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The Richard M. Schulze Family Foundation in December pledged $40 million for diabetes research

at the University of Minnesota. The gift will capitalize on the University’s strength in this area and

aims to shorten the timeline for creating a viable cure for people with type 1 diabetes.

At the time it was made, this gift was the second largest in the University’s history and the

second largest by an individual or family foundation to diabetes research in the United States.

In recognition of the gift, the University has renamed its Diabetes Institute for Immunology and

Transplantation (DIIT) the Schulze Diabetes Institute.

“Curing type 1 diabetes is possible,” says Bernhard Hering, M.D., an internationally recognized

diabetes researcher and scientific director of the Schulze Diabetes Institute. “We only need to declare

it possible, engage the brightest minds, be contagiously committed, and break all barriers.”

Reversing diabetes has been possible using human islet cell transplants, through which insulin-

producing islet cells from a donor’s pancreas are injected into the recipient’s liver. But because of the

severe shortage of donor organs and the challenges of immunosuppression, few have benefited from

this experimental treatment.

Today University researchers are seeking ways

to develop both an abundant supply of islet cells

and better, safer immunosuppressive techniques.

Pursuing a cure
Best Buy founder and chairman Richard

Schulze’s daughter Debra Schulze has managed

her type 1 diabetes with “Herculean” strength for

the last 28 years, her father says. But the family

envisions a day when the disease can be cured,

not just managed.

The Schulzes searched nationally and

internationally for people who are as passionate

as they are about curing diabetes. They wanted to

continued on page 2

‘In our own backyard’
University receives $40 million to help accelerate a cure for type 1 diabetes

Best Buy founder Richard M. Schulze talks about his

family’s gift at a December 11 press conference, while

University diabetes researchers Bernhard Hering, M.D.,

and Meri Firpo, Ph.D., look on.
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invest their money in the people who could do

the most good with it—those who could deliver

a cure in the foreseeable future. They found

those people at the University.

“It was gratifying to know that, at the end of

the day, in our own backyard, we had this group

of people who were so poised, so passionate

about finding a cure,” Richard Schulze says.

Building on strengths
Through pioneering work in the Schulze

Diabetes Institute, the Stem Cell Institute, the

Center for Translational Medicine, and other

critical resources, three promising conceptual

cures have been identified: human islet trans-

plantation, stem cell–derived islet cells, and pig

islet transplantation in partnership with Spring

Point Project, a nonprofit organization that

raises medical-grade pigs to supply islets for

human transplantation. The Schulze family’s

gift will support research focused on efforts to

implement these cures.

The collaborative effort to advance research

in these areas will be led by Hering and the Stem

Cell Institute’s Meri Firpo, Ph.D., with support

from the Center for Translational Medicine,

directed by Bruce Blazar, M.D.

“This transformative gift enables some of

the world’s best minds to aggressively pursue a

cure for a disease that has an impact on millions

of people worldwide,” says University President

Robert H. Bruininks, Ph.D. “I want to personally

thank the Schulze family for their leadership,

passion, and generosity.”

Milestones in
diabetes research

1966
University surgeons perform the world’s first
clinical pancreas transplant

1974
University surgeons perform the world’s first
transplant of insulin-producing islet cells
(from a deceased donor to a living person)
to treat diabetes

1977
The same surgeons perform the world’s first
living-donor islet cell transplant

1992
University physician-scientists conduct one of
the world’s first clinical islet transplant trials

1994
The University of Minnesota Medical School
establishes the Diabetes Institute for
Immunology and Transplantation

2004
The nonprofit Spring Point Project is founded
to raise medical-grade pigs to supply islets
for transplantation to humans and forms a
partnership with the University

2006
The University leads a research team that
reverses diabetes in nonhuman primates by
transplanting islet cells from pigs

2008
The University is named one of seven U.S.
sites funded by the National Institutes of
Health to determine whether islet trans-
plantation will become an FDA-approved
treatment for people with difficult-to-manage
type 1 diabetes

A new timeline continued from cover

Nancy JS Tellor,

Maureen Schulze,

Richard Schulze,

and Debra Schulze

represented the

family’s foundation

at the press event.
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Gift planning seminar
May 14, 2009
Minneapolis Club

This informational session is

designed to help donors and

prospective donors learn how

planned giving options can help

maximize their philanthropic

objectives. For more information,

contact Angela Lillie at 612-625-

9646 or a.lillie@mmf.umn.edu.

13th annual
Golf Classic ‘fore’
Diabetes Research
June 15, 2009
Town & Country Club

If you’d like to golf or sponsor

a hole, contact Valerie

Petermann at 612-624-4444 or

v.petermann@mmf.umn.edu.

