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ABSTRACT 

 

Jeffrey Wilusz grew up in South Amboy, New Jersey, in a Polish Roman Catholic 

family.  His father worked in various capacities for the telephone company; his mother was a 

homemaker until her four children were in school, at which time she began secretarial work.  

Wilusz attended Roman Catholic schools all through high school (his religion continues to 

influence his children‟s lives).  He entered Rutgers-the State University, where he decided to 

pursue veterinary medicine, and the death of his favorite dog confirmed him in that decision.  

He found thinking through scientific issues similar to solving puzzles, and running helped him 

both clarify his thinking and relax.  Although his high-school education had not provided 

scientific training and opportunities, he studied microbiology for his undergraduate degree.  

Wilusz became interested in virology and began graduate work at Duke University, 

where he overcame his lack of familiarity with new molecular ideas and procedures and 

intensified his interest in virology.  Jack Keene (Pew Scholar Class of 1985) and Thomas Shenk 

became his mentors.  He met and married Susan Miller, and they had two children. 

Lessons learned in Keene's lab helped Wilusz identify a leader RNA that binds to La 

protein.  The Keene lab switched from vesicular stomatitis virus research to autoantigen 

research, which contributed to Wilusz‟s ability to identify acidic ribosomal proteins in 

autoantigens.   He began the sequencing of Ebola virus-identified RNA structural regions that 

recognize antibodies, and began studying VA RNA in the Shenk lab.  He used in vitro 

polyadenylation to study protein-RNA interactions.  Wilusz accepted a postdoc at Princeton 

University, where he had to juggle career and family life.  Wilusz then moved on to a position at 

University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey-New Jersey Medical School, where he 

continued to pursue his interest in RNA research.   

During the interview he discusses the advantages and disadvantages of pursuing diverse 

lines of research in a lab; presenting research results at conferences; publishing; funding; and his 

current research projects.  He answers questions about new technology's role in stimulating 

creative science; his greatest strengths as a scientist; his thoughts on scientific accountability 

and ethics.  He describes how he juggles career and family life; the allocation of his time; his 

working relationship with graduate students; the problem of finding skilled lab personnel; his 

mentoring style; and the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences.  Wilusz concludes 

his interview with his opinion about trends and problems in the biomedical sciences. 



 

 

 

UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY 

 

INTERVIEWER: 

 

Andrea R. Maestrejuan, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program, B.S., Biological 

Sciences, University of California, Irvine, 1986; M.A., History, University of California, 

Riverside, 1991; C.Phil., History, University of California, Riverside. 

 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

 

Place: Wilusz‟s office, University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey-New Jersey 

Medical School. 

 

Dates, length of sessions: January 19, 1998 (63 minutes); January 20, 1998 (148) ; January 21, 

1998 (130). 

 

Total number of recorded hours: 5.8 

 

Persons present during interview: Wilusz and Maestrejuan.  

 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 

 

This interview is one in a series with Pew scholars in the biomedical sciences conducted 

by the UCLA Oral History Program in conjunction with the Pew Charitable Trusts‟s Pew 

Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences Oral History and Archives Project. The project has been 

designed to document the backgrounds, education, and research of biomedical scientists 

awarded four-year Pew scholarships since 1988. 

To provide an overall framework for project interviews, the director of the UCLA Oral 

History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline. In 

preparing for this interview, Maestrejuan held a telephone preinterview conversation with 

Wilusz to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, 

etc.) and agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars‟ interviews 

and the documentation in Wilusz‟s file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, 

including his proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars 

Program national advisory committee members. For technical background, Maestrejuan 

consulted J.D. Watson et al., Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, CA: 

Benjamin/Cummings, 1987, Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3rd ed. New 

York: Garland, 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Wilusz‟s childhood in South 

Amboy, New Jersey, and continuing through his graduate work at Duke University, his postdoc 

at Princeton University, and the establishment of his own lab at UMDNJ-New Jersey Medical 

School. Major topics discussed include his decision at Rutgers University to pursue 

microbiology rather than veterinary medicine, his identification of a leader RNA that binds to 

La protein, his discovery of acidic ribosomal proteins in autoantigens, his use of in vitro 

polyadenylation to study protein-RNA interactions, and the preconditions for producing creative 



 

 

 

science. 
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Ostergren assembled the biographical summary. Ödül Bozkurt, editorial assistant, compiled the 

index. 
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