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Dear FrIenDS,

it taKes mUch more than eXcellent scientists to achieve  

the KinDs oF research aDvances For Which Wistar is KnoWn. 

inDeeD, the UnsUng heroes oF the scientiFic enDeavor 

at Wistar are yoU — OUr DOnOrS anD ParTnerS In DISCOVerY.  

your philanthropy jump-starts the research of young scientists like  
emmanuel skordalakes, and enables established investigators like Kazuko 
nishikura and andrew caton to pursue risky, but potentially paradigm- 
shifting hypotheses. it allows us to extend our impact on public health by 
bringing important medical news to the community as we did last november 
at the Wistar symposium on colorectal cancer in african americans. 

While it is easy to show how research grants and restricted gifts support 
individual scientists and projects, the unrestricted gifts that we receive at 
fund-raisers such as the Wistar gala and through our annual appeal are 
equally important. these funds allow us to respond quickly when needs 
arise, for instance, to provide start-up funds for new faculty or to acquire 
new technologies that enable our scientists to remain at the top of  
their fields.    

your support of basic research shows that you recognize the importance  
of understanding the fundamental processes that underlie health and 
disease. We applaud your foresight and thank you for joining us in this 
important endeavor. 

rUssel e. KaUFman, m.D.
President and CEO  
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endowed professorships  
lure top talent to wistar

Ramin shiekhattar, ph.D., is an internation-
ally known leader in the area of gene 

regulation, so when Wistar wanted to entice 
him to return to the institute after spending two 
years at the center for genomic regulation 
(crg) in Barcelona, spain, we needed to 
sweeten the pot. Fortunately, the institute had a 
valuable card to play: the HerberT Kean, M.D. 
Family professorship. this endowed professor-
ship, established by Dr. Kean, a prominent 
philadelphia surgeon, businessman, and 
philanthropist, and his wife, the honorable 
Joyce Kean, allowed the institute to offer 
shiekhattar the resources to build a laboratory 
with everything he needed to “pursue the kind 
of bold, high-concept research that can lead to 
major advances in medicine,” said Wistar 
president and ceo russel e. Kaufman, m.D.

indeed, endowed professorships (also called 
endowed chairs) are a time-tested tool for 
honoring exceptional faculty and attracting top 
talent to academic institutions. at Wistar, seven 
endowed professorships have been established 
by some of the institute’s most generous and 
committed donors: the rOberT anD PennY FOx 
Distinguished professorship, the Ira brInD 
associate professorship, the PHILaDeLPHIa 
HeaLTH Care TrUST professorship, the 
christopher m. Davis professorship  
(established by HaL anD eLeanOr DaVIS), and 
the TObIn KeSTenbaUM FaMILY professorship in 
neuroscience. Wistar’s first endowed chair,  
the hilary Koprowski endowed professorship, 
was established in 1990 and named in honor  
of the institute’s professor laureate and  
former director.   

long-time supporters of the Wistar institute 
SYLVan anD Fran TObIn, and their daughter 
and son-in-law SHarOn anD JOSePH 
KeSTenbaUM, were looking for a way to make 
a major impact with their philanthropy when 
Kaufman suggested they endow a professorship. 

mrs. tobin said she had become  
interested in Wistar because of its focus on 
research. “my mother died very young of 
leukemia, and there was nothing available at 
that time to help her. sylvan and i find Wistar’s 
dedication to pure research the best opportu-
nity to conquer neurological diseases. given the 
chance to continue their research, Wistar 
scientists will find cures.” 

the tobins and Kestenbaums examined the 
management, leadership, and scientific 
strengths of the institute before deciding to 
commit to the professorship. “We believe that 
the management of Wistar under russel 
Kaufman is outstanding, and they have a very 
active and caring board,” said mr. Kestenbaum. 
“We have met many of the dedicated scientists 
at Wistar and found that they are focused on 
bringing real solutions to some of the more 
disturbing medical issues facing mankind.”  

