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On Relationships that Influenced My Career

While studying early childhood education at Wheelock
College (my first career), | had an exceptional professor, Dr
Bergstrom, who gave me a mediocre grade on a paper about
a first-grader’s skill level. She explained that my grade was
low because | had focused only on the child’s deficiencies.
However, she allowed me to rewrite the paper, identifying
the child's actual strengths, as only by knowing those could
we help her succeed.

This lesson carried into my nursing career, where | strive to
identify strengths in paediatric oncology teams and build on
them to address weaknesses and resource gaps through
collaboration. This approach often leads to success.

During my PhD at the University of California, San Francisco,
my supervisor, Dr Miaskowski, told me, “I will teach you to
write like a scientist—it’s a specific skill, and | will help you
unlearn non-scientific writing habits.” However, she warned
that if | missed a single deadline for submitting chapters, she
could not guarantee | would graduate on time. Since | had
taken a time-limited leave of absence from my job, | couldn’t
afford delays. It was challenging to maintain the discipline
needed to meet every deadline, but in the end, she stayed
true to her word, meticulously editing each chapter on
schedule. From this, | learned two invaluable lessons: always
read and follow instructions carefully (especially for peer-
reviewed articles) and never miss critical deadlines!

On Challenges and Overcoming Them

While collaborating with Dr Nuria Rossell, a paediatric
oncology psychologist in El Salvador, | suggested using a tool
that assessed parents’ perceptions of their child’s quality of
life after a cancer diagnosis. The tool had been translated
into Spanish and validated in the US. Unfortunately, parents
struggled to answer many questions, leading to unusable
data. Responses included statements like, “My child has no
toys; we are too poor,” or, “l don’t remember how | felt at
diagnosis six months ago, but | want to tell you about a
pressing issue now.”

Despite this setback, | encouraged Dr Rossell to submit a
SIOP abstract highlighting the tool’s limitations in her
setting. The abstract was accepted as a poster, ultimately
leading both of us to study medical anthropology at the
University of Amsterdam. Shifting from a quantitative
mindset to qualitative social science required learning new
vocabulary and approaches, such as examining cultural
influences on illness and human behaviour.

What initially seemed like a failure became an unexpected

academic path, equipping me with knowledge that continues
to support my work with children with cancer and their
families in resource-limited settings.

On Balancing Career and Other Life
Responsibilities

Balancing a career and other life responsibilities is a
challenge for most professionals that | know. My career was
built on constant travel to distant countries to collaborate
with nurses and others in new paediatric oncology units in
settings with limited resources. | missed a lot of extended
family get-togethers and events with friends. Nevertheless, |
worked hard to schedule my trips well in advance to
accommodate important personal and professional
commitments at home. Careful planning and observing
personal and family life milestones helped. | have a very
understanding family and extended family who respect my
choice of overseas work. They have supported me for years
and for that, | am so grateful.

My Words of Wisdom for the Next
Generation of Female Leaders

My advice: life is long, and building a meaningful career is
challenging. Childhood cancer is complex and demands
resilience and dedication. Success requires extensive
knowledge, skills, and collaboration. Respect for parents,
caregivers, and all healthcare team members is paramount—
from the cleaner ensuring infection control to the physicist
designing radiotherapy treatment, and especially the nurses
providing 24/7 bedside care.

Anyone seeking quick victories will likely be disappointed.
But if you have the endurance of a long-distance runner and
can work as part of a team—like sled dogs pulling in unison
over miles of ice—you are prepared to support families
through a journey no one chooses. For me, there is no
greater privilege than working alongside my international
colleagues, children, adolescents, and families who have
taught me the true meaning of care.
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