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UTHSC Startup
OculoTherapy Develops
Novel Therapies for Eye-
Related Diseases

An innovative once-daily topical

medicine promises to overcome the

challenges associated with current

glaucoma treatments by improving

drug delivery. Developed by Monica

M. Jablonski, Ph.D., Professor in the Department of Ophthalmology in

the College of Medicine at the University of Tennessee Health Science

Center, this formulation inspired the launch of OculoTherapy, LLC.

With support from UTRF, Dr. Jablonski aims to use her startup as a

platform to further develop the formulation for commercialization.

Glaucoma is characterized by a buildup of pressure in the eye, which

damages the optic nerve. It affects more than 3,000,000 people in

the United States and is a leading cause of blindness in people over
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Dr. Monica Jablonski

age 60. Eye drop medications reduce elevated intraocular pressure

(IOP) to prevent damage to the optic nerve and slow the progression

of the disease. While current drugs are fairly effective, lowering IOP

by 20 – 30%, the effect is temporary. As a result, patients must take

multiple doses per day to keep their IOP low. In addition, the “yo-yo

effect” of lowering and raising IOP can lead to additional stress and

damage to the optic nerve.

To circumvent the issues associated with

standard eye drop medications, Dr.

Jablonski developed an extended release,

once-daily topical microemulsion-based

formulation that more effectively delivers

a drug (in this case, pregabalin) deep into

the eye. A bioadhesive component keeps

the formulation in contact with the cornea

for a longer duration, allowing the drug to

gradually release and maintain a sustained lower IOP. Tests show this

formulation reduces IOP by 40% and keeps it low for at least 24

hours. This meets the target of patients only needing a dose every 24

hours to keep IOP at a low, healthy level.

Dr. Jablonski’s goal is to develop the formulation to a level where it

can be licensed and brought to market. This motivation led her to

found OculoTherapy, LLC in January 2014. Founding a startup

provides Dr. Jablonski with opportunities she doesn’t have access to

working in a research laboratory. This includes the ability to write
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grants for federal funds set aside specifically for small businesses,

such as Small Business Innovation Research and Small Business

Technology Transfer grants. Dr. Jablonski’s dive into

entrepreneurship also led to her selection as the first user of UTHSC’s

Innovation Lab Space, which gives her access to laboratory space

and business development mentoring provided by Memphis

Bioworks.

UTRF has been a huge source of support. Earlier this year, Dr.

Jablonski received funding through the UTRF Maturation Fund to

support further research and development of the formulation. She is

also working closely with Dr. Lakita Cavin, UTRF Senior Staff

Attorney, to navigate the patent process (the patent on the

formulation is pending) and identify companies that may be

interested in licensing the formulation.

“Dr. Jablonski has developed a novel therapeutic that not

only reduces IOP in glaucoma patients but makes it easier

for them to stick with their treatment regimen,” says Dr.

Cavin. “I look forward to seeing this formulation advance

from lab to market where it can make a real difference for

people who suffer from glaucoma.”

Although her current focus is on glaucoma, Dr. Jablonski anticipates

the formulation can be coupled with other drugs to treat a range of

eye-related diseases, including age-related macular degeneration.
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“I have been wanting a small business of my own for a very

long time,” says Dr. Jablonski. “Through OculoTherapy, LLC I

am confident in the potential this microemulsion formulation

has to make it to market and have an impact on the

treatment of eye-related diseases.”

Currently, Dr. Jablonski is conducting a series of stability studies to

determine shelf life and biodistribution studies to see where the

formulation goes once a drop is placed in the eye. She also recently

submitted an R24 grant through the National Institutes of Health

that, if funded, would facilitate preparing the formulation for clinical

trials. (This technology has also attracted the interest of more than

one pharmaceutical company, with which UTRF and OculoTherapy,

LLC have had several discussions about a potential commercial

partnership. A potential partnership could bring additional funding

and expertise to accelerate the path to market.)
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