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The Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy (SMLA) supports Stanford Medicine’s vision by strengthening the capacity of faculty 

to shape their future through ethical influencing and effective change management. 

Included in this document are individual biographies and self-reported experiences of the 2016-2017 class of SMLA participants.

Participants were nominated by their departmental leadership for inclusion in the SMLA, which was a 18-month commitment that 

began in April 2016. Each participant led a complex strategic initiative that prototyped future ways of working and served as a 

“leadership laboratory.” Other SMLA activities included customized learning with an executive coach, regular peer consultations, 

monthly learning sessions and retreats, leadership networking and structured leadership interviews. At the midpoint of the 

program, participants engaged in a comprehensive multi-rater leadership assessment.

About the Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy
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Dr. Capasso is the Associate Professor of Otolaryngology and Head and Neck Surgery, Chief 

of Sleep Surgery and Biodesign Faculty Fellow and Global Advisor at Stanford University 

School of Medicine. His extensive and unique background includes medical school and 

residency in his native Brazil, and further training in head and neck surgery, neurosciences 

and sleep medicine in the United States. 

Dr. Capasso has published extensively including book chapters, articles and original 

papers in peer-reviewed journals, and has been an investigator on imaging and endoscopic 

modalities for pre-treatment evaluation, and surgical treatment of obstructive sleep apnea 

patients. Currently, his research interests have a focus on clinical utilization of smartphone 

applications and consumer-based devices for sleep-disordered breathing and post-

tonsillectomy bleeding management.

The local and international recognition of his work is often associated with one of his 

favorite tasks: lecturing and trading knowledge nationally and internationally. He has been a 

mentor or supervisor to hundreds of medical students, residents, fellows or visiting scholars 

from more than 20 countries.

Relocating to Stanford in 2010 allowed immersion in the rich health innovation ecosystem in 

Silicon Valley. Dr. Capasso has been trained as a Biodesign Faculty Fellow, has been involved 

as a mentor in several local and global Stanford Biodesign initiatives, consulting and advising 

for start-ups, well-established companies or investors, with roles including identification and 

development of new concepts, clinical studies, structuring, and diligence. 

Most importantly, Dr. Capasso is husband to Cintia; father to Julia, Lucas and Olivia; world 

traveler; tennis fan; and novice oenophile. 

Robson Capasso, MD
Associate Professor, Biodesign Faculty Fellow, and Global Biodesign Advisor

Department of Otolaryngology-Head & Neck Surgery
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DR. CAPASSO’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

Impact

Stanford Medical Leadership Academy (SMLA) is a transformative personal and professional experience for those who are fortunate 

to have the opportunity to be part of it. 

The program is a well-designed process of selecting and engaging a select multidisciplinary cohort of scholars, exposing the group 

in a stepwise manner to reading material and lectures delivered by leadership experts, facilitating and encouraging interviews with 

accomplished academic and industry leaders, all while being guided by experienced personal coaches with dedicated time to develop 

skills often present, however somewhat neglected, in academic physicians and researchers. Most participants are bright people with 

extremely busy lives as academic physicians and/or scientists, spouses, and parents, without time to reflect, much less improve vital 

skills and competencies, which initially will sound abstract such as decision quality, delegation, listening, and trust building. Not only will 

you understand these concepts, but through a 360-degree assessment, the participant will develop insights into her/his main qualities 

and weaknesses , discuss them in a confidential, sheltered environment with your colleagues in a retreat, and further work with an 

experienced coach, who in my case was a mix of psychotherapist, guru and magician, with so many well-placed, timely insights and 

thoughts that  “A-Ha” moments became the norm rather than the exception in our interactions. I will miss her deeply.

The experience translates into increased comfort and fund of knowledge to influence and guide peers and co-workers to accomplish 

goals as a team, through intense work on vital skills such as active listening and building trust to name a few, all required to 

communicate a broader vision and build a coalition to implement it.

Insights/Lessons

In academic settings, in particular when working on multidisciplinary projects, there is a heightened need for careful planning before 

any implementation and clear communication on “why” actionable items will be executed and sustained. Effective leaders spent 

significant time “planning” and little time “reacting.”

Authenticity and demonstrating clearly to co-workers that self-promoting, personal gains and interests are not the main drivers of a 

project or department is key.  As a leader “you become smarter,” co-workers defer to your judgment even if they don’t agree with 

your opinion. A leader needs to find ways to get unbiased input for decisions and seek the feedback of close advisors. 

Views of Leadership 

Perhaps the most remarkable change in my view about leadership happened during the interviews with world-renowned leaders. 

They were remarkably bright, but otherwise “normal” people, with different personalities and styles who made a choice to lead an 

organization, university or government. I found myself comfortable with the notion that a sense of marked authority and “strength” is 

widely perceived as a leadership requirement, however, it may lead to excessive concentration of power and authoritarianism. Most 

commonly, effective, transformative leaders exercise influence through collegiality, listening, negotiation and coalition building skills.

“Leaders are inherently optimistic and see the world as it should be, not how it is.” - Condoleezza Rice
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DR. CAPASSO’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d 

Changes in My Own Leadership

It is not really possible to “unlearn” the experiences, discussions, and intellectual and emotional insights acquired over the last 18 

months. As an academic surgeon, guiding and advising trainees and younger colleagues truly seeking to foster their careers, while 

having the department/division success as the final goal in an environment that constantly values personal achievements over team 

accomplishments is a humbling and rewarding experience. At the same time, constantly having an overarching, broad vision and focus 

on collective versus personal goals offers a reassuring perspective when difficult decisions need to be made. 

During the interview process, I was able to witness how leaders have different leadership styles and qualities with which I resonate. 

Specifically, I was able to identify the strengths on which I usually rely, such as building rapport and relationships, and add some much-

needed ones, such as listening, patience and conflict management, and understanding that finding sponsors who support your ideas 

and projects is vital for success in an academic organization.

Strategic Initiative

The Strategic Initiative should be faced as the ultimate “Leadership Lab,” where you will apply the experiences learned and discussed 

with lecturers, peers and coaches. 

My strategic initiative derived from my experience with Stanford Biodesign (physician innovation fellowship mentor - distinguished 

education/mentoring recognition in 2012 and 2016, Biodesign Faculty Fellow in 2015, lecturer on Latin American healthcare landscape 

the Global Biodesign Course from 2013-2016 with Focus on LATAM), and by creating and implementing a two-week Health 

Innovation Bootcamp in Brazil. The latter was likely one of the most rewarding, transformative experiences as a Stanford professor, 

as one can feel the sizeable impact in young minds of teaching how to invent and implement innovative, affordable ways of delivering 

health in developing countries. My initial goal was to develop selection criteria for future Biodesign global partners and evaluate 

alternative teaching models, with on-site training of local faculty and students via videoconferences, web-based modules and/or short-

term boot camps as a viable alternative to deliver the Biodesign curriculum.

Finding suitable partners and sponsors; having clarity on roles, engagement, and contributions; and negotiating and aligning bilateral 

interests in an international context while understanding needs, qualities and requirements for all parties involved was a challenging 

but eye-opening experience. The most rewarding result of all was that through dedicated discussions, Global Biodesign has indeed 

delineated a medium- to long-term strategy for expansion.

The lessons learned allowed me to develop and implement a department-specific health innovation strategy, properly named 

“Otoinnovation.”
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DR. CAPASSO’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d 

Continued Growth

Stanford Medicine infuses pride and a sense of purpose in its community of employees, but faces complex challenges for the 

conciliation of its tripartite mission: clinical care, research and education in the current national and global reality of budget 

constraints in public finance of research and education and need for alternative, integrated healthcare delivery strategies due to 

demographic shifts and new consumer requirements. It will need physician and scholar leaders to carry its mission forward.

To continue to move our leadership careers forward, learned skills will need to get mastered by frequent utilization. 

Topics of Interest

While some qualities are innate and strong due to my background and training, how to incorporate and practice a new set of tools 

such as conflict management, actively listening, non-verbal communication and body language, negotiation strategies to our daily 

routine and personal traits, aiming enhanced results and rewards in our daily work will require focus and persistence. As my coach 

frequently points out,  “What brings you here, doesn’t take you there.”

Future Leadership

As a division chief and physician innovator, I do have three aims to foster Stanford’s mission:

1) Promoting career growth of my division and department co-workers and colleagues, and improving the level of our clinical and 

academic services. 

2) Our department is likely to have the highest number of faculty and trainees with formal education on the Biodesign methodology 

per capita in the School of Medicine and currently has several ongoing SPARK projects, including one taken through to license by a 

major pharmaceutical company. My goal is to structure the endless number of identified needs and further educate and train Stanford 

residents and faculty in the innovation process to facilitate and maximize the development of innovative, relevant translational 

projects.

3) Finally, it will be impossible to hide from the personal satisfaction given by educating promising young people globally on health 

innovation and noticing the sizeable impact in their local professional ecosystem and, by extension, community. 

In summary, Geno Schnell developed an outstanding, carefully planned leadership training model, providing individualized content, a 

shared and secure environment for all participating members to support each other and grow together. Geno has a way of pointing 

out our strengths and challenges in a warm and intelligent manner, and it is clear that he is committed to our improvement. He made 

me see the “bright shiny lights” that a vibrant place such as Stanford offers to anyone, identify where I can align and focus my personal 

values and interests with the institutional needs, and how to move forward.
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Originally from Los Angeles, California, Dr. Chou graduated summa cum laude from 

University of California, Los Angeles with a degree in Chemistry. She received her MD 

at the University of California, Irvine School of Medicine. She completed her residency 

in Orthopaedic Surgery at Howard University in Washington, D.C. during a time with 

few women in the specialty (7 percent). She then went on to an AO fellowship in Bern, 

Switzerland, because of her enthusiasm in international medicine. Also, she completed a Foot 

and Ankle Surgery fellowship in Oakland, California, a subspecialty that had growing interest 

and demand for specialists. 

Dr. Chou joined the Orthopaedic Surgery faculty at Stanford University as the second 

female attending and the first Orthopaedic Foot and Ankle Surgery specialist. She has 

focused on resident education, research, and growing the service. She used her leadership 

skills to expand the service by including more patients with a wide variety of disorders. 

She enjoys caring for patients and receives referrals from a wide regional area. She accepts 

complex and complicated cases, as she has significant experience, expertise and surgical 

skills. Additionally, she works closely with multiple specialties, including Radiology, Infectious 

Disease, Plastic Surgery, Vascular Surgery, Internal Medicine and Endocrinology. This 

multidisciplinary approach allows for treatment of complex patients with co-morbidities. She 

has many leadership administrative roles, such as Diversity Liaison for Orthopaedic Surgery 

and Chairperson of the Assistant Professor Review Committee for the medical school. Dr. 

Chou is one of the few women in academic Orthopaedic Surgery in the country.

During her time at Stanford, Dr. Chou finds mentoring fellows, residents and medical 

students the most gratifying part of her job. She is especially interested in supporting and 

encouraging female and minority students and residents. In the future, she will continue to 

expand and build the Orthopaedic Surgery Foot and Ankle Service, and recruit more faculty 

specialists.

Loretta Chou, MD
Professor and Chief of Foot and Ankle Surgery

Department of Orthopaedic Surgery 
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DR. CHOU’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

Impact

Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy has been a transformative experience. I have grown and developed as a leader. My depth of 

knowledge and understanding of what leadership requires have increased.

Insights/Lessons

1) To be a great leader means attending to many aspects, as shown by the program. I aspire to be a great leader. It has numerous 

facets to it. For example, listening and being respectful are important. 

2) Now I have insight that I have the power to influence situations. The leadership interviews focused on influence, too. A key theme 

of the interviews was women having their voices heard in a male dominated world. Being heard is a factor for success. 

3) I took my core values of trust and integrity and saw how they could ripple out to the team and patient experience. I have taken 

steps to use the values of trust and integrity, and it shows up in my work and patient care.

Views of Leadership

To be a great leader means attending to many things, such as listening and being respectful. I have known many great leaders in the 

field of medicine and orthopaedics. I have participated in leadership roles without formal training. This academy has given me the tools 

to be a more effective and knowledgeable leader. The 360-degree evaluation and Myers-Briggs gave me greater insight into myself and 

my teams.

