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Why Read? 
◈ Book reading provides a survival advantage 

among elderly ( over 65) 

◈ Book reading increases longevity by 2 years if 

read 30 minutes daily

◈ Books are more advantageous than newspapers 

or magazines



◈ Reading is protective regardless of gender, 

wealth, education or health

◈ The survival advantage of books works through 

a cognitive mediator

Why Read? 



◈ There are several questions for future study 

including what type of reading is best for 

cognitive advantage ? (1)

◈ Examples include E-books, audible books, 

fiction, non-fiction, and poetry 

Why Read? 



◈ Reading increases the ability to understand what 

other people are feeling or thinking, “theory of 

the mind”

◈ Bibliotherapy can reduce depression (2)

Why Read? 



Why read?- studies related to “real books”

◈ Increases intelligence

◈ Increases memory and brain power

◈ Reading makes you more empathetic 

◈ Flipping pages can help improve comprehension 

of what you are reading



◈ Reading may help reduce the risk of 

Alzheimer’s disease

◈ Reading improves relaxation

◈ Sleep is improved with book reading 

◈ Reading out loud to children inspires them to 

become readers and gives valuable time 

together. (3)

Why Read? 



◈ Children who spend time reading show higher 

functional connectivity in the brain between the 

word forming area for language, visual and 

cognitive control area compared to time spent on 

screens. (4)

Why Read? 



Why read?
◈ Reading reduces stress ( allows the mind to 

concentrate on the words and pulls the reader 

away from anxious thoughts)

◈ Reading improves relationships through 

increased empathy 

◈ Reading inspires success 

◈ Decreases loneliness and social isolation (5)



Why should health care providers (in 
particular) read?

Ray Bradbury states “fiction gives us empathy, puts 

us in the minds of other people, gives us the gift of 

seeing through their eyes. Fiction is a lie that tells 

us true things over and over”



Why should health care providers (in 
particular) read?

◈ Reading allows one to place themselves in 

another’s shoes and consider the world from a 

different perspective

◈ It increases our vocabulary, improves 

imagination and helps engender empathy(6)



Why should health care providers (in 
particular) read?

◈ Reading helps doctors development judgment 

without being judgmental 

◈ It improves pattern recognition, develops 

observation, analysis and reflection which is 

fundamental to giving good care (7)



For Residents:  AMA Advice
◈ Reading non medical books is protective against 

burnout 

◈ Leisure reading has a role in the context of 

medical education, as it reduces stress, fosters 

empathy and creativity (8)
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What to Read? Genres 
◈ Essay

◈ Journalism

◈ Novel

◈ Drama 

◈ Poetry 



Essay:

William Osler has been 

described as the “Father 

of Modern Medicine”

and “one of the greatest 

diagnosticians ever to 

wield a stethoscope” (9)



Sir William Osler
◈ Born on July 12, 1849 in Bond Head Canada near Toronto

◈ Planned to go into the ministry and went to Trinity 

College

◈ His professor Reverend Johnson introduced him to natural 

history and science, and Osler was described as having “a 

rare gift for imparting knowledge and inspiring 

enthusiasm”

◈ He began attending classes at the medical school and 

abandoned theology , and enrolling at McGill 



◈ He attended lectures, worked as a clerk, surgical assistant, 

wrote case presentations and carried out post mortem 

exams

◈ Developed a sound knowledge of pathology 

◈ He went abroad to get more clinical experience and 

studied in London, Berlin, and Vienna

◈ In Berlin he worked the eminent pathologist Rudoff 

Virchow

◈ Returned to Canada in 1874 as a lecturer at McGill and 

promoted to Professor 



◈ At McGill he created the first journal club

◈ In 1884 he became a Professor of Clinical Medicine at the 

University of Pennsylvania 

◈ He was responsible for ward rounds, clinical lectures and 

autopsies 

◈ He also had a thriving private consulting practice and 

made several clinic visits to poet Walt Whitman



Osler’s time at Johns Hopkins University Hospital 
◈ He accepted a position in 1889 as Chief Physician at the 

newly opened Johns Hopkins School of Medicine which 

would open in 1893

◈ In the interim he wrote the 1000 page textbook “ The 

Principles and Practice of Medicine” which remained an 

important textbook for decades 

◈ At Hopkins, he created the first residency program for 

specialty physicians (10)



Residency at Johns Hopkins Hospital 

◈ Physicians in training made up most of the medical staff 

◈ Pyramidal structure with many interns, fewer assistant residents, 

and a chief resident who could be in that position for years.

