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ABSTRACT

Andrew D. Ellington was born in 1956 in Missouri; the elder of two siblings. His
father was a title lawyer, and his mother was a high school mathematics and computer science
teacher. From a very young age Ellington’s parents, specifically his mother, pushed him very
hard to succeed in academics. Ellington credits his love of science and research to many
influential high school teachers whom he still speaks with on occasion.

Ellington attended Michigan State University, where he earned his B.S. in biochemistry
in 1981. During his undergraduate years, Ellington worked tirelessly in the lab, often sleeping
in classrooms or computer labs. In 1988 he earned his Ph.D. from Harvard University, where he
pursued research in Stephen C. Harrison's lab, followed by research with Steven A. Benner
whom he would later follow to Switzerland. It was in Benner’s lab that he developed his
Palimpsest Theory for Evolution based on his observations of RNA. Ellington accepted a
postdoctoral research fellowship in the Department of Genetics at Harvard Medical School;
there he did his research at the Massachusetts General Hospital, in Jack W. Szostak’s lab. He
studied Type 1 self-splicing introns and performed his best-known research on in vitro selection
in Szostak’s lab.

In 1992 Ellington was appointed associate professor in the Department of Chemistry at
Indiana University, Bloomington. In 1998 he was appointed associate professor in the
Department of Chemistry at the University of Texas, Austin. His current research is varied, but
focuses most interestingly on aptazymes—allosteric ribosomes that can be engineered to
recognize almost any molecule. Ellington hopes to show that these aptazymes can be used to
effectively recognize and subdue the HIV virus population of infected individuals. He is also
working on designing defensive biosensors for the United States Military which would allow for
quick recognition of pathogens or noxious substances.

Throughout his oral history Ellington stressed the importance of innovation and the need
to bridge the divide between technologists and scientists. He has received several grants and
awards, including a fellowship from the National Science Foundation, the Office of Naval
Research Young Investigator Award, the American Foundation for AIDS Research Scholar
Award, the National Science Foundation Young Investigator Award, and the Pew Scholars
Program in the Biomedical Sciences grant, which he discusses in the oral history.



UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY

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: Ellington's office, University of Texas, Austin.

Dates, length of sessions: March 6, 2000 (98 minutes); March 7, 2000 (119); March 9, 2000
(123).

Total number of recorded hours: 5.7

Persons present during interview: Ellington 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' 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
Ellington 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 Ellington's file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San
Francisco, including his 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 Ellington's childhood in
Olathe, Kansas, and continuing through his undergraduate work at Michigan State University;
his graduate work at Harvard University; his postdoc at Massachusetts General Hospital; and the
establishment of his own laboratories at Indiana University, Bloomington and the University
of Texas, Austin. Major topics discussed include the impact of good teachers on Ellington,
the development and application of technology in science, and the funding of his laboratory.
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