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UT Southwestern: From Army
Shacks to Research Elites

DALLAS—Donald Seldin got out of his car,
while his wife and daughter waited inside,
and surveyed the rows of army shacks and
strewn garbage at the corner of Maple and
Oak Lawn near downtown Dallas. He as-
sumed he had misunderstood directions given
by an attendant at a gas station a few blocks
away, so he drove back and asked again. There
was no mistake, he was told. That was South-
western Medical School.

The year was 1951. Seldin had left his
comfortable assistant professorship at Yale
University School of Medicine to join the
Internal Medicine Department at this obscure
medical school—then just 8 years old—far
from the academic powerhouses of the East
Coast. The dilapidated buildings shocked him,
but they represented an opportunity. “There
was a chance to build something new because
there was very little here,” he recalls today.

It didn’t take Seldin long to start building.
He was promoted to chair of the Internal
Medicine Department a year after he ar-
rived. There wasn’t much competition: He
was the department’s only full-time mem-
ber. When he stepped down 35 years later, in
1987, Southwestern Medical School—now
the University of Texas Southwestern Medi-
cal School at Dallas (UT

Rockefeller University in New York City,
and ranked in the top 10 in immunology, and
molecular biology and genetics.

UT Southwestern’s steady rise to become a
research powerhouse has been fueled by a
changing mix of Texas oil money, state fund-
ing, private donations, and research grants—
and a large measure of homegrown research
talent. The school has built up a healthy en-
dowment and now gets more than half its
operating funds from nongov-
ernment sources, a feature that
should provide some protection
from the fiscal winds now buf-
feting academic medicine. And
the school’s healthy finances
are reflected in the buildings:
The Army shacks are long
gone, and UT Southwestern
now stretches over two cam-
puses, connected by a causeway
that spans a busy throughway.
The original campus, built in
the 1970s, cradles a bird sanctu-
ary whose snowy egrets are a
constant presence in the skies
above horizontally designed, in-
terconnected buildings.

Southwestern)—included
two Nobel laureates and
seven members of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences.
Today, the school houses 10
academy members and more
Nobel laureates than any
other medical school in the
world: Michael Brown and
Joseph Goldstein (1985);
Johann Deisenhofer (1988);
and Al Gilman (1994). All
four remain active researchers among the
schools complement of approximately 1000
faculty and 3100 students.

“UT Southwestern has moved into the
front rank of medical schools in the last sev-
eral years ... and it’s the only school to have
done so in the last decade,” says H. Maxwell
Cowan, vice president and chief scientific
officer at the Howard Hughes Medical Insti-
tute in Chevy Chase, Maryland. An analysis
of the average number of citations per paper
published between 1980 and 1993—con-
ducted by the Philadelphia-based Institute
for Scientific Information—supports Cowan’s
conclusion. UT Southwestern came in sec-
ond in biology and biochemistry, just behind
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The path to the elites. Ask longtime re-
searchers here how UT Southwestern got
started on the path to the research elites, and
the conversation generally turns to Seldin.
More than any other figure in the history of
UT Southwestern, Seldin’s philosophy shaped
and guided the institute in its steady rise.
When he retired, he had been chair of Inter-
nal Medicine for more than half his life.

Sitting in the small office from which he
now serves as a part-time adviser to the school,
Seldin is polite, even gentlemanly, in con-
versation. But he is terse and to the point.
Many scientists speak in open admiration of
him, but his brusque style has rubbed some
the wrong way. Kern Wildenthal, president
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of UT Southwestern since 1986, acknowl-
edges that this has made Seldin a somewhat
controversial figure on campus, but “as long
as you're committed to excellence, you won’t
have any conflicts with [him].”

To build the faculty in the early years,
Seldin looked for young physicians skilled in
basic science. But Dallas’s fiercely hot cli-
mate—compounded by a lack of air condi-
tioning in the early '50s—and the meager state
funding the school got in those days put off
many potential recruits. So, rather than focus-
ing on outside talent, Seldin established a
mentorship program in which he worked with
students individually. He sent the best ones to
the National Institutes of Health (NIH) for
further training, then brought them back to
staff the school’s clinical medicine program.

He had a knack for
developing young tal-
ent. “You would not
have thought the Uni-
versity of Texas would
have as many outstand-
ing young medical stu-
dents coming along as a
Harvard or Yale ... but
[Seldin] identified those
that were there and
brought their achieve-
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Before and after. UT
Southwestern in the early
1950s and the south
campus today. Donald
Seldin (left) was a major
force in the transition.
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ments to fruition,” says Lloyd Hollingsworth
Smith, former chair of internal medicine at
the University of California, San Francisco,
Medical School.