◈ Developed the sleep in residency program with a restricted and 

nearly monastic life 



◈ Pioneered the clinical clerkship and the practice of bedside 

teaching where medical student were brought from the 

classroom to the bedside, and had a method of an 

incomparably through medical exam 

◈ The students were inspired to read widely and prepared a 

list of recommended books including Marcus Aurelius 

Antoninus and Shakespeare

◈ He was once described as shaving with one hand and a 

book in the other 



◈ He married, and moved to Oxford in 1905. He had 2 sons, 

one died young and one died in WW1

◈ In the 3rd edition of his textbook, he coined the description 

of Pneumonia is the friend of the aged, when “taken off by 

it in an acute, short, not painful illness the old man escapes 

those cold gradations of decay”

◈ Osler himself died on December 29, 1919 from 

pneumonia, possibly secondary to influenza from the 

“Spanish Flu” ( 9)



He has many famous quotes: 

“listen to your patient, 

he is telling you the diagnosis”



“William Osler: The Reserves of Life. St. Mary’s Hospital 

gazette 1907;13:95-8

The young doctor should look about early for 

an avocation, a pastime that will take him away 

from patients, pills, and potions…



“William Osler. Aequanimitas ‘The Master-word in 

medicine.’ 1914:386

For the general practitioner a well-used 

library is one of the few correctives of the 

premature senility which is so apt to take him.

https://archive.org/details/aequanimitas00osle/page/386


“William Osler: Aequanimitas,British Medicine 

in Greater Britain’ 1914:177

There are only two sorts of doctors: those who 

practice with their brains, and those who 

practice with their tongues.

https://archive.org/details/aequanimitas00osle/page/176


“William Osler: The Treatment of Disease. Canada Lancet 

1909;42:899-912.

Nothing will sustain you more potently than the power 

to recognize in your humdrum routine, as perhaps it 

may be thought, the true poetry of life – the poetry of the 

commonplace, of the plain, toil-worn woman, with their 

loves and their joys, their sorrows and their griefs

http://eco.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.8_05199_468/19?r=0&s=1


“William Osler, Aequanimitas. ‘Aequanimitas’ 1904:4

But whatever you do, take neither yourselves nor your 

fellow-creatures too seriously. 

https://archive.org/details/b24757767/page/8


“William Osler. Aequanimitas ‘The Master-word in 

medicine.’ 1914:385

The good physician treats the disease; the 

great physician treats the patient who has the 

disease.

https://archive.org/details/aequanimitas00osle/page/384


“William Osler. “An address on The Importance of Post-

graduate Study.”

I desire no other epitaph… than the statement 

that I taught medical students in the wards, as 

I regard this as by far the most useful and 

important work I have been called upon to do.

Lancet. 1900;156(4011):73-75

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140673600656787


“William Osler ‘Two Frenchman on Laughter‘, CMAJ 

1912(II):152

The greater the ignorance the greater the 

dogmatism

https://archive.org/details/journalcanadianm02cana/page/152


“William Osler: Aequanimitas, ‘Teaching and 

Thinking’ 1914:131

The philosophies of one age have become the 

absurdities of the next, and the foolishness of 

yesterday has become the wisdom of tomorrow

https://archive.org/details/aequanimitas00osle/page/130


“William Osler. Aequanimitas ‘The Master-word in medicine.’ 

1914:385

The good physician treats the disease; the 

great physician treats the patient who has the 

disease.

https://archive.org/details/aequanimitas00osle/page/384


“A physician who treats himself has a fool for a 

patient.



Journalism:



The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks
◈ Non fiction book written in 2010 by Rebecca Sklott and 

winner of the National Academies Communication Award 

for best creative work

◈ Incorporates science, medicine, ethics and informed 

consent

◈ The author was born in 1972, received her BS from 

Colorado State University and MFA in creative non 

fiction from the University of Pittsburg (11)



The story of the cells 
◈ On February 1, 1951, Henrietta Lacks, age 29, a poor 

black farmer from Clover, VA went to JHU for treatment 

of a painful knot in her cervix and bloody discharge. Johns 

Hopkins was the only hospital that would treat blacks 

◈ A cervix biopsy revealed cancer, and the tumor was unlike 

anything gynecologist Howard Jones had ever seen. 

◈ The cells were removed without her consent and cultured 

in the lab, becoming the first human cells to continue to 

grow after the first few cell divisions. (12) 



◈ The Hela cells were easily grown in suspension, easily 

frozen and thawed, and provided the scientific community 

for the first time a consistent and reliable tool for research. 