Changes in My Own Leadership

The Myers-Briggs helped me understand differences in myself and others. It is important to listen and be respectful. I will try to see 

where others are coming from. I plan to be honest and connect with staff and patients. It helped me see that other people have 

different motivations and concerns.

Strategic Initiative 

My goal for my SI was to improve communication between my residents and hospital staff (including nurses). I learned that the 

hospital works on multiple levels. Everyone involved has their own perspective. I hope to initiate communication workshops to 

improve communication and relationships.
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DR. CHOU’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d

Learning About Leadership

The leadership interviews were the icing on the cake following a year of the academy. Each leader was unique and gave honest insight 

about his or her journey and leadership experiences.

Coaching - My coach understood me and helped with my SI and issues at work. She always had the answer to my question and 

advised me well. Coaching made me more receptive. Now I step back and am more receptive.

Guest Speakers - Huggy Rao is a great speaker and expert. His approach made scaling up understandable. Deb Gruenfeld is a true 

expert: she does research in her field. She gave us interesting exercises that made learning fun and memorable.

Fellow Faculty - The peer consultations were some of my favorite times of each session. We were placed in small groups to discuss 

our SI’s, leadership challenges and issues. Each member gave me good advice and observations.

360-degree Leadership Assessments - The 360-degree assessment was very informative. I learned more about myself and have a 

greater perception of how others view me. 

Retreats - Our SMLA retreat was a valuable experience. It gave us ample time to evaluate our 360-degree assessments. 

Reading materials - The reading material provided good background to prepare for each session.

The program has exceeded my expectations.

Continued Growth 

With my new knowledge and tools, I plan to explore leadership opportunities in my department, the hospital, and Stanford School of 

Medicine. My interests include diversity issues and women’s health. In the future, I would like to participate in other programs, such as 

the Stanford Leadership Development Program.

Topics of Interest

I would like to spend more time digging into challenges that have a direct bearing on the future success of Stanford Medicine. My SI 

is focused on improving communication between residents and hospital staff. The methods of improvements, such as communication 

workshops, could be used on other services and clinics. This would ultimately improve patient care. 

In addition, I could use the power of networking with my peers and continue informal discussions and brainstorming on challenges, 

issues, opportunities, and the future of Stanford Medicine.
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DR. CHOU’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d

Future Leadership

Now I have more tools to use personally and professionally to achieve my leadership goals. This includes continued work on my SI. 

In five years, I will continue in my role as Professor and Chief of Foot and Ankle surgery. I will seek leadership opportunities in my 

department, the hospital, and Stanford School of Medicine to discover best practices that could be shared. 
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Aaron D. Gitler, PhD
Professor 

Department of Genetics

Dr. Gitler majored in Biochemistry and Molecular Biology at Penn State University and 

received a BS degree in 2000. He earned a PhD in Cell and Molecular Biology at the 

University of Pennsylvania in 2004, where his thesis project involved the discovery of a 

novel signaling pathway, involving sempahorin ligands and plexin receptors, that function in 

endothelial cells to guide blood vessel and heart patterning. Disrupting this signaling pathway 

in the mouse resulted in cardiac anomalies similar to those seen in human congenital heart 

disease. 

For his postdoctoral studies, he changed fields completely and joined the laboratory of 

Dr. Susan Lindquist at the Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research. Here he used 

yeast as a model system to study mechanisms of human neurodegenerative diseases that 

are associated with protein misfolding, such as Parkinson’s disease. He performed high-

throughput yeast genetic screens to identify modifiers of toxicity associated with the 

accumulation of misfolded human disease proteins.

In 2007, he joined the faculty of the University of Pennsylvania as an Assistant Professor in 

the Department of Cell and Developmental Biology. In 2012, he moved to Stanford where 

he is a Professor in the Department of Genetics. His research uses a combination of yeast 

and human genetics to define mechanisms of neurodegenerative disease and has focused 

on Parkinson’s disease and ALS (also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease). His group has made 

several fundamental discoveries into mechanisms of ALS. These discoveries include the 

discovery of mutations in the ataxin 2 gene as one of the most common genetic risk factors 

for ALS. His work has also helped to uncover an unexpected and novel therapeutic target 

for ALS.  At Stanford, Dr. Gitler is the co-director of the Stanford Neurosciences Institute 

Brain Rejuvenation Project, which aims to create a campus-wide interdisciplinary center for 

neurodegeneration research.
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DR. GITLER’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

Impact 

Participating in the SMLA was a transformative experience. I was challenged to think about my own leadership and to think in a 

broader way about my role and contributions toward the mission of Stanford Medicine. The opportunities to learn from colleagues 

in the Graduate School of Business were invaluable. Overall, I feel that the biggest impact of the SMLA was that it provided me the 

opportunity to consider myself as a leader and to think deeply about how to focus on developing my leadership skills in a deliberate 

way.

Insights/Lessons

Through participation in SMLA, I learned many lessons and gained insights into leadership. Of the many rewarding lessons and insights, 

three stand out as most meaningful. 

The first was the group exercise facilitated by Professor Huggy Rao on scaling in an organization. We split into groups and were 

tasked with reviewing dossiers of candidates to hire for a specific position. It was illuminating that the candidates that we all initially 

thought were best suited for the position actually were not the best, in terms of more positives and fewer negatives. We all missed 

the best candidate, and the group dynamics prevented us from recognizing the more meritorious candidate. This exercise has changed 

the way I will approach group decisions (for example, faculty searches and other hiring decisions). 

Second, we also learned from Huggy about the usefulness of writing a “pre-mortem” for our organization before launching a new 

initiative. If we can tell a story about how we will succeed, we can see what is needed to reach that goal. Likewise, if we can tell a 

story of how we would fail, we can recognize potential pitfalls and problems to be aware of and make sure to avoid. I completed 

a pre-mortem related to my Strategic Initiative and this turned out to be extremely useful in helping us to anticipate problems 

associated with dividing resources amongst team members. 

Third, our monthly whole group sessions included time for peer consultations, which were wonderful opportunities to learn and 

reflect on my own leadership, while also receiving support and encouragement from my SMLA colleagues. One specific example of 

the peer consultation providing assistance was in helping me prepare for a crucial presentation to stakeholders for my program. The 

honest feedback helped me to identify areas I needed to emphasize.   

Views of Leadership

My views of leadership have changed a lot during the course of the SMLA. Specifically, my views about how to effectively bring about 

change in an organization evolved. Before SMLA, I imagined that a leader’s role is to present a vision for getting people to follow 

them in implementing this vision. Through our studies in SMLA, I now see how effective change in an organization comes about by 

establishing a sense of urgency, forming a coalition, creating opportunities for short-term wins, and working to change the culture. 
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DR. GITLER’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d

Changes in My Own Leadership

I was initially skeptical about the various personality scores and evaluations that we used during the SMLA. Would it really tell me 

anything about myself? However, as part of the learning I have realized the value of these instruments is also in helping to figure out 

how to communicate and influence others and how to avoid derailing.  

Strategic Initiative

My strategic initiative was to build a unified neurodegenerative disease research center at Stanford. My goal was to bring together 

clinicians, basic scientists, and engineers to work together and to engage and bring awareness to the campus about neurodegenerative 

disease research. While the current effort, the Stanford Brain Rejuvenation Project, is in the early stage and small in scale, I plan to 

continue the leadership effort to expand the impact and reach in the coming years. We were successful in competing for sustained 

funding for five years, from the Stanford Neurosciences Institute, to build our program. The next phase will be critical because we 

now will be putting our efforts into conducting research projects and keeping momentum. I see the opportunity for us to have 

an even larger impact by reaching out to additional stakeholders and raising further funds and infrastructure to grow the Project, 

perhaps into a formal Center or Institute.

Learning About Leadership

Coaching - Working with an executive coach during the SMLA was an interesting experience. I think that working with a coach can 

provide help in thinking through ideas, big and small, and in getting an outside opinion about how your leadership may be perceived 

by your stakeholders. My particular coach was not a great fit for me during the program. We did have several meetings and tried 

different approaches but in the end not much was accomplished. In the future I look forward to finding a coach to work with for 

other leadership opportunities. Perhaps more focus should be made upfront in pairing coaches with the participants in order to find 

the right fit.

Fellow Faculty - The fellow faculty in the SMLA were the best part of the program. I bonded with great scientists and clinicians and I 

learned a lot from them. I felt a great sense of camaraderie and that we were all pulling for each other to succeed. I also felt that I was 

exposed to the broader Stanford Medicine community, especially at the leadership level, which gave me new perspectives about my 

own leadership and helped me reflect on my potential future roles at Stanford. 

Retreats - The retreats were really wonderful experiences, getting to spend extended time with the team, bonding and working on 

leadership development. The opportunities to interview leaders was invaluable. I got to meet and learn from leaders with whom I 

probably would not have had a chance to meet had it not been for this program. I did not find the 360-degree leadership assessment 

to be that informative. 
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DR. GITLER’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d

In the beginning I did not know what to expect for the SMLA but I feel very grateful for the opportunity to be exposed to many 

facets of leadership at a high level (for example, participation in the Dean’s Leadership Retreat and attending Executive Committee 

meetings) and to have been challenged to think deliberately about my own leadership. It was really a remarkable experience. 

Continued Growth

I am interested in assuming a leadership role and learning about myself as a leader. I also am interested in learning more about 

leadership in strategic change. Since the university and Stanford Medicine are both going through a strategic planning process, I look 

forward to learning more about how this process works and what is effective and what is not.

Topics of Interest

There seems to be an opportunity (and challenge) to help bring Stanford medical students and residents into the basic science 

research activities in Stanford Medicine. There is a multitude of wonderful research opportunities for medical students and residents 

at Stanford but challenges in coordinating with medical curriculum and clinical training responsibilities make this difficult. I am 

interested in digging deeper into this and helping to work on possible solutions. 

Another challenge that I am also interested in working on is an effort in Stanford Medicine to evaluate the impact of contact sports 

on the brain health and wellness of our student athletes. 

I am very interested in continuing to grow as a leader and will continue to explore opportunities to help contribute to the broader 

mission of Stanford Medicine.

Future Leadership

Five years from now, I would like to see myself as a director of a neurodegenerative disease research center or institute, in which 

I can continue and expand my own research program but also help to create an environment to bring together outstanding 

researchers and clinicians to work on basic science and translational projects to develop therapies against Alzheimer’s disease, 

Parkinson’s disease, and other devastating neurological disorders. Participating in SMLA has given me the opportunity to think about 

leadership in a deliberate way and to see how to develop my own leadership to effectively make this goal a reality and to use effective 

leadership to build this new organization so it is setup for early wins and durable success and impact. 
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Dr. Grant is a native of New Jersey and earned his B.S. degree in Neurosciences and German 

from Duke University in 1989 and his MD from Stanford in 1994. He completed residency 

in neurosurgery and fellowship in pediatric neurosurgery at the University of Washington in 

Seattle and won numerous awards for teaching, patient care, and research. 

He then entered on active duty with the US Air Force and was deployed to Iraq in support 

of Operation Iraqi Freedom. Dr. Grant attained the rank of Lt. Colonel and received a 

Meritorious Service Medal prior to his separation. He then returned to Duke Children’s 

Hospital and co-led the Pediatric Brain Tumor Center at Duke and was surgical director 

of the Pediatric Epilepsy Program. Dr. Grant was recruited back to Stanford in 2003 to 

be Division Chief of Pediatric Neurosurgery at Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital. He is 

a Diplomat of the American Board of Neurological Surgery and is also board certified in 

Pediatric Neurosurgery by the American Board of Pediatric Neurological Surgery. He also 

is the Associate Program Director for Neurosurgery residency training and is passionate 

about resident and medical student education.

Dr. Grant holds leadership positions on several executive committees of national 

organizations and he is currently Vice President of the Congress of Neurological Surgeons. 

He has broad interests in pediatric neurosurgery but specializes in pediatric brain tumors, 

pediatric epilepsy surgery, youth concussion, Chiari malformations, minimally invasive 

endoscopy, and endoscopic craniofacial surgery. Dr. Grant is a national leader in developing 

quality metrics for inpatient and outpatient pediatric neurosciences. He also leads a 

translational brain tumor laboratory focusing on the blood-brain barrier and is investigating 

novel ways to improve drug delivery into the brain to treat malignant brain tumors in 

children. Dr. Grant is also involved in a national consortium funded by the Department of 

Defense focusing on mild traumatic brain injury and posttraumatic stress disorder.

