
human anatomy is the first class for 
Johns Hopkins medical students. For 
many, these seven weeks represent the 
first opportunity in their educational 
journey to work up close and personal 
with a cadaver, dissecting and exploring 
organs and other body parts.

Typically, at the end of every class, 
students hold a memorial service to 
commemorate the contributions of the 
anatomical donors. But thanks to a 
group of students’ desire to more perma-
nently recognize and honor those who 
help them receive real-life experiences, a 
more special program was held this year.

A school of medicine commemorative 
garden, built in the grassy area next to 

the Anne and Mike Armstrong Medi-
cal Education Building, was dedicated 
at a ceremony on May 31. The garden 
celebrates the contributions of those 

whose bodies were donated to science, as 
well as the living patients who volunteer 
to allow medical students to perform 

mock interviews and medical exams, a 
learning technique that is part of their 
Clinical Foundations of Medicine class.

Referring to the cadavers as “un-
forgettable teachers whom we knew 
so well but not at all,” student Mya 
Koretzy told the audience, “We’ve seen 
what they show to the world—tattoos, 
painted nails, scar tissues and smile 
lines. We’ve also seen what they’ve kept 
hidden—stints in the coronary arteries, 
pacemaker wires, transplanted kidneys. 
And we know them with a specialized 
knowledge, in ways they did not know 
themselves.”    

graduate education is one of  
the core missions of Johns Hop-
kins Medicine. As times change 
for academic medical centers, we 
want to keep apace of the trends 
in medicine. That’s why, as part of 
our Strategic Plan, we are survey-
ing our teaching methods to make 
sure we continue to provide a 
modern, world-class education 
and produce highly successful 
graduates.

One recent example of this 
work is the opening of our STILE 
classroom, which stands for sci-
ence, transform, interact, learn 
and engage.
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Student-Inspired Commemorative Garden 
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New Classroom 
“STILE”

Medical student Anna 
Goddu said it was fitting 
that symbols of new life  
are weaved into every 
aspect of the space. 

S
A

R
A

LY
N

 C
R

U
IC

K
S

H
A

N
K

/T
H

E
 H

U
B

A granite plaque at the entrance of 
the garden has an inscription written 
by the school of medicine students.

working alongside  world-renowned 
scientists and researchers at the Johns 
Hopkins University School of Medicine 
are more than 1,200 postdoctoral fellows 
who help them uncover groundbreaking 
research and development discoveries. 

What is a postdoc? According to 
the National Postdoctoral Association, 
“a postdoc is an individual holding a 
doctoral degree who is engaged in a 
temporary period of mentored research 
and/or scholarly training for the pur-
pose of acquiring the professional skills 
needed to pursue a career path of his or 
her choosing.” 

There are two types of study postdocs 
engage in at Johns Hopkins. Basic bio-
medical research examines the nuts and 
bolts of a scientific problem, such as the 
molecular mechanisms in a cell, while 
clinical research studies more direct 
health-related scientific questions in pa-
tients, for example, how babies’ hormone 

levels at birth affect their development 
down the road. 

According to the Johns Hopkins Of-
fice of Postdoctoral Affairs, the average 
Johns Hopkins postdoc works for two to 
three years in their field of study. About 
24 percent of his or her fellows obtain 
positions as assistant professors following 
their fellowships, while the rest go on 
to work in clinical practice or industry, 
or pursue careers away from the bench 
in areas such as policy, nonprofit work, 

regulatory affairs or other science-related 
fields.

Three Johns Hopkins postdocs shared 
their career aspirations, motivation for 
their work and what a typical day looks 
like: 

Nicolas Wyhs
Nicolas Wyhs, who studies cancer genet-
ics, came to Johns Hopkins, where he 
received his Ph.D. in pharmacology and 
molecular sciences, after receiving his 

bachelor of science in chemical engineer-
ing from MIT. 