Perhaps the most famous of the school’s
homegrown hires is Joseph Goldstein. He
left UT Southwestern with his M.D. in 1966
and eventually studied at NIH under Marshall
Nirenberg and at the University of Washing-
ton before returning to UT Southwestern to
join the Internal Medicine Department in
1972. He was drawn back to UT Southwest-
ern by personal loyalty to Seldin, whom he
regarded as a mentor, “and the exciting real-
ization that UT Southwestern was on the
verge of becoming a major center for bio-
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medical research,” Goldstein recalls today.

Before heading to NIH, Goldstein in-
terned at Massachusetts General Hospital,
where he met another intern, Michael
Brown. As the two made rounds and dis-
cussed cases, they discovered a common in-
terest in the basic science underlying clinical
medicine. A recent graduate of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Medical School, Brown
was taken aback by Goldstein’s alma mater.
“I thought it was associated with a bible
school,” says Brown. But Goldstein urged him
to consider moving to UT Southwestern.

The two “handicapped” Mass General
and UT Southwestern—as Brown put it—to
decide which had the better department of
internal medicine. “The criteria were excel-
lence in clinical scholarship and research re-
lating to the fundamental causes of disease,”
says Brown. UT Southwestern won hands
down in this private contest, and Brown was
convinced. Brown joined UT Southwestern
in 1971, and he is now director of the Eric
Jonsson Center for Molecular Genetics. [t was
in Dallas that Brown and Goldstein built on
their observations of patients with inherited
high cholesterol at Mass General and formed
a longtime collaboration to investigate the
mechanism of cholesterol regulation, for
which the pair won the Nobel Prize in 1985.

A boost from the state. Seldin’s ability to
attract high-powered recruits like Brown owes
much to a promise Seldin coaxed from the UT
administration a decade after he arrived at UT
Southwestern. Seldin had gotten an offer from
Harvard Medical School to chair one of its
departments of internal medicine. He was
happy at UT Southwestern, but he says he
wanted assurance that the school would evolve
according to his vision of “basic science first.”
Harry Ransom, chancellor of the UT system at
the time, backed him. Seldin stayed and, when
Charles Sprague moved from dean of the medi-
cal school to president of UT Southwestern in
1972, the two set about building up a basic
research center in earnest.

The time was ripe. In the early ’70s, the
Texas economy was booming, and state funding
of the institution rose from approximately $6
million in 1970 to about $60 million in 1985.
That expanding funding base allowed Seldin
and Sprague to make generous offers of labo-
ratory space and funding to recruit outside
researchers to establish entire departments.

Among those early recruits was Jonathan
Uhr, then the director of the Irvington House
Institute for Rheumatic Fever and Allied Dis-
eases at New York University, who was en-
listed by Seldin in 1972 to chair the microbi-
ology department. UT Southwestern’s offer
surprised him, Uhr recalls: “The microbiol-
ogy department would have approximately
30,000 square feet [2800 meters?] of labora-
tory space, and | was offered support for ap-
proximately 10 to 12 faculty members. This
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was an extraordinary offer ... [it] made it
clear that I could build up and put my own
stamp on the department.” Start-up funds
and equipment were promised on an as-needed
basis. The agreement was sealed with only a
handshake and soon delivered, says Uhr.
UT Southwestern’s resources soon attracted
other prominent researchers. Al Gilman arrived

Nobel quartet. UT Southwestern’s Nobel
Prize—winners (clockwise from left): Michael
Brown, Johann Deisenhofer, Joseph Goldstein,
and Alfred Gilman.

from the University of Virginia Medical
School in 1981 to head the Pharmacology
Department. Joe Sambrook—charged with
strengthening biochemistry—came to UT
Southwestern in 1985 after
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the medical school and the graduate school—
began his tenure as president.

Wildenthal’s first order of business was to
reduce the school’s dependence on state
funds. He didn’t have a large body of alumni
to draw on, so he began to solicit limited
numbers of large, individual gifts. He turned
out to be aspectacularly successful fund-raiser:
Between 1988 and 1994, Wildenthal’s house
calls resulted in five of the six largest gifts
ever given to any public medical school. Ross
Perot donated $20 million in 1988 and fol-
lowed it up with another $23.3 million on 6
June this year. Dallas businessman Harold
Simmons made a $41 million contribution to
UT Southwestern in 1989 and has since
upped the gift to more than $50 million.

