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Beginnings in Research 

One of the most common pieces of advice I got as a freshman pre-med student was get 
involved in research early. So, back when I was an aspiring neuroscience major, I found a spot in 
the Nowicki lab my first semester. In the lab, they study the categorical perception of sound 
and color using zebra finches as an animal model. My role freshman year was to run color 
categorization tests on the birds. Sophomore year, I helped design the next phase in our 
experiment, the Bird TV.  

 
We study how birds draw the line between orange and red. Instead of perception falling 

along a continuum, the birds have a distinctive point where they decide something to be 
orange or red. It’s a nuanced discrimination, but one with implications beyond bird eyesight. 
Color in birds isn’t the only categorical perception in animals we know of. The sounds “ba” and 
“pa” are also close together but exist distinctively in human perception. The movement from 
sensation to perception is powerful, so understanding the movement between the two was a 
fascinating question to investigate.  

 
I initially got involved in the Nowicki lab because of the connections to neuroscience, 

but the beauty of the project kept me involved even as my interests evolved. The pursuit of an 
unknown answer in research became immensely meaningful to me. In the lab, we have the 
opportunity to answer a question that no one has even thought to ask before, and by doing so, 
further the field of neurobiology. Working in the Nowicki lab sprouted my passion for research, 
but policy was where my interests ultimately led me. My Huang Fellowship freshman year 
introduced me to the Margolis Center. As one of last year’s summer interns, I found a home 
where I could combine my budding curiosity with my passion for healthcare.  
 
Meaning in Healthcare 

I believe meaning in life comes from what we give to others. Once I understood that 
healthcare was infused with this type of meaning, my goal became to practice medicine. But 
when my interest in research grew freshman year, my questions quickly crept into my 
understanding of medicine. I often found myself asking hows. How did our healthcare system 
become so fragmented? How can we fix the disconnects between payer, provider and patient? 
How does the value of human life translate to care delivery? Working at the Margolis Center 
over the past two summers gave me the tools to ask those questions. Through the 
programming and connections at the Center, I’ve developed a better understanding of the way 
healthcare delivery works in the United States and around the world. I’ve learned about where 
the systems have failed, and where they have become resounding successes. And I’ve also 
learned about the ability of policymakers to influence which outcome is more likely.  
 

I’ve also seen that policymakers can be isolated from the people they influence. There is 
a disconnect between evidence and action. My goals shifted as I learned more about this gap. 
Physicians and policymakers shouldn’t live in separate bubbles. Policymakers should 



understand firsthand the impact of their work, and physicians should have a say in the decisions 
that influence their patient care. I hope to bridge that divide in my career, acting as both a 
practicing physician and an active policymaker. I hope to use my experience at the Margolis 
Center to prepare for the complexities of the policy sphere while using my time as a Duke 
undergraduate to prepare for the rigors of medicine. One part of my aim to understand 
medicine is a non-traditional path of studies. Through Program II, my undergraduate major is 
Medical Utilitarianism. I will explore the ethics behind healthcare and the value of human life. I 
hope to analyze how much our healthcare system is willing to dedicate to both an individual 
and a collective.  
 
Lessons from Last Summer 

Another part of my aim to understand how our healthcare system works is through 
policy questions at the Margolis Center. Last summer, I worked with Dr. Corinna Sorenson to 
examine using non-financial incentives to reduce low-value care. I also began work with Dr. 
Gillian Sanders Schmidler on an analysis of perspective in cost-effectiveness analysis. That work 
with Dr. Sanders continued through the school year when I was a research assistant, and 
throughout this summer as well. I reconstructed models from various perspectives to 
understand the changing outcomes generated by different perspectives. The research built off 
of the work of previous summer interns, and hopefully will result in a published review soon.  
 

From my work on the perspective project thus far, I have learned the importance of 
attention to detail in cost-effectiveness analysis. Choosing a perspective chooses the targeted 
audience of your paper. If this is not communicated clearly, the implications of a cost-
effectiveness analysis may be misunderstood by the group it was intended for. Personally, I also 
learned the process behind a long-term research project. Before the project, I had no 
experience with model building, and using TreeAge software presented a steep learning curve. 
Yet diligence comes with rewards, and over the past year I have slowly built my skill with the 
programming. 
 
Lessons from Summer 2020  

My learning experience with the Margolis Center continued again this summer. I worked 
with Dr. Sanders as well as Osondu Ogbuoji, ScD. on the Lancet Commission on Hearing Loss. 
Drs. Sanders and Ogbuoji are leading a Bass Connections team helping the finance and policy 
working group develop a model on the global burden of hearing loss and a review of the 
barriers to scale-up for various interventions. Working with the Bass team this summer has 
been the largest collaboration I have ever participated in, as well as my first experience with 
global health policy. I’ve learned how the moving parts of a team so large have to fit together in 
synchrony, but at the same time, this gives everyone an opportunity to play to their strengths.  
 

And in the midst of an unprecedented global health challenge, I also worked with Dr. 
Sanders on the Society for Medical Decision Making’s COVID-19 modeling response. The 
initiative aims to connect decision makers with modelers. Along with another intern, Kevin 
Pignone, my role in this project was to assemble a contact list and a model repository. Models 
were added to the repository in early March, but we were overreading them through July. 
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Modeling requires a series of assumptions, which we traced. I was able to see in real-time how 
these assumptions led to the discrepancy between modeling and reality. And with many of the 
models, I saw how the predictions that were dismissed as fearmongering in the early stages of 
the pandemic eventually became reality. The modeling initiative made the dichotomy between 
public perception and reality incredibly apparent to me. As our nation and others continues to 
fight against COVID-19, open and understandable communication between scientists, 
policymakers, and the public is essential. 
 
Moving Forward 

I am grateful to the community at the Margolis Center for their support as I have 
learned to tackle the challenges of healthcare research. I am also grateful for the chance to 
continue my involvement at the center. In the upcoming academic year, I will be a Margolis 
Undergraduate Scholar. I will also continue working on my Bass Connections project. I am 
looking forward to building off of the training I received this summer. I have gained better 
science communication, team building, and long-term planning skills. And from my various 
projects, I have also gained the understanding that no question in healthcare is too hard to 
answer, it just takes the courage to ask.  
 

Special thanks to Kevin Pignone for his collaboration on the SMDM project, to Ethan 
Borre for his mentorship throughout the summer, to the entire Bass Connections team for their 
contributions and collaboration, to Corinna Sorenson PhD for her mentorship and guidance on 
the low-value care project last summer, to Osondu Ogbuoji ScD for his mentorship on the Bass 
Connections Global Burden of Hearing Loss project this year, and special thanks to Gillian 
Sanders Schmidler PhD for her guidance and mentorship over the past two summers and across 
numerous projects.  
  


