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By Erin Post

Change
Positive        
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hen UVM Assistant Professor 
Nathalie Feldman, M.D., checks 
her email these days, she often 
fi nds herself scrolling through 
message after message from 

physicians, staff , nurses, and other healthcare 
professionals off ering heartfelt thanks for a 
professionalism accolade they have received from 
a medical student. Whether they are recognized 
for exceptional mentorship, thoughtful 
compassion for a patient, or a simple moment 
of kindness, the students’ words carry weight. 
Recipients are touched in profound ways, and 
faculty and residents, in particular, appreciate 
being acknowledged for their devotion to patient 
care and teaching.

“The expression of gratitude can have a pro-
foundly positive eff ect,” Feldman says, as she ticks 
down through the hundreds of emails in a folder 
labeled “Responses to Professionalism Accolades.”

And then there’s the impact on students: When 
they sit down to write a note of thanks, they are 
making time to refl ect on the traits and skills 
they want to develop. They’re prompted to think 
through what kind of doctor they want to be. 

As the Larner College of Medicine’s director 
of the learning environment, Feldman is the ar-
chitect of an innovative program to help medical 
students fi nd positive role models as they forge 
their identities as physicians. Along with Col-
lege-wide programs to emphasize wellness and 
engage students in self-refl ection and self-care, 
the goal is to send students into medical practice 
with the skills they need to be fully present for 
their patients. This shift in focus—shining a light 
on the importance of wellbeing—has a ripple 
eff ect across the institution, possibly even helping 
to prevent burnout among physicians, one of 
the most intractable challenges in medicine. In 
practicing gratitude, Feldman sees a hopeful path 
forward, even as there is more work to be done. 

“It’s about all of us being the best we can be and 
acknowledging empathy and compassion when 
we witness it,” Feldman says. “If we elevate the 
positive, it will begin to dominate our experience.”

W

An innovative program helps 
Larner medical students fi nd 
positive role models to forge their 
identities as physicians—so they 
can be fully present for their 
patients in the future.

Uncovering the Hidden Curriculum 
Medical schools revolve around curricula, syllabi 
and course objectives—all designed to make 
sure future doctors have extensive knowledge 
of the human body and the clinical skills to 
diagnose and treat patients. But there’s also the 
underlying lessons students absorb, ones that 
aren’t necessarily overt: the hidden curriculum. 
Feldman describes this as an “acculturation,” 
based in part on the subtle messages sent via the 
behavior of faculty and trainees. 

Since it’s largely unspoken, the hidden curric-
ulum can have an outsized impact. Students are 
less inclined to question what they’re learning, 
even if the dynamics they observe are unhealthy. 
For example, if a student sees a physician treating 
a nurse or a resident with disrespect, they may 
internalize the example being set. They may 
“question whether they belong,” says Feldman, 
or decide that they just “need to toughen up.” 

Feldman and colleagues across the College, in-
cluding the Offi  ce of Diversity and Inclusion and 
the Learning Environment and Professionalism 
Committee (LEAP), want to create the space for 
students to talk about what they’re witnessing—
the good and the bad. 

“The learning environment eff orts are really 
about dialogue across divides, whatever the 
divides might be,” she says. 

A new, confi dential, online reporting system 
streamlines how students communicate about 
learner mistreatment and off ers various options 
for intervention, from anonymously reporting 
a concern, to meeting with Feldman or another 
faculty member to decide how to proceed, to, 
in the most serious cases, fi ling a report of 
harassment or discrimination directly with 
UVM’s Affi  rmative Action and Equal Opportunity 
Offi  ce. It’s important that the available options be 
easily accessible and as transparent as possible, 
Feldman says, so that students know where and 
how they can receive support.   

The online system also includes a call for 
accolades. Students can write in praise for 
individuals who have “upheld the highest 
standards of professionalism.” Testimonials are 
shared anonymously with the recipient and their 
direct supervisor. 