(13)

◈ The HeLa cells were vital for developing the polio 

vaccine, helped in cancer research, improvements in IVF 

and many other applications.(14) 



◈ At her second visit 8 days later, Dr. George Otto Gey 

obtained another sample of her cells, without consent, and 

these cells would eventually become the important HeLa 

cells, named after the first and last name of the patient.

◈ Henrietta returned to JHU and was admitted to the 

“colored ward” in August 8, 1951 and died on October 4, 

1951 at the age of 31. She was the mother of 5 children 

(12).



◈ A special unit at the Tuskegee Institute was established to 

help grow the cells and work on the polio vaccine.  Black 

scientists and technicians used the cells of a black woman 

to save the lives of millions of Americans, most of them 

white. 

◈ This occurred at the same time as the Tuskegee syphilis 

study. (14)



◈ The Lack’s family did not know about the cells until a 

Rolling Stone reporter, Michael Rogers, saw “Helen Lane 

Lives” over a urinal in a medical school bathroom. The 

name Helen Lane had been used to protect Henrietta’s 

identity. She was identified as the true donor of the cells, 

and in 1976 he brought the HeLa cell lines connection to 

the Lacks family to public attention. (12).



(15)
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◈ Topics in the book include race, class, bioethics, 

tissue rights and informed consent. 

◈ At the end of the book, Henrietta’s daughter 

Deborah is taken to the lab at JHU and she got 

to see her mother’s cell divide under a 

microscope. According to Skloot, Deborah 

passed a vial to her lips  and whispered “You’re 

famous, just nobody knows it” (16)



Novel



Cutting for Stone – the author 
◈ Abraham Verghese is a physician, author, and 

Professor for the Theory and Practice of 

Medicine at Stanford University 

◈ He is also a Senior Associate Chair in the 

Department of Internal Medicine

◈ He was born on May 30, 1955 in Addis Abba, 

Ethiopia where his Indian parents were hired to 

teach English



Cutting for Stone- the author
◈ He completed his medical education at Madras 

Medical School in India, and went to the US for 

training in internal medicine as a FMG in 

Johnson City, TN

◈ He did an ID fellowship at Boston University in 

1983 and saw the beginnings of the HIV 

epidemic



◈ Returned to TN as an Assistant Professor and 

witnessed rural AIDS 

◈ He found this time life changing, and taught him 

the difference between healing and curing

◈ This was the catalyst for his first book 

“My Own Country: A Doctor’s Story”



◈ He took a hiatus from medicine and studied at 

the Iowa Writers Workshop, with an MFA in 

1991

◈ In 2002, he became the founding director of the 

Center for Medical Humanities and Ethics at UT 

San Antonio 

◈ He focused on bedside manner, the physical 

exam, and felt attentiveness to the patient and 

family was essential to healing 



◈ Dr. Verghese is now at Stanford, as a tenured 

professor and senior associate Chair for the 

Theory and Practice of Medicine

◈ He is the course director of the Stanford 25, 

promoting the culture of medicine, which is a 

hands on session with 25 specific exams 

◈ He has noticed the patient in the bed now gets 

less attention than the data on the computer (17)



Cutting for Stone- the novel 
◈ Cutting for Stone was published in 2010 

◈ The title is from  a line in the Hippocratic Oath, 

written in 4th century BCE, and also to the last 

name of the three main characters in the novel

◈ The line is “I will not cut for stone, even in 

patients for whom the disease is manifest”



◈ The passage refers to kidney stones, and in 

ancient Greece physicians did not practice 

surgery, as it was painful and often fatal

◈ The often cited First Do No Harm does not 

appear in translations of the Oath and its origin 

is debated (18)



◈ The novel is set in Ethiopia and the US, and is 

the story of twin brothers Marion and Shiva 

Stone. Marion is the narrator of the novel.

◈ The twins were born in Addis Ababa in 1954 at 

Missing Hospital. Due to the Ethiopian dialect, 

there was a mistake in translation and the name 

of the hospital once written did not change. 



◈ The birth is complicated as the twins are 

conjoined at the skull, and separated at birth 

◈ They are not raised by their biological parents, 

but by Madras trained OB/GYN Dr. Kalpana 

Hemlatha ( Hema) and Dr. Abdi Gnosh.