Wyhs, a married father of three, says 
his day starts off with one of his kids 
sitting on his head shouting, “Get up, 
Daddy. It’s morning time,” before he 
heads into the “office” to begin his work 
at the bench or with a tissue culture. The 
motivation behind his research is taking 
an idea or technology and adopting it 
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Day in the 
Life of a 
Postdoc

— EDUCATION SPECIAL ISSUE —

Hopkins Insider is publishing some of 
the thoughts of Paul B. Rothman, dean 
of the medical faculty and CEO of Johns 
Hopkins Medicine, which he shared in a 
recent column in Dome. 

Get an update on the 
education priority of 
the Strategic Plan. 
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Noteworthy 
Information 
and Events

Updates on the 
Education Priority of 
the Strategic Plan

n  School of medicine is engaged in a 
first-of-its kind Ph.D. training 
program, the Johns Hopkins 
MedImmune Scholars Program, 
where graduate students are 
completing their thesis work both 
on the Johns Hopkins campus and 
in an industry setting at 
MedImmune in Gaithersburg, 
Maryland.

n  In fall 2017, the school of medicine 
will implement New Innovations, a 
software platform that will track 
scholarly activities, display class 
schedules and facilitate 
communications. For the first time, 
graduate biomedical education will 
have access to an electronic 
evaluation system.

n  Clinician well-being is important 
for all physicians and is especially 
important for resident physicians 
and clinical fellows. A new wellness 
website will launch in July with 
resources for physical, emotional 
and financial wellness.  Monthly 
“Wellness Wednesdays” events will 
also begin in July with programs  
ranging from pet therapy to 
reflective writing opportunities.

n  The High Value Practice Academic 
Alliance was launched in 2016 and 
began operations in January 2017 to 
ensure that medical providers direct 
the transition to high-value health 
care, and that quality and safety are 
the drivers. The work also includes: 

•  National Research and Education 
Conference is scheduled for Oct. 8 
and 9. The meeting will showcase 
over 100 quality improvement 
abstracts from 44 academic 
centers and lectures from leaders 
in the field. 

•  The school of medicine accepted 
82 house staff from 42 medical 
centers as part of the High Value 
Future Leaders Program, which is 
designed to prepare the next 
generation of leaders in high-value 
health care.  

From the Editor 
Hopkins Insider  is published 
twice a month—on 
Thursdays—by Johns Hopkins 
Medicine Marketing and 
Communications. Email 
your submissions at least 14 
days prior to the requested 
publication date to Stephanie 
Price, editor, sprice20@
jhmi.edu, for consideration. 
Upcoming publication dates 
are June 22  and July 6. 
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It took just a year from conception to 
completion, says student Marina Hori-
ates. The students convened a meeting 
with leadership in spring 2016 to discuss 
their ideas for a commemorative garden. 
“We expected them to tell us to grab 
our shovels and start digging, but they 
were delighted and overwhelmingly 
supportive and said, ‘Dream bigger’ and 
‘Let’s do this.’” 

Medical student Anna Goddu said 
it was fitting that symbols of new life 
are weaved into every aspect of the 
space. A bird bath signifies the natural 
world, wind chimes ring with calming 
sounds to cultivate mindfulness and 
a 12-foot wrought iron trellis with a 
flowering clematis vine at the base will 
grow to symbolize the medical students 
developing into their roles as clinicians 
and healers. At the heart of the space 
is a labyrinth that invites visitors into a 
meditative walking experience, sur-
rounded by two benches with enough 
seats to accommodate an anatomy lab 
group, Goddu says. 

Ruth Cronheim, a retired CIA officer, 
shared her experience about being a vol-

unteer outpatient who has let hundreds 
of medical students ask about her medi-
cal history, check her vital signs and 
discuss her aches and pains. “Each year, 
this team graduates wonderfully, ethni-
cally diverse medical students, destined 
to become the world’s best doctors,” 
she says. “I have watched this happen. I 
have felt it happen.” 

“There are lots of headlines in the 
media and medical education litera-

ture that report compassion in medi-
cal students is dead, that humanism is 
dead. Those are in newspapers in my 
basement from when I was a medical 
student,” says Roy Ziegelstein, vice dean 
for education and a speaker at the event. 
“It wasn’t true then and it isn’t true 
now, and these students have even more 
compassion than the last group.”  