In his free time, Dr. Grant most enjoys spending time with his wife, Nicole, and three 

children, Colin, Rachel, and Elliot.

Gerald Grant, MD
Associate Professor and Division Chief of Pediatric Neurosurgery

Department of Neurosurgery
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DR. GRANT’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

Impact

The Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy is a transformative program. I feel so fortunate that my chair, Gary Steinberg, nominated 

me to participate and I am incredibly thankful to Dean Lloyd Minor and Vice Dean Linda Boxer for creating and supporting this 

program and in believing in us. This program was an amazing journey of personal leadership growth from start to finish, only to realize 

that we are only just beginning. It was a chance to escape from the day in surgery to reflect about ourselves and to define our core 

mission and legacy. The sessions together were far from passive but instead were engaging, interactive, and always impactful.

Insights/Lessons

Some key takeaways for me about leadership that I cherish from the SMLA program are as follows: 

Leadership is earned and should not be expected. It is not about the title but in the meaningful work we undertake. We need to be 

present and lead every day. Lead with the heart and authenticity. The genuine relationship I foster with my team and what we can 

accomplish together is an important part of my legacy.

Empower my team to do great things, take the time to celebrate and praise them for their dedication on a regular basis but also 

challenge them to raise the bar. Communicate more effectively above and below to articulate my mission and vision regularly.

Watch my blind side and continue to push forward despite challenges we will face along the way.

As I think through these lessons learned, they fall into the four maxims that Mike Figliuolo described in his book, “One Piece of 

Paper.” A leader needs to be able to articulate clearly about leading themselves, leading others, leading their thinking, and leading a 

balanced life. 

Strategic Initiative

The goal of my Strategic Initiative was to launch a major quality effort in pediatric neurosciences at Stanford Children’s. We now 

have a team of neurosurgeons, neurologists, intensivists, and quality managers which form our Neuroscience QAPI Team (Quality 

Assurance Performance Improvement) focused on defining and achieving value and reducing unnecessary variation and resource 

utilization through a data driven and data transparent approach. This new program is thriving thanks to the mentorship and 

encouragement of Dr. Paul Sharek, the Chief Clinical Safety Officer at Stanford Children’s. Dr. David Larson, Vice Quality Officer at 

Stanford was also instrumental to the success of this effort by encouraging our neuroscience ambulatory team to participate in the 

RITE Program (Realizing Improvement Through Team Empowerment) at Stanford. The opportunity through RITE to focus on the 
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DR. GRANT’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d

execution on our initiative in the ambulatory setting was novel, innovative, and incredibly rewarding for me since it empowered every 

member of my team to work together toward this common goal. They were all invested in the program and believed they were 

making an impact. The most important takeaway for my SI was the importance of storytelling to articulate our mission to others. 

Once I could tell the story of the why and the how to the hospital leadership, team members, and patient families, I was able to earn 

their trust and move rapidly to launch this effort. 

Learning About Leadership

Once we established our circle of trust with great colleagues within the SMLA cohort, I felt that we were able to connect with 

each other, which moved us all to higher ground. Geno Schnell, our SMLA leader was amazing. He was not proscriptive but instead 

allowed us as a team to find our way and climb the steps together. We had to dig deep and we were encouraged to reflect how 

our behaviors are perceived by others, to learn how to influence upward, and how to apply what we learned to our own spheres. 

The off-site retreat allowed us to put our guard down to foster a deeper bond with our peers, which was the secret sauce for the 

ultimate success of the program. The chance to self-reflect through the 360 leadership assessment was invaluable to me to highlight 

my strengths and weaknesses as a leader.

At first, to be honest, I was not quite sure about the role or potential impact a coach could have on my leadership development. Was 

I wrong. My coach, in about one minute, was able to understand me and my goals, analyze the situation and my team, and provide 

great insight. I trusted my coach would be honest and direct with me, call my bluff when needed, and at the same time encourage me 

to reach beyond the moment to figure out what really matters to me and why. He would ask the tough questions I was afraid to ask. 

Genius. 

The most memorable leadership interview I had was with Dr. Condoleezza Rice. Since I served as a combat neurosurgeon in 

Operation Iraqi Freedom while I was active duty Air Force and when Dr. Rice was Secretary of State, this interview was particularly 

meaningful for me. Her commanding presence, poise, and charm were incredibly powerful. I learned the importance of leading with 

integrity, to keep perspective, and having a circle of close colleagues and friends to confide in who will always be honest with you. 

There were many others I interviewed who also had an impact on me. I learned about work/life balance from former Dean Pizzo and 

that leadership is evanescent. I learned the difference between a cynic and a skeptic from Ron Johnson. I learned from Chris Dawes, 

CEO of LPCH, that a leader rarely (or should not) solves short-term problems but instead focuses on the long-term vision and 

preeminence.

Continued Growth

My only regret is that the program is only a yearlong and is nearing the end. We have come so far but there is still so much more to 

learn and experience together. How will I recharge and continue to apply what I have learned over this year? Even though Geno and 

my coach will not be at my side and the SMLA cohort not readily available for peer consults, I can hear their voices like a little bird 

on my shoulder and already have applied what we have learned to my daily life. I have gained a tremendous amount of insight from the 

faculty from the Graduate School of Business at Stanford which motivates me to earn an executive MBA. Learning how to articulate 
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DR. GRANT’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d

the vision is so crucial to the success of the team so I hope to continue to learn these skills to communicate more effectively and 

how to influence upward.

Topics of Interest

I am very interested in helping to craft the strategic vision at Stanford as we aspire to become a national brand of Stanford Medicine. 

We still have a lot of work ahead of us to adapt to a value-based care model and to align the faculty and hospital staff toward a 

common core mission. However, technology is also eroding our desire and ability to communicate with one another effectively, so we 

must also adapt to maintain the human touch. As a surgeon, I am also very interested in physician wellness at Stanford and its direct 

effect on patient care and the patient experience.

Future Leadership

I will continue to seek out leadership opportunities within my Department, Hospital, and the University since I now feel much 

more equipped and resilient to engage future challenges head on and contribute in a significant way to shape the future of Stanford 

Medicine. Leadership is about service and I hope to be able to give back as much as I gained and more through my participation in the 

SMLA program. I really look forward to one more Dean’s Retreat to gain more perspective on how I could most contribute.

Thank you for believing in me and investing in our future. I feel very proud to be part of Stanford Medicine and to have graduated 

from the SMLA program. 
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Dr. Leeper currently serves as the Chief of Vascular Medicine and Director of Vascular 

Research at Stanford University. He holds degrees with honors in Chemistry and Medicine 

from the University of Chicago, and completed his Internal Medicine training at the 

University of California, San Francisco. Dr. Leeper joined the Clinical Investigator Pathway 

at Stanford University in 2005, and served as the Division’s Chief Cardiovascular Fellow 

in 2007. He is board certified in Internal Medicine, Cardiovascular Disease and Vascular 

Medicine and cares for patients with aneurysms and peripheral artery disease. 

Dr. Leeper’s academic focus is on the genetic determinants of cardiovascular disease. His 

laboratory studies factors responsible for atherosclerosis, the condition underlying heart 

attack and stroke, and the leading killer in the United States. His team seeks to make 

fundamental discoveries and to translate their findings from bench-to-bedside. In addition 

to these basic vascular biology efforts, he is involved in a number of early phase clinical 

trials and interdisciplinary ‘big data’ efforts directed towards improving the health of the 

cardiovascular patient.

Outside of Stanford, Dr. Leeper is actively involved in the American Heart Association, 

serving as the President of the Silicon Valley Board and the leader of several community-

based wellness initiatives. He is an avid runner, cyclist, skier, golfer and sports enthusiast. Dr. 

Leeper spends most of his free time with his wife and two sons.

Nick Leeper, MD
Associate Professor 

Departments of Medicine and Surgery 
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DR. LEEPER’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

Impact

The Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy has had a transformational impact on me at both a personal and professional level. While 

I of course learned a great deal from the incredibly broad curriculum (which covered topics as varied as organizational psychology 

and economic modeling), the most lasting lesson I have taken away is the need to be a more ‘aware’ individual. The Academy has 

taught me the power of understanding oneself and how my personal strengths, weaknesses and perspectives may harmonize or 

conflict with those who I might seek to influence. If nothing else, this exceptionally rich program has demystified how many moving 

parts need to be considered when attempting to institute meaningful change. It has ‘slowed down the game’ for me, and has helped 

me predict (and avoid) derailing factors before they occur.

Insights/Lessons

While the program provided me a number of important insights, three stood out in particular. 

The first insight is that people are different. While this statement is obvious in retrospect, it wasn’t until I had studied the science 

of personality preferences (such as the Myers-Briggs and FIRO-B instruments) that I realized how differently individuals can receive 

information and use it make decisions. Being cognizant of the spectrum of preferences in these arenas (e.g., head vs. heart, inference 

vs. facts, talk it out vs. think it through) has allowed me to understand and relate to others more effectively, and move away from 

a ‘one size fits all’ approach to interpersonal dynamics. This powerful insight allowed me to realize that consideration of the 

perspectives, expectations and beliefs of your counterpart is critical if you want information to be conveyed and interpreted in a 

manner which has the potential to advance a common goal.

The second insight is that change doesn’t happen on accident. Before the course, I was under the impression that disruptive change 

was a relatively stochastic process that occasionally occurred if the right leader happened to identify a clever solution to a big 

problem in a receptive setting. I now realize that there is nothing magical about enacting change, and that resistance can be overcome 

by thoughtfully conveying a vision, building a coalition and establishing a sense of urgency. Understanding that anyone can do this has 

had an empowering effect on me, and has allowed me to anticipate false starts, misalignment, and opposition to change. 

The third insight is that the pie doesn’t always have to be split. Our work in the areas of influence, difficult conversations and conflict 

resolution opened my eyes to the concept of integrative vs. distributive negotiations. I previously viewed negotiations as interactions 

which by definition had to have a winner and a loser. I now see the power of creating value and growing the pie, and allowing all 

involved to get (more of) what they want. 

Views of Leadership

Before the program, I was fascinated by so-called ‘hero leadership’ and the stories told about individuals like Lee Iacocca, Winston 

Churchill, John Wooden and Steve Jobs. I now realize that leadership comes in many forms, and that change is not solely based on 

bold visions and larger-than-life personalities. Rather, I appreciate that influence is often subtle and complex and predicated on aligning 

the interests of multiple parties. The distinction between power and leadership is an important one, and these are terms I do not 

intend to confuse again in the future.
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Changes in My Own Leadership

If the program has done anything for me, it has made me a more patient person. I now recognize that my tendencies towards 

analytical assessment, prioritization and decisive action can be effective in some situations, but not all of them. While still a work in 

progress, I am trying to welcome ambiguity and uncertainty into my daily life. It is clear that data and empiricism cannot solve all 

problems, and that true insights can be gained by considering the emotional aspects of a given decision. Slowing down and trying to 

consider how others perceive an issue has already helped me lead my team more effectively, and allowed me to connect with people 

who think differently from me. 

Strategic Initiative

The goal of my strategic initiative was to help make Stanford the world leader in bench-to-bedside translation. Through a year-long 

effort with my mentor, Mike Longaker, we performed a quantitative and qualitative assessment of all aspects of translation at Stanford 

(from first discovery through first-in-human testing), identifying where we excel and where we have started to lag behind. At the 

conclusion of the project, we presented our findings to the Executive Committee, and have made recommendations for strategic 

investments which will accelerate the translation of groundbreaking discoveries through the ‘Valley of Death’.

The most important learning I took away from the project was the importance of considering the perspectives of all involved 

stakeholders, and realizing that even an institution like Stanford needs to be strategic in deciding where it wants to play and how 

it intends to win. By meeting with each Department Chair, Institute Head, and leadership from the Dean’s Office and the Office 

of Technology Licensing, it became clear that a collective and unified vision could not be conveyed until we had listened to and 

established trust with each party. I now see that moving past complacency and turf protection is critical when trying to implement a 

bold vision, and that sometimes you need to slow down to go fast.

Moving forward I hope to continue to work with my mentor as we make big bets and deploy Stanford’s considerable resources in an 

area that I view to be critical to maintaining our scientific preeminence. 