the tobin Kestenbaum Family professorship in 
neuroscience will allow Wistar to support a 
scientist who studies the brain, whether their 
interest is in brain tumors, alzheimer’s disease, 
parkinson’s disease, or one of many other 
neurologic disorders. the family has a  
particular interest in this area, in part, because 
of mr. tobin’s battle with a brain tumor and  
mr. Kestenbaum’s mother’s affliction with 
alzheimer’s disease. in fact, these diseases  
are so important to the family that the  
Kestenbaums’ son, David, decided to raise 
funds for the professorship as his bar mitzvah 
project (see sidebar). 

said mr. Kestenbaum: “this makes us very 
proud, because now there are three  
generations that are involved. and nothing 
could be any more powerful for us than that.”

DaVID KeSTenbaUM 
David Kestenbaum is perhaps 
Wistar’s youngest fund raiser. 
On January 23, 2010, David 
became a bar Mitzvah, and as 
his mitzvah (social action) 
project, he has planned a 
carnival this spring that will 
raise funds for the Tobin  
Kestenbaum Family Professor-
ship in neuroscience. The 
carnival will include a moon 
bounce, sporting events (relay 
races, football, soccer and 
hockey games), bake sale, and 
other carnival activities. 

“My nanny Jean and my great 
grandmother bess each battled 
alzheimer’s and my Poppy had 
a brain tumor. I want to do 
whatever I can to help find a 
cure for both of these terrible 
diseases,” said David. “It is not 
fair that a cure for these 
diseases has not already been 
found. I am committed to 
helping find a cure for all 
people, especially the ones  
I love.”

The Kestenbaums (left)  
and the Tobins
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emmanuel Skordalakes, Ph.D.
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high-leverage philanthropy  
fuels great science

Telomeres are structures found on the tips 
of chromosomes that prevent them from 

fraying or recombining with other chromo-
somes. an enzyme called telomerase maintains 
telomere length by adding short pieces of Dna  
to the chromosome ends. however, as we age, 
telomerase becomes inactive in most healthy 
tissues, our telomeres get shorter, and the 
cells stop dividing and eventually die. in 
contrast, when there is too much telomerase 
activity, cells can become immortal, or 
cancerous. thus, regulating telomerase activity 
could offer enormous therapeutic benefits for 
cancer and other age-related diseases. 

the key to modulating enzyme function is to 
understand the structure of the enzyme, says 
emmanuel skordalakes, ph.D., assistant 
professor in the gene expression and regula-
tion program at the Wistar institute. shortly 
after arriving at Wistar in 2006, skordalakes 
achieved something that had eluded other 
telomere biologists, including several nobel 
prize winners: he deciphered the three- 
dimensional structure of an important region of 
the telomerase molecule.   

“We knew telomerase was a Dna replication 
machine, but not precisely how it works on a 
molecular level. Knowledge of the 3D structure 
of an enzyme can be a powerful tool in the 
identification of clinical therapies,” he said. 
“imagine if you want to unlock a door. if you 
don’t know what the lock looks like, you can’t 
design a key to open it.”

Determining the molecular structure of an 
enzyme as complex as telomerase costs a lot of 
money. and like most young scientists in their 
first faculty position, skordalakes had to build 
up his lab from scratch when he came to Wistar. 
a recruitment grant awarded to Wistar from 
THe PeW TrUSTS, along with other institutional 
funds obtained through a combination of private 
philanthropy and the COMMOnWeaLTH OF 
PennSYLVanIa, allowed him to outfit his lab 
with equipment and personnel he needed.  

an eLLISOn MeDICaL FOUnDaTIOn new scholar 
award in aging provided additional, much- 
needed funds. Within a year of the first discovery, 
skordalakes made another dramatic break-
through: solving the structure of the active 
region of telomerase. But in order to move to 
the next level, even more money was needed. 
that’s where private philanthropy came in. 