10th annual
Lightning Run
July 17 and 18, 2009
St. Paul Harley-Davidson/Buell

If you’d like to ride or sponsor

the event, contact Valerie

Petermann at 612-624-4444 or

v.petermann@mmf.umn.edu

or visit www.mmf.umn.edu/

events/lightningrun/.

Meri Firpo, Ph.D., will never forget the moment
two years ago that shocked the international stem
cell research community. A scientist revealed a
novel process using genes to turn ordinary skin
cells backward in development, returning them to
pluripotent stem cells, the precursor cells capable
of developing into any of the body’s cells.

“No one knew whether to believe it,” she
recalls. “It was too simple—and too outrageous.”

But Firpo recognized immediate potential for
this powerful technique, which creates cells now
known as induced pluripotent stem (iPS) cells.

Firpo, an assistant professor in the Stem Cell
Institute and the Division of Endocrinology and
Diabetes, has launched a promising cure-focused
research tack using iPS cells to study type 1
diabetes. Using skin cells, she is creating iPS cells
that have been reprogrammed to “forget” they
once were skin. (Skin cells are abundant and easy
to obtain. When their identity as skin is wiped
away, they’re like blank slates.)

Then she’s prompting those iPS cells to
develop into insulin-producing beta cells, the same
pancreatic cells that are destroyed in people with
type 1 diabetes.

The reprogrammed iPS cells represent an ideal
model—“a human pancreas in a dish,” as Firpo
explains—to learn more about individual causes
of diabetes, such as whether a person’s islet cells
somehow trigger a reaction from the immune
system, or whether an errant immune system is
at work. Such information ultimately may allow
researchers to predict who’s likely to get diabetes
and then prevent it.

Moreover, Firpo says, iPS cells could
provide a unique opportunity to develop
a patient-friendly treatment. Because
they’d come directly from patients’ own
bodies, iPS-generated beta cells may
be easily transplantable back to those
people, and —for some—might not
require the extensive immunosuppres-
sive drugs needed when cells come from
another donor.

Down the hall from Firpo’s lab, Stem
Cell Institute director Jonathan Slack,
Ph.D., is taking a different approach to
reprogrammed cells. But still, the two
projects have overlapping methods that
provide complementary information.
“They’re synergistic,” Slack says.

Slack is working to turn liver cells into beta
cells. The liver is adjacent to the pancreas during
an embryo’s development, he explains, and the
two organs’ cells receive most—but not all—of the
same developmental cues. Liver cells only need to
be reprogrammed partway back before they can
be steered toward becoming pancreas cells.

Already, Slack’s group has made insulin-
producing cells that, unlike those derived from
embryonic stem cells, can interpret glucose levels
in the body and can release the insulin they produce
in a timely manner.

“Our thinking has been greatly assisted by
knowing about iPS cells and about Meri’s work,”
Slack says. “When you’re in the same building and
talking every day, it speeds things up a lot.”

—Kate Ledger

Scientists tackle diabetes by reprogramming stem cells

Meri Firpo, Ph.D.
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Can surgery be an effective way to treat type 2

diabetes? Researchers at the University of Minnesota

are teaming up with colleagues around the world to

find out.

Through a clinical trial, researchers will examine

the effectiveness of a type of gastric bypass surgery

called Roux-en-Y (RNY) as a treatment for type 2

diabetes. This is the first randomized clinical study

of its kind to compare RNY to traditional medical

management as a practical solution for dealing

with diabetes.

“Surgery is just a tool, clearly, but this tool has

the potential to dramatically enhance the treatment

of type 2 diabetes,” says Sayeed Ikramuddin, M.D.,

leader of the study and director of gastrointestinal

surgery at the University of Minnesota Medical

Center. “If used properly with lifestyle modifications,

surgery also greatly reduces other risks for these

patients, including the risk of death due to cardio-

vascular disease and cancer.”

In a RNY gastric bypass, a surgeon makes the

patient’s stomach smaller, causing the feeling of

fullness sooner. The stomach is then connected

directly to the middle section of the small intestine,

which bypasses calorie absorption.

Overweight people with type 2 diabetes often

struggle to lose weight because the insulin they

take to control their blood glucose levels promotes

weight gain.

Previous studies have shown that bariatric

surgery has excellent clinical outcomes for mildly

to moderately obese people with type 2 diabetes,

greatly reducing or often eliminating the need—

almost immediately after surgery—for these patients

to take medication to control their glucose levels.

Researchers also are using this trial to gain

further insight into why RNY is an effective treatment

for diabetes by conducting biochemical and genetic

analyses of study participants’ blood samples.

Researchers hope that if they can identify how the

surgery works, that knowledge can be used to help

develop drugs that would mimic the effect of surgery.

Besides the University of Minnesota, the study

is taking place at Columbia University and National

Taiwan University. The University of Minnesota site

will recruit 30 study participants.
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