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On Wednesdays at 2:00 p.m., faculty, fel-
lows, and research associates in the Joint
Program in Neonatology (JPN) at Harvard
would meet in the conference room of the
Seeley Mudd building for Research Con-
ference. Dr. Avery would come bustling in,
settle in a chair, and ask the group “So,
what exciting discoveries have you made
this week?” Those Wednesday conferences
with Dr. Avery became one of the major
mentoring environments of my neonatal
fellowship training. I now group the many
opportunities to gain mentoring from Dr.
Avery into three main categories, which
I like to think of as Prepare, Ask, and
Discover (PAD).

Very early in my first year of training,
I conceived a research question involv-
ing perinatal/neonatal hypoxia and pul-
monary hypertension. I thoroughly stud-
ied the literature to educate myself on
what was known about oxygenation and
pulmonary blood pressure, and created a
research hypothesis and approach. Soon
it was my turn to present a proposed fel-
lowship research project to the Research
Conference. I discussed the background to
my idea, the science it was based on, my
hypothesis, and my proposed approach. At
the end there were, of course, many ques-
tions. After all, I was just a first year fellow
and needed to learn my place. The discus-
sion was capped off with Dr. Avery’s com-
ment “there is a huge literature in adults
on hypoxia and pulmonary hypertension;
I think you need to go back to the library
and study that to better develop your ratio-
nale, hypothesis, and study approach.” I
knew about that literature; I had studied
it carefully and it had definitely influenced
the project I had so carefully designed and
presented. I was strongly tempted to say
“yes, I know, I read all of that,” fortunately,
I did not. As I thought about that humbling

comment from Dr. Avery over time I real-
ized there was a significant learning insight
for my career. If I cannot show that I am
intimately familiar with all the relevant lit-
erature as I present a research idea or study,
then I cannot expect to get others inter-
ested and excited about the project. This
truth has had a major impact on the devel-
opment of my skills in presentations and
writing of papers and grants. “Prepare” is
a necessary component for success in our
academic life.

We frequently had outside speakers
at these Wednesday conferences, includ-
ing speakers on topics far afield of the
research interests and even expertise of the
group. Dr. Avery was always attentive. What
impressed me was that she was always there
with questions. It didn’t matter if the ques-
tions were clever or if they were simply
way off the mark. She didn’t hesitate to
state or even show that she simply was
not informed on the topic. A few times
she asked a question that caused private
smiles, because it seemed that she had over-
looked some of her basic biology in posing
the question. But she was never embar-
rassed. As time went on I noted that by
asking questions, no matter how basic or
uninformed on the subject, her personal
knowledge of that subject grew such that in
the future she was able to converse knowl-
edgeably on the topic. This was the second
major learning insight for me. “Ask” ques-
tions; no one should be embarrassed by
a lack of even basic knowledge on a sub-
ject. Don’t worry about the possibility of
coming across as uneducated. “Ask” is the
major way we have to learn about things.
This component of Dr. Avery’s mentoring
is one I have had to continue to work on
throughout my career.

Let me come back to Dr. Avery’s signa-
ture question “What exciting discoveries

have you made this week?” For a while this
seemed odd. How could she expect that
new discoveries would be made each week?
Obviously, research is time-intensive; new
discoveries don’t just pop up each day! But
with time I saw that she was teaching us
two important attitudes. First, our research
is exciting and we should always approach
it that way. Second, every finding, no mat-
ter how small, is new and unique, and
deserves to be celebrated. We don’t have
to wait until a research project is finished
to derive the joy of scientific learning and
discovery. Thus, “Discover” is an element
of every day in the lab. Without it we just
aren’t approaching our work with the right
attitude.

Prepare, Ask, and Discover was central
for Dr. Avery. It governed our relationships
with her, it stimulated her interest in fol-
lowing us in our careers after we left the
incubator, and it led to some of the most
imaginative thinking I have witnessed. For
example, in a Wednesday conference Dr.
Avery proposed the concept that male and
female cells from non-reproductive organs
have fundamental differences in their biol-
ogy. This concept has only recently become
a major consideration in human transla-
tional biology research. In 1980, Dr. Avery
told us to begin to look out for unusual
cases of neonatal respiratory distress syn-
drome, because we would begin to find
mutations in surfactant protein genes that
underlie some cases. This preceded the
identification of such mutations by some
20 years. In retrospect, it was obvious, but
in 1980, it was a new and far sighted
prediction.

One final tribute. As a mentor I am only
as good as the people who mentored me.
Dr. Avery has had a profound impact on
my career and I hope on those who have
developed under my guidance. The impact
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and legacy of a great physician–scientist
like Dr. Avery will go on and on through
the generations of medical science.
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