
 

 

AAMC Chair’s Address 2016: 
The Remarkably Transformative Power of Being a Teacher 

 

Chair of the AAMC Board of Directors Robert J. Laskowski, MD, MBA, FACP, delivered the 

following address at the association’s 127th annual meeting in Seattle, Wash., on Nov. 13, 2016.  

 

If you asked me early in my career in medicine whether I would ever be addressing colleagues at 

an AAMC meeting on behalf of its Board of Directors, I would have said you must be dreaming.  

Someone else, much more learned and more distinguished, but certainly not me. And if you 

asked me as a student entering high school, “Would you, Bob Laskowski, ever be a teacher in a 

medical school?” I would have said that I have a dream of being a doctor, but I do not have the 

vaguest idea how to do that.  To be a teacher of doctors—that was a fantasy! So, I am amazed 

and humbled to be here. 

 

In thinking about this talk, I asked myself, “How did somebody like me get the opportunity to do 

something like this?” The answer came to me quickly: I am here largely because of the 

transformative power of teachers. These teachers opened new worlds for me. They inspired me, 

supported me, challenged me, gave me confidence, and finally, they had the courage to let me 

learn to be myself.   

 

I know from many conversations with colleagues in medicine over the years that the 

transformative experiences I had were common. I believe that this transformative role is at the 

very core of all good education, and certainly, it is vital to our ability as a society to develop 

talented and skilled professionals.  

 

Let us explore the transformative power of teaching together. I will use some iconic examples of 

famous teachers and three examples of mentors of my own. As I do this, I ask you to think of 

your own teachers—the remarkable women and men in your own lives and how they helped you 

to learn and grow. And I ask you to think about your own roles as teachers. 

 

My own life was transformed by many wonderful teachers. They opened up new vistas of 

knowledge for me. These new worlds of knowledge were full of new words, new concepts. They 

were rich in history. These histories were full of change and innovation and suggested changes 

and innovations to come. 

 

I believe that the profession of medicine belongs as much in the humanities as it does in the 

sciences. We who practice and teach medicine know that it is anchored in good 

communication—a trait of the humanities. This communication starts with listening and with the 

careful use of words to elicit from patients their experiences, feelings, and desires. From this 
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communication, we form diagnoses that lead to treatment plans and, hopefully, restored or 

improved health. Communication concerning illness forms the basis of our science. 

Communicating with patients is the sine qua non, the action essential to the humanity of 

medicine. We also know that expertise in communication is critical for excellence in teaching. 

All of us who are doctors, by the very definition of the word that describes our profession, teach.  

 

It is no coincidence that many superb creative writers were and are physicians. Oliver Wendell 

Holmes, Anton Chekhov, William Carlos Williams, John Keats, W. Somerset Maugham, and 

Walker Percy—they were all physicians. Best-selling physician-author and Stanford Medicine 

professor Abraham Verghese had this to say about how he works to understand and help his 

patients: “It’s very rare that some extra piece of knowledge in my brain solves the puzzle. Much 

more often it’s the fact that the story I am hearing resonates with my collection of stories.”   

 

There have been so many women and men, my teachers, who have been so important in helping 

me learn how to learn, how to find out who I am, and how to discern who I was meant to be: Ms. 

Albany, Sister David Margaret, Sister Marie Eileen, Dr. Ingrid Waldron, Dr. Lena Mela, Dr. Bill 

Kissick, Dr. Saul Sherry all transformed my life. And I could tell stories about them all. But let 

us begin this journey with Brother David Rogers. 

 

I began to learn the power of words years ago as a high school student sitting in Brother David 

Rogers’s class at La Salle High School in Philadelphia. Brother David opened the worlds of 

language and literature to me. We were expected to read, to write, and to experience worlds that 

echoed across centuries in languages that evolved and changed as the societies that used them 

evolved and changed. Brother David rendered an otherwise remote world of literature accessible 

to me. Because of his transformative power to teach, the portal I stepped through was so much 

more than experiencing the sheer joy of reading. Brother David taught me something far more 

important: he taught me that words matter. He taught me to pay attention to words, to love 

words. Over time, as I matured, I realized that words not only express our thoughts and 

emotions, they also help to frame them. The words we choose and use guide how we think, what 

we think, and based on that, how we act. To me, as a physician, an executive, and a person, this 

was a profound lesson. As a teacher, this lesson has made me choose the words I use with care. 

 

The famous painting The Death of Socrates, by Jacque-Louis David, debuted at the Salon in 

Paris two years before the French Revolution. None other than Thomas Jefferson was present at 

its debut. David’s neoclassical masterpiece dramatically highlights the last moments of the 

famous philosopher and teacher, Socrates. Socrates was found guilty of teaching what authorities 

believed was both treasonous and immoral: he taught his students to question assumptions and to 

think their own thoughts. His teaching of independent thinking to his students unsettled the 

authorities; they viewed it as seditious. As a result, Socrates was condemned. The painting 

depicts someone from the court giving Socrates a cup filled with hemlock. The men surrounding 



3 

 

Socrates are his students, weeping tears of sadness because their master teacher has chosen to die 

for his beliefs.  

 

The goal of Socrates’s philosophy was to challenge, question, and find truth. Socrates’s approach 

was to help his students discover truth for themselves, and he did so in an uncompromising way 

and at great cost to himself. The intense drama of David’s painting reminds me of the courage 

required to be an excellent teacher. It reminds me that the goal of every good teacher is for her or 

his students to be able to think critically and act on their own. 

