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Shohab Youssefian

It is quite ironic that my recent move to the Graduate School of Medicine has brought me
back to the medical field. Although I was initially accepted into medical school after my
undergraduate degree, a three-month hitch-hiking trip throughout Africa, where I witnessed
the tragic effects of hunger and its impact on health, compelled me to change my area and
study plant genetics with the hope of helping to alleviate this suffering. After my MPhil and
PhD at Cambridge, I moved to Akita where for the next 27 years my research focused on
both basic and applied aspects of plant molecular biology, especially isolating and exploiting
novel genes, such as those encoding various signaling molecules, transporters and enzymes,
to improve crop responses to environmental stress.

My move to Kyoto now sees a shift in my focus. While I aim to actively continue my
research - although now towards medical sciences — my priority at present is education,
and I hope to share my passion and wonder about our biological world with many students.
Of course, the challenge is to fully engage them in my biochemistry, genetics and molecular
biotechnology courses in English, yet I am sure that they appreciate the importance of
obtaining a global perspective on their education so they can become major protagonists
in international scientific research and caring medical doctors with a broad vision of their
domestic and global responsibilities.

Such an international outlook cannot, however, just come from attending a few English
lectures alone. In my previous university, for example, we took large groups of students
abroad for two-week periods to study and learn about different cultures and perform
community service projects. This had a great impact on their lives and outlook. I hope
to help initiate similar projects here - perhaps taking our medical students to work in a
hospital in a developing country for several weeks. One of the international contributions of
which I am particularly proud, is to be part of a global education initiative that provides on-
line courses in numerous subjects to thousands of students in Iran who have been barred
by the Islamic government from entering university only because of their religious beliefs.
Many of our graduating students have subsequently entered high caliber universities, such
as Harvard and Stanford Medical School.

When I was considering the possibility of moving to Kyoto, I was deeply struck by the
Faculty of Medicine Admission Policy - “We consider it our mission to do our part for the
well-being of the entire human race. The very foundation of all medical care is ‘love of
mankind” - and it was these words that convinced me that an environment with such a
vision is where I would like to contribute to the education and nurturing of students so that
they see their role as one of service. Indeed, a quotation by a 19th Century philosopher -
“Regard man as a mine rich in gems of inestimable value. Education can, alone, cause it to
reveal its treasures, and enable mankind to benefit therefrom” — gives us a clear indication
that our role as educators is to bring out these hidden qualities of our students so that they
can then serve humankind.
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