Wistar trustee Dan MaTTHIaS was one of 
several philanthropists who offered to help. 
“When i first heard about emmanuel’s 
research, i was very excited because telomer-
ase has so many implications in the areas of 
cancer and aging,” said matthias. “and when i 
heard he achieved the structure, after greater 
than $1 billion had been spent trying to do it, i 
was totally impressed. then, when the journal 
Nature accepted his publication with a short 
turn-around (essentially giving the discovery its 
stamp of approval), there was no doubt in my 
mind that this was one of the most important 
things being done at Wistar.” 

matthias was not the only one impressed by 
skordalakes’ research. leadership council 
members JIM SCHaeFFer and brYan WeIngar-
Ten also made substantial contributions, 
as did trustee Herb Kean and his brother and 
long-time Wistar supporter LerOY Kean. 
progress in the lab supported by their  
investments helped skordalakes compete  
successfully for grants from the eMeraLD 
FOUnDaTIOn and the V FOUnDaTIOn. 

moreover, matthias believes these investments 
fuel a “regenerative funding process,” wherein 
great research leads to commercialization and 
an increase in the institute’s endowment; which 
allows more investment in high-risk, high-reward 
research that keeps the process in motion. 

“it’s like giving seeds instead of food,” said 
matthias. “investing in great science and 
scientists can help millions of people, and thus, 
our gift can have a much broader impact.” 

“ When I first heard about 
emmanuel’s research,  
I was very excited 
because telomerase has 
so many implications in 
the areas of cancer  
and aging.”

Dan MaTTHIaS
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andrew Caton, Ph.D.
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funding new explorations

Rheumatoid arthritis (ra) is a chronic, 
disabling disease that affects over a million 

americans and is stubbornly resistant to 
effective treatment. While the cause is 
unknown, the chronic inflammatory condition is 
known to result from autoimmune mechanisms, 
in which immune cells that are designed to rid 
the body of infectious organisms such as 
bacteria and viruses, turn instead on the body’s 
own tissues and cells. this sets off a chronic 
inflammatory reaction that can damage the 
bones, cartilage, tendons, and ligaments, as 
well as other tissues and organs. as a result, 
people with ra may experience severe pain and 
swelling in their joints as well as limited mobility.

at Wistar, professor andrew caton, ph.D., 
genetically manipulates the immune systems of 
mice to study the mechanisms of autoimmu-
nity. “We are asking, what prevents the immune 
system from attacking you, and what goes 
wrong when it does?” he said. Unexpectedly, 
one of the mouse lines caton created turned 
out to spontaneously develop an autoimmune 
disease that looks a lot like ra, affecting the 
animals in middle age with swollen joints and 
cartilage and bone loss. caton wanted to study 
this mouse further to determine what had 
caused it to develop an arthritis-like disease. 

that was when he ran into a funding catch-22. 
“since it was a totally unexpected model, i 
could not predict what the outcome of further 
experiments would be,” caton said. But one of 
the criteria nih uses as a basis for making 

funding decisions is whether the experiment is 
likely to be successful. as a result, it is hard for 
researchers to secure nih funding for risky, 
exploratory research such as this. “it really 
requires an act of faith,” caton added. another 
roadblock is that mouse studies are extremely 
expensive and nih grants have ceiling limits. 

Fortunately, caton found a funder that was 
willing to think outside the box in the search for 
new and better treatments for ra. the mackley 
Fund at the SIbLeY MeMOrIaL HOSPITaL in 
Washington, D.c. was established some 35 
years ago as a bequest from arTHUr r. 
MaCKLeY, specifically to fund ra research. 
since sibley is not itself a research hospital, 
they have sought out the most exciting projects 
from other institutions to fulfill mr. mackley’s 
wishes; and since 2005, they have pledged 
$700,000 to support caton’s work. 

the mouse model caton created has allowed 
him to identify a new pathway for the develop-
ment of inflammatory arthritis, one that 
introduces an entirely different way of thinking 
about the disease. “now we’re trying to 
understand exactly what happens,” he said. 
eventually, he hopes this will lead to new 
treatment strategies that exploit this pathway.

“the sibley grant is huge for us,” said caton.  
“it just makes the difference.” 