Continued Growth

In the coming months, I am most excited about having an opportunity to consolidate the lessons learned. In many ways, the Stanford 

Medicine Leadership Academy was like trying to take a sip of water from a fire hose. After 18 months of sprinting from topic to 

topic, I am looking forward to going back to the beginning and doing a slower, deeper and more reflective dive into each of the 

themes. In particular, I hope to learn more about how to anticipate, avoid and overcome obstacles which may arise when instituting 

organizational change. I also look forward to reading more about my personal weaknesses, and identifying how relatively introverted 

and analytical individuals can cope with ambiguity, enhance their strategic agility, delegate responsibility and concede control while 

maintaining excellence and preserving emotional energy. 

SMLA_2017_ja.indd   19 11/7/17   3:14 PM



20

DR. LEEPER’S REFLECTIONS ON THE STANFORD MEDICINE LEADERSHIP ACADEMY, cont’d

Topics of Interest

The topic which I believe will be most important for my future success in academia and beyond will be learning how to scale. My 

impression is that the participants in the Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy were selected because we each have had some level 

of success leading our ‘tribe’, which for most of us has thus far been composed of a relatively small research lab, a clinical subspecialty 

team, or an administrative group in the medical center. Along the way, we have established ourselves as individuals who can obtain 

grants, publish papers, and/or build clinical teams, and shown that we likely can continue to do so if asked. However, it is clear that 

many of us have also come to a cross-road and are in a position to decide if we plan to do more of the same, or commit to expanding 

our footprint in science and medicine writ large. We recognize that we may experience less resistance by incrementally growing the 

teams we already lead, but also have had a fire ignited in us by the Academy which makes us want to see how much more is possible. 

This is an exciting proposition, particularly because the program has added the ‘arrows to our quiver’ necessary to move outside of 

our comfort zones and influence those from outside our ‘tribe’ and scale while maintaining excellence.

Future Leadership

Compared to before the Leadership Academy, my overall career goal has not changed – I remain steadfastly committed to making 

and translating discoveries that will help reduce the worldwide burden of cardiovascular disease. What is different now is the way I 

will go about it. Geno’s remarkable program has taught me to be comfortable being uncomfortable and given me the skills to build 

consensus, articulate vision and empower those around me in a way I previously could not have done. I am excited to deploy the new 

tools I have gained and look forward to building programs which have the chance to impact health and humanity on a global scale, 

while advancing the mission of Stanford Medicine.
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Dr. Long obtained dual undergraduate degrees in Economics and Art History from Stanford 

prior to enrolling at UCSF, where he completed his MD, a post-sophomore fellowship in 

Pathology, residency in Anatomic Pathology, a Fellowship in Surgical Pathology, and a Clinical 

Instructorship in Cytopathology.

He then spent 16 years in community practice honing his expertise in fine needle aspiration, 

cytopathology, and surgical pathology. Dr. Long was one of the first pathologists to pioneer 

the use of ultrasound-guided fine needle aspiration (USFNA) biopsies in an outpatient clinic 

setting, helping to establish USFNA as a core component to contemporary cytopathology 

practices. During this time he also gained valuable leadership and business experience 

including directing two cytopathology laboratories, overseeing billing and outreach 

operations, and serving four consecutive terms as president of one of the largest community 

practice groups in California (serving 10 locations, two large clinical labs, seven area 

hospitals, and providing services for over 150,000 anatomic pathology specimens/yr).

Dr. Long returned to Stanford in 2012 to join the Department of Pathology in the sections 

of Cytopathology and Surgical Pathology. He has been active teaching USFNA, cytopathology, 

and surgical pathology to residents and fellows and his research interests primarily focus on 

expanding and refining the role of fine needle aspiration in supporting diagnosis, precision 

medicine, and clinical trial research.

His current administrative roles include: Interim Vice Chair of Anatomic Pathology, 

Director of Surgical Pathology, Director of the Histology Laboratory, and Director of the 

Immunohistochemistry Laboratory.

Dr. Long has been married for 26 years, lives in Aptos, and has two children ages 24 and 22 

(the older of which is applying to medical school this year).

Steven R. Long, MD
Clinical Professor 

Department of Pathology
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Impact

Prior to SMLA, I had the opportunity to hold leadership positions in numerous capacities, including the four-term president of 

one of the largest community practice pathology groups in California (serving Sutter and Dignity Health, and Quest Diagnostics), 

but I’d never had any formal leadership training. This program, with its structured focus on skills building, mentoring, coaching and 

the strategic initiative, has given me a rigorous new foundation to re-examine my past leadership efforts and a springboard of new 

knowledge and practical tools to utilize in future opportunities.

Insights/Lessons

I really came to understand and appreciate the value of trust in leadership, and in building effective working teams in general. The 

notion that solid and well-established trust facilitates change, development, and improvement efforts easily and quickly, and the 

realization that low trust or a lack of trust slows or stalls meaningful progress in a profound way. Many of the successes I’ve enjoyed 

as a leader and in my strategic initiative have stemmed from our ability to increase and better establish trust within working groups, 

while the limitations and short fallings, I believe, have often arisen from a fundamental lack of enough trust or in low trust situations. 

I think I’ve learned important lessons and tools, which have enabled us to improve trust in many key areas, but there is still significant 

work to be done. In particular I am interested in developing greater awareness and the ability to increase and improve trust when it 

has broken down or does not exist. 

Views of Leadership

My view of leadership is much broader now and includes a deeper appreciation of the importance and significance of presentation 

style, stance, expression, and tone. I have a more complete understanding of different leadership styles and strategies, and how the 

delivery of a message might be received and perceived differently by others depending on their personality, experience and value set; 

and that it’s important to employ different strategies to try to reach as many people as possible. I often find myself watching other 

‘leaders’ at the meetings I attend, and paying close attention to the reactions they receive from others at these meetings. I have often 

tried different presentation styles including the ‘pre-mortem’ technique and the idea of presenting concepts in both ‘big picture’ and 

‘detailed data’ formats.

Changes in My Own Leadership

SMLA has given us a great leadership overview and many valuable tools and experiences. I feel more confident in my leadership 

abilities, and look forward to future opportunities. Specifically, I feel more empowered to lead by engaging the group and to follow my 

sense of what’s the best and right thing to do.
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Strategic Initiative

My strategic initiative focused on community building within our department, and specifically ways to improve our sense of 

community as a means of working together more effectively, building functional groups, and moving forward in key areas of needed 

development. In recent years my department had experienced significant problems in this area, which had eroded our efforts to 

work well and professionally with each other. This had spilled over into areas of physician wellness, physician retention, physician 

development, and the execution of needed programs and developments, particularly the need to build out subspecialty pathology 

sections. During the SMLA strategic initiative period, I worked to foster a sense of community in several sections of our department 

which has led to better communication amongst individuals and groups and a sense that we can discuss matters openly and in public 

without fear of retaliation or insult. 

On a practical level I helped lead the group forward on several needed developments including:  the formal establishment of sub-

specialty sections in Pediatric Pathology, and Head and Neck Pathology (which join the sections of GI, Breast, GU, and Gyn pathology), 

two complete revisions of the resident schedule in anatomic pathology (year 1 and year 2) to better align training with subspecialty 

sections and subspecialty training, and an overhaul of the surgical pathology consult service, (moving cases from a small general sign-

out group to a broader subspecialty sign-out that is directed by each subspecialty section). We also established and awarded three 

community building awards (to staff, trainees, and faculty) at our end-of-the-year departmental awards dinner in June. 

In my view, the successes of this initiative came mainly through two avenues: 1) creating vehicles for all faculty to participate in 

ongoing issues through open group meetings, and anonymous voting, and 2) through the creation of small strategic task force groups 

that developed working drafts for change that were then brought back to the larger group for discussion and, finally, voting by all 

faculty members. Allowing each faculty member to significantly participate in the planning and implementation of key updates and 

changes increased our overall participation and understanding, and brought many faculty closer together, ultimately elevating our level 

of trust within the group, which made future change and modifications feasible. 

I also learned this process is never ‘over’ or complete and that continued work and monitoring is required to maintain and sustain 

our gains. Dealing with disagreements and clashes in styles also poses challenges to maintaining the progress we’ve made and in 

continuing to extend this work. Overall, I’d like to see our department continue to value the importance of community building as it 

relates to supporting all members of our department and all of its services. 

Learning About Leadership

My favorite part of the SMLA experience was meeting, getting to know, and working with the other 14 participants. What a fantastic 

group. Geno did a tremendous job in creating a confidential workshop experience for us, which allowed us to be open, honest and 

vulnerable. This facilitated strong bonds, trust and an ideal environment for us to experiment, grow and challenge our newly found 

leadership skills and to work on our own individual challenges and issues as they arose throughout the length of this program. I 

cannot thank Geno and the other participants enough for this amazing experience. In my view it’s the best program I’ve been involved 

with during my Stanford career. I look forward to continuing to network with my SMLA cohort as we cross paths in future leadership 

endeavors. 
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Direct feedback during our small group sessions often provided me with key insights, such as the comment to ‘hit the main point’ 

at the beginning of my video presentation, and another to ‘make sure you emphasize the leadership you personally brought to your 

strategic initiative’….

I also really valued the executive interviews. I participated in 11 sessions and I found the meetings were a valuable way for me to 

meet key people, build my presence within the institution and beyond, and develop future mentors. All stressed the importance of 

believing in yourself and what you think is ‘right’ and the ‘right thing to do.’  During one of my interviews the subject of mentorship 

came up and the participant suggested I look for a series of multiple mentors that could help in various facets of my career. I had 

been looking for the ‘perfect’ single mentor, so this comment really hit home and allowed me to refocus my relationships with my 

existing mentors and to begin cultivating a small nucleus of new mentoring relationships. Each person I talked with recalled a pivotal 

moment when a mentor helped point him or her to a significant career changing opportunity. They also spoke of the importance of 

giving back by mentoring others.

Having an executive coach was an extremely helpful resource for me. It was key to have someone independent and outside the 

scope and influence of the university. It allowed me to be vulnerable and really dig down on problems and focus on areas of 

needed improvement. Fran’s tremendous experience and her knack for summarizing key thoughts and conclusions were frequently 

transformational for me. I’m deeply grateful for her help and coaching.

Continued Growth

So many things…. I truly hope we’ll be able to continue to work on some longitudinal project(s) with our SMLA group. I’m also 

interested in learning more about finances, fundraising, and financial issues as they apply to leadership, as generating funds flow for 

projects is such a critical need and part of successfully supporting issues and people at all levels.

Topics of Interest

In addition to finances (see above), I’m very interested in the intersection of the School of Medicine (SOM) and Stanford Hospital 

(SHC) as it relates to providing top level patient care. I believe that innovation in medicine can only be fully appreciated if the 

fundamental underpinnings of patient care are being practiced at the very highest levels. I see this as a very critical building block to 

our success and one that needs more focus and attention. We can’t just assume that because we carry the name brand “Stanford” 

that we are routinely providing top-notch patient care across the board. I believe a deeper focus on excellent fundamental 

contemporary care is needed with greater support and coordination of the effort by SOM and SHC (and LPCH as well). If we achieve 

this, then the innovative changes we are trying to develop will truly lift our institution above many others. 

Future Leadership

I feel I’m already using the tools I’ve learned and gained through SMLA on a daily basis, particularly as it relates to dealing with 

individuals, listening carefully to concerns, having empathy for those struggling with an issue, and in trying to build trust in our working 

groups. I’m not sure where this road will lead me in five years, but I’m looking forward to seeking out opportunities to engage in 

meaningful and exciting projects that I’m sure will spring up.
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Yasodha Natkunam, MD, PhD
Professor and Director of Hematopathology, Director of Faculty Development and Diversity

Department of Pathology

 
Dr. Natkunam came to the United States from Sri Lanka to attend Bryn Mawr College. 

She then pursued MD and PhD degrees at Mount Sinai School of Medicine, New York, 

and pathology residency and fellowship training at Stanford. She joined the faculty of the 

Department of Pathology in 2001. 

