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NBA center Jason Collins gets candid at the Keck School

Photo Gallery – USC Norris 40th anniversary celebration

When NBA center Jason 
Collins came out as a 
gay man on the cover 

of Sports Illustrated magazine, he 
became a cultural icon — the first 
openly gay athlete playing a major 
American team sport. 

“I am definitely not alone,” 
said Collins. “Statistically speak-
ing, there are [gay athletes] in all 
sports.”

In a wide-ranging discussion 
with Keck School of Medicine of 
USC Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, 
MD, MBA, Collins discussed his 
coming out process, a phone call 
with President Barack Obama, on 
being a role model and his future 
in the NBA. 

Much of the free-form discussion, held as part of the 
2013-2014 Dean’s Distinguished Lecturer series held on 
Sept. 12 in the Mayer Auditorium, circled around the idea 
of stereotypes — of athletes, of African-Americans and of 
homosexuality.

“As physicians, we know that stereotyping is a very dan-
gerous thing that can interfere with taking care of patients 
and ensuring their quality of care,” said Puliafito.

According to Collins, the fact that he is a gay male made 
him play a more physical style of basketball to fight certain 

stereotypes associated with gay men.
“As an athlete, you’re taught what it means to be a ‘tough 

guy,’” he said. “Being gay is considered to be the other side 
of the spectrum. People associate the worst stereotypes with 
being gay. … I always had a chip on my shoulder, and it was 
one of those things that just made me play harder.” 

Collins ended the talk by answering a question from the 
audience about his toughest competitors, and turned his 
answer into a message about competing in the “right” way, 

During the first of the Dean’s Distinguished Lecture series, Keck School of Medicine Dean Carmen A. 
Puliafito, MD, MBA, interviews NBA player Jason Collins on coming out as an openly gay athlete.

From left: Stephen Gruber, director of the USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer Center; Ming and Eva Hsieh, benefactors of the Ming Hsieh  
Institute for Engineering Medicine for Cancer; Lisa Hansen, chair of the Norris Foundation; USC Trustee Harlyne Norris; and Keck School Dean 

Carmen A. Puliafito.  At the event, Norris and Hansen received the inaugural Founder’s Award, and the Hsiehs received the inaugural Visionary Award.

From left, Carmen A. Puliafito, dean of the Keck School of Medicine of USC, USC Trustee 
Harlyne Norris and actor/comedian Martin Short.

USC recruited renowned spine surgeon Jeffrey C. Wang, 
MD, to join its faculty as co-director of the USC Spine 
Center, a multidisciplinary program offering comprehensive 
services for spinal disorders.

An international leader in spine care with 
expertise in the surgical treatment of all neck 
and back disorders, Wang joined Keck Medicine 
of USC on Sept. 1 as chief of orthopaedic spine 
surgery at the Keck Medical Center and professor 
of orthopaedic surgery and neurosurgery at the 
Keck School of Medicine of USC.

“Jeff is an excellent clinician and a leading 
researcher in enhancing the biology of spinal fusion,” 

said Jay R. Lieberman, MD, professor and chair of the 
Department of Orthopaedic Surgery at the Keck School. 
“He has the experience and expertise to take the USC 
Spine Center to the next level of excellence. We’re pleased 

he has become part of our team.”
Wang, formerly chief of the orthopaedic spine 

service, vice chairman of clinical operations, and 
professor of orthopaedic surgery and neurosurgery 
at UCLA, brought with him a basic science 
laboratory of 15 people researching new methods 
for treating spinal disorders such as gene therapy 
and tissue regeneration. Wang has published nearly 

300 articles, book chapters and abstracts.

Expert surgeon is now co-director of USC comprehensive spine center

$1 million pledge to fund 
key stem cell research

Hinton named to 
vision science post

USC Norris 40th 
anniversary celebration

Jeffrey C. Wang

continued on page 4

Singer-songwriter Randy Newman charmed the 
crowd, singing, “You’ve Got a Friend in Me”.
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The USC Norris 
Comprehensive Cancer 
Center held a gala 

anniversary celebration, “40 
Years of Progress – Discovering 
New Cures,” on Friday, Oct. 11, 
honoring USC Norris leaders, 
researchers and those who 
support them.

The celebration, which 
raised nearly $2 million to 
support cancer research at USC 
Norris, was held at the Westin 
Bonaventure Hotel in Los 
Angeles, and attracted 500 guests. 
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Keck Medicine Initiative continues to garner support
The Keck Medicine Initiative will touch and transform all aspects of the university’s medical enterprise and impact every 

student, faculty and staff and patients throughout the USC community and beyond. The $1.5 billion, multi-year effort seeks 
to advance Keck Medicine of USC’s academic, research and clinical priorities and magnify our contributions to human 
health around the world. 

