with financial issues, 
transportation, counseling and other 
psychosocial supports.

COVID-19 brought new and 
unimagined challenges to 
those with cancer, including the 
sudden impossibility of grocery 
shopping, on account of being 
immunocompromised.

In March, Seres reached out to Feed 
Albany, a new charity that has used 
empty restaurant kitchens and 
furloughed service industry staff 
to prepare meals and coordinate 
grocery deliveries to those at risk 
during the pandemic. Working 
with their team and volunteers, she 
created the ‘Meals to Heal’ program, 
which, to date, has distributed more 
than 2,000 meals and $5,500 in 
groceries to Capital Region cancer 
patients and their families across 
eight counties—all free of charge.

Deliveries are made on Saturdays by 
a team of 20 volunteers, and they are 
tailored to individual needs. “Some 
of our patients have very specific 
nutritional or allergy requirements,” 
Seres said. “Our volunteers shop very 

carefully for requested items to make 
sure everything meets our patients’ 
dietary requirements.”

Those who request prepared meals 
receive ready-to-thaw entrees of 
roast chicken and vegetables, pasta, 
chili, soups and more. Boost and 
Ensure supplements are delivered 
to patients who need additional 
nutritional support as well as non-
dairy nutrition supplements for those 
with lactose intolerance.

One Albany Med colon cancer patient 
is being assisted by a case manager 
at Albany’s Interfaith Partnership 
for the Homeless, who reached 
out to Seres recently. “My client 

was over the moon to receive your 
meals for the week as they moved 
into permanent housing for the first 
time in years,” he wrote, “all while 
navigating cancer treatment for the 
first time.”

Seres said she has a deep 
understanding of the patients she 
serves. “My dad is a two-time cancer 
survivor. He fought both before he 
turned 40,” she said, “so I know what 
they’re going through.”

She said she aims to keep the ‘Meals 
to Heal’ program running even after 
the coronavirus pandemic has lifted.

One For All and All For One: 
Employees Show Volunteering Spirit 
During COVID-19
Since the start of the coronavirus pandemic, the love and support 
Albany Med have received from the larger community has been 
profound. It has come in the form of letters, parades, warm meals for 
front-line staff, personal protective equipment, and other meaningful 
donations and gestures.

In a spirit of gratitude, many employees have been giving back by 
volunteering at organizations that are coming to the aid of community 
residents in need during COVID-19. Occupational therapist Erin Savage, 
OTR/L, above, is one of several staff members from the Department 
of Occupational and Physical Therapy who are volunteering at the 
Homeless and Travelers Aid Society. Other members of the department, 
like occupational therapist Frances Williams, OTR/L, below, are also 
collecting food and household goods for the South End Children’s Café. 

“Our relationship with the Capital Region is built on community 
partnerships,” said Fran Spreer Albert, executive vice president, chief 
operating officer and chief financial officer. “We help one another. It is 
part of our DNA as an institution and consistently part of our strategic 
plan. We encourage all of our employees to give back when they are 
able and when it is safe to do so.”

Amanda Seres, LMSW, center, with her fiancé and ‘Meals to Heal’ volunteer Michael Lo Sauro, left, 
and Dominic Purnomo, president of Feed Albany and owner of dp: An American Brasserie.

COMMUNITY MATTERS … AT ALBANY MED

https://www.amc.edu/academic/undergraduate/MatchResults.cfm
https://www.amc.edu/academic/undergraduate/MatchResults.cfm