  

“ We are asking, what 
prevents the immune 
system from attacking 
you, and what goes wrong 
when it does?”

anDreW CaTOn, PH.D.
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Kazuko nishikura, Ph.D.
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spotlight on: the ellison  
Medical foundation

Basic research explores scientific concepts 
that are fundamental to living organisms 

but may not be directly related to specific 
diseases. thus, while such research can have 
tremendously broad impact, it may take many 
years before its applicability to human disease 
becomes obvious. Funders who support basic 
research must be willing to take chances on 
high-risk, high reward ideas that have the 
potential to fundamentally change our 
understanding of disease, but that are far from  
bearing fruit and may not, in fact, pan out. 

LarrY eLLISOn, ceo and founder of oracle 
corporation is one of these risk takers. in 1997, 
he established THe eLLISOn MeDICaL FOUnDaTIOn 
to support basic biomedical research.

“We fund only basic biological and biomedical 
research, and the reason is that this is where 
private philanthropy can have the biggest 
impact, because it’s the hardest funding to get,” 
said rICHarD SPrOTT, PH.D., executive director 
of the ellison medical Foundation and formerly, 
director of the program on the Biology of aging 
at the national institute on aging. “no one dies 
of basic biology,” which makes it hard to 
convince members of congress that the nih 
should fund basic research, said sprott. “in 
addition, we’re able to take risks that you can’t 
take with taxpayer funds.”

currently, the Foundation focuses its giving on 
aging, and since 2004, has committed more 
than $1.6 million to the Wistar institute in the 
form of new scholar and senior scholar awards 
in aging research. two Wistar faculty —  

emmanuel skordalakes, ph.D., (see article on 
p. 5), and Kazuko nishikura, ph.D. — are 
currently supported by ellison Foundation grants. 

like many other foundations, ellison seeks to 
fund innovative projects that the nih might shy 
away from, either because there is too little 
preliminary data or the idea does not conform 
to existing dogma. such was the case with  
the grant they awarded to nishikura, an  
internationally renowned expert in the field of 
rna editing. her research seeks to answer 
fundamental questions about how the genetic 
information stored in genes can be “edited,” or 
modified so that an individual gene can perform 
different functions. nishikura proposed that 
rna editing is involved in telomere shortening, 
a process that is intrinsic to the aging process.  
telomeres are the structures found at the ends 
of chromosomes that protect them from 
degrading or recombining with other chromo-
somes. as people (or cells) age, their telomeres 
get shorter, but we do not yet fully understand 
the mechanisms that control telomere 
shortening. 

“this is a completely new area of aging-related 
research, which has enormous implications for 
better understanding the mechanism underly-
ing aging and cell senescence,” said nishikura. 
“if our hypothesis turns out to be true, we will 
have illuminated a critical pathway important in 
aging. But we could not have done it without the  
ellison funding.”

“ We fund only basic 
biological and biomedical 
research, and the reason 
is that this is where 
private philanthropy can 
have the biggest impact, 
because it’s the hardest 
funding to get”

rICHarD SPrOTT, PH.D.





advancing cancer Knowledge 
in the coMMunity… 
WiTh a LiTTLe heLp fRom ouR fRiends

medical advances, such as those that have 
resulted from research at Wistar, often 

reach the people who most need them more 
slowly than we would like. part of our mission 
at Wistar involves reaching out to the community 
to educate our neighbors about health issues 
and, particularly, the importance of biomedical 
research in improving health. to fulfill this 
mission, we rely on partnerships with local 
organizations, foundations, and businesses. 

in 2009, leadership council members PaTrICK 
OaTeS, PH.D., and aUbreY WaTKInS suggested 
we hold a symposium on colorectal cancer in 
african americans, modeled on a similar 
symposium held in 2007 on the topic of prostate 
cancer in african-american men. While the 
incidence of colorectal cancer has decreased 
rapidly in the United states overall since 1998, 
this decline in incidence has been at a much 
slower rate among african americans. the 
reduced rate of decline is thought to be due, in 
part, to lower screening rates among african 
americans, as well as in rural communities  
and among the poor and uninsured. in addition, 
african americans tend to be diagnosed later 
and are less likely than whites to receive  
the optimal treatments available. 

