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ABSTRACT 

 

 Sarah A. Woodson was born and raised in Warren, Michigan.  Her father was a music 

teacher; Sarah’s mother, who was from Amsterdam, Holland, was a housewife until her children 

were older, when she finished college and became a teacher.  Sarah began as a violinist and soon 

switched to piano.  She was always interested in science, beginning in second grade with the 

solar system.  She believes that she was shy, and she took refuge in books, reading a great deal of 

the time.  Her father believed that women had a certain subservient place in society and should 

follow certain codes of behavior, codes that did not permit married women to work.   

But Sarah’s mother helped Sarah rebel against the strictures and go into science in 

college.  She attended Kalamazoo College, majoring in chemistry and being graduated Phi Beta 

Kappa.  After spending a year at a lab in France, she had to do a research project, which she did 

in Morton Rabin’s lab at Wayne State University.   

From Michigan Woodson went to Yale University, where she worked in Donald M. 

Crothers’ lab, studying nucleic acids using NMR (nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy).  

After five years there she spent three years as a postdoc with Thomas Cech at University of 

Colorado.  There she studied RNA, discovering reverse self-splicing.  While there she met her 

future husband, Steven Rokita.   

She then accepted a position at the University of Maryland, and she and Rokita, who was 

on the chemistry faculty at State University of New York at Stony Brook, began their 

relationship.  While at Maryland Sarah developed a revised biochemistry program for 

undergraduates.  She moved from assistant to associate professor, when she was granted tenure; 

then she obtained full professorship.  At that point she was offered a position at Johns Hopkins 

University, where she continues to teach, run her lab, publish, write grant proposals, and attempt 

to mentor her lab members.  Her work on the structures and interactions of RNA continues.  Her 

husband, Steven Rokita, is now a faculty member in the departments of chemistry and 

biochemistry at the University of Maryland.  
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INTERVIEWER:

Helene L. Cohen, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program. B.S., Nursing, UCLA;
P.N.P., University of California, San Diego/UCLA; M.A., Theater, San Diego State University.

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW:

Place: Woodson's office, Johns Hopkins University.

Dates, length of sessions: July 19, 1999 (94 minutes); July 20, 1999 (103); July 21, 1999 (102).

Total number of recorded hours: 5

Persons present during interview: Woodson and Cohen.

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.

To provide an overall framework for project interviews, the director of the UCLA Oral
History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline. In
preparing for this interview, Cohen held a telephone preinterview conversation with Woodson to
obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, etc.) and
agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars' interviews and the
documentation in Woodson's file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco,
including her proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars
Program national advisory committee members. For technical background, Cohen consulted
J.D. Watson et al., Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, California:
Benjamin/Cummings, 1987; Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3rd ed. New
York: Garland, 1994; Horace F. Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation. New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1979; and recent issues of Science and Nature.

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Woodson's childhood in
Warren, Michigan, and continuing through her undergraduate work at Kalamazoo College, her
graduate work at Yale University, her postdoc at University of Colorado, and the establishment
of her own labs at University of Maryland and Johns Hopkins University. Major topics
discussed include her religious background, her research on reverse self-splicing, her research
on RNA structure, and gender issues in science.

ORIGINAL EDITING:
Ji Young Kwon, editorial assistant, edited the interview. She checked the verbatim



transcript of the interview against the original tape recordings, edited for punctuation,
paragraphing, and spelling, and verified proper names. Words and phrases inserted by the editor
have been bracketed.

Woodson did not review the transcript and therefore some names have not been verified.

William Van Benschoten, editor, prepared the table of contents. Kwon assembled the
biographical summary and interview history. Victoria Simmons, editorial assistant, compiled the
index.
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