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ver 3 million Americans suffer from
glaucoma, a blinding disease that is
often symptom-less and can go unde-

tected until the condition has become critical –
by then, treatment is ineffective and irreversible
damage has been done to vision.  Glaucoma is
very treatable though, if diagnosed early.  Most
patients are treated with eye drops initially and
many respond well to this therapy.  However,
for patients who need more extensive treat-
ment or may have difficulty tolerating or pay-
ing for eye drops, laser procedures and different
types of surgeries are also available.  Though
there are risks of infection, bleeding or swelling,
and possible lengthy recovery time associated
with surgery, the advantage is that, if successful,
the need for eye drops may be reduced or 
eliminated.  

According to Dr. Joel S. Schuman, director of
the UPMC Eye Center and Eye and Ear
Foundation Professor and chairman of the
Department of Ophthalmology at the University
of Pittsburgh School of Medicine, there is a
good mixture of old and new surgical options.
While some of these surgeries are very old 
procedures, others that have become available
are very new and experimental.  Dr. Robert J.
Noecker, associate professor of Ophthalmology
and vice chair, Department of Ophthalmology
and UPMC Eye Center, has performed many
surgeries during his career, but none that are as
minimally invasive as the iScience Canaloplasty
surgeries being performed in Pittsburgh recently.  

Dr. Noecker has mastered iScience
Canaloplasty, a new surgical procedure where 
a micro-catheter, finer than a hair, is inserted
into the canal of Schlemm – this is the drainage
canal for the inside of the eye.  The catheter 
re-opens the canal for glaucoma patients and a
suture is then tied in place so that it remains
dilated once the catheter is removed, thus making
it easier for the fluid to leave the eye.  This 

dilation results in lower eye pressure for the
patient.  Dr. Noecker currently performs
approximately two of these surgeries a month
but expects an increase as the word is spread
about this new treatment.  

“As a first procedure, it’s probably one of the
safest [operations],” Dr. Noecker says.
“There’s a fast recovery and predictable results.
The reason I say that [it is so safe] is because
you never enter the eye.  The furthest you go is
into the drainage canal, so it has a low risk of
infection and bleeding.  The canal is in the wall
of the eye so the operation is never inside the
eyeball.  Because of that and because you’re not
leaving a hole, the chance of causing an overly 
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low pressure is unlikely as well.  You’ve kept 
normal anatomy and tried to just enhance how
it works.  And the other thing that’s helpful is
that it’s easy to do in conjunction with cataract
surgery” (Pittsburgh Post-Gazette).  

Despite its positive results, iScience
Canaloplasty is not a cure and cannot be per-
formed on all patients due to pre-existing scar-
ring or differences in anatomy.  Patients that
undergo the procedure or any of the other
treatment options need to be continually moni-
tored to ensure that the disease has not caused
other changes and that eye pressure achieved is
indeed low enough for the individual.  

However, this leading-edge surgery will certain-
ly be instrumental in shaping the future of
glaucoma therapies.  “With glaucoma surgery,
the purpose is to protect your vision, preserve
the vision you have remaining,” Dr. Schuman
says (Pittsburgh Post-Gazette).  The key to pre-
venting the devastating vision loss or blindness 

that glaucoma can cause is
early examinations, especially
for older adults and those who
have a family history of glauco-
ma.  The sooner the disease is
detected, the more effective a
treatment regime can be. �

Individuals, foundations and
other organizations can play 
a significant role in ensuring

future breakthroughs in the treatment of 
glaucoma and other eye diseases and disorders.

To support new science and new solutions 
through a gift contact Traci at 412-383-8756 or
info@eyeandear.org. For more information on
glaucoma or to schedule an appointment call
UPMC Eye Center at 412-647-2200 or 
1-800-533-8762.

Continued on page 4

New innovation in sight.  This micro-catheter,
used in iScience Canaloplasty, offers a safer,
minimally invasive alternative to surgery for
glaucoma patients.
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MUSE PRIZE
AWARDED 
TO PHILIP J. 
ROSENFELD,
MD, PhD

Philip J. Rosenfeld, MD,

PhD, at Bascom Palmer

Eye Institute of Univer-

sity of Miami Miller

School of Medicine,

transformed the treatment

of macular degeneration.

No industry or federal

support was available for

his research, but thanks

to a gift from a grateful

patient, ophthalmologists

worldwide now use

Avastin to treat thousands.

To honor his discovery,

Dr. Rosenfeld received

the 2009 Albert C. Muse

Prize. 

The annual Muse Prize

ceremony allows sup-

porters of the Eye & Ear

Foundation and clinical

and research leaders to

celebrate innovation in

Otolaryngology and

Ophthalmology.

To join us for the 2010

Muse Prize, contact

Traci at 412-383-8756

or info@eyeandear.org.

lthough dizziness and balance disorders
often occur in older adults, they can hap-
pen at any age to anyone. The UPMC

Center for Balance Disorders within the
Department of Otolaryngology focuses on find-
ing the cause of these disorders and then devel-
ops a treatment plan with their comprehensive
balance disorders care team. 

Balance is accomplished by several body sys-
tems working together. Your brain takes infor-
mation from your eyes, inner ear and sensation
in your limbs to understand where you are and
how you are moving. When one of these sys-
tems is damaged or the brain does not interpret
the signals correctly, a balance disorder can
occur.  According to Joseph Furman, MD, 
team member at UPMC Center for Balance
Disorders, “Whether caused by inner ear prob-
lems, migraine headaches, anxiety or even mus-
cle weakness, the symptoms of balance disor-
ders can vary. I see patients who feel unsteady,
dizzy, woozy or fearful of falling. Others feel as
though they are moving, spinning or floating.
Balance disorders are something we all experi-
ence a little differently.” No matter the cause or
the symptoms, balance disorders can be debili-
tating and can be a leading sign of other med-
ical problems.

Patients at the UPMC Center for Balance
Disorders benefit from the Center’s Vestibular
(Balance) Laboratory, a specialized facility
designed to offer a wide variety of tests to
determine the cause of the dizziness and bal-
ance problem. Once the cause is determined, 
an effective treatment plan is designed for the
patient, which commonly involves a combina-
tion of therapies, including medications and
physical therapy. Research has shown that the
use of customized treatments improves balance 

and dizziness in all age groups, including older
adults. 

The UPMC Center for Balance Disorders also 
is actively developing new and innovative treat-
ments for dizziness. One new treatment uses
virtual reality to simulate shopping in a grocery
store. The virtual grocery store is a life-size
video game that projects 3-D, moving images
around a real shopping cart on a custom-built
treadmill. A person operating the shopping cart

can control his or her
own speed and direc-
tion while walking up
and down 18 aisles
that display realistic-
looking products.
“Easier” aisles display
larger products, like
paper towels, while
the more challenging
aisles contain smaller
products, like tiny
bottles of medicine. In
a recent study led by
Sue Whitney, a physi-

cal therapist and researcher at the UPMC
Center for Balance Disorders, research partici-
pants with balance disorders went through a
series of balance and mobility tests and self-
reported surveys before and after using the vir-
tual store. After six weeks, the majority of par-
ticipants improved in every test taken.
According to Whitney, “This ongoing trial will
compare the virtual reality treatment to tradi-
tional physical therapy and will lead to better
care for patients with balance disorders.”

If you or someone you know experiences debili-
tating dizziness, balance disorders or fear of
falling, help is available. The Center for Balance
Disorders combines their comprehensive test-
ing facility and a team of experts to help identi-
fy and overcome balance problems at any age. �

Private support from individuals and organiza-
tions sustains the development of innovative ther-
apies such as the virtual grocery store.  

To support this work with a gift contact Traci 
at 412-383-8756 or info@eyeandear.org. For
more information on balance disorders or to
schedule an appointment call the UPMC Center
for Balance Disorders at 412-647-2125.

UPMC CENTER FOR BALANCE DISORDERS
HELPS TO STEADY PATIENTS
BY PATRICK SPARTO, PhD, PT and JOSEPH M. FURMAN, MD, PhD

Finding balance in the virtual grocery store at
UPMC Center for Balance Disorders
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hris Ryan was diagnosed more than 10
years ago with glaucoma. As a patient of
Joel Schuman, MD, Chris benefits from

thorough eye exams and because his glaucoma
was caught early, he uses eye drops to control
his disease. 

While the care he receives ensures his health,
when Chris agreed to participate in a glaucoma
study that Dr. Schuman and his multidiscipli-
nary team of nearly 20 clinicians, engineers,
computer scientists and researchers are con-
ducting, his knowledge of the disease skyrock-
eted. 

“I understand that participating in Dr.
Schuman’s research doesn’t mean that my eyes
will get better,” Chris says, “but I am learning
so much about my condition and the progress
of my glaucoma.  And I don’t have to take his
word for it.  The incredible technology Dr.
Schuman uses allows him to show me the
changes happening within my eye.”

Using technology such as Optical Coherence
Tomography that Dr. Schuman helped develop
and brought to Pittsburgh, Dr. Schuman creates
highly detailed maps of each participant’s eyes
to track the progression of their glaucoma.

According to Dr. Schuman, “Without people
like Chris and others who are willing to sup-
port research, we would be unable to predict
the stages and aggressiveness of glaucoma and
impact the way physicians treat the disease.”

Chris, who happens to be Director of the
Institutional Review Board at the University of
Pittsburgh, reviews all research efforts at the
University and at UPMC which include people
as subjects. “Without private funding for med-
ical research from foundations, corporations
and people like me,” Chris adds, “many studies
would falter.  Federal research dollars are get-
ting scarcer and private support ensures that
science continues to advance.”

For Chris, participating in glaucoma research
has done so much more than make him a more
informed consumer of his health care.  “Now,”
he says, “I know enough to encourage others to
seek help, and I know that I am making differ-
ence in the future of medicine.” �

Your support—either by making a gift or participat-
ing in clinical research—makes all the difference.

If you would like to impact the future of medicine
through a gift contact Traci at 412-383-8756 or
info@eyeandear.org.  Or join the Research
Participant Registry. Any UPMC patient over the
age of 18 can register by calling the Registry office at
1-866-438-8230 or by talking with your physician.

Traci Weatherford-Brown is Director of
Development for the Eye & Ear Foundation.
Prior to joining the Foundation, Traci served
as Associate Director of Development for 

The Children’s Institute of Pittsburgh. She also has
held fundraising appointments with The Pittsburgh
Foundation and Carnegie Museums of Pittsburgh.
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Medical research
participant Chris
Ryan tracks his
condition with the
help of Joel S.
Schuman, MD.

C

After six
weeks, the
majority of
participants
improved in
every test...

Donors Ada and Stan
Davis with Dr. Rosenfeld.


