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In My Opinion

§

Mentorship, Representation 
and Hope

Stephanie Dittmer, M.D.
The interconnectedness of physician de-
velopment across all stages is one of great 
interest to me.  As someone who should 
have by all accounts never have reached 
this hallowed space of physician identity, 
I approach this topic with a messy mix of 
gratitude, hope, creativity, humility, fear, 
and trepidation.
     Sitting in the UCLA Hospital cafeteria, 
amongst the smell of the lattes from the 
espressor cart and the cheeseburger smells 
from the grill, I would help my younger 
brother with his homework.  We would 
take breaks by wandering the hallways 
and find water fountains to ‘explore.’  We 
loved trying to find the elevator with the 
fastest drop rate and would try to see how 
many jumps we could get in and how high 
we could hang before others interrupted 
our fun. In one of these moments of wan-
dering, I came across the medical school 
library.
     Like Diagon Alley in The Wizarding 
World of Harry Potter™, it appeared like 
a magical repository of medical and scien-
tific knowledge. From then on, my 7 year 
old brother would have to drag me away 
from the library when he wanted to stretch 
his legs. There was something amazing 
about being able to walk back and forth 
in time across the history of medicine. I 
loved the simplicity of the past, reveled 
in the language and diagrams of old. Like 
a child looking up one word in the dic-
tionary, only then to be prompted to then 
search for another word, I was mesmer-
ized by the never ending possibility of 
what next book I could open.
     The blending of youthful curiosity with 
imagination prompted my excitement for 
medicine.  However, it was meeting Dr. 
Fernando Vinuela that truly started my 
life’s journey of becoming a physician. 
His joy and passion in helping others in-
terwoven with the technological advance-

ments of science brought purpose to his 
work. I am fairly certain that this interven-
tional neuroradiologist did not understand 
how he was launching a future Family 
Medicine Physician into the world at age 
12.
     Representation Matters. Seeing your 
cultural identity represented is an irrefut-
able paradigm shift for nurturing hope.
     The apprenticeship and mentorship com-
ponent of our profession is truly sacred. 
There is nothing that truly replaces the 
direct inspiration and learning we share.  
Finding mentors that represent the cultural 
and sociological needs of the community 
in which we practice is fundamental to cre-
ating a sustainable pipeline of physicians 
in Humboldt.
     Mentors help find community. Mentors 
share experiences.
     And for those of us in marginalized 
communities, they help us even more so by 
exposing the inequities with an emphasis 
on education, self reflection, and empow-
erment. They serve to facilitate the critical 
evaluation of the structural flaws in our 
system. They do so with the empathy of 
someone who understands your genera-
tional trauma. They inspire optimism.
     I love the complexity of the human body 
and its problematic medical conditions.  I 
appreciate the difficulty of changing hu-
man behavior to improve health outcomes. 
I enjoy helping a patient figure out how 
to navigate the pitfalls of our fragmented 
healthcare system. I feel renewed when I 
can share in a family’s experience of bring-
ing a new baby into the world.  I relish the 
moments where an empathic space of heal-
ing and connection brings peace, hope, and 
meaning to our human existence. 
     I am proud of our medical society’s sup-
port to restructure our Bylaws to include 
the following new committees: Women in 
Medicine, Ethnic Minority Organized Sec-

tion and Humboldt Del Norte Premedical 
Education Task force.
     The magnitude of these changes rep-
resents great potential for thoughtful im-
provement in our experiences as physi-
cian mentors. These committees produce 
the representation opportunities needed to 
inspire Humboldt & Del Norte’s children 
and adolescents. 
     By establishing these committees, the 
medical community is formally and struc-
turally acknowledging the importance of 
intersectionality as it relates to currently 
practicing physicians as well as future gen-
erations of physicians.
     Shaping space for Humboldt & Del 
Norte female physicians and female physi-
cians of color to discuss their personal and 
professional struggles with unfair contract 
negotiations, homophobic workplace envi-
ronments, and ethnic slurs is necessary for 
the retention of our physicians.
     Ideas and plans conceived from these 
moments often focus on how to not only 
improve our medical culture but also 
kindle the next generation of physicians to 
continue the legacy of betterment.
     The committee meetings offer men-
torship development in the context of 
education, individual self reflection, and 
collective growth. 
     I strongly encourage all physicians to 
consider attending these committee meet-
ings and journal clubs. The meetings con-
nect us to healthy and sound mechanisms 
of rearing future physicians. They help us 
understand the challenges we face as we 
learn how to foster awareness of traumatic 
training effects. They help us integrate the 
knowledge of trauma informed care into 
physician upbringing.
     I look forward to seeing everyone 
there!
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