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An Integrated Approach
to MS Research and Care
The 2007 John Dystel Prize for
Multiple Sclerosis for Dr. Howard L. Weiner
b y
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M

S treatment and care might be
very different today without
the work of Howard L. Weiner,
MD, Robert L. Kroc Professor
of Neurology at Harvard University.
The recipient of this year’s prestigious
John Dystel Prize for Multiple Sclerosis
Research, Dr. Weiner has left his mark on
almost every aspect of the field—from
improvements in magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI), to the search for an oral
drug, to long-term studies of people living
with the disease.
But he does not merely integrate different kinds of research. In 1999, Dr.
Weiner established Partners MS Center
at the Brigham and Women’s Hospital in
Boston, Massachusetts, one of the first MS
clinics to fully combine patient care and
clinical science.
Several clinical trials are in progress
at the Center, including CLIMB
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(Comprehensive Longitudinal Investigation of Multiple Sclerosis at Brigham and
Women’s Hospital), a long-term study of
how MS changes over time. Patients at the
Center who are participating in research
receive a range of top-notch services,
including choice of medical treatments,
MRI imaging specifically for people with
MS, and clinical follow-up.
“I think if we’re going to study the
disease for the future, we need to do it in
integrated centers,” Dr. Weiner said. “It
moves our understanding of MS forward
and gives people with MS a lot of hope.
They can see what’s going on.”

Compassion and identification
Dr. Weiner first became interested in MS
while a neurology resident at Brigham
and Women’s Hospital. One of his
patients was a young man with MS. “He

had two children just like I did,” he said.
“I was very moved by his condition and
felt that this was a disease one could do
something about.”
Do something he did. “It’s wonderful
to watch Howard decide what’s an important question in MS and go after it.” said
Dr. Jack Antel, who, along with Dr. Lawrence Steinman, nominated Dr. Weiner
for the prize.

A long-term quest
CLIMB is a study that began with one
such question: How does MS change over
time? So far, more than 600 people with
MS are participating—Dr. Weiner plans to
include more than 1,000.
“We will follow them for 20 years. We
want to know how many develop progressive MS, and whether we can learn to
predict who will and who will not. The

Research for tomorrow—Care for today
The John Dystel Prize for Multiple
Sclerosis Research is given to a scientist
who has made significant contributions
to the understanding, treatment, or
prevention of MS.
The $15,000 award, given jointly by
the National MS Society and the American Academy of Neurology, is funded
by the Society’s John Dystel Multiple
Sclerosis Research Fund. Oscar Dystel,
National Board of Directors honorary
life member, and his late wife, Marion,
established the fund to honor their
late son, John, a lawyer whose promising career was cut short by progressive
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MS. The prize has been given every year
since 1995. To learn more, visit national
mssociety.org/dystelprizewinners.
In 2003, the Dystel family established
the John Dystel Nursing Fellowship in
MS to increase the number of MS-trained
nurses. The pioneering, three- or sixmonth education program offers nurses
intensive experience with the many
effects of MS so they can provide better care day to day. The Dystel Fund also
supports three-day training programs
for nurses caring for people with MS in
long-term care facilities. In 2007, this program will be offered to nurses at Veter-
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Dr. Weiner at
work in his lab

challenge in MS is that it’s chronic and
heterogeneous—meaning it varies from
person to person. So how do we deal with
that? We’re hoping to find some answers.”

ans Administration hospitals. For more
information, go to nationalmssociety.
org/dystelfellowship.

A personal connection
This award is not Dr. Weiner’s first contact with John Dystel. “I was called by
the family to see him,” Dr. Weiner said.
“I remember examining him and thinking through what we could or could
not do for him at that time. If it had
been today, I wonder how much more
we might have been able to help him.”
John Dystel died from severe MS complications in June 2003.
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An inspiring mentor
“Howard Weiner brings science to the
bedside every day,” said Dr. Stephen
Hauser, who heads research on MS and
genetics at the MS Center, University
of California, San Francisco, “and what
he learns at that bedside he brings back
to the laboratory.” Dr. Hauser is one of
many top researchers in the MS field who
were trained and mentored by Dr. Weiner;
some of the others include three leading
researchers at the Center for Neurologic
Diseases at Harvard Institutes of Medicine: Drs. David Hafler, Vijay Kuchroo,
and Samia Khoury.
“He was a real model for me,” said Dr.
Khoury, who works with him today at the
Partners Center. “I’m doing many things
like him—I do basic research and clinical
research and I see patients.” She added,
“He is a wonderful mentor and a wonderful human being—he really cares about
finding a cure for MS.”
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