We are profoundly grateful to the over 40,000 donors who have enabled the Keck Medicine Initiative to raise over $540 
million, or 36% to goal; $98.6 million in gifts and pledges has been secured in the FY14 fiscal year (through October 25). 

Recent gifts and pledges to Keck Medicine include: 
• a $5 million pledge from the L.K Whittier Foundation for the Whittier Health Sciences 

Tailored Therapies Initiative;
• a $1 million pledge from the Lanni Family Charitable Foundation and Deborah Lanni for the 

USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer Center;
• a $1 million pledge to the Eli and Edythe Broad Center for Regenerative Medicine and Stem 

Cell Research at USC from Mr. Yong Chen of the Zhongmei Group;
• a pledge of $1 million from Jim S. Bonorris, MD, and Lucy Z. Bonorris in support of the Keck 

School of Medicine of USC and the Norris Comprehensive Cancer Center which established the 
first donor–advised fund at USC; and 

• a generous gift from Mike and Sharon Ensign in honor of Keck School of Medicine alumnus, 
Tony Alamo

Over the last six months, Keck Medicine of USC has held several special donor events and programs to discuss the 
featured objectives in the Keck Initiative and to steward and thank donors and supporters. Please contact Melany Duval, 
associate vice president for health sciences campus development, at 323-442-2358 or melanydu@usc.edu to learn about 
opportunities to join our community of donors. 



Chinese businessman Yong Chen, of the Zhongmei Group, 
has pledged $1 million to USC stem cell researcher Qi-Long 
Ying to support his future “eureka moments.”

“When I talked to Mr. Chen, I told him that groundbreaking 
discoveries often come from unexpected directions,” said Ying, PhD, 
associate professor of stem cell biology and regenerative medicine at the 
Eli and Edythe Broad Center for Regenerative Medicine and Stem Cell 
Research at USC. “You suddenly have a very creative and unusual idea, 
and you test it. And it works.”

Ying and a team of researchers had one such moment — which 
ranked among Science magazine’s “Top 10 Breakthroughs of 2010” — 
when they used embryonic stem cell-based technology to produce the 
world’s first “knockout” rats, laboratory animals modified to lack one or 
more genes. Knockout rats allow scientists to model and study a wide 
range of genetic diseases that also occur in humans.

Chen’s gift will support at least three previously unfunded projects 
in Ying’s lab: deriving embryonic stem cells from other species, 
understanding how normal embryonic stem cells become tumor cells, 
and maintaining and genetically modifying blood-forming stem cells to 
potentially cure diseases such as HIV and leukemia.

Keck School will 
co-host ‘Frontiers 
of Optical Coherence 
‘Tomography’ 

Twenty-one of the world’s leading 
authorities on ophthalmic OCT will 
present the latest in clinical applications 
and technologic development at “Frontiers 
of Optical Coherence Tomography 
(OCT)” on Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. 

The symposium will bring together, for 
the first time ever on the same program, 
the original co-inventors of OCT — 
including Carmen A. Puliafito, MD, MBA, 
dean of the Keck School of Medicine of 
USC — who were the recipients of the 
2012 António Champalimaud Vision 
Award. 

This unique educational and scientific 
event will be held at the historic Langham 
Huntington Hotel in Pasadena. Presented 
by the USC Eye Institute, Keck School of 
Medicine of USC and USC Viterbi School 
of Engineering, the symposium offers 8.5 
hours of continuing medical education 
credits.

Course registration is $150 for 
practicing ophthalmologists. Registration 
fees are waived for residents, fellows, 
and ophthalmologists who have entered 
practice within the past three years.

For more information about “Frontiers 
of Optical Coherence Tomography 
(OCT)” visit the course website at http://
oct.usc.edu or call the Keck School of 
Medicine of USC Office of Continuing 
Medical Education at (323) 442-1663.

$1 million pledged to support key 
research by Broad stem cell scientist

First Regenerative Medicine Initiative Awards recipients named Hinton named associate dean for vision science

COLLINS: ‘Your reputation will go places you’ll never go’

Three newly assembled research teams within USC 
Stem Cell, the regenerative medicine initiative 
at USC, will take steps that could lead to future 

stem-cell based therapies for certain forms of deafness, 
bone defects and pediatric leukemia.