In addition, students refl ect on professional-
ism through two new questions on course and 
clerkship evaluations. One off ers students an op-
portunity to identify faculty members, residents 
or staff  who are “exemplars of professionalism.” 
Feldman says the response rate continues to 
astound her—the large number of accolades is 
a testament to the impact of these positive role 
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models on students.
The second new question asks students to 

address any instances of potential mistreat-
ment or unprofessional behavior they may 
have witnessed or experienced. Students 
explore how they perceived the action and 
receive support if desired. Through this 
system, trends and themes can be identi-
fied, empowering the College to provide 
education and professional development to 
improve the learning environment.  

“Giving voice to our students provides 
an opportunity for them to engage in the 
process of improvement,” says Feldman. 

Ongoing research seeks to quantify 
the effect of the College’s emphasis on 
reflection and gratitude, with Abigail 
Belser ’22 at the front lines of this work. 
She spent the summer of 2019 as the 
learning environment intern, leading a 
study to measure the impact of the new 
accolade reporting system. She found 
strong student participation: Of the 851 
clerkship evaluations received in the 2018-19 
academic year, 67 percent contained one or 
more accolades. Belser and co-investigators 
analyzed themes in what students wrote 
and collected responses from faculty who 
received accolades. 

“Just adding this simple question to the 
course evaluations actually has a positive 
impact on a lot of people, which I think is 

pretty exciting,” she says.
The study, which was presented at the 

2019 Association of American Medical 
Colleges (AAMC) annual meeting, invites 
further research. Leigh Ann Holterman, 
Ph.D., director of curricular evaluation and 
assessment and a co-investigator on the 
project, says the next step will be looking 
at the accolade reporting system’s effect on 
burnout. Structured interviews with faculty 
and students should help dig deeper into 
how encouraging gratitude changes the 
status quo.

“We want to see what impact it has on 
students,” says Holterman. “Does it change 
anything for them that they can identify? 
Then for the faculty, does it impact their 
desire to teach? Does it allow them to feel 
more invested?”

Belser is hopeful her peers will benefit 
from identifying role models early in their 
education, setting them up for a lifelong 
focus on positive change.

“Many studies have shown that 
gratitude—either taking a minute yourself 
to be grateful or also receiving thanks and 
appreciation—can have protective effects 
against burnout,” she says. “So, we think 
potentially doing something as simple as 
asking students to write a positive review 
about a faculty member could be beneficial 
to both students and faculty.” 

Bridging the Divide
At least four generations—from the Baby 
Boomers to Generation Z—now work in 
the field of medicine, bringing with them a 
cornucopia of communication styles, work 
styles and expectations for others. And 
although there’s still much work to be done, 
trainees are the “most diverse, culturally 
and ethnically, that they have ever been,” 
says Feldman. In this environment, cultural 
humility—understanding the limits of your 
own perspective and being respectful of 
another person’s experience—is key. And 
fostering it requires connecting with others 
in meaningful ways.

One program aimed squarely at making 
space for honest exchange: Cup of Coffee 
Conversations, where community members 
have the opportunity to sit down with a 
trained peer to discuss a misunderstand-
ing or miscommunication. The model, first 
developed at Vanderbilt University’s Center 
for Patient and Professional Advocacy to 
address unprofessional behavior in hospi-
tal settings, is being adapted by the LEAP 
Committee for use in medical education. 
Although Feldman is always available to 
confidentially discuss issues regarding 

mistreatment, the Cup of Coffee Conversa-
tion allows trained peers to come together 
to engage in dialogue to resolve an issue in a 
non-punitive way. The peer-mediated model 
gives the involved parties the “power to be 
the change agent,” Feldman says. 

The pilot program recently expanded to 
include residents at UVM Medical Center, 
a novel innovation that the College plans 
to further explore, says Melissa Davidson, 
M.D., a member of the LEAP Committee 
and associate dean for graduate medical 
education at UVM Medical Center. Instead 
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Nathalie Feldman, M.D. 
and Abigail Belser ’22

“Just adding this 
simple question 
to the course 
evaluations 
actually has a 
positive impact on 
a lot of people.”

– Abigail Belser ’22
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of channeling a report to their program 
director—a person responsible for formal 
evaluation—what could feel punitive is 
turned into a learning opportunity.

“To have that one conversation with 
somebody who is not part of the program 
feels different,” she says. 