Foundations boosted UT Southwestern’s
funding base as well. According to a 1995
report from the Foundation Center in New
York, for the fiscal year 1995, UT Southwest-
ern led the nation in the amount of money
received from foundations for medical re-
search and health care. It brought in almost
$15 million, nearly doubling the $8.54 mil-
lion received by Presbyterian Hospital in New
York City, the second-highest recipient.

Uhr attributes Wildenthal’s success to his
approach. “Donors [appreciate] his authen-
ticity. He’s a straightforward, milk-drinking
Texan.” By 1995, the school’s operating
budget had risen to $429.6 million, with
just 22% of the total stemming from state
sources and 58% from non-

serving as assistant director
of the Cold Spring Harbor
Laboratory in New York.
Sambrook in turn recruited
Deisenhofer from the Max
Planck Institute for Bio-
chemistry in 1988, and
Deisenhofer won the Nobel
later the same year for work
in x-ray crystallography.
Tapping Texas wealth.
Brown and Goldstein’s 1985
Nobel announced the arrival
of UT Southwestern as an
upper-tier research institu-
tion. But even as Seldin and
Sprague were beginning to
taste the fruits of their suc-
cess, the school faced a new
threat: Following the sharp
drop in oil prices in the early
1980s, the Texas economy
plunged into recession. In September 1986, the
state slashed its budget by 13% across the
board. At that time, more than 40% of the
school’s $182.5 million funding base came
from the state government. The same year,
Sprague stepped down and Kern Wildenthal—
a Seldin protégé who completed a Ph.D. at
Cambridge after medical school at UT South-
western and went on to serve as dean of both

New recruit. Steve McKnight was
recruited last year with promises
of big resources for biochemistry.
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federal, nonstate sources,
including private philan-
thropy. UT Southwestern’s
endowment was $35 mil-
lion in 1985 and has grown
to more than $400 million
today, ranking among the
top 25% of American med-
ical schools.

Wildenthal believes that
with this expanded funding
base, UT Southwestern has
some protection from the
cost-containment pressures
that are squeezing other
medical schools. And he
adds: “I am cautiously opti-
mistic that the current levels
of NIH and federal funding
will be maintained.” As long
as federal dollars are distrib-
uted according to merit, he
believes UT Southwestern will continue to
flourish: “Good researchers can attract most of
the funds necessary [for research].”

No looking back. Wildenthal’s optimis-
tic projections are reflected in a recruiting
drive that has added more stars to UT
Southwestern’s faculty and in bold plans for
yet more construction. UT Southwestern
has earmarked $200 million for 65,000 square
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meters of research space in two new buildings
that will be occupied near the turn of the
century. They will be built on 12 hectares of
land donated in 1987 by the John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation.
Among those recently lured by UT South-
western’s resources is geneticist Steve
McKnight, who made his reputation work-
ing on gene regulatory elements while at the
Carnegie Institution’s embryology lab in Bal-
timore. After leaving Carnegie and flirting
with a position at UT Southwestern in 1992,
McKnight headed to San Francisco to help
found Tularik Inc., a biotechnology com-
pany that focuses on the regulatory mecha-
nisms of gene transcription. Like many ear-
lier recruits, McKnight, a native Texan, was
lured last year by the resources UT South-
western was able to offer. “The [biochemis-
try] department had a commitment of ap-
proximately 40,000 square feet [3700 meters?]
of spectacular new space ... that [ was able to
design with total flexibility,” says McKnight.
The school provided funds to equip all of the
core labs, and an endowment will help sup-
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port start-up packages for eight new faculty
members—bringing the department to 30,
each with an independent lab.

The potential for interdisciplinary work
helped attract developmental biologist Eric
Olson from the University of Texas M. D.
Anderson Cancer Center in Houston last
November, to head the Nancy L. and Jake L.
Hamon Center for Basic Cancer Research.
Olson says he expects the Hamon Center to
interact broadly with Brown and Goldstein’s
Molecular Genetics Department.

In addition to hiring established research-
ers like Olson and McKnight, UT South-
western has also been recruiting promising
young researchers like Margaret Phillips,
who arrived at UT Southwestern in 1992
after completing a postdoctoral fellowship at
the University of California, San Francisco.
Phillips received a Burroughs Wellcome Fund
New Investigator Award in Molecular Para-
sitology in 1995 for her investigation of drugs
to control the parasites, called trypanosomes,
that cause African sleeping sickness and
Chagas’ disease, among others.
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And the school has not abandoned Seldin’s
initial policy of hiring UT Southwestern’s
own graduates. Andrew Zinn received his
M.D./Ph.D. in 1988 before training at Mass
General and the Whitehead Institute for Bio-
medical Research at the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology. Since returning in 1993,
he has found a comfortable working environ-
ment. “[UT Southwestern] likes its young
faculty ... you don’t feel like some of the
places I've been exposed to, where it’s a Dar-
winian struggle to survive.”