 

My mentor Samuel Martin III, MD, taught me to have the courage to trust myself. Sam was a 

professor of medicine at the University of Pennsylvania and cofounder of the MBA Program in 

Health Care Management at The Wharton School. I knew him as my teacher when I was an 

undergraduate student, as my mentor when I was a medical student, and as my supervisor when I 

was a fellow.    

 

Sam was a heroic figure to me and to a great many others fortunate enough to be guided by him. 

I will skip over the details of his distinguished academic and managerial career because what 

mattered for each of the hundreds of students he mentored over many years was the highly 

personal way in which he guided us to develop ourselves. He approached life as a keen observer 

with a great sense of humor. His words rang true with wisdom and relevance. However, Sam’s 

most powerful advice was his most disconcerting. His advice demanded courage. To carry it out 

required time spent knowing oneself. To act upon his advice required maturity in his students, 

which he carefully helped to nurture. On those few and important occasions when I was 

wrestling with a very difficult decision, Sam sat back, listened intently, nodded his head, and 

then, leaning forward, in a slow, soothing yet forceful tone said, “Bob you know what is right for 

you. Do it.” This was his best and most-lasting advice. 

 

These meetings with Sam were among the most powerful in my life. Transformative, really. I 

immediately felt the confidence Sam had in me; that realization enabled me to discover 

confidence in myself. In every important decision, personal or professional, that I make to this 

day, I still hear Sam’s words.   

 

Last year, scholars Richard Susskind and Daniel Susskind published The Future of Professions: 

How Technology will Transform the Work of Human Experts. The Susskinds argue that the 

advancements in technology are rapidly eroding the need for professions. With information 

easily available and machines able to learn and reason much more quickly than humans, the 

authors argue that professions have no point. They see all professionals as being obsolete, 

including lawyers, doctors, and teachers. 

 

As I reflect on 21st-century medicine and teaching, I find myself reaching a far different 
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conclusion than the Susskinds—at least regarding the professions of medicine and teaching. 

They are correct on information, at least in its raw form. IBM’s Watson can certainly think faster 

than me and knows many more facts. What sets us apart as human beings is something 

intangible, but well known and well practiced by expert physicians—human empathy. That 

empathy, the ability to be present for another human being, sets us apart.   

 

The advances of technology are truly wondrous. In the case of information technology, the 

ability to store, retrieve, and analyze facts and make them immediately available can enable our 

profession to much more easily and effectively accomplish our goals. Yet the practice of 

medicine is more than the manipulation of facts. Medicine is grounded in humanity—in 

presence. A physician’s presence brings the benefits of science personally to others.     

 

One of the most iconic representations of physician presence is the painting The Doctor, by Luke 

Fildes, which hangs in The Tate Gallery in London. To open his gallery, Henry Tate 

commissioned a painting from a well-regarded artist of the time, Sir Luke Fildes. Tate made 

clear to Fildes that he could paint whatever image or scene he chose.   

 

As Fildes’s son and biographer noted, his father chose to paint a picture that obliquely referred to 

the passing of Fildes’s first son, Philip. Philip died in the family’s Kensington home with a 

beloved and caring family physician, Dr. Murray, at his bedside. In attending to Fildes’s son, Dr. 

Murray became an important life-long symbol of professional devotion for Sir Luke.   

 

Fildes chose to create a painting that captured the care and compassion evidenced by Dr. Murray. 

The young child is propped on two chairs in the absence of a bed. The parents are depicted 

weary, watchful, and perhaps hopeful, as suggested by the light of dawn streaming through the 

window. The humanity of the moment is undeniable, captured in the thoughtful, caring gaze of 

the physician. What a compelling and powerful depiction of being fully present for your patient. 

And what a remarkable impact Dr. Murray must have had on Sir Luke that he decided to create 

so powerful a painting as a tribute. The painting has become such a symbol of the sanctity of the 

doctor–patient relationship that it has been used many times, including as the backdrop of one of 

my own medical diplomas, the one designed for my fellowship under Dr. Sam Martin. 

 

There is so much to reflect upon in The Doctor—so many messages to inspire us as professionals 

and as human beings. The one message I want to emphasize today is that of presence. As a 

medical resident, I learned the value of presence from yet another mentor, Joseph Kirsner, MD, 

PhD, at the University of Chicago. Many in the audience probably knew Dr. Kirsner. His career 

as a gastroenterologist was extraordinary. To me, he was a great teacher not because of his 

knowledge of disease, as extraordinary as it was, but because he was present for his patients. Joe 

was a demanding attending physician, but in a compassionate way. He insisted that his residents 

be present for patients in the same way that he was. Dr. Kirsner lived near the hospital and came 
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to see his patients at all hours of the day and night. His presence showed us how we, too, could 

be empathetic to those we were privileged to serve. 

 

We who are members of academic medicine aspire to learn, to serve, and to lead. We have 

learned to learn from others. Teachers who have mentored us. I’ve told you today about three 

transformative teachers in my life: Brother David, Sam Martin, and Joe Kirsner. They opened 

new worlds for me by teaching me new words and concepts. They taught me to have confidence 

in myself and my decisions. And by being role models, they demonstrated by their actions how I 

should live my life, both professionally and personally. 

 

These lessons transformed my life. Your teachers transformed yours. The lessons you learned 

might be a bit different, tailored to you and your needs. What is common for us all is the 

profound effect that our teachers have had on our lives. Teaching matters. Teachers matter. And 

you, as teachers, transform lives. 

 

All of us, as teachers, have the power and responsibility through our work to transform the lives 

of our students. 

 

And as teachers, through our students, we have the power and responsibility to transform the 

world. 

 

Thank you! 

 

 