Written feedback—both from students 
to instructors and instructors to students—
can be another realm fraught with 
misunderstanding. So when faculty and 
residents voiced concerns over the nature 
of some of the written comments they 
had received from students, and students 
expressed a desire to learn more about how 
their feedback is used, the LEAP Committee, 
in collaboration with students from the 
College’s Student Education Group (SEG), 
launched a session devoted to the topic. 
The students worked in small groups to 
craft constructive feedback. They also 
heard from individual faculty members 
about how students’ responses to their 
teaching impacts them and helps them to 
improve. Sidney Hilker ’21, vice chair of 
SEG, says students took the conversation to 
heart.“[Giving constructive feedback] is both 
a science and an art that you have to learn 
from practice,” Hilker says. “And I think that 
was a message well-received.”

Davidson, who hosts similar trainings for 
new residents and fellows at UVM Medical 
Center, helped to run the session for students.

“The outcomes were so positive that 
the students said that they wished they 
had gotten this earlier,” she says. “They 
recommended that we do it for incoming 
medical students right on day one.”

As a result, the workshop has now been 
incorporated into orientation for first-
year students. For faculty, Feldman and 
colleagues have hosted sessions for the 
Teaching Academy’s Medical Education 
Grand Rounds, featuring time to workshop 
feedback and a student panel focused on 
how faculty feedback affects them. 

Feldman and colleagues, including 
LEAP Committee member Judy Lewis, 
M.D., also seek to share insights with other 
institutions. A learning environment 
curriculum utilizing videos designed and 
created by Feldman, Lewis and colleagues 
has for several years been exporting the 
College’s approach to professionalism and 
the learning environment. The films—one 
focused on the experience of medical 
students and the other on faculty, staff and 
residents—depict instances of potential 
mistreatment. After viewing the films, 

audiences engage in facilitated dialogue 
around represented themes, with the goal 
of bridging generational, hierarchal or 
interprofessional divides. The curriculum, 
published on Med Ed Portal, has been 
integrated into the third-year clerkship 
orientation as well as the residency 
orientation at UVM Medical Center. 
Institutions including Yale University, 
Columbia University and the Mayo Clinic 
have adopted these materials for GME 
orientation and faculty development series. 
Presentations at national conferences 
including the International Association of 
Medical Educators Annual Meeting have 
sparked interest in medical schools around 
the globe. 

“Film has a unique ability to elicit 
empathy,” says Feldman. “It brings up great 
discussions.” 

 
Lifelong Wellness
The first step for a physician seeking to 
provide high quality patient care may seem 
simple: “They need to be fully present,” 
says Lee Rosen, Ph.D., assistant professor 
of psychiatry and director of student well-
being. Turns out modern medicine poses 
some challenge for this most important task.

“There’s the difficulty of engaging with 
people who are suffering,” says Rosen. “And 
then there’s doing it in this health care 
environment which has features that can 
be very mechanistic, that can draw people’s 
attention away from the most meaningful 
parts of their work. We have to give students 
the tools to be prepared for that.” 

Just like building clinical skills, fostering 
emotional health requires “explicit 
curriculum,” one that is intertwined with 
the LEAP Committee’s work on professional 
identity formation and the College’s 
infrastructure for academic support. 

“When you go to yoga, when you sleep, 
when you engage in meditative practice, 
you’re consolidating knowledge,” Rosen 
says. “You’re taking care of your brain.”

The student-run Wellness Committee of-
fers a plethora of activities, from one-on-one 
peer support to spring and summer creemee 
nights. Their twice annual mental health 
panel, which features students speaking to 
their peers about their experiences accessing 
mental health treatment, is destigmatizing 
the process of asking for help. The Yoga 
Student Interest Group hosts free, weekly 
sessions on campus. A new meditation 
guide, created by Rosen and Collin York ’20, 

A statement created under 
the direction of Dean 
Richard L. Page, M.D., 

underscores the UVM Larner 
College of Medicine’s approach 
to professionalism. After a 
12-member task force created 
the statement with input from 
faculty, staff and students, the 
community came together to 
celebrate the statement’s launch. 
“Professionalism must be a core 
value of educators, scientists, 
caregivers, and all those who 
work in medicine and science,” 
says Dean Page. “Because of 
medicine’s great importance 
in people’s lives—often literally 
sustaining them—that power has 
to be handled responsibly, and 
with humility.” 

