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Abstract: Yale School of Medicine (YSM) has consistently been at the forefront of promoting equity
and inclusiveness within the realms of research and patient care. Using YSM's official data on Asian
female faculty members (2001-2024) and students (2014-2024) as a starting point, this review traces
a historical narrative spanning over a century (1924-2024), shedding light on the remarkable
achievements and enduring challenges faced by Asian females at YSM. The journey begins with
trailblazers such as Dr. Chenghui Ge, the first Chinese woman to earn a DrPH at YSM in 1926, and
Dr. Gueh Djen Hsiung, who became Yale’s first Asian female department director in 1960. Their
pioneering contributions laid the foundation for future generations of Asian women in medicine. In
more recent decades, this article highlights the enduring impact of leaders from YSM and spotlights
emerging young physicians and scientists trained in Yale’s residency programs and clinical or
research fellowships, who are making progress in the early stages of their careers, showcasing the
ongoing evolution of Asian female representation at YSM. Beyond celebrating these milestones, this
review amplifies the voices of YSM’s Asian women, addressing persistent challenges such as identity-
based discrimination, cultural barriers, the "glass ceiling" in leadership roles, and the balancing act of
family responsibilities. By documenting these achievements and struggles, this digital collection aims
to share YSM’s progress and lessons learned while advocating for greater awareness of how cultural
identity shapes academic and professional advancement.

Keywords: Asian Women; Woman in Medicine; Yale School of Medicine; Health Equity

1. Leadership for Asian women in YSM: a Historical Overview with Supporting
Data

Medicine encompasses both the scientific study of human health and disease, as well as the
practical application of diagnosing, treating, and caring for patients to promote recovery and improve
overall well-being. Yet it is a highly rewarding profession that has direct impacts on lives and gains
social respect and trust, Asians are underrepresented in medical leadership, known as the "bamboo
ceiling," which might stem from cultural norms conflicting with American assertiveness expectations
[1]. Furthermore, Asian women, especially some first-generation immigrants, might face dual biases,
often being perceived as "porcelain dolls" and more likely to be excluded from the power structure
[2]. Despite the growing presence of Asian women in M.D. programs, faculty representation has not
kept pace. The proportion of Asian women among total medical school enrollees rose from 23.2% in
2019-2020 to 26.2% in 2023-2024 [3], while Asian women’s share of total faculty was 9.6% and
accounted for only 5.3% of all full professors [4], suggesting that while more Asian women are
entering the field of medicine, structural barriers may limit their career advancement.
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Like any historical medical library in the United States, the Harvey Cushing/John Hay Whitney
Medical Library at Yale School of Medicine (YSM) has been lined up with portraits mainly of
caucasian male celebrities. While the exhibition 100 Years of Women at Yale School of Medicine [5]
celebrates the achievements of women in medicine, it highlights only two Asian women: Gueh Djen
(Edith) Hsiung (1918-2006), a pioneer faculty in diagnostic virology, and Nita Ahuja, M.D, first female
chair of the Department of Surgery. No Asian female names appeared in Women Physicians Over the
Centuries published in Yale Medicine Magazine (2018) [6]. Luckily, the YSM Cell Biology Department
mentioned Asian female Associate Professors Dr. Shangqin Guo and Dr. Min Wu in the article
Celebrating Women'’s History Month 2022 [7]. In 2024, despite Asian women comprising 14.2% of Yale
M.D. students and 11.8% of YSM faculty (Figure 1), their achievements and advocacy remain
underrepresented in historical narratives. This underscores the importance of documenting the
stories of Asian women at YSM as a vital yet often marginalized group in the institution's history.

In the past decade, the data from YSM highlights a significant trend in the representation of
Asian women within the Asian student population in the M.D. & Medical Programs [8]. From 2014
to 2024, Asian women have consistently made up approximately 50% of the Asian student population
(Figure 1A). When considering their representation in the total M.D. In medical Program enrollment,
Asian women accounted for 13.8% ~ 18.1% (Figure 1A). In contrast, the representation of Asian
females among YSM employees has historically been lower than that of students while showing a
gradual increase from 6.7% in 2012 to 11.8% in 2024 (Figure 1B) [9]. These quantitative findings have
sparked our interest in exploring the contributions of Asian women who have made history at Yale
Medicine. In this narrative historical review, we will journey from the early 20th century to the
present, tracing the generations of women’s roles at Yale Medicine. We aim to rediscover the
forgotten pioneers, examine the barriers they faced, and highlight how they led initiatives and raised
their voices to pave the roads to academic success.
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Figure 1. Longitudinal Trends in the Representation of Asian Women in M.D. Programs and Faculty at YSM.

A. Trends in the representation of female students among the Asian population in the M.D. & Medical Programs
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at YSM, 2014-2024. Data sourced from Yale School by Race and Gender (W004, W010), 2024, Office of Institutional
Research. The percentage of Asian female students within the Asian student population remained consistently
around 50% over the past decade, peaking at 55% in 2019 (86 out of 155) and slightly declining to 47% in 2024
(69 out of 132). The proportion of Asian women in the total M.D. & Medical Programs enrollment increased from
13.8% in 2014 to 18.1% in 2019, followed by a decrease to 14.2% in 2024. The inclusion of Gender Non-
Conforming (GNC) students began in 2022, with one student reported each year from 2022 to 2024. International
students were not included in the Asian subgroup. B. Trends in the representation of female employees in the
Asian population at YSM, 2012-2024. Data sourced from Yale Faculty Race and Gender by School (W106), 2024,
Office of Institutional Research. The number of Asian female employees increased from 202 in 2012 to 422 in
2024, while the number of Asian female Yale Appointees, non-Employees, increased from 1 in 2012 to 60 in 2024.
The proportion of Asian women in the total Yale School of Medicine (YSM) population followed a gradual
upward trend, rising from 6.7% in 2012 to 11.8% in 2024.

In this historical review of Asian females in YSM, we aim to start from the early pioneers at YSM
who were like a needle in a haystack in the mid-20th century, then highlight the faculties who have
cut through the weeds and made ground-breaking progress from the late 20th century to today, and
feature the young generation who are stepping into the spotlight and currently making history.

2. Pioneering Paths: Remembering Yale's Asian Female in Medicine in Early and
Mid-20th-century

The groundbreaking achievements of Asian women in medicine since the early 20th century
have often been overlooked by history, with limited publicly available records documenting their
contributions. In this lesser-known chapter of history, we spotlight Dr. Chenghui Ge and Dr. Gueh
Djen Hsiung, whose stories illuminate the resilience and brilliance of Asian women who sailed across
the Pacific Ocean, overcame immense challenges, and achieved excellence in medical sciences at Yale.

Chenghui Ge: From Yale’s First Chinese Woman DrPH to Wartime Healer

Chenghui Ge, M.D. (5%, 1893-1970), also known as Zen Way Koh (recorded at Yale [10]) or
Zung-wei Koh (recorded at the University of Michigan, UMich [11]), was a pioneering figure from a
business family in Jiading, China [12]. She first studied at Shanghai Women Medical College and was
largely inspired by her elder brother Chengxun Ge, a surgeon who studied abroad in Japan and
became the president of Peking National Medical School from 1915 to 1916, later renamed Peking
University Health Science Center [13].

Dr. Ge made history as the first Chinese student known in Yale Public Health. She earned a
Master of Public Health (MPH) in 1924 and a Doctor of Public Health (DrPH) degