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Eight-year-old Reid McCants doesn’t really seem to mind being in a hospital bed. He’s holding a

stack of Pokémon cards in his left hand and clicking the TV remote in his right. When asked to show

off the new hole in his smile where a tooth had been until a few days ago, he grins broadly.

But this Des Moines, Iowa, second-grader isn’t visiting University of Minnesota Amplatz Children’s

Hospital for fun and games. Reid is enrolled in a TrialNet clinical study aimed at advancing type 1

diabetes research and helping kids like him beat the disease.

The road to a diagnosis
Reid was diagnosed with diabetes last September. His parents had begun to notice his low energy

on the soccer field, his uncharacteristic irritability, and his tendency to get up at night to use the

bathroom. But when his teacher called one day to mention his frequent urination, his mother, Shari,

knew Reid needed to see his pediatrician right away. 

At Reid’s doctor visit, his blood sugar registered 562; for a child, normal is 140 or lower. In mere

minutes, Reid was diagnosed with diabetes and started insulin injections to bring his blood sugar

back down. His dad, Matt, calls it 

“an intensive one-day lesson in

what living with diabetes means.” 

The McCants quickly became

experts in how to manage this

autoimmune disease but also came

to understand that Reid was in a

“honeymoon” phase, a relatively

protected period during which the

pancreas continues to work a bit

before it completely gives out.

Diabetes becomes more difficult 

to control and risk of complications

worsens once the honeymoon

phase ends. 

continued on page 2

Researchers test promising new diabetes drug 
Clinical trial for newly diagnosed patients aims to save crucial beta cells   

Learn more 
online
Visit www.mmf.umn.
edu/diabetes  

Reid McCants (left) with his parents, Shari and Matt, and his 7-

year-old sister, Taylor, at his monthly visit to the University 

of Minnesota to participate in the TrialNet study. 
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When offered the chance for Reid to partic-

ipate in a TrialNet clinical study that might

extend that honeymoon stage, the family was

intrigued. But it was Reid, they say, who made

the final decision. “If we didn’t believe it was

safe, we wouldn’t do it,” says Matt.

Prolonging the honeymoon
The University of Minnesota is a central

participant in TrialNet, a global network of

researchers focused on the prevention and early

treatment of type 1 diabetes.

The four-year, double-blind TrialNet study in

which Reid is participating specifically focuses on

an anti-inflammatory drug called Canakinumab.

Each patient enrolled in the study receives a

monthly subcutaneous injection the first year,

quarterly checkups the second year, and twice-

yearly visits the final two years. 

Toni Moran, M.D., division head of pediatric

endocrinology and diabetes, is the national

leader of the Canakinumab study. She is one of

TrialNet’s two University of Minnesota investi-

gators, along with Brandon Nathan, M.D. She

describes the autoimmune reaction researchers

hope to halt with Canakinumab: When someone

is diagnosed with diabetes, she says, the immune

system is “going haywire.” The body no longer

recognizes its own beta cells, which causes T cells

to attack them. That leads to inflammation,

which causes more T cells to strike and perpetu-

ates the autoimmune reaction. Eventually, all

beta cells are destroyed. 

“Because this process takes time, there’s 

a period during which we can potentially

intervene—when the attack is under way but

before all beta cells are destroyed,” Moran explains.

The clinical trial is testing to see whether

Canakinumab can lessen inflammation, thereby

saving beta cells.

Saving beta cells
“Our goal,” says Moran, “is to keep patients

in a perpetual honeymoon stage where their

own bodies are able to help make some of the

needed insulin.” If successful, the drug could

also be used as therapy for individuals with pre-

type 1 diabetes. 

Additionally, by learning how to alter the

immune response, the study could improve

various transplant procedures, and its findings

could potentially be applied to the treatment 

of other autoimmune diseases like lupus and

Addison’s disease. “It has major implications,”

says Moran.

For now, Reid faces regular insulin shots 

and blood sugar tests, but he’s still upbeat. “I

can eat almost anything I want as long as I get

insulin,” he says.

Meanwhile, his parents are hopeful. “We

want to help others,” says Shari. “We were raised

that way and would be so excited to be able to

help another child.”

—Karin Miller

Saving beta cells continued from cover

Participating in TrialNet

The TrialNet study of the anti-inflammatory

drug Canakinumab began last fall.

Ultimately, the study will include 66 newly

diagnosed diabetes patients aged 6 to 45. 

For this study’s protocol—overseen by 

an Institutional Review Board—newly

diagnosed patients receive monthly

subcutaneous injections the first year,

quarterly checkups the second year, and

twice-yearly visits the final two years. 

Two-thirds of participants will receive

Canakinumab; one-third will receive a

placebo. If successful, the drug will extend

the “honeymoon” phase during which the

pancreas continues functioning.

The University of Minnesota is also

participating in other studies trying to 

alter the immune course of new onset

diabetes. For more information, visit

www.diabetestrialnet.org or email Toni

Moran, M.D., moran001@umn.edu.

