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Scott Soleimanpour: Living the Research

A 5-year-old Scott Soleimanpour was at a family
wedding when he was overcome by an unquenchable thirst. “I kept
asking my dad if I could go to the bar for soda,” says Soleimanpour,
who is now an M.D. and an associate professor of metabolism, endocrinology and diabetes. “I drank one after the other. That’s when my
parents became alarmed.”
His parents took him to the hospital, where he was diagnosed with
type 1 diabetes. Soleimanpour’s blood sugar was so high that he was
admitted to the intensive-care unit and remained in the hospital for
two weeks. There, he and his parents learned about life with diabetes,
and, even at his young age, he knew the direction his life would take.
“I was going to be a physician,” Soleimanpour says. “I was going to
work with diabetes. That’s the only thing I ever cared about.”
After graduating high school at age 16, Soleimanpour attended Kent
State University for a six-year combined B.S./M.D. program through
Northeast Ohio Medical University. Near the end of his first year of
medical school at age 19, his advisor encouraged him to apply for a summer research program at Vanderbilt University in the diabetes lab.
“The professor asked me, ‘Do you want to find the cure? Or are you just going to administer the cure that
someone else finds?’ I wanted to find the cure,” Soleimanpour says.
That summer, his textbooks came to life. He learned about metabolism and how glucose is controlled in the
body, and he was invigorated by the intricacies of planning and executing experiments. Soleimanpour then
took a year off from medical school for a Howard Hughes Medical Institute fellowship at the National Institutes of Health with a pancreatic islet transplantation research program. After that year, he knew for certain he
wanted to be a physician-scientist, and his sole mission was to cure type 1 diabetes. During his residency and
fellowship at the University of Pennsylvania, he worked with Doris Stoffers, M.D., Ph.D., a molecular biologist/endocrinologist, who had identified MODY 4 — a form of maturity onset diabetes of the young — and
who had aggressively researched PDX1, the gene that causes that form of the disease. Stoffers’ mentorship led
to Soleimanpour’s discovery of the Clec16A gene that is regulated by PDX1.
“We were in the dark without a flashlight,” Soleimanpour says. “We had to build all the molecular tools to
study this gene, yet with each experiment, it got more and more interesting.”
Soleimanpour’s discovery that the type 1 diabetes gene Clec16A is responsible for getting rid of old mitochondria
to make way for the production of healthy mitochondria was published this summer in Cell. This understanding is
crucial because mitochondria enable beta cells in the pancreas to produce insulin and control blood sugar levels.
“We took an entirely unknown diabetes gene, figured out how it works and determined its relevance in turning
over unhealthy mitochondria,” Soleimanpour says. “This is the reason I wanted to do more molecular research.”
Today, Soleimanpour continues his research at the U-M Brehm Center for Diabetes Research. After more than
a decade of studying type 1 diabetes, he says he feels like he’s just getting started. The black bag holding his
diabetes supplies on the desk in his office is a reminder of his mission.
“I eat, sleep and drink this stuff,” he says. “This isn’t just an academic exercise to me... I almost am this disease.” — Tiffani Langford
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Ganesh, M.D. (Residency 2000), a

professor of psychiatry and a research

dency 2009), was awarded the Global

specialist in cardiology and genetics

scientist with the Center for Clini-

Emergency Medicine Academy Glo-

and an assistant professor of internal

cal Management Research of the VA

balization and Advancement Award at

medicine, were recognized for their

Ann Arbor Healthcare System, has

the Society of Academic Emergency

efforts to bridge clinical care and

received the Paul B. Beeson Career

Medicine annual meeting held in Dal-

research at the 2014 American Heart

Development Award in Aging. The Na-

las in May 2014. Oteng, a clinical in-

Association Washtenaw County Heart

tional Institute on Aging, the National

structor in emergency medicine, was

Ball. Stanley, associate chair of the

Institute on Neurological Disorders

recognized for his work in Kumasi,

Department of Surgery, received the

and Strokes, and several private foun-

Ghana, where he focused on creating,

Heart of Gold Award for Excellence.

dations collaborate on this initiative

conducting and evaluating trauma-

Ganesh received the Young

to support clinically trained individu-

and injury-related research.

Investigator Award for Excellence

als who are pursuing careers in aging.

and the National Institutes of Health

Maust’s research investigates the

Emily Somers, Ph.D., Sc.M, associ-

role of neuropsychiatric symptoms of

ate professor of medicine, environ-

dementia in potentially preventable

mental health sciences and OB/GYN,

Christiane Wobus, Ph.D., is

hospitalizations, for which patients

is the winner of the 2014 Blue Cross

the recipient of a Friedrich Wilhelm

with dementia are at increased risk.

Blue Shield of Michigan Foundation

Bessel Research Award from the

Frank J. McDevitt, D.O., Excellence in

Alexander von Humboldt Foundation.

David C. Miller, M.D. (Residency

Research Award in the area of clinical

The foundation promotes academic

2005), received the Society of Urologic

research. The award, named in honor

cooperation between researchers

Oncology 2014 Young Investigator Award.

of the foundation’s late chairman,

from Germany and around the world.

The award recognizes Miller’s work in

recognizes research that contributes

Wobus, an associate professor of

urologic cancer-related health services

to improving health and medical care

microbiology and immunology, studies

research, including his efforts in the area

in Michigan.

how noroviruses infect their host with a

of physician-led collaborative quality

42

special focus on how noroviruses break

improvement in urological oncology. The

James Stanley (M.D. 1964,

associate professor of urology received

Residency 1972), the Marion and

his award at the society’s annual meeting

David Handleman Professor of

held in Orlando in May 2014.

Vascular Surgery, and Santhi

Maust

Medicine at Michigan

Miller

Pathway to Independence Award.

Oteng

Somers

through host defenses in the intestine.

Stanley

Ganesh

Wobus

Faculty books & journals

in print

By Thomas M. Annesley, Ph.D., pro-
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