Currently, she serves as the Director of Hematopathology and oversees all 

hematopathology-related diagnostic services for Stanford Health and Stanford Children’s 

Health. In addition, this service also handles a substantial number of challenging consultation 

cases requiring expert opinion that are submitted from national and international medical 

centers. Her research laboratory focuses on lymphoma biomarkers that are of potential 

interest for the diagnosis, prognostic stratification and therapy of patients with lymphoma. 

Her work has furnished novel reagents, diagnostic criteria and guidelines for clinical practice. 

She serves on several editorial boards, consortia, and the executive committee of the 

Society for Hematopathology, the leading professional society in her field.

As the Director of Faculty Development and Diversity, Dr. Natkunam liaises with the 

Associate Dean to enhance career growth and leadership opportunities for faculty in her 

department. She is actively involved in creating educational and research opportunities for 

pathology trainees and international scholars. She was a founding director of the Post-

Sophomore Fellowship Program for medical students interested in pathology careers, and 

directed the Hematopathology Fellowship Program for a number of years. 

Dr. Natkunam has a keen interest in global health initiatives aimed at precision diagnostics 

and capacity building for cancer care. She has two ongoing projects in Guatemala and 

Sri Lanka. She led a medical team to Sri Lanka following the Indian Ocean tsunami and 

continues to engage in healthcare and human rights advocacy efforts. She serves on the 

advisory council of the International Medical Health Organization, a US-based non-profit 

involved in global health.

She enjoys spending time with her husband and two children, ages 15 and 13 years, and is an 

enthusiastic enabler in their many pursuits at the Palo Alto Children’s Theatre and music and 

dance programs. Travel and gardening are among her favorite hobbies. 
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Impact

SMLA completely changed and expanded my vision of leadership through a high-intensity learning experience. The entire program, 

with its astute selection of topics, carefully timed introduction of concepts and built-in time to reflect on ongoing learning, had a 

profound impact on me. Its highly personalized nature helped me acquire a rigorous understanding of my strengths and limitations 

and develop skills that I now use on a daily basis. It was liberating to learn that leadership styles were as varied as leaders themselves 

and that my task was to discover what worked best for me. Most of all, I immensely enjoyed the process, especially my peer group, 

which has become and will remain a valuable sounding board.

Insights/Lessons

Among many insights gathered through my participation in SMLA, three stand out for me: 

I learned the value of creating alignment and that curiosity conversations and finding common ground are far more likely to affect 

change, even if the process takes longer.

I learned the importance of authenticity and that staying true to core values, clarity of vision, communication and building trust are 

crucial for effective leadership.

I learned the importance of agility for leadership, not only to change and acquire new skills, but also to anticipate change and 

recognize when change is needed.

Views of Leadership

Before participating in SMLA, my view of leadership had to do with power and hierarchy and was somewhat unpleasant and enigmatic. 

I now have a much broader perspective that involves creative and collaborative problem solving, team empowerment, connectivity, 

courage, and developing a vision and way of life. 

Leadership interviews provided a valuable opportunity to listen to many leaders as they demystified their paths and strategies to 

successful leadership. These interviews offered a glimpse of the human side of leaders, their struggles and flaws, and the personal 

courage it takes to walk a less trodden path or change course after a favorite idea fails. 

I particularly sought out women leaders because I was interested in learning from their approaches to leadership. Most women 

leaders I met felt that being a woman had been an asset in their careers, which was both encouraging and inspiring to hear. 
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Changes in My Own Leadership

I am becoming more adept at finding alignment rather than focusing exclusively on task completion. I am learning to listen, especially 

to what is not being said. And, I am increasingly learning to embrace a mentorship role by enabling others to contribute and succeed.

Strategic Initiative

I proposed telepathology as a means to address the lack of pathology expertise for cancer diagnosis in low- and middle-income 

countries (LMIC). I hoped that successfully establishing telepathology at one pilot LMIC site would serve as a model for others to 

follow. My initiative morphed and expanded to address the needs for capacity building at the pilot site and create a global health 

rotation for Stanford Pathology Residents. I had to step back and take the time to understand what was required to improve cancer 

care on the ground. I hope to continue this work and create a pathology network for global oncology that will include capacity 

building and precision diagnostics. My strategic initiative taught me that planning is far more important than execution and how 

important it is to “look before you leapfrog”!

Learning About Leadership

Among many valuable experiences during SMLA that were expertly orchestrated by Geno Schnell, the mid-point retreat at Half Moon 

Bay was the most memorable one for me. It was the point where I felt that several program elements came together and solidified, 

and I could build on what I had learned going forward. Also at that retreat, I felt an amazing connection with my peers as we shared 

objects and experiences that symbolized our learning. This was an incredible deep-dive into personal core values and aspirations – I 

found this very inspiring.

Working with an executive coach was one of the most rewarding aspects of SMLA. My coach was fantastic, insightful, and opened new 

vistas for me. Coaching gave me a vocabulary to customize my learning, to understand my strengths and limitations, address traits that 

are seen as strengths by many but may be in over-use, and recognize and avoid blind spots. Most importantly, my coach provided me 

with different ways to think about issues that helped me find new ways to problem-solve.

Peer consultations were a surprisingly valuable exercise. Despite coming from different departments and backgrounds, it was 

reassuring to know that my peers face very similar challenges. Solutions suggested by peers tended to be less hierarchical, more 

creative and offered from a similar power-base. It was interesting to see and experience clarity of vision when they (and I) were 

outside the problem. 

Continued Growth

I want to learn more about how to articulate a message for bigger impact and influence. I would also like to learn how to become 

more comfortable in tackling bigger challenges and taking more risk. 
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Topics of Interest

Leveraging SMLA learning, I want to propel hematopathology to become a top subspecialty in my department, school and beyond. 

To achieve this, I want to work with my Chair and department stakeholders to build a strategic plan that incorporates high caliber 

diagnostic services, research and teaching. A particular focus is the successful adoption of burgeoning genomic, proteomic and digital 

technologies into routine hematopathology diagnostic services over the next few years. Equally, I want hematopathology to be an 

intellectually engaging, collaborative and inclusive work environment where my colleagues and I thrive and excel.  

Social justice is one of the central tenets of the School of Medicine’s wheel of precision health. Within this broader mandate, I want 

to work with SoM leaders to create a global oncology program that will expand current initiatives to improve global competency and 

scholarship, centralize philanthropy and impact innovation in clinical care for a rapidly globalizing world.

Future Leadership

SMLA has equipped me to do my current job as Director of Hematopathology better by refining my awareness of the need for clarity 

of vision and a strategic plan for success. My learning will allow me to get more out of what I do, create a bolder vision and aim to 

achieve preeminence. Because of SMLA, I feel freer to reach beyond what I previously thought possible for myself and for those I 

serve.
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Dr. Pershing is on the ophthalmology faculty at Stanford University School of Medicine and 

serves as Chief of Ophthalmology and Eye Care Services for the VA Palo Alto Health Care 

System. 

She graduated from university summa cum laude in 2002, and with high honors from 

medical school in 2006. During medical school, she was elected to the Alpha Omega Alpha 

national medical honor society, served as chapter president in her final year, and received 

the President’s Clinical Science Award, Merck Award for Academic Excellence, and American 

Medical Women’s Association Commendation. She subsequently completed ophthalmology 

residency at Stanford, followed by an AHRQ fellowship in Health Care Research and Health 

Policy through the Center for Health Policy/Primary Care and Outcomes Research. 

Her research interests focus on cost-effectiveness analysis and ophthalmic outcomes 

research, with the goal of optimizing treatment choices. She is also interested in health 

care innovation – technology and telemedicine applications, as well as quality and delivery 

systems. Dr. Pershing is active in big data initiatives and analysis, including collaborative 

projects at Stanford and serving on American Academy of Ophthalmology (AAO) IRIS 

clinical data registry working groups and as the AAO representative to the International 

Consortium for Health Outcomes Measurement (ICHOM). She is active locally as 

immediate past President of the Peninsula Eye Society, a regional ophthalmology professional 

organization. 

Dr. Pershing also serves on the national board of directors of the Alpha Omega Alpha 

medical honor society, with focus on resident initiatives, and mentors both medical students 

and undergraduates. She is currently course director for the medical student ophthalmology 

clerkships, works closely with residents teaching clinical skills and surgery, serves on the 

ophthalmology residency selection committee and clinical competency committee, and was 

selected by the residents for the Stanford Ophthalmology Faculty Teaching Award.

Suzann Pershing, MD, MS
Assistant Professor, Chief of Ophthalmology and Eye Care Services, VA Palo Alto Health Care System

Department of Ophthalmology
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Impact

SMLA has been an even better experience than I anticipated. First and foremost, this has been an opportunity for growth as a 

leader—codifying the challenges and skills of leadership, enabling reflection and self-assessment, and providing a forum to learn from 

others. I’ve been able to work with fellow faculty whom I respect and admire, and we have collectively built ties that I hope will last 

and grow with time. It has been an honor to be part of this cohort. 

The Dean, our Chairs, and the School of Medicine have also made an investment in us through SMLA, tangible and intangible. Part of 

the value and impact of the program has been as a wonderful opportunity to learn from senior leaders here at Stanford, as well as 

outside of the campus, and to put leadership skills into practice with the support of mentors and advisors. 

Insights/Lessons and Views of Leadership

To distill the lessons gleaned through SMLA into a few key points is a difficult task. However, three things come to mind. First, I’ve 

learned the value of listening—both to learn from the experiences of others, and also to understand the perspective of another 

person or group, to establish trust, and find common ground.

Second, I’ve learned to better identify and take advantage of serendipitous opportunities, and to recognize that these are not always 

immediately apparent but can be realized. I’ve learned to better understand how to lead initiatives by building connections before 

content—developing shared urgency, motivating a coalition, and enabling a shared vision. And I’ve learned the value of involving a 

broader group of stakeholders so that they are invested in and welcome change as self-generated.

Finally, I’ve gained better insight into my own leadership style as well as my strengths and weaknesses as a leader. The topical 

discussions, peer consults, 360 evaluation, and interviews and observations of senior leaders have allowed us to see and reflect on 

examples of leadership. And Geno’s insight and program guidance have been invaluable. Taken together, each of these components has 

taught me to aspire to be a leader who can effectively contain anxiety and inspire hope.

Strategic Initiative

My strategic initiative was to develop Stanford’s Alpha Omega Alpha (AOA) association into an active organization that is recognized 

and meaningful in Stanford Medicine—led by postgraduate trainees, supported by senior faculty advisors, and involving Stanford 

medical students. AOA is a national medical honor society focused on education, research, teaching, leadership, humanism, and 

service—with a goal and charge to be worthy to serve the suffering. It spans all medical specialties and all stages of training and 

practice, and also bridges scientific and humanistic domains. Members are elected to the organization on the basis of academic 

achievement and other contributions to medicine, primarily at the medical student level, and membership is both a recognition and a 

lifelong expectation to support the ideals of the organization. At most medical schools, AOA is led by medical students; however, since 

Stanford lacks an active medical student AOA chapter, we have a unique opportunity to be a national role model for resident and 

fellow organizational leadership. 
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When SMLA began, Stanford AOA was supported by a council of 11 senior faculty advisors and had three newly elected resident 

officers. We also solicited residents and fellows to serve as department liaisons and encourage involvement in AOA activities. One 

of the key events for AOA last year was a focus group that brought together the resident officers, resident liaison representatives, 

senior faculty from the advisory council, and medical student representatives from the Stanford Medical Student Association (SMSA) 

leadership. Discussion revealed a great deal of interest in facilitating interactions between medical students and residents or fellows, 

especially during the preclinical years. We identified several core AOA initiatives to focus on: mentorship, education, research, and 

social outreach, in addition to increasing membership and engagement. With these as a foundation, AOA residents led the following 

accomplishments in the 2016-2017 academic year:

Mentorship: Initiated a mentorship database of residents and fellows interested and willing to provide informal near-peer 

mentorship to 1-2 medical students. 

Education: Organized a spring “Transition to Clerkships” resident and fellow advice panel, targeted to medical students entering 

clinical rotations in summer 2017.

Participated and led sessions in Stanford’s Capstone course for graduating medical students preparing to enter internship. Topics 

included calling consults, pain and prn medications, medication reconciliation, glucose control, adapting to intern year, and a wellness 

panel on avoiding burnout.

Research: Successfully sponsored two Stanford trainees for AOA-funded national awards—an AOA Postgraduate Award and 

Student Research Fellowship.