Toni Moran, M.D.



Eager to support his wife as well as friends who
had diabetes, Pete Rockers began volunteering
with the University of Minnesota’s Golf Classic
“fore” Diabetes Research when it started in 1997.
Since then, Rockers’ involvement in the University’s
diabetes research has only intensified.

His wife, Sue, has type 1 diabetes and received
treatment at the University decades ago, before
the family moved to the east and west coasts and
later returned to Minnesota. Rockers says that
watching his wife live with diabetes prompted him
to get more involved in supporting research for a
cure. “You have to be a strong person to deal with
[diabetes],” he says. “It never takes a break.”

Rockers, cofounder and partner of the software
company Avantstar, describes the University as a
leader in diabetes research and the best place to
lend his support. “It’s not hard to get behind a
leader,” he says. “I’ve always been impressed by
the University’s mission to cure diabetes. I think that
pushes people to work harder and be more creative.” 

That firm belief led Rockers to serve on the Golf
Classic event committee year after year, helping to
secure major sponsorships. In the past 15 years,
the Golf Classic, along with additional
contributions, has raised $4.45 million to advance
cure-focused diabetes research at the University’s
Schulze Diabetes Institute. Besides volunteering
his time and talents, Rockers supports the cause
financially.

“It feels good to give back,” he says modestly.
Last March his engagement deepened further

when his son Zack, 20, was diagnosed with type 1
diabetes. “It did nothing but increase my commit-
ment to the cause,” Rockers says.

Zack’s diabetes was diagnosed through
TrialNet, a global network of researchers focused 
on the prevention and early treatment of type 1
diabetes. The University is a core participant.

“Zack was in a high-risk category early on,”
Rockers says. 

“We caught his
transition to diabetes
very, very early.”

Now a sopho-
more at the University
of Wisconsin—
Madison, Zack has
continued in TrialNet
and comes to the
University of
Minnesota campus
every three months
to receive treatment. “The people are really
helpful,” Rockers says. “For a new diabetic, I think
the education aspect [of TrialNet] is great.”

He says that Zack is also lucky to have a role
model close to home—his mom, Sue, who is a
nurse. “Zack has had a great example through Sue,”
Rockers says, adding that she has shown Zack how
to manage diabetes so it does not consume his life.

In the past year, Rockers has joined the
Diabetes Development Advisory Committee at 
the Minnesota Medical Foundation, the primary
fundraiser for diabetes research at the University
of Minnesota.

“The University is one of the leading centers
focused on a cure,” says Rockers, who hopes that
Sue and Zack—as well as others with diabetes—
will reap the benefits. “We’re lucky to have this
capability in our own backyard.” 

Getting behind a leader
Engagement in U’s diabetes research gets personal for longtime supporter 

Submitted photo 

(Left to right) Zack,

Emily, Pete, Sue, and

Josh Rockers.

Mark your calendar for the 15th annual Golf
Classic “fore” Diabetes Research on June 20, 2011,
at Town & Country Club in St. Paul. 

The event benefits research under way at 
the University of Minnesota’s Schulze Diabetes
Institute to advance a cure for type 1 diabetes. 

Visit www.mmf.umn.edu/events/golfclassic
for event details. For more information about
participating as a golfer or sponsor, contact Valerie
Brod at 612-624-4444 or v.brod@mmf.umn.edu.

Save the date: Golf Classic 'fore' Diabetes Research—June 20, 2011 
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Pioneering research by University of Minnesota

diabetes and stem cell expert Meri Firpo, Ph.D., is

giving hope to millions of people with diabetes by

bringing scientists closer to finding a cure.

An assistant professor in the University’s Stem

Cell Institute and Schulze Diabetes Institute, Firpo is

one of the first scientists in the world to produce a

special kind of stem cell from a reprogrammed skin

cell. This special stem cell has the capacity to

reduce glucose levels and reverse type 1 diabetes in

mice—and, potentially, in people. “One of the goals

is to use patients’ own cells to cure their disease,”

Firpo explains.

While this research is moving to a cure for type 1

diabetes, it is also providing valuable insights into

type 2 diabetes.

Using stem cells, Firpo is investigating the

mechanisms of islet cell death in the hopes of

discovering methods to protect these cells from

being damaged by type 2 diabetes. She will also be

testing stem cells from type 2 diabetic patients to

see whether they make islet cells differently than

those from patients with type 1 diabetes. These

research findings could lead to new therapies for

both type 1 and type 2 diabetes.

Stem cell studies provide insight into type 2 diabetes

Join us to learn
more about 
U of M diabetes
research

Upcoming 
campus 
tours

Schulze Diabetes
Institute
Tuesday, April 12 
10-11:30 a.m. 

Stem Cell
Institute
Tuesday, June 7 
2-3:30 p.m.

Center for Magnetic
Resonance Research
(Imaging facility tour)
Monday, September 19 
2-3:30 p.m.

To register for a tour,
contact Angela Lillie at
a.lillie@mmf.umn.edu or
612-625-9646.


