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National African American History Month 
Employee Spotlight

What is your role and area of focus 
at Johns Hopkins?
I am responsible for academic and clinical 
leadership of the Department of Surgery. 
In addition, I am in charge of the Surgery 
Functional Unit within all of the Johns 
Hopkins hospitals, which covers surgical 
nursing, supply chain, sterile processing and 
surgeons within all disciplines at The Johns 
Hopkins Hospital, Bayview Medical Center, 
Suburban Hospital, Sibley Memorial 
Hospital, Howard County General Hospital 
and All Children’s Hospital.

How does your heritage influence 
what you do?
As one of very few African-American 
cardiothoracic surgeons leading an elite 
academic department of surgery, I take 
great pride in having been appointed 
to this role and successfully leading 
this accomplished and distinguished 
department.

What do you know about your 
family’s heritage? 
We are apparently descendants of a 
Portuguese slave trader named DeCost, 
who had a child by a slave in the late 1700s 
to 1800s. As far as the specifics, it is difficult 
to find slave records in Charleston, South 
Carolina, where my family was from, but 
I was able to trace back as far as Benjamin 
Costa (1834-1870) and his mother, Hetty 
Chisolm. I know that I’m at least the 
seventh generation of DeCosta in my 
family.  

What are some fun things about 
you that you want readers to know? 
I have enjoyed coaching all of my kids’ 
sports teams (John, 26; Grace, 23; Grant, 
18), and my wife, Molly, is an ICU nurse 
who has been an amazing supporter of my 
career.

What message do you have for 
the Johns Hopkins community 
about serving African-American 
communities? 
We all have a responsibility to make the 
Johns Hopkins medical community a 
welcoming and collegial environment for 
a diverse and inclusive cadre of health 
care providers, students and patients. This 
isn’t just the responsibility of the minority 
leaders and faculty who work here. Every 
faculty member, administrator, nurse, 
resident, student and employee needs to 
make this environment inclusive if we 
are to maintain our reputation as an elite 
academic institution.

What do you love about being 
African-American?
I love proving to others that I belong. I love 
that I can excel at a place like Hopkins as 
an African-American leader.

As an African-American,  
who are your heroes? 
Abraham Lincoln, my parents,  
Vivien T. Thomas, Colin Powell,  
Levi Watkins, Barack Obama

Is there an episode 
in African-American 
history that particularly 
resonates with you? 
I have been a fan of those 
who beat the odds to 
be influential African-
Americans in spite of 
significant obstacles and 
barriers. In that vein, 
Barack Obama’s election 
may be the most significant 
historical event in my lifetime.

What mark do you hope to leave 
on Johns Hopkins, your community, 
the nation or the world? 
I want to do all I can to contribute to 
making Johns Hopkins, and the country 
as a whole, a more excellent, more inclusive 
and more diverse place.

What advice can you give other 
African-Americans pursuing 
medical careers 
or leadership? 
Stay the course. 
It’s about 
achieving 
excellence 
first—the rest 
will follow!
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