Social Outreach: Co-sponsored Social Rounds/Happy Hours to join medical students in an informal setting.

Membership and Engagement: Elected 32 new AOA members to the Stanford association—28 residents and fellows, and 4 faculty—

as one of 3 pilot sites nationally for expanded resident and fellow elections. New members were recognized at a reception in 

June, which included a lecture on medical history and ethics.

So far in the 2017-2018 academic year, we have updated the member list and contact information for residents and fellows in each 

department and training program; established four program committees, each led by 2-3 co-chairs, respectively focused on education, 

mentorship, research, and wellness; recruited 20 residents and fellows as department liaisons; and started to organize an interview 

advice panel for Fall 2017. The resident officers, program committee chairs, and department liaisons form a broader AOA executive 

committee that meets on a recurring monthly basis.
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Through this strategic initiative, I have learned the importance of engaging a broader group to identify needs and to plan and lead 

projects. I have also learned to work with a national organization to create a system better able to achieve its goals—more effectively 

engaging residents and fellows by providing leadership opportunities and support, and by increasing elections of residents and fellows.

Further highlighting the value of this initiative and of SMLA, I have been able to translate the lessons and skills to another project—

advocating and facilitating Stanford’s involvement in the American Academy of Ophthalmology IRIS clinical data registry, as both 

a participating clinical site and as a leader of one of a handful of analytic centers nationally. I have been involved in the national 

registry since the planning stages and in helping to develop a model for research analytics; Stanford was invited to be one of 4-5 IRIS 

research analytic centers. We are currently putting together a team including leading representatives from clinical ophthalmology, 

bioinformatics, biostatistics, and health research and policy. Since participating in the IRIS registry as a clinical site is required of 

research analytic teams—and is also closely aligned with Stanford’s fundamental commitment to quality—we are also working with 

Stanford Research IT to extract our clinical data from the electronic health record for inclusion in the IRIS registry.

Continued Growth

With continued mentorship, I hope to further expand my understanding of the subtleties of leadership—including tone and message, 

influencing without overt power, effectively managing a breadth of responsibilities, successfully scaling up projects, and inspiring and 

sustaining effective teams. At a national level, I look forward to continuing to contribute to Medicare policy implementation, working 

with my specialty society on refinement and research initiatives for the IRIS clinical data registry, and working with national AOA 

leaders on professionalism, organization continuity, and resident engagement. And, at a local level, I am excited to continue improving 

my leadership of eye care faculty, staff, and clinical operations at the Palo Alto VA hospital, as well as enhancing ophthalmology 

educational opportunities for Stanford medical students. 

Topics of Interest

Areas that I think will be pertinent to the future of Stanford Medicine—and to academic medicine more generally—include thoughtful 

decisions around strategic growth, understanding the impact of Medicare policy and the broader health care landscape on academic 

medicine priorities and function, further integrating professionalism into medical education and medical community discourse, and 

building consistency and efficiency into the effective use of data and new technology in medicine.

Future Leadership

Thanks to SMLA, I have begun to learn and apply a broader set of leadership skills, and have become better at seeing the big picture 

and thinking strategically. I look forward to continuing existing initiatives as they scale up, improving as a leader in my existing roles, 

and contributing to new opportunities when and where I am able to add value. 
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Dr. Shah is associate professor of Medicine (Biomedical Informatics) at Stanford University, 

Assistant Director of the Center for Biomedical Informatics Research, and a core member 

of the Biomedical Informatics Graduate Program. Dr. Shah’s research focuses on combining 

machine learning and prior knowledge in medical ontologies to enable use cases of the 

learning health system. Dr. Shah is an inventor on several patents and patent applications on 

using ontologies for data mining, and has co-founded two companies.

Dr. Shah has led three strategic projects at the National Center for Biomedical Ontology 

(2005 - 2015). He currently co-chairs the Analytics working group at the Center for 

Population Health Sciences, serves as the Co-Director for Informatics for Spectrum, and is a 

Medical Director for Research Informatics at Stanford Health Care. He is passionate about 

leading efforts that use informatics to change the practice of medicine. 

Dr. Shah holds an MBBS from Baroda Medical College, India, a PhD from Penn State 

University and completed postdoctoral training at Stanford University. He received the 

AMIA New Investigator Award and the Stanford Biosciences Faculty Teaching Award for 

outstanding teaching in his graduate class in 2013. Dr. Shah was elected into the American 

College of Medical Informatics (ACMI) in 2015, was inducted into the American Society for 

Clinical Investigation (ASCI) in 2016, and selected into the Stanford Medicine Leadership 

Academy for 2016-2017.

He lives in Menlo Park and enjoys hiking in the Peninsula Open Space Preserves with his 

wife and two boys.

Nigam H. Shah, MBBS, PhD
Associate Professor 

Departments of Medicine and Biomedical Data Science
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Impact

Participating in the Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy has been an immensely valuable professional development experience for 

me. Because of participating in SMLA, I learned to observe things that previously went unnoticed in conversations, meetings, email 

communications, and campus life in general—essentially recognizing the difference between what you say and what gets perceived. 

In addition to the personal development, and perhaps more valuable, are the friendships and connections with colleagues across the 

entire school, the sense of community from knowing that we’re not alone in the issues we face, and the trust that comes from sharing 

setbacks as well as successes.

Insights/Lessons

Among the several valuable lessons over the course of the training, the following three stand out: 

1) That leadership is messy, there are seldom definitive “right” answers, and that managing perceptions, expectations and feelings is 

equally important as getting the job “done.”

2) That values, attitudes, beliefs, and emotions matter a whole lot more than facts and evidence; and that leaders can have a whole 

new level of connection with the people they lead if they appeal to those.

3) The notion of a “leaderdhood,” which is the dynamic interaction between the leader and the led, and the importance of having a 

healthy leaderhood.

Before the program, I’d probably have imagined an effective leader to be someone who always had the right answer and had the 

genius to know what is right, or was a superb manager. Over the year and a half, I feel that leadership is primarily about listening, 

convening, facilitating, and empowering. It’s about cultivating an organizational vision rather than providing a vision. 

Participation in SMLA has provided a set of abilities that are different from those needed to be effective as a scientist. I have come 

to appreciate that the scientist’s toolkit is not the best set of instruments for effective leadership. The program has provided the 

vocabulary, framework, and a toolkit to practice the art of leadership on an ongoing basis.

Strategic Initiative

My strategic initiative was to create a service that, given a specific clinical situation, can provide a report with a summary of similar 

patients in Stanford’s clinical data warehouse, the common treatment choices made, and the observed outcomes after specific 

treatment choices. The most important learning was around creating a team that can meet the clinicians ‘where they are’ and how 

hard it is in our current health system to get some data shared across institutional boundaries. In the short period the service has 

been available, we have served about 30 consults. The next step for the project is to create a partnership with two other health 

systems in California and offer the service across the entire state.
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Learning About Leadership

There are several experiences that stood out. It’s hard to pick the “best” because each of the following had their own ways of being 

very valuable. 

First was the combination of the mid-point retreat, digesting the 360-degree surveys with the executive coach and crafting a plan to 

address some of the limitations surfaced via the surveys. All these happened around midway through the program and that was the 

time when the learnings from the program took firm hold. 

Second, the three-way meetings with the three bosses were highly productive and helped crystalize how existing leaders at the 

institution saw my potential and future growth directions. 

Third, was the leadership interviews over the summer, which humanized the leaders we admire and brought into focus the issues we 

will have to face when we get to those leadership positions in the next 5-10 years. 

Overall, these three moments—the mid-point retreat, the three-way meetings, and the summer interviews—comprise the standout 

features of the program. Obviously, the preparatory sessions prior to those events are necessary to get to these high points.

There weren’t that many surprises. The program was a decent amount of work, but there was enough warning. The length of the 

program is a great feature ensuring that some “real life” events—both professional and personal—do happen in the time we are in 

the program. 

Continued Growth

Scaling Excellence, and the impact of organizational structure on rate of innovation.  

Topics of Interest

I am fascinated by the current state of the funding model of an academic medical center (AMC). Over the next decade, we must 

evolve a new way of running AMCs. How to architect an agile AMC is going to be a topic of long-term interest for me. 

Future Leadership  

In the future, I anticipate tying the various threads of work around my strategic project/s, my teaching, and research interest into an 

overarching program for “AI in healthcare.” As a university, we made self-driving cars possible, and we will also be the first to bring AI 

to the clinic in a safe way.
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Dr. Smolke received her PhD from UC Berkeley in Chemical Engineering in 2001 and 

completed her postdoctoral research in the Department of Molecular and Cellular Biology 

at UC Berkeley. She was a faculty member in the Division of Chemistry and Chemical 

Engineering at the California Institute of Technology until she moved to Stanford University 

in 2009. She is currently the Associate Chair of Education in the Bioengineering Department.

Dr. Smolke’s research program develops foundational tools that drive transformative 

advances in our ability to engineering biology. For example, her group has led the 

development of a novel class of biological I/O devices, fundamentally changing how we 

interact with and program biology. Her group has also pioneered the development of 

microbial biosynthesis platforms for complex plant natural products, leading to disruptive 

technologies for sourcing and discovering medicines. Her research group has published over 

70 peer-reviewed journal articles. Dr. Smolke has been honored with numerous awards, 

including Nature’s 10, Chan Zuckerberg Biohub Investigator, NIH Director’s Pioneer Award, 

Fellow of AIMBE, WTN Award in Biotechnology, and TR35 Award.

Dr. Smolke is an inventor on over 20 patents and patent applications based on technologies 

developed through her research program. She is co-founder of two companies that are 

focused on commercializing technologies developed in her academic group. 

She spends much of her free time with her family. She is mother to two little boys, a four-

year old and one-year old. She enjoys hiking, exploring the beach, and finding new parks with 

her husband and boys. 

Christina D. Smolke, PhD
Professor and Associate Chair of Education

Department of Bioengineering and, by courtesy, Department of Chemical Engineering 
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Impact

My participation in the SMLA has clarified for me that it is important to pursue leadership roles in which I feel I am maximizing 

impact and influencing the design of new systems and structures. 

Insights/Lessons

My participation in the SMLA has provided me with a number of valuable insights regarding leadership. The first is that to further 

develop my leadership skills will require that I be able to carve out time in my schedule to do so, particularly to work on skills that do 

not come naturally to me. As a result, it is important that I be able to effectively delegate and prioritize tasks that require my effort 

versus those that can be done by others. The second is that having a support network and group of colleagues that one can discuss 

leadership challenges and puzzles with and that have shared experiences is invaluable. The third is that opportunity costs are real, and 

being an effective leader requires acknowledging and understanding where you are in your life and creating a support structure that 

works for you.

Views of Leadership

During my time in the SMLA I have grown to appreciate the importance of authenticity and trust in effective leadership. 

Strategic Initiative 

My strategic initiative was focused on engaging key stakeholders to develop a sustainable, strategic plan for the Department of 

Bioengineering’s graduate program. Key elements of this strategic plan would include PhD student numbers, funding policies, and 

transparent and effective communications regarding these policies.

An important learning from this project is that it is relatively straightforward to put in place changes that require only department-

level sign off/support. However, it is much more challenging to put in place changes that require school-level support, particularly 

when those changes go against typical operating models for the school. I hope that we will continue to work through the more 

challenging aspects of this plan. As a department, we span two schools (i.e., SOM and SOE) with very different operating models and 

cultures, and finding a solution that is not replicative of either model but suits our unique needs is another challenge we must work 

through.
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Learning About Leadership 

The best experience for me during the program was the relationships built with my SMLA colleagues. This was also the most 

surprising part of the program for me, as at the outset I had not expected to develop such strong relationships or have them impact 

me in the way that they did. The trust that was built allowed them to challenge, support, and push on me in ways that really enabled 

me to look at myself and my leadership path with fresh eyes. I found the retreat to be really useful in terms of connecting and building 

this trust.

360-degree Leadership Assessments - The 360-degree leadership assessment was another aspect of the program that I found 

incredibly useful. I had conducted a 360-degree assessment a couple years earlier and did not find it nearly as useful. The 

thoroughness of this assessment and how the data was analyzed and organized was very effective in highlighting strengths and 

weaknesses and allowing me to clearly see patterns in each. 