(continued on page 34)

A Culture  
of Humility  
and Respect

Our Larner College of Medicine 
community upholds the highest 
standards of professionalism 
as we follow our passion 
for lifelong learning and 
improvement. We demonstrate 
professionalism through 
integrity, accountability, 
compassion, altruism, and 
social responsibility. We 
honor the trust our society has 
placed in us as stewards of the 
art and science of medicine, 
relying on cultural humility, 
kindness, and respect to 
guide our daily interactions. 
We expect all members of our 
community to embrace these 
principles of professionalism 
as we strive to conduct and 
support patient care, 
research, and education 
that are second to none.

Statement on Professionalism
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Alums Publish Paper on Footwear 
and Parkinson’s Disease
Alums Ross Sayadi, M.D.’17 (pictured 
at left) and Mustafa Chopan, M.D.’17
(pictured at right) are co-authors on a 
paper published in NeuroRehabilitation
that focuses on the challenges patients 
with Parkinson’s disease face regarding 
footwear. A majority of the patients 
they surveyed—64 percent—reported 
“experiencing diffi  culties wearing shoes 
on their own,” as the progressive nervous 
system disorder aff ects fi ne motor 
control and balance. A shoe prototype 
the team developed uses magnets 
instead of laces, allowing patients 
to wear dress shoes “without having 
to fi ght the heel,” said Sayadi in an 
Instagram post about their publication. 
Sayadi and Chopan began their work on 
the shoe prototype as medical students, 
inspired by Sayadi’s father, who was 
diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease in his 
30s. Sayadi is a plastic surgery resident 
at University of California-Irvine. 
Chopan is a plastic and reconstructive 
surgery resident at University of Florida.

Residency Graduate 
Pens Children’s Book
Matthew Zavod, M.D., a 2005 graduate 
of the UVM Medical Center Otolaryngol-
ogy/Head and Neck Surgery Residency 
Program, has authored his fi rst children’s 
book, titled Dr. Ridiculopickulopot and 
the Shot. He says that the book “uses 
slapstick humor to tell the story of how a 
boy overcomes his fear of shots and how a 
bumbling but endearing doctor is remind-
ed of what it’s like to be a patient. The 
importance of public health is emphasized 
through the theme of vaccination.” Zavod 
is an ear, nose and throat specialist and 
facial plastic surgeon with Dignity Health 
in California. 
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is available on the College’s website. And 
mindfulness has been integrated into the 
curriculum; several courses feature pre-
exam mindfulness sessions in the classroom. 
A biannual survey from the Wellness 
Committee off ers opportunities to check in 
with the student body and improve off erings. 

A Student Well-being Research Group 
meets regularly to look at outcomes related 
to wellness and share knowledge with 
other medical schools. In 2019, Rosen 
and Holterman presented a poster on the 
student mental health panel at the AAMC’s 
Northeast Group on Educational Aff airs 
annual meeting that was nominated for an 
Excellence in Medical Education Award. 
And although it’s in the early stages, the 
group is working on a well-being index that 
would quantify student rates of depression, 
anxiety, stress, and other markers of 
wellness over time. 

Ultimately, the goal is to bring intention 
and focus to the question: “What kind of 
doctor do I want to be?” As she begins her life 
as a physician, Sidney Hilker ’21 sees benefi t 
in naming the challenge.

“I think it’s a new frame to say, ‘How do I 
become exceptionally professional or known 
for my professionalism?’ she says. “I have a 
defi nition for what that means to me. I think 
it’s a little diff erent for every person, whether 
it’s about being a team member everyone 
wants to work with, or someone who’s excel-
lent at giving feedback and people look to for 
feedback, or people look to as a mentor.”

It’s okay to ask the question over and over 
again, says Feldman. “This is a process, an 
evolution—a lifelong journey.” 

Positive Change continued from page 23 Left: The Yoga Student Interest Group 
hosts weekly sessions on campus.

Sayadi and Chopan began 
their work on the shoe 
prototype as medical 
students, inspired by 
Sayadi’s father, who 
was diagnosed with 
Parkinson’s disease 
in his 30s.

