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Childrens Hospital Los Angeles

Vignette #1

Mentorship

You are an Assistant Professor and the Director of the Fellowship Training Program in Pediatric Hematology and Oncology at a Children’s Hospital with a well-known clinical and research oncology program.  Your research interest is in understanding how solid tumors invade adjacent healthy tissues.  You have an NIH grant funding this research.  You are coming up for tenure in a few years, but your Division Head suggests that you will need to write some more publications in order to succeed.  You have had trouble completing your research and writing your results because of your clinical duties and the time it takes to direct the Fellowship Training Program.  One of your colleagues suggests that you could get more research done if you could attract fellows to work in your laboratory.  You would only need to serve as their mentor.

A new group of fellows begins, and you think that Doctor Patricia Marsh would be a good fellow for your laboratory.  She is bright, personable, energetic, and dedicated.  When you meet with her as the Program Director to plan her research, you discover that she is really interested in the molecular genetics research in neuroblastoma being performed by Doctor Janice Karn, one of your colleagues.  Doctor Karn is a popular mentor, and she always has several fellows working with her, but you have none.  Without informing Doctor Karn, you tell Doctor Marsh that there are already too many fellows working in Doctor Karn’s laboratory, and that you would like Doctor Marsh to work with you.  Doctor Marsh is initially disappointed, but she agrees to work in your laboratory.  You are delighted, and you promise her that you will make her mentoring responsibilities your top priority.

Your clinical duties and other time commitments prevent you from spending much time with Doctor Marsh.  You enroll her in a Course on Research Methodology rather than teaching her laboratory techniques yourself.  You plan to meet with her for two-hours twice each week, but you end up canceling 4-5 meetings per month.  Nevertheless, over the next 18-months, Doctor Marsh is resourceful, she finds knowledgeable Ph.D. post-doctoral fellows to train her, and she produces important research results.  As she now appears to be on the verge of important discoveries, you begin to take more of an interest in her.  You are now meeting with her 2-3 times weekly.  You are reviewing all of her data, and you comment frequently on the next experiments which need to be performed.  Doctor Marsh is both energetic and skilled, and she completes this work easily.

You are now at a point when much of her research is ready to be written for peer reviewed publication.  You still need a few publications to get tenure.  So, you suggest to Doctor Marsh that you be the first author on two of the planned papers, and that she could be first author on the other two.  Although Doctor Marsh did all of the initial work independently, you reason that you have been more involved with the research in the last few months, and, after all, it was your laboratory and NIH grant which paid for the research.

Questions:   What good characteristics of a mentor did you exhibit?  In what ways did you place the interests of Doctor Marsh ahead of your own?  What bad characteristics of a mentor did you exhibit?   In what ways did you place your own interests ahead of Doctor Marsh’s?
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