Leadership Interviews - The interviews with senior leaders were also very enlightening. One of the things that stood out to me was 

the differences between the leaders that I interviewed, how they viewed leadership, and their values. One suggestion to improve this 

part of the program would be to somehow tap into the broader Stanford network in a way that might allow for engagement of high-

profile leaders outside of Stanford but in the Bay Area.

Coaching - I found working with an executive coach to be one of the more challenging aspects of the program. My coach was very 

useful in helping me prepare for difficult conversations and talking through challenges I was working through. However, I was left 

feeling that I did not utilize my coach as effectively and fully as I could have. Upon reflection, it may have worked better for me to have 

more of the sessions in person.

Continued Growth

I would like to learn about and develop strong skills in effective communication and persuasion. For me, I believe a communications 

coach would be more impactful than an executive coach. I would also like to learn about how to put in place support structures that 

allow meaningful work-life balance. I constantly struggle with this, heard similar struggles from SMLA colleagues, and have heard from 

a number of women that they simply put off pursuing significant leadership roles until after their children were grown. This situation is 

unsatisfying, and my own experience is that there is not adequate consideration of this or support provided. 

Topics of Interest 

One challenge that I believe would be interesting to dig into is how to create innovative models of engagement throughout Stanford 

Medicine. There are many incredible opportunities that faculty are presented with in this area (e.g., we’ve seen a number of SMLA 

participants leave Stanford for other opportunities just in this class) and the models for faculty engagement are fairly conservative 

(e.g., in terms of allowing split commitment or other options). Given the opportunities and impact in areas such as biotech, digital 
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health, and others that providing flexibility for such engagements might allow, it could be in Stanford Medicine’s interest to think 

creatively and outside the standard academic box.

A second challenge is how to create structures and systems that support innovation throughout the organization. Given the 

numerous challenges that academic medicine appears to be facing, it seems critical to be able to innovate to address these challenges. 

I am not sure how one does that meaningfully in an institution like Stanford and Stanford Medicine, but this seems to me to be a high-

level challenge.

Future Leadership

Before my experience in the SMLA I would have answered that I see myself as Chair of the Bioengineering Department at Stanford 

University. Based in part on what I learned about leadership and myself in this program, I decided that it was not the right time in my 

life and career to take on this role. I hope to use what I have learned to continue to make good decisions that allow me to be the 

type of mother, wife, and human being that I want to be. In particular, I see myself taking on roles that will allow me to strengthen and 

grow my leadership skills, while making a difference and building a better future. 
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Dr. Straight completed his undergraduate training at Dartmouth College studying Biology 

and Art History. He then pursued his doctoral work in Biochemistry at UC San Francisco 

studying problems in cell cycle control and chromosome segregation. Following his doctoral 

training he moved to the Department of Cell Biology and Institute for Chemical and Cell 

Biology at Harvard Medical School where he applied chemical approaches to problems in 

cell division research. He set up his own research group at Stanford in 2004 where his work 

has focused on the structure and function of vertebrate chromosomes, the activation of the 

zygotic genome and mechanisms of chromosome segregation.

Dr. Straight is an Associate Professor in the Biochemistry Department with a courtesy 

appointment in the Chemical and Systems Biology Department. He is currently involved in 

the Chemistry, Engineering and Medicine for Human Health (ChEM-H) institute as a Faculty 

Fellow. In addition to his primary research focus, Dr. Straight is the Chair of the Committee 

on Graduate Admissions and Policies for the Biosciences program and acts as Graduate 

Advisor for the Biochemistry Program. Dr. Straight is committed to improving graduate 

education at Stanford and has helped to start the Foundations in Experimental Biology 

course as co-director with Tom Clandinin (Neuroscience), Tim Stearns(Biology) and Miriam 

Goodman (Molecular and Cellular Physiology).

Outside of Stanford, Dr. Straight serves as an editorial board member for the Journal of Cell 

Biology, an external reviewer for the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and on the External 

Scientific Advisory Board for the NIH 4D-Nucleome project. He is a long-standing member 

of the American Society for Cell Biology. He has a passion for microscopic approaches 

to cell biology and has served at Woods Hole Marine Biological Laboratory as Faculty in 

Analytical and Quantitative Microscopy.

His hobbies include coaching his kids’ sports teams (Lily, age 8, and Lucas, age 10), running, 

backpacking, fishing and yoga. He and his wife Alison enjoy traveling, beach time and camping 

with their family.

Aaron F. Straight, PhD
Associate Professor 

Department of Biochemistry
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Impact

The SMLA program has been excellent in providing new insight into leadership and training perspectives and strategies to apply in 

leadership roles. My impression is that each SMLA participant takes from the experience a different set of lessons and insights that 

resonate with his or her individual personality and passion. For me, the most impactful outcome of the SMLA program has been to 

highlight and remind me of simple but effective principles of leadership that can be broadly applied. 

Insights/Lessons

Four different leadership principles are particularly important to me. First is the realization that leadership occurs at all levels. 

Although we often view leaders as the people we see at the highest levels of business or politics, I now have a better appreciation and 

admiration for what I think of as ‘grassroots leaders’. Thoughtful and skilled leadership at the local community level can be one of the 

most effective catalysts for long-term positive change. 

Second, is the importance of taking the initiative and responsibility for leadership. The ability to lead a group toward accomplishing 

goals requires the willingness to take ownership of a leadership role and to take responsibility for the outcomes of leadership. Taking 

initiative and responsibility is essential for making substantive progress toward defined goals and with accountability for the outcomes. 

The third lesson that I will take forward in my own leadership is to make sure that I am personally invested in the leadership 

positions I accept. Having some ‘skin in the game’ ensures that a leader will be engaged and increases the likelihood that his or her 

leadership will be effective and sincere. 

The fourth leadership principle I will work toward is to put oneself in the shoes of the people you are leading. One of the most 

important aspects of leadership is to understand the perspective of the people that are affected by your leadership, to place your 

confidence in their abilities and to ensure that they are aware of that confidence. This makes understanding the reasons behind 

decisions and motivation for contributing to the bigger goal of a project clear and shared.

Strategic Initiative

As part of the training experience in the leadership academy I chose to develop an initiative to increase the interaction between 

industry and academia in the Bay Area. This effort is still in its initial stages we have identified a key partner in the Bay Area 

biotechnology industry as an initial partner in collaboration. One clear lesson from my experience is that learning to be flexible and 

adaptable in the development of a project can make it much stronger. My initial vision for how this initiative would play out changed 

over time. Had I adhered strictly to that initial vision the initiative would have been less successful and not reached its full potential. 

My hope is that as the initiative continues to develop, it will run itself independently as a result of the commitment of partners on 

both sides and set an example for new industry-academic partnerships at Stanford. There are still many barriers to open collaboration 

between industry and academia, based in the differences in culture, motivation and goals. However, there is an untapped opportunity 

for new and productive interactions between Stanford and industrial partners in the Bay Area that deserves continued development.
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Learning About Leadership

If there is a single highlight to emphasize from the SMLA experience it would be the development of interactions, camaraderie, and 

friendships between the SMLA participants. The SMLA framework provided enough time and shared experience to forge connections 

between leaders at Stanford Medical School that would not likely happen in any other context. Given the busy schedules of most 

participants in the programs it was a unique opportunity to have time to reflect on our ideas, abilities and goals as part of the 

program. I am certain that the relationships that have been forged in the trenches of SMLA will continue and I would be surprised 

if those relationships don’t lead to new initiatives that help bring the clinical, academic and administrative efforts at Stanford closer 

together. I now have a much better understanding of the challenges faced by my colleagues in the clinical departments at the medical 

school and their needs and aspirations for their own work. My hope is that understanding is a two-way street that will lead to a 

better understanding of the challenges we all face.

The experience of SMLA would not have been effective without Geno Schnell as our mentor, guide and confidant. Geno helped to 

foster a community of trust and honesty between the participants that enabled the free and open discussion of problems and ideas. 

Many leadership training courses exist but I suspect very few are as effective at bringing the entire group of trainees together to 

be more than the sum of their parts. Geno used effective guests, reading and his own deep knowledge base to illustrate important 

concepts and strategies in leadership. For me, this approach yielded a long lasting and memorable series of lessons that I will take 

forward into other leadership roles. The work that we did as part of the process serves as the foundation for my own leadership 

reference library. Most important though was the caring, moral and ethical example set by Geno that helped bring the group 

together as a whole. Although Geno was teaching leadership, he also served as a model for a caring leader that spoke to all of us.

I frankly did not know what to expect from the SMLA experience and have come out the other end surprised and with new 

perspectives. Through interviewing other leaders, constructive review and assessments, and discussions, one of the clear lessons for 

me is that much of leadership is common sense, preparation and hard work. As a result of SMLA participation one of my primary 

goals is to develop strategic approaches to complex problems in leadership. By being systematic in setting clear goals, establishing 

smart steps to accomplish those goals, and then steadily working toward them to bring them to fruition I hope to be more effective 

in leadership initiatives. From my own perspective, having led a research group of ~10 people for more than a decade, SMLA has 

inspired me to re-envision how to best build motivated and productive teams of people working toward common goals. The view of 

basic science as an individual endeavor is antiquated in the 21st century. I hope to apply strategies for building strong collaborative 

science teams, whether in the context of my own individual research group or more broadly at Stanford.

Topics of Interest

Stanford is a special place to do basic science with an extraordinary community of colleagues. Having been at much larger institutions 

it is clear that scaling size doesn’t translate to scaling quality and Stanford seems to have optimized the latter. One of the key 

challenges going forward at Stanford will be to maintain that high level of basic research and graduate student training that has set 

Stanford at the top of the biological sciences. 
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Future Leadership

One of my personal goals for my future leadership at Stanford is to develop new approaches for supporting the biological sciences 

that can maintain the vibrant basic research community while engaging the medical enterprise. Over the next decade there will be 

many challenges, financial and social, to basic science research. My goal is to lead efforts to address those challenges here at Stanford 

and more broadly in the scientific community. I have a much clearer view of the active role I need to take in those efforts thanks to 

my experience in SMLA.
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Dr. Matthew Strehlow received his medical degree from the University of Washington and 

joined the Stanford-Kaiser Emergency Medicine Residency Program in 2002. Following 

residency, he completed a fellowship at Stanford in International Health and Global 

Emergency Care.

Since joining the Stanford faculty in 2006, Dr. Strehlow has fulfilled a number of operational, 

educational, and programmatic roles. He designed and launched the Emergency Department 

Clinical Decision Unit, growing it from a fledgling observation unit to an essential 

departmental entity that manages the care of more than 3,500 hospitalized patients 

annually. Dr. Strehlow also served as Associate Clinical Director for Stanford’s Emergency 

Department from 2007-2012, overseeing a rapid expansion of bed capacity and patient 

volume; during his tenure, the department received both local and national recognition 

for quality improvement and care. Recently, he served in the role of Interim Vice Chair of 

Emergency Medicine, a nascent position established to assist the Department of Emergency 

Medicine transition from a division of Surgery to an independent department within the 

School of Medicine.

Dr. Strehlow has served as the Emergency Medicine Clerkship Director and the 

Administrative Director for all departmental fellowships. Currently, he is the Director of 

Stanford Emergency Medicine International (SEMI) and the SEMI Global EM Fellowship. 

Nationally, he has been recognized for his lecturing and educational expertise, presenting for 

the past decade at the American College of Emergency Physicians Annual Scientific Assembly 

on cardiac and critical care emergencies. Dr. Strehlow has also lectured at numerous 

international conferences and been a visiting professor at universities across India, Saudi 

Arabia, and Cambodia.

Dr. Strehlow is passionate about education and global health. Internationally, Dr. Strehlow 

has been privileged to serve as an educator, programmatic leader, and mentor across the 

globe. During his tenure with SEMI, he has established programs and trained local providers 

in many developing nations, including India, Uganda, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Ethiopia, 

among others. In India, he helped establish the country’s first centralized emergency medical 

services (EMS) system, a comprehensive program inclusive of skilled medical technicians, 

‘911’-like call centers and ambulance service. After launching in 2007, this organization has 

grown to the largest EMS system in the world, providing emergency care and transport for 

over 750 million people across India. Dr. Strehlow’s research interests include emergency 

critical care, the epidemiology of medical emergencies in low- and middle-income countries, 

and medical education.