◈ The story weaves from Ethiopia to New York 

and explores themes of family, betrayal, health 

care, everyday magic, and how lives intertwine 

(19)



◈ The book has many descriptions of medical 

diseases and interventions incorporated into the 

novel.  These include uterine rupture, repair of 

vesico-vaginal fistula, vasectomy, intestinal 

volvulus, leukemia, typhoid fever, hepatitis, 

female genital mutilation, tabes dorsalis, 

appendicitis, Rickets, and intracranial 

hemorrhage. (20)



◈ The writing is graceful, detailed, and engrossing

◈ He is skillful at incorporating medicine into the 

novel without letting it take over the narrative

◈ By depicting medicine through the lens of a 

novel, is a reminder that health care is 

fundamentally about people (21)



Drama



The Vagina Monologues 
◈ The Vagina Monologues is a play written in 

1996 and follows interviews the author Eve 

Ensler conducted with over 200 women about 

their views on sex, relationships, and violence 

against women

◈ There are 21 personal monologues read by a 

diverse cast of women and explores various 

aspects of the feminine experience



◈ The play ranges in topics from hilarious sexual 

encounters to darker topics of rape and sexual 

mutilation 

◈ It is intended to celebrate the ways women are 

united and unique in their experiences with their 

vagina

◈ The theme is a recognition that the vagina is a 

tool of female empowerment (22)



The Vagina Monologues impact 
◈ The play launched a global activist movement, 

V-day, established on February 14, 1998 in 

NYC 

◈ At that event, it raised over 250K for local anti-

violence groups

◈ The NY Times in 2006 called the play one of the 

most important political theater in the last 

decade



◈ It continues to be relevant as currently reported 

from the WHO, CDC, and UN one in 3 women 

on the planet experience physical or sexual 

violence in their lifetime 

◈ WWW.VDAY.ORG

◈ The V Day movement helped give rise to the 

global movement One Billion Rising, an global 

action demanding an end to all violence against 

women (23)



Poetry 
◈ As noted in the introduction, poetry 

specifically has been shown to increase 

empathy

◈ Additionally, poets often use the format to 

cope with medical issues which are 

therapeutic to the writer and reader 



After Ward- by Wendell Hawken
◈ Her son had a tragic accident on May 7, 2011, a 

golf cart accident that left him paralyzed

◈ She describes writing as something to assuage 

her helplessness and hopes the poems would be 

a comfort to others who find themselves thrown 

down the rabbit hole of disability 

◈ The book covers the 8 years after his accident 



A Selection of Poems

◈ Beware

◈ Cath

◈ Gravity 

◈ Break Neck 



Conclusion
In the words of Anton Chekov

“Medicine is my lawful wife and literature is 

my mistress. When I get tired of one, I spend 

the night with the other. Though it’s disorderly, 

it’s not dull; and besides neither of them loses 

anything from my infidelity” (25)



Physician Writers 
Middle Ages: Maimonides, rabbi and philosopher in Morocco 

16th century: Michael Servetus, described pulmonary circulation

17th century: John Locke, philosopher

18th century: John Keats, poet,

Edward Jenner, introduced the  smallpox vaccine, 

Tobias George Smottet, novelist “The Expedition of Humphrey 

Clinker”

19th century: Anton Chekov, Russian short story writer



Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, writer of Sherlock Holmes 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr, founded the literary magazine “The 

Atlantic”

W Somerset Maugham, novelist “Of Human Bondage”

Sir William Osler, “Principles and Practice of Medicine”

William Carlos Williams, poet

Margaret Todd, Scottish, pen name  Graham Travers “Medical 

Student”

20th century:

Robin Cook, “Coma”

Michael Crichton, “Jurassic Park”



Khaled Hosseini, “The Kite Runner”

M. Scott Peck, “The Road Less Travelled”

Danielle Ofri, “What Doctors Feel”

Walker Percy, “The Moviegoer”

Oliver Wolf Sacks, “The Man who Mistook his Wife for a Hat”

Samuel Shem, “House of God”

Benjamin Spock. “Baby and Child Care”

Abraham Verghese, “Cutting for Stone”

Sherwin Nuland, “How we die: Reflections on Life’s Final Chapter”

Elizabeth Kubler Ross, “On Death and Dying”



21st Century:

Atul Gawande, ”Being Mortal”

Tess Gerritsen, “The Surgeon”

Paul Kalanithi, “When Breath Becomes Air”

Siddhartha Mukherjee, “The Emperor of All Maladies”

Eric Toprol, “The Patient Will See You Now” (25,26)





THANKS!
Any questions?
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