The teams are the winners of USC’s Regenerative 
Medicine Initiative (RMI), a University-wide program 
kick-started by $1.2 million in funding from the office 
of Carmen A. Puliafito, MD, MBA, dean of the Keck 
School of Medicine of USC. Each RMI Award provides 
up to $200,000 per year for two years to multi-investigator 
research collaborations that harness the full potential of 
USC-affiliated faculty members.

“We hope these are the first of many awards as we 
continue to develop new strategies to enable and empower 
regenerative medicine researchers across USC,” explained 
Andrew McMahon, PhD, director of the Eli and Edythe 
Broad Center for Regenerative Medicine and Stem Cell 
Research at USC, who is spearheading USC Stem Cell and 
the RMI Awards.

The three winning 
teams were selected from 
26 proposals, involving 
80 faculty members from 
Children’s Hospital Los 
Angeles (CHLA); the 
USC Viterbi School of 
Engineering; the USC 
Dornsife College of 
Letters, Arts and Sciences; 
the USC School of 
Pharmacy; the Ostrow 
School of Dentistry of 
USC; and the Keck School 
of Medicine.

For the first team, Neil 
Segil, PhD, and Takahiro 
Ohyama, PhD, will work 

with Justin Ichida, PhD, assistant professor of stem cell 
biology and regenerative medicine, on curing deafness 
by using cellular reprograming to create inner ear cells, 
including sensory hair cells. 

The second team will focus on ways to repair human 
bones through lessons learned from mice and zebrafish. 
The project brings together Jay R. Lieberman, MD, a 
clinical orthopaedic surgeon and chair of the Department 
of Orthopaedic Surgery; and assistant professors of cell and 
neurobiology Gage Crump, PhD, and Francesca Mariani, 
PhD.

The third team will develop therapy for B-precursor 
acute lymphoblastic leukemia (BPL), the most common 
form of cancer in children and adolescents. Fatih Uckun, 
MD, PhD, professor of research pediatrics who heads 
translational research in leukemia lymphoma at the 
Children’s Center for Cancer and Blood Diseases of 
CHLA, and Gregor Adams, PhD, assistant professor of 
cell and neurobiology, are co-principal investigators on the 
project.

David R. Hinton, MD, professor of pathology, 
neurological surgery and ophthalmology at the 
Keck School of Medicine of USC, has been named 

the school’s inaugural associate dean for vision science. 
Hinton is a distinguished scientist and educator, and one 
of the world’s foremost experts on the biology of macular 
degeneration.

Hinton will spearhead the development of new vision 
science programs in education, training and research. He will 
also be responsible for coordinating vision research efforts 
that are located throughout Keck School departments, and 
between the Keck School and other departments and schools 
at USC.

“Dr. Hinton’s breadth of knowledge, area of research, 
commitment to patient care, and leadership roles make 
him an ideal choice,” said Carmen A. Puliafito, MD, MBA, 
dean of the Keck School of Medicine. “His knowledge and 
prominence as a researcher converge remarkably with our 
efforts to provide the finest eye health care in the world.”

“The Keck School of Medicine and the USC Eye Institute 
are committed to recruiting transformational vision scientists 
to our university,” Puliafito added.

Hinton has been involved in vision research since his 
residency at the University of Toronto, where he also 

received his medical degree in 1978. 
His keen interest in the response of the outer retina to 

injury and its role in blinding disorders such as proliferative 
vitreoretinopathy (PVR) and choroidal neovascularization 
(CNV) has contributed significantly to the understanding of 
the basic mechanisms of disease and to the development of 
novel therapeutic approaches to those disorders.
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Gage Crump, Jay R. Lieberman and Francesca Mariani comprise one of the winning RMI teams who will be 
performing multi-investigator collaborations as part of USC’s regenerative medicine initiative. 

Chinese businessman Yong Chen recently pledged $1 million to the laboratory of USC 
stem cell researcher Qi-Long Ying (right). Ying is pictured above with Chen’s son, Gary.

and about the value of positive behavior, both on and off 
the court.

“I’m all for being physical, and playing hard, but you 
should never cross the line as far as how you conduct your-
self on the court, in terms of what you say and what you 
do — you should never try to injure a player,” he said. “One 
thing my grandmother taught me and my brother at a very 
early age: your reputation will go places you will never go.”

An archived webcast of the discussion can be viewed 
online at http://keckmedia.usc.edu/Mediasite/Catalog/
catalogs/ddls.

The conversation with Collins was the first in the 2013-
2014 Dean’s Distinguished Lecturer series. Future speakers 
include David Kessler, MD, former chief of the U.S. Food 
and Drug Administration, and freelance journalist Owen 
Bennett-Jones.

As associate dean for vision science, Hinton will drive the development  
of new vision science programs in education, training and research.
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