—Stephanie Price

Commemorative Garden  

About two years ago, after tour-
ing our Preclinical Teaching Building 
(PCTB) facilities for graduate educa-
tion, I requested a needs list and cost 
estimates for renovations that could 
begin immediately. We formed the 
PCTB Design Committee to consider 
how to remodel the first-floor space, 
with the goal of providing innova-
tive and updated facilities to support 
graduate biomedical education and 
student life.

The group identified two principal 
needs:
n  An active learning classroom to 

permit a more collaborative style of 
teaching

n  A physical space that promotes 
interaction among trainees, faculty 
members and staff members, lead-
ing to a stronger community

A few months ago, we celebrated 
the opening of the STILE classroom, 
as well as renovations to Mountcastle 
Auditorium and an adjacent class-
room, which represent the first phase 
of this work to create more state-of-
the-art teaching spaces.

The STILE classroom offers a more 
engaging and interactive teaching en-
vironment. A “flipping the classroom” 
instructional method enables students 
to watch a lecture online at their own 
pace and then come to class pre-
pared for deep discussion. A flipped 
classroom also enables information 
delivery to move from lecture-based 
to interactive, which is why students 
come to Johns Hopkins—to interact 
with and learn from the best scientists 
in the world in a dynamic, intellectual 
environment.

The opening of the STILE classroom 
represents a sizable step forward 
toward the goals of our Strategic Plan. 
It helps us ensure that biomedical 
education at Johns Hopkins is trans-
formative, with creative and innova-
tive methods of instruction, and that 
we are building an effective culture 
and infrastructure for learning across 
Johns Hopkins Medicine.

A vital piece of our tripartite mis-
sion is setting a standard of excellence 
in education to produce tomorrow’s 
leaders in health care. That is why we 
need to keep refining our methods 
and continuously improving to lead 
this change.

Learn more about STILE classrooms 
at bit.ly/stilemedjhm.
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to make a difference in another human’s 
life. As the postdoctoral affairs co-presi-
dent and chief research fellow, he spends 
the rest of his day in meetings before he 
heads home to do the four B’s with his 
children—bath, brush teeth and hair, 
books and bed.

Wyhs envisions himself going to a 
small biotech or industry to help turn his 
ideas into something useful for patients. 

Dionna Williams 
Dionna Williams studies immunology, 
neuroscience, pharmacology and public 
health in the Department of Molecular 
and Comparative PathobioIology. Her 
personal interest in HIV stems from her 
desire to want to help the African-Amer-
ican community, a population highly 
impacted by the disease. 

When Williams gets into the lab be-
tween 8 and 9 a.m., she preps syringes for 

donor blood draws, labeling tubes and 
warming samples—all in preparation 
for her experiments. After participating 
in the diversity and leadership activi-
ties she’s engaged in, she finishes off the 
afternoon checking in with the graduate 
and high school students she mentors. 

Williams was recently awarded a grant 
to support the remainder of her postdoc-
toral training, which will also provide 
support during her first years as a faculty 
member. She is looking forward to doing 
research in her own lab and securing a 
position as an assistant professor in the 
next year. 

Zeyad Sahli
Research has always been a top priority 
for Zeyad Sahli, a postdoc in surgery 
and surgical oncology. “Being fluent in 
research is essential to becoming a suc-
cessful academic surgeon, especially with 

a rapidly changing medical knowledge 
landscape,” he says. His workload fluctu-
ates between preoperative and postopera-
tive testing and complications regard-
ing thyroid, parathyroid and adrenal 
surgeries. 

Before coming to Johns Hopkins in 
2016, Sahli received his medical degree 
from the American University of Beirut 
in Lebanon. 

When he’s not collecting thyroid tissue 
for genetic analysis, recruiting patients 
for clinical studies or running statistical 
analyses as part of his work, he volunteers 
for the Global Smile Foundation, a non-
profit organization dedicated to surgi-
cal repair for patients in the developing 
world who suffer from facial deformities. 

—Stephanie Price 

Stones were placed at the base of the 
trellis to honor the contributions of those 
whose bodies were donated to science.