Read the College’s Meditation Guide for Students and learn more about the learning 
environment curriculum developed by faculty: med.uvm.edu/vtmedicine/web-extras
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COLLEGE TO HOST SCULPTURE BY KATE POND 
A sculpture that once graced the grounds of the University of 
Vermont will be returning to campus thanks to the generosity of 
former director of admissions Cathleen Gleeson, Ph.D., and UVM 
Professor Emeritus of Molecular Physiology and Biophysics David 
Maughan, Ph.D. Titled “Five and Eight,” by renowned Vermont 
sculptor Kate Pond, the painted steel work of art features “open 
curves” that add “lightness and whimsy” and “welcome people 
to relax within the sculpture.” Pond created “Five and Eight” 
in 1978; it has been exhibited at Skidmore College, Castleton 
University, and Wood Art Gallery in Montpelier. It was also 
previously displayed at UVM outside of the Royall Tyler Theater. 
With planned construction of the Firestone Research Building, 
Gleeson and Maughan saw the opportunity to enhance the College 
of Medicine green space with their beloved pieces. Gleeson retired 
as an associate professor of family medicine in 2003; Maughan was 
granted emeritus status in 2009.

DELIVERY TRUCK 
RAISES AWARENESS FOR 
UVM CANCER CENTER
The delivery truck for Ashley 
Homestore and the Superstore 
in Williston, Vt., has gone pink 
for a good cause. Business 
owners David Powell and Steve 
Kidder off ered up the outside of 
the vehicle to raise awareness 

for Steps to Wellness, an oncology rehabilitation program of the 
UVM Cancer Center. The campaign honors Kidder’s sister-in-law, 
Cynthia Cardillo, who died from breast cancer in 2017 and was 
a champion for increasing awareness around the importance of 
3D mammograms for women with dense breast tissue. Kidder’s 
three stores, including Novello Furniture in Barre, Vt., also hosted 
in-store fundraisers in the fall of 2019 that raised approximately 
$5,000 for the UVM Cancer Center and its programming. 

REMEMBERING CELEBRATED 
PHILANTHROPIST ROBERT “BOBBY” MILLER
Vermont philanthropist Robert “Bobby” Miller died February 4, 
2020 at the age of 84, leaving a decades-long legacy of support for 
causes that benefi t the health and well-being of Vermonters. Over 
the past 40 years, he and his wife, Holly, contributed over $40 
million to Vermont nonprofi ts, including their donation of property 
valued at $13 million to UVM Medical Center in 2013, the largest gift 
in the history of the institution. As a result of that philanthropy and 
additional community support, the Robert E. and Holly D. Miller 
Building opened its doors at UVM Medical Center in June of 2019. 
A transformative project, the Miller Building off ers four fl oors of 
single-occupancy rooms and a multitude of patient- and family-
centered features. The couple also helped to build the McClure 
Miller Respite House, and the more than $9 million they donated 

to UVM enabled, among other 
things, the establishment of 
several endowed professorships, 
including the Miller Chair 
in Memory and Aging and 
the Miller Chair in Palliative 
Medicine. Bobby Miller’s roots 
in Vermont ran deep. Born in 
Rutland, Vt., on August 9, 1935, 
he was the third of six children. 
Despite the amputation of his left 
forearm at birth, he developed 
a love for auto mechanics and 
as a young man worked on 
cars to earn money. With just a 
high school education—he said college “was out of the question—I 
couldn’t aff ord it”—he went on to establish multiple businesses, 
including a successful commercial and industrial real estate 
development fi rm, REM Development. Bobby Miller’s commitment 
to community has been recognized with numerous awards, 
including an honorary doctorate from UVM that he received, along 
with Holly, in 2015. He is survived by his wife of 35 years, as well as 
three children, eight grandchildren, and one great-grandchild.

Over the past 40 
years, he and wife 
Holly, contributed 
over $40 million to 
Vermont nonprofi ts, 
including their 
donation of 
property valued at 
$13 million to UVM 
Medical Center.
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L to R: Dean Page, Cathleen Gleeson, 
Kate Pond and David Maughan
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