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The Zeal of John Zeller

JOHN ZELLER HAS BEEN A SUCCESSFUL ORTHOPEDIC
surgeon, an editor for the Journal of the American Medical Association, and a workers’ compensation medical examiner in
both his native California and Texas. Now he’s an advocate for
anatomy, which he sees as both an essential component of a
good doctor’s tool kit and a discipline in danger of being overshadowed by contemporary advances in fields like molecular
biology, protein chemistry and genetic engineering.
As a faculty member within the Division of Anatomical
Sciences, he’s become renowned for communicating to his
students the content of his field and his passion for it.
“Though we have these great technological advances, a
fundamental grasp of human anatomy is still essential for the
making of good physicians,” he says. “There’s been this great
misconception that only surgeons need to know anatomy, but
the best cardiologists and the most insightful internal medicine
docs I’ve known have been great diagnosticians based on their
grasp of human anatomy.”
Zeller refers to his approach as “en bloc synthesis/recall.” He
conveys information in context, rather than isolation, which
not only facilitates memorization but also demonstrates the breadth of its applicability.
“Students today have to deal with a plethora of information, and I wanted to streamline the process for
them,” he says. “This ‘en bloc’ technique tries to group things together — as they relate to regional anatomy,
as they affect clinical application — so it’s easier. The wonderful thing about the students at Michigan is they
have a tremendous capacity to learn. When you give them this perception and make it applicable to what
they’re learning, they can’t get enough of it.”
Although his only formal teaching experience before coming to the U-M was two years as a lecturer at
the University of Chicago’s Pritzker School of Medicine, he devoted a lot of time as a practitioner to educating his patients.
“It was always easier for me to give out that information so that people were comfortable with medical
decisions,” he says. “It’s on a much more profound level, but I teach students the same way I taught my
patients. To put it in this academic setting was a pretty easy adaptation for me.”
His methods have won enthusiastic student evaluations and strong administrative support. In addition
to the basic first-year course he was originally hired to teach, he now offers applied clinical anatomy classes
for fourth-year students in emergency medical procedures and the musculoskeletal system, and will launch
another elective next spring in the physical examination of the older patient.
“What’s so exciting is we’re really on the forefront in trying to teach anatomy within this modern context
during the full four years,” he says. “That’s a unique concept.
“I commute between Chicago and Michigan, and I do it gladly because this has become home for me,”
Zeller says. “Sometimes you say things like that and people think you’re blowing smoke, but Michigan is
unique in terms of colleagues who are willing to help out, people who embrace new ideas.
“I’m happy to be a part of the University of Michigan. I feel blessed to be here.” —JEFF MORTIMER
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