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O
n behalf of the Friends of the National Library of Medicine 
(FNLM), we welcome you to this issue of NIH MedlinePlus 
magazine.   

This issue marks the first anniversary of our publication and 
we are very pleased with the progress we’ve made and the response we’ve 
received over the past year.  The magazine has taken on many important 
topics, from cancer to diabetes, from the new science of 
aging well to heart health.  Each issue has provided the 
latest advice and research findings direct from the scientists 
and medical experts who work for you at the world’s leading 
medical and health research organization, the National 
Institutes of Health.  We are greatly indebted to those 
experts and the major public figures, like Lance Armstrong, 
Mary Tyler Moore, Phylicia Rashad, Sam Donaldson, and Kirk 
Douglas, who have joined our effort to provide you with a 
gold standard of reliable, understandable, and up-to-date 
health information

We are excited to enter the second year of NIH Medline 
Plus magazine and will continue to focus on bringing you 
the most up-to-date and trustworthy information you need 
to keep you and your family healthy.   This issue tackles 
common problems like sleep disorders and back pain and 
provides the latest information on the prevention, diagnosis, 
and treatment of one of the leading killers in America — stroke.

 We hope you enjoy this issue of NIH MedlinePlus magazine.  Please let 
us know if you have suggestions for future topics to be covered in the 
magazine and if you would like to receive a free subscription.  You can reach 
us at the address below.

Sincerely,
Paul G. Rogers
Chairman
Friends of the National Library of Medicine

You can be a part of the Friends’ mission to help educate 
the health, corporate, and public communities about 
NIH’s many vital research initiatives.

If you or your company can help to support and ex-
pand the Library’s efforts by providing sponsorship and 
other charitable donations for NIH MedlinePlus magazine’s 
publication and distribution, many more thousands of 
Americans will gain valuable, free access to the world’s 

best online medical library, www.medlineplus.gov.
For more information, please visit www.fnlm.org or 

call (202) 719-8094. Written correspondence may be 
sent to FNLM, 2801 M Street NW, Washington, DC 20007.

The FNLM is classified as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit  
organization for federal tax purposes.

How You Can Help the Library Extend Medical Knowledge
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Klose: You have said the greatest risk to scientific progress is to 
stop taking risks; that risk-taking is the essence of science. Since 
becoming Director of NIH, you have consistently supported 
embryonic and adult stem cell research to develop cell-based 
therapies for heart disease, stroke, and countless other devastating 
conditions. What’s been the progress? 

Dr. Zerhouni: Biomedical research over the past 30 years has 
markedly reduced the mortality due to heart disease and stroke, for 
instance. But understanding the software of DNA, of how things 
play out, is the challenge of 21st century biomedical research.

That is why NIH scientists are working hard to understand how 
an infant cell—a childhood neuron—can create new circuits and 
regenerate them, whereas an adult neuron is much less capable.

Stem Cell Research:  

Unlocking the  
		  Mystery of Disease

FROM THE DIRECTOR

When he testified earlier this year before the U.S. Senate 
Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services, 
and Education, Dr. Elias Zerhouni, NIH Director, described the 
need for expanding stem cell research. Recently, he spoke about stem 
cell research with MLP coordinator Christopher Klose.  
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Stem Cell Research:  

Unlocking the  
		  Mystery of Disease

Klose: How difficult is the challenge?

Dr. Zerhouni: It is extraordinarily complex. Picture the embryonic cell (and its DNA) as a very 
complex keyboard, with thousands of keys. With the human genome, we’ve identified the size of 
the keyboard, the number of keys, and the notes each plays. What we haven’t figured out is how 
they end up playing Bach and Beethoven, so to speak—how becoming a neuron is one symphony, 
a skin cell another.

There are billions of cells, all with their own music. As the brain develops, it turns out they’re 
pretty harmonious—an orchestra of keyboards. So signaling among them becomes important.

But who is the conductor? How is an adult cell that only plays 
neuron music conducted, why does it stop, and how can you make 
it play heart or skin music? And for the embryonic stem cell—a key-
board that has never played—how is it directed to play neuron music 
and not muscle or liver music, even though all of our cells contain 
the same instruction books? 

This is what stem cell science is all about.
  

Klose: All in search of a conductor?

Dr. Zerhouni: Yes. We’ve made great progress, but people still 
suffer. With stroke, as with all conditions, we must be able to 
predict them earlier so we can act at the personal level—through 
changes in lifestyle, diet, exercise, etc.—to preempt it from strik-
ing, if possible. Fundamentally, however, we need to understand 
how things are organized.

Therefore, all avenues of research need to be pursued. 

Klose: Despite the controversy over stem cells?

Dr. Zerhouni: Yes. Unfortunately, the scientific foundation of stem cell research is sometimes lost 
in the societal, moral, and ethical battle between hype and hope. But our job at NIH is to push the 
science forward to serve our patients.

Klose: When can we expect results?

Dr. Zerhouni: The research is advancing at an incredible pace, but as we move forward we’re 
finding more complexity.  When I became director of the NIH we only knew of one gene that had 
anything to do with diabetes. Then, last June, we discovered 10 more that are clearly associated; we 
must accelerate our research into how these notes play.

Klose: And that’s the issue of supporting basic research, isn’t it?  

Dr. Zerhouni: That’s right. We must continue the research at all levels, or there will be no progress. 
We need to understand these fundamental facts of life: how and why the young brain adapts, why 
the old does not. If we can know how a disease occurs, we can prevent it. 

So I think it’s a multi-pronged attack, both from the point of basic understanding and continu-
ally improving what we do. Finally, it’s important to emphasize that science evolves with strong 
ethics.

Good science is good ethics. n

“Good 
science  
is good 
ethics.”