A shelter from today’s cutthroat funding
environment is a luxury indeed. Zinn can
thank UT Southwestern’s successful fund
raising for that luxury, but the fund raising in
turn built on UT Southwestern’s growing
academic reputation. Seldin recognized the
secret of that success long before anyone else:
“Those west Texas farm boys turned out to be
as good as anybody.”

—James Kling

James Kling is a science writer in Bellingham,
Washington.

Grad Students Press for Right to Strike

Student activism may be assuming a new
form: Instead of taking to the streets to de-
nounce war and racism, graduate students are
demonstrating for the right to unionize. At
the University of California (UC), students
who work as teaching assistants (TAs) at
three campuses—Los Angeles, San Diego,
and Berkeley—went on a “rolling strike” last
week to press for the right to engage in collec-
tive bargaining. And at Yale University in
New Haven, Connecticut, students who last
year charged the university with unfair labor
practices have convinced the National Labor
Relations Board to issue a complaint charging
Yale with violating federal labor laws.

The TAs, mostly students in the humani-
ties and the social sciences, contend that
teaching loads are rising and salaries aren’t
keeping up with increases in the cost of
living. The situation won’t improve, they
say, until they are able to organize. But uni-
versity administrators argue that TAs are
students, not employees. Says UCLA chan-
cellor Charles E. Young: “We believe that
unionization would seriously harm the flex-
ibility, collegiality, and harmony” in stu-
dent-teacher relations.

The issue has been simmering for some
time. At a few state schools, such as the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin, everyone who works on
campus has collective bargaining rights. But
in California, the labor law governing higher
education institutions—the 1979 Higher
Education Employer-Employee Relations
Act—nhas been interpreted to cover only

graduate students who act as tutors and read-
ers, not TAs or research assistants (RAs).

In 1989, Berkeley graduate students de-
manded the right to negotiate collectively
over working conditions. When the univer-
sity turned them down, they appealed to the
state’s Public Employment Relations Board
(PERB). The case made its way to the Cali-
fornia Supreme Court, which, in 1992, ruled
that the higher education act does not re-
quire the university to recognize TAs as em-
ployees. The students continued to press for
the right to unionize, however, and Admin-
istrative Law Judge James Tamm recently
decided, in response to a case brought by
UCLA graduate students, that TAs (but not
RAs) are “an appropriate group for collective
bargaining.” The university asked PERB to
review the ruling, sparking last week’s UC
“systemwide strike.”

UC officials say they won’t back down.
“We will not voluntarily recognize those not
deemed eligible” under the higher education
act, says UCLA spokesperson Linda Steiner
Lee. Joseph Duggan, an associate dean at UC
Berkeley, says that once universities consent
to collective bargaining with grad students,
“then nothing is shielded from bargaining.”
He claims negotiations could spill over into
topics such as “content of classes [or] mini-
mum grade-point averages.”

Students say the fight is not about grades.
“All we want is the right to bargain over
working conditions,” says Lily Khadjavi,
who heads the Association of Graduate Stu-

SCIENCE o VOL. 274 * 29 NOVEMBER 1996

dent Employees at Berkeley. Joel Beeson, an
organizer for the Association of Student
Employees at UCSD, says “Some TAs have
upwards of 90 to 100 students per quarter. ...
They get paid for 20 hours of work a week,
but are working 30 to 40 hours just to mini-
mally do their job.”

It's not clear how many students have
embraced the cause. UCSD’s Dolores Davies
says that of 750 TAs on campus, no more
than 50 have been striking, while Beeson
puts the number at 400 to 500. But Khadjavi
warns that at Berkeley, at least, there may
be more to come: “Unless the university ...
comes to the bargaining table, there will very
likely be escalations in the spring.”

Back East at Yale, while students were
hailing the NLRB action as a “turning point”
in unionization efforts, Yale spokesperson
Tom Conroy says the school will seek a hear-
ing to argue its case. “No private university in
the country recognizes graduate students as
employees,” he says.

Political science professor Roger Smith of
Yale sees the unrest as an unfortunate but
inevitable development. Universities are rely-
ing increasingly on graduate students for
teaching, he says. “Graduate students have
more and more become employees; they need
the rights of employees. [ hope [unionizing] is
not the wave of the future, but it will be if
universities don’t start operating differently.”

—Constance Holden

The Berkeley student union’s account of
events can be found on the Internet at http://
www.nagps.org/NAGPS/UCStrike96/index.html
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