
CHEMICAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION

STEPHEN M. DENNING

The Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences

Transcript of an Interview
Conducted by

Marcia L. Meldrum

at

Duke University Medical Center
Durham, NC

on

23-25 August 1995

From the Original Collection of the University of California, Los Angeles



ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

This oral history is part of a series supported by a grant from the Pew Charitable Trusts based on

the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences. This collection is an important resource

for the history of biomedicine, recording the life and careers of young, distinguished biomedical

scientists and of Pew Biomedical Scholar Advisory Committee members.

This oral history was completed under the auspices of the Oral History Project,
University of California, Los Angeles (Copyright © 1997, The Regents of the

University of California) and is made possible through the generosity of



From the original collection at the Center for
Oral History Research, UCLA Library, UCLA.

The following oral history, originally processed at the UCLA Center for Oral History
Research, has been reformatted by the Chemical Heritage Foundation. The process involved
reformatting the front matter, adding a new abstract, replacing the table of contents, and
replacing the index. The paragraph spacing and font of the body of the transcript were altered to
conform to the standards of the Oral History Program at the Chemical Heritage Foundation.
The text of the oral history remains unaltered; any inadvertent spelling or factual errors in the
original manuscript have not been modified. The reformatted version and digital copies of the
interview recordings are housed at the Othmer Library, Chemical Heritage Foundation. The
original version and research materials remain at the Darling Library, University of California,
Los Angeles and at the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.

REFORMATTING:

Marnie Berkowitz, Consultant to the Chemical Heritage Foundation. B.A., Classical
Languages and Literatures, University of Minnesota; Ford Foundation Fellowship, Classical
Languages and Literatures, University of Chicago.

David J. Caruso, Program Manager, Biomedical Sciences and Technologies, Chemical
Heritage Foundation. B.A., History of Science, Medicine, and Technology, Johns Hopkins
University; PhD., Science and Technology Studies, Cornell University.









This interview has been designated as Free Access.

One may view, quote from, cite, or reproduce the oral history with the permission of CHF.

Please note: Users citing this interview for purposes of publication are obliged under the terms
of the Chemical Heritage Foundation Oral History Program to credit CHF using the format
below:

Stephen M. Denning, interview by Marcia L. Meldrum at the Duke University Medical
Center, Durham, North Carolina, 23-25 August 1995 (Philadelphia: Chemical Heritage
Foundation, Oral History Transcript # 0480).

Chemical Heritage Foundation
Oral History Program
315 Chestnut Street

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19106

The Chemical Heritage Foundation (CHF) serves the community of the chemical and molecular
sciences, and the wider public, by treasuring the past, educating the present, and inspiring the
future. CHF maintains a world-class collection of materials that document the history and
heritage of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and industries; encourages
research in CHF collections; and carries out a program of outreach and interpretation in order to
advance an understanding of the role of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and
industries in shaping society.



STEPHEN M. DENNING

1954 Born in Murphy, North Carolina on 19 March

Education

1976 B.S., Duke University
1980 M.D., Duke University

Research Appointments

University of Chicago Hospitals and Clinics
1980-1981 Intern
1981-1983 Resident

Duke University Medical Center, Division of Cardiology
1983-1984 Clinical Fellow
1985-1987 Research Fellow

Professional Experience

Duke University, Department of Medicine
1987-1989 Assistant Professor
1989-present Associate Professor

Honors

1976 Phi Beta Kappa
1987 Clinician Scientist Award, American Heart Association

1990-1994 Pew Scholar in the Biomedical Sciences

Selected Publications

Denning, S.M. et al., 1987. Human thymic epithelial cells can function as accessory cells
for autologous mature thymocyte activation. Journal of Immunology, 138:680-86.

Denning, S.M. et al., 1987. Monoclonal antibodies to CD2 and LFA-3 antigens inhibit



human thymic epithelial cell dependent mature thymocyte activation. Journal of
Immunology, 139:2573-78.

Denning, S.M. et al., 1988. Human thymic epithelial cells directly induce autologous
immature thymocyte proliferation. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences USA,
85:3125-29.