Matthew Strehlow, MD
Associate Professor 

Department of Emergency Medicine
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In 2014, Dr. Strehlow moved with his family to Cambodia to serve as Senior Technical Advisor for a USAID program focused on 

improving care for maternal-child health emergencies in over 600+ hospitals and health centers across the country. Spending 15 

months in Southeast Asia offered a wonderful opportunity to explore this incredible region of the world alongside his wife, Anne, and 

their three young sons. As a family, they love to bicycle, swim, and play board games in exotic locales.

Impact

Our first assignment as part of the Stanford Medicine Leadership Academy was to read Leadership BS by Jeffry Pfeffer. It was an 

interesting introduction to the SMLA, as Pfeffer is a fierce contrarian bent on tearing down the classic truths of leadership and most 

pointedly, leadership training programs. As we continued through the program, we were encouraged to drink – with skepticism – from 

the geyser of leadership knowledge available in the books and speakers presented, to sort, sift, filter, question, and explore, rather than 

blindly accept. As someone who has participated in other leadership programs, this was a welcome change.

The impact of SMLA on my career path will be delineated and unmistakable 10 years from now. At this moment, at the time of 

graduation, I am clearly more prepared for the future.

Insights/Lessons

Throughout my participation in the SMLA, I learned numerous lessons and reinforced many familiar leadership concepts, however, the 

following insights came as revelations to me:

While there are common threads identifiable among leaders, there are no precise set of attributes that make the ideal leader. 

Effective leadership varies according to the team, organization, external environment, and occasion. Consequently, to serve as a potent 

leader, one must understand his or her own strengths and weaknesses, dutifully research the specific leadership role, and authentically 

assess the “fit”; “fit” supersedes personal attributes.

In the absence of leadership, individuals and organizations will grasp for leaders regardless of “fit”, often floundering under a 

leadership style and values that run counter to those of the individual or organization. This revelation was startling to me. At Stanford, 

where we profess to let ‘a thousand flowers bloom’, I underestimated the importance that people place on being confident they are 

growing in harmony with their colleagues.

Leaders should play to their strengths and surround themselves with their weaknesses. The art of leadership is in striking the 

balance between leveraging what you do well as a leader with avoiding a reliance upon any single skill. While this pitfall befalls leaders 

embarking on new roles, it is more common and more treacherous for leaders as they continue on in sustained roles. To counter this 

over-reliance on a single technique, a leader must ensure that their leadership team has both the capacity and authority to identify 

and support the leader’s shortcomings. Leadership is lonely. The lack of comradery at the top often leads to isolation that may blind 

and undermine leaders over time. Sustaining success as a leader requires a soothsayer that dutifully and honestly reflects back to the 

leader. Without this, leaders and organizations can get considerably off-course before realizing they have gone astray.
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Strategic Initiative

My strategic initiative was to launch a Division of Emergency Critical Care to improve the transition of care of our most critically ill 

emergency patients, as well as further our understanding of how gaps at these transitions of care impact our most vulnerable patients. 

This initiative afforded me the opportunity to work with SUH administrative leadership and leadership across a number of clinical 

departments. During the design and launch of phase one – the clinical aspect of the Emergency Critical Care Program – I worked to 

build consensus across departments. It also afforded me the opportunity to observe the variety of ways in which individuals hold and 

wield power.

Learning About Leadership  

Far and away the best experience of SMLA was being a part of the master class in team building that Geno Schnell performed with 

our student cohort. We began as a random collection of overscheduled individuals with different backgrounds and agendas; we ended 

as a group of mid-career leaders that are truly interested in the growth and success of each other. I have and will continue to seek 

counsel through informal ‘peer consults’. 

The support aspects of the program were also enriching. My leadership coach refused to accept the mantra “let’s agree to disagree” 

as a concluding statement. She continually pushed me to question my assumptions and reconfirm my initial conclusions. Visiting 

speakers also dropped pearls of wisdom for handling difficult conversations and confrontations, such as “get the bad out,” “everything 

is being negotiated,” and “stay on your side of the net.” Lastly, the 360 evaluations and the follow-up deconstruction of the findings 

drove home the point that you can’t possibly know what you don’t know.

Continued Growth

While I will always strive to improve my listening skills and management of difficult conversations, I am greatly interested in exploring 

the concepts of team building and diversity.

Topics of Interest

Stanford, and our nation as a whole, are staring down our inadequacies concerning diversity and inclusion across a variety of 

spectrums. I hope to be a part of this larger conversation at Stanford and learn about how diversity impacts team effectiveness and 

wellness.

Further, Stanford University’s outsized impact, relative to its small size, is threatened in this era of educational globalization. What will 

our strategy be during this transition and will it be effective as we seek to remain at the forefront of education and research?
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Future Leadership  

In truth, one of the biggest lessons for me during SMLA was that I struggled with five-year professional goals. I had always assumed I 

was noncommittal and wanted to remain open to presenting opportunities. After substantial exploration of this during SMLA, I now 

appreciate that I am Mission driven. My five-year mission is to advance emergency care in underserved areas of Asia and Africa. As I 

continue along this path, I know that many opportunities for leadership will present themselves, which I will now be more confident 

in exploring.

My sincerest gratitude to Geno Schnell, Fran Evans, Melissa Fisher, and all of my SMLA colleagues. I have learned much, and I feel 

confident in Stanford’s direction under your influence and, of course, leadership.

SMLA_2017_ja.indd   48 11/7/17   3:14 PM



49

Dr. Williams envisions a new way of characterizing psychiatric conditions as disorders 

of brain function. She carries out her research as Director of the “PanLab” for precision 

psychiatry and translational neuroscience. Using information from brain imaging, genetics 

and life histories, she develops individual profiles of brain health and identifies predictors for 

tailoring treatment choices. 

Dr. Williams is Associate Chair of Research Strategy and Oversight within the Stanford 

Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences. In this role, she also heads the steering 

committee for an incubator that is harnessing the activities of major labs focused on clinical 

translational neuroscience. In her joint position at the Palo Alto VA she is Director of 

education and dissemination, focused on post-traumatic stress. 

She first came to Stanford as a visiting Professor in 2011. She was leading a multi-site 

international study to identify brain markers for depression and antidepressant response. 

She was thrilled to join the Stanford faculty in 2013. Prior to that time Leanne was 

foundation Professor of Cognitive Neuropsychiatry at the Sydney Medical School from 2005 

to 2013 and Director of the interdisciplinary Sydney Brain Dynamics Center from 2001 to 

2013. 

Her PhD was awarded in 1996 and it was completed with a British Council scholarship for 

study at Oxford University. 

Dr. Williams believes in sharing data insights and is the founding President of “BRAINnet.

net,” a Californian 501c3 for sharing large mental health data. 

She loves long walks and finding places with character. Having lived in four different 

countries she enjoys the experience of continually learning about how people live and think 

about their lives. 

 

Leanne Williams, PhD
Professor 

Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences 
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Impact

Participation in the Leadership Academy has been a game changer for me. It has accelerated my opportunity to develop a new 

initiative in precision mental health, created a groundswell of support for this initiative, and given visibility to my leadership in this field. 

Insights/Lessons

Looking back over the year, the three most valuable insights/lessons about leadership that I will take away from the experience are:  

1) One needs to make an active choice about the type of leader one wants to be, to then own that choice, one’s sense of self, and to 

go for it. 

2)  It is important to take the time to build a coalition, to invite participation, and to seek and welcome input. 

3) If we want to be a leader, we have to be willing to step up and do it, and not wait for permission. 

Views of Leadership

My views have not so much shifted as crystalized. Because of the Leadership Academy, I am aware that leadership is an active choice 

day by day. It needs to be front of mind, and not an afterthought. Because of the Academy, I feel equipped with a more explicit way of 

understanding the styles of leadership that are successful, spanning the spectrum of reliance on traditional power dynamics through a 

reliance on alternative sources of strength and a sense of the common good. I have become more optimistic that alternative choices 

about leadership styles are not only possible but are needed. I believe our community is hungry for them. 

Changes in My Own Leadership

The Leadership Academy was an incredible opportunity to think deeply about leadership choices over an extended period of time. 

Because of this opportunity I have made an affirmative commitment to my leadership roles. This affirmation has led to concrete 

changes in my leadership choices. These include creating the time and space to communicate regularly and clearly, with my own team, 

department leadership, Stanford leadership, colleagues and community. I’ve made a commitment to speaking up, to feeling comfortable 

with others feeling uncomfortable if our opinions differ, and to being more aware of different power roles. I try to share the decision 

making rather than take control of it. 

Strategic Initiative

In my strategic initiative, I developed a proposal for a Center for Precision Mental Health and Wellbeing. The mission of the Center 

is to use modern neuroscience and technology to better detect, diagnose and treat people affected by mental disorders such as 

depression. There is an incredible urgency for a Center that accelerates the translation of neuroscience into improving diagnosis and 

care. Despite the fact that another person dies from suicide every 30 seconds, mental health remains in the closet, and disconnected 

from our best science and technology. 
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My most important learning has been to build the “coalition of the willing,” and to create dedicated time to listen and get input. It has 

been incredibly rewarding. 

The Center proposal is now complete. I hope that, in the coming years, you will witness a thriving interdisciplinary Center for 

Precision Mental Health and Wellness that ensures Stanford’s preeminence in this area, and has a tangible impact on improving lives.

Learning About Leadership

A moment that stands out to me is a lightbulb moment at the midway session with Geno, during which all of the insights came 

together. These insights boiled down to “don’t self-edit and go for it.” 

Coaching - Working with an executive coach was weird at first, because of the structured format. The coach helped by providing 

an independent and safe reflection on my perceptions. Like so much else about the Leadership Academy, the cumulative impact was 

enormous, and transformative. 

Guest Speakers - All of the Leadership sessions provided pearls of insight. The ones that are with me every day are these: the first 

session about building a “coalition of the willing” before jumping into solutions, and the later session on power and body language. 

It was especially helpful to talk about power dynamics in relation to women, and to have the discussion grounded in such concrete 

examples. 

Fellow Faculty - My fellow faculty helped me grow in many ways. Through their openness and trust we have built a sense of 

community. I have a sense of awe each time I hear how they think through complex topics. I am reassured that future leaders will not 

always come in standard “packaging.” I am reassured about the future leadership of Stanford.

Other parts of the program were equally impacting, and I had the same experience that their impact continued to build over time. 

Retreats - The retreats were an essential anchor in the process, and a chance to reflect without the usual time pressure of our work 

environment. 

Leadership Interviews - The opportunity to observe and interview senior leaders was deeply rewarding. I felt replenished to observe 

the commitment to our Stanford community expressed by our Stanford leadership. 

Reading Materials - The impact of the reading materials has been a “slow burn” that continues to offer new insights as I keep dipping 

back in. 

The Leadership Academy has been different than I had expected in almost every way – all for the good. Without realizing, I had 

implicitly anticipated a more standard program. The Academy turned out to be exactly what I was looking for, and needed. I came to 

Stanford as senior faculty without a history here. 
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The Academy has accelerated my opportunities, and opened up new ones. It has enabled the new shoots of connection to quickly 

develop into strong trees with deep roots. 

Continued Growth

I want to continue my learning through the leadership of my new Center within the Stanford School of Medicine and broader 

communities. In particular, I want to learn about leadership that can forge new interdisciplinary paths, and how to foster excitement 

for the Center and its networks within these communities. 

Topics of Interest

Particular topics of interest to dig into are those around leadership structures, alternative structures, and power roles, including how 

to foster an equal “seat at the table” for those who are not currently part of the predominant power structures. 

Future Leadership

In achieving my future goals, I hope to continue to learn from the transformative power of constructive and open communication. I 

am aware of the need for purposeful reflection on how I want to lead. Deep reflection needs to build, and isn’t possible in a day. The 

Academy has reinforced just how important it can be to experience unambiguous support. It is invigorating. I want for my team and 

collaborators to have this experience as we achieve our shared goals. In five years, I see myself leading a thriving, interdisciplinary 

Center for Precision Mental Health and Wellness, a Center that has placed Stanford on the map for leading the transformation in 

mental health. Before the Leadership Academy I believed this was possible. Now I am convinced it is possible. 
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