planning a symposium such as this requires 
the contributions of many individuals and 
organizations, and Wistar was pleased to 
welcome speakers from all four national 
cancer institute-designated cancer centers in 
philadelphia, as well as other health care 
organizations. Financial and logistical support 

for the event was generously provided by PrWT 
SerVICeS; genenTeCH; THe UnITeD banK OF 
PHILaDeLPHIa; THe PHILaDeLPHIa FOUnDaTIOn; 
TIMe SWeeT TIMe; the aLPHa PHI aLPHa 
FraTernITY, InC., ZOL CHaPTer; and the enOn 
COMMUnITY reInVeSTMenT MInISTrY aT enOn 
TabernaCLe baPTIST CHUrCH.  

Keynote speaker edith mitchell, m.D., from the 
Kimmel cancer center at Jefferson provided an 
overview of the problem, and was followed by 
two panel discussions that focused on topics 
ranging from screening colonoscopy to  
the latest treatments for colorectal cancer.  
“the symposium provided awareness to the 
challenges that the african-american  
community faces with regard to the high 
incidence of colorectal cancer,” said oates. 
“the speakers were national thought leaders in 
the diagnosis and treatment of colorectal 
cancer, and because of that, not only african 
americans, but people from all across the city 
of philadelphia were able to understand the 
importance of seeking regular health care 
intervention.”

“Wistar is more than a research institution,”  
said oates. “it is also a partner in the diagnosis 
and treatment of disease. Wistar’s president,  
Dr. Kaufman has done an extraordinary job of 
partnering with other organizations.”

“ Wistar is more than a 
research institution.  
It is also a partner in  
the diagnosis and  
treatment of disease.”

PaTrICK OaTeS, PH.D.
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honoring ira Brind,  
and supporting wistar

Patrons 
penny & Bob Fox
the pnc Financial services group

Sponsors 
ellen & ronald caplan
the churchill Foundation
crW graphics/harriet & larry Weiss
Betty & Brian Dovey
amy Fox & Daniel Wheeler
the honickman Family
the Karen & herbert lotman Foundation
Dan & rebecca matthias
adele & harold schaeffer
thomas Jefferson University & hospitals

VIPs
marta & robert adelson
connelly Foundation
eleanor & hal Davis
the hamilton Family Foundation
Jefferson health system
land services Usa, inc. 
albert ominsky, esquire & paula Dresnin
Kristin & David steinberg Foundation of cFncr
Bryan & margie Weingarten

Friends 
lee & ian Berg
Briggs Family Fund of the Fidelity  
   charitable gift Fund
Debbie & michael coslov
sherry & Brian effron
gerry & Dick Fox
Joel gershman & elaine levitt
greater philadelphia chamber of commerce
hangley aronchick segal & pudlin
horowitz Family Foundation
susan & leonard Klehr
Jane & leonard Korman
the alan B. miller Family Foundation
parenteBeard, llc
pricewaterhousecoopers llp
the University of the arts

on november 7, 2009, philadelphia businessman and philanthropist Ira brInD (right) was 
honored with the Wistar award at the Wistar gala for his commitment to advancing biomedical 

research to benefit public health.

more than 280 notable guests attended the black-tie event at the rittenhouse, which raised over 
$160,000 in support of basic biomedical research at the Wistar institute. Funds raised at the gala 
are designated unrestricted and are used to support research throughout the institute. Unrestricted 
funds give the institute flexibility to respond to specific needs as they arise, for example in the 
laboratories of young investigators who are in the early years of their research careers and have 
not yet obtained outside funding.

many thanks to the generous sponsors of the 2009 gala: 
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3601 spruce street
philadelphia, pa 19104-4265
215.898.3930
www.wistar.org

the wistar institute’s 2009 stewardship report was produced by  
the offices of development and communications.

peter corrado, vice president of institutional development
staci vernick goldberg, director of communications
lisa Bain, editor
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