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A Portrait of
Drive and

Dedication

Leah Lowenstein is the ultimate
role model. She has, in her twenty-
three year career, lectured at Har-
vard, treated patients, conducted
research, published voluminously
and risen higher in academic medi-
cine than any woman in memory.
Until she resigned last August as
dean of the Jefferson Medical Col-
lege in Philadelphia, Lowenstein
was the only female in this century
to head a coed medical school. How
did she manage to do itall? “I didn't
analyze, | didn't stop to think or ask
how am | going to manage. | just did
it,"” she says.

Lowenstein's departure from Jef-
ferson when she became seriously ill
last spring, after less than a year on
the job, was a shock to many of her
colleagues and a blow to the posi-
tion of women in medicine. “It’s a
disappointment to women because
it’s harder to think of making pro-
gress when you don't see anyone out
there who has achieved the goal,”
says Kathleen Turner, special assist-
ant to the president of the Associa-
tion of American Medical Colleges.

Now 53, Lowenstein is recuperat-
ing at her home just outside Boston,
where she lives with her husband,
John, a professor of biochemistry at
Brandeis University. Despite her ill-
ness and the the consequent setback
to her career, she remains optimis-
tic, poised and resolute.

If that sounds remarkable, so does
Lowenstein's career to date. Her fit-
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Drive and dedication—especially to
education—ran in the family. Lowen-
stein’s father was a successful poultry
wholesaler who had been forced to
leave school and work to help support
his family after the third grade. When
he was in his sixties he returned to
school to get his degree. Her mother
worked as a secretary to Jane Addams,
the pioneering social service worker

who founded H_ull House, the noted

settlement home in Chicago. When
she was middle aged, Lowenstein's
mother decided to earn her bachelor’s
degree in social service.

Lowenstein completed college at 20
and medical school at 24, receiving
both those degrees from the University

~ of Wisconsin. She met and married her
husband John during her internship in
internal medicine. They soon'departed
for Oxford, where Lowenstein com-
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pleted a doctorate in biophysics
(medical science). The couple re-
turned to the United States and Lo-
wenstein did her residency at Beth
Israel Hospital in Boston.

At 29 she had the first of her three

children. “I was considered terribly
old at the time,” Lowenstein says.
She soon realized that to take time
off to raise her children would short-
circuit her career and she continued
working, as she did when her two
younger sons were born. “In my day
the woman who left the field to raise
children for a year or two never got
back in. Never,” Lowenstein says.
Her eldest son Charles is now a stu-
dent at Harvard Medical School,
her second son Andrew is a senior at
Yale and her youngest son Marc is a
junior at Harvard.

With her cache of impressive de-
grees, her piercing intellect and her
personable manner, Lowenstein was
able to climb swiftly up the aca-
demic ladder. From 1965 to 1970 she
was an associate in medicine at Har-
vard Medical School, where she
studied renal diseases. In 1971,
when she was 41, Lowenstein be-
came an associate professor of medi-
cine at Boston University Medical
School. A couple of years later, at
the height of the women’s move-
ment, she headed the committee in-
vestigating the status of women at
the medical school.

Lowenstein proved adept at ad-
ministration. “lt's interesting, satis-
fying and quick," she says. “It’s good
every once in a while to be able to
see a problem and be able to solve it
immediately.”

University officials were impressed
with her work on the investigating
committee. Within a year she was
made assistant dean, and in 1979
became an associate dean. In 1982,
she accepted the dean’s position at
Jetferson. “l don’t think if [ were a
man my career would be all that un-
usual,” she says. “As the only
woman | sort of stick out like a sore
thumb and it's embarrassing.” The
next female dean will probably be a
little less embarrassed. For by break-
ing the path to the top, Lowenstein
has made it easier for the women

teen page cwrriculum vitae bulges
with honors, medical society mem-
berships and increasingly prestigious
positions. But then, as she points
out, she got off to an early start.
“When I was eight or nine [ decided
on medicine—probably an irratio-
nal childhood decision,” she says
with a smile, adding, “But unless
you were that dedicated you didn't
make it to medical school.”
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