Denning, S.M. et al., 1988. Purified lymphocyte function associated antigen-3 activates
human thymocytes via the CD2 pathway. Journal of Immunology, 141:2980-85.

Denning, S.M., and B.F. Haynes, 1988. Differentiation of human T cells. Clinics in
Laboratory Medicine, 8:1-14.

Haynes, B.F. et al., 1989. Ontogeny of T-cell precursors: A model for the initial stages
of human T-cell development. Immunology Today, 10:87-90.

Haynes, B.F. et al., 1989. CD44--a molecule involved in leukocyte adherence and
T-cell activation. Immunology Today, 10:423-28.

Denning, S.M. et al., 1989. Human postnatal CD4-, CD8-, CD3 thymic T cell
precursors differentiate in vitro into T cell receptor δ-bearing cells. Journal of Immunology,
142:2988-97.

Haynes, B.F. et al., 1990. Human intrathymic T cell differentiation. Seminars in
Immunology, 2:67-77.

Denning, S.M. et al., 1990. Antibodies against CD44, p80, lymphocyte homing
receptor augment human peripheral blood T cell activation. Journal of Immunology, 144:7.

Denning, S.M. et al., 1991. Analysis of clones derived from human CD7+, CD4-, CD8-,
CD3 - thymocytes. International Immunology, 3 :1015.

DeNofrio, D. et al., 1995. CD3 δ and ε gene expression in CD3-CD16+ natural killer cell
clones derived from thymic precursors. Human Immunology, 43: 283-94.



ABSTRACT 

 

 

Stephen M. Denning was born in Murphy, North Carolina, a small town in the foothills of 

the Appalachians, and “about as far west in North Carolina as you could go”; he grew up in 

nearby Rutherfordton.  Both parents were teachers, and his one sibling, a younger brother, 

became a teacher—of biology—as well.  From an early age, Denning was attracted to science; he 

remembers being enthralled by Sputnik and the United States’ subsequent space program.  

Denning loved to read, especially about science.  Biographies of scientists like Marie Curie and 

Louis Pasteur—and of course a chemistry set—encouraged his interest in chemistry and physics.  

He also evinced an early interest in electronics and took up photography as a hobby as well; this 

hobby he pursues today, when he has time.  He was selected for several programs established to 

enrich education for gifted children, including the Governor’s School in Winston-Salem, and 

found that in high school he tended to know more of some subjects (especially mathematics) 

than the teachers; but he had one outstanding teacher, for biology, who really inspired him.  For 

fun, Denning and his family hiked and camped; Denning played touch football and built rockets.  

When he was in high school, on weekends and after school he worked in a hospital, where he 

drew blood and learned to analyze it.  

 Denning attended Duke University, receiving his BS in chemistry.  The chemistry majors 

of his year formed a close-knit group, doing lab work and generally working together, unlike in 

the biology department, where competition was more prevalent.  Denning applied to graduate 

schools in chemistry and to medical schools, unsure which course he wanted to pursue.  An 

emeritus professor of chemistry, Marcus Hobbs, convinced him to go into medicine, as there 

would be more breakthroughs and discoveries in that field than in chemistry.  Denning attended 

Duke Medical School; there he did research with Sheldon Pinnell on collagen antibodies; and 

then he did his internship and residency at University of Chicago.  In Chicago he met his wife, 

Judith J. Johnson, a nurse in a medical intensive care unit. He then accepted a fellowship in 

cardiology under Joseph C. Greenfield at Duke University, where he has remained.  He joined 

Barton Haynes’ laboratory where he began research into the development of T cells in the human 

fetus and in immune response in general.  His greatest interest is in the intersection between his 

clinical work and his research on molecular mechanisms and their therapeutic or interventional 

value.  Denning continues to balance family—his wife, Judith, a nurse anesthetist now, and two 

young sons—and his work; to attempt to interest medical students in research; and to seek 

funding for ever more research. 
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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.
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North Carolina and continuing through his undergraduate and medical education at Duke
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components of the immune system, the relationship between research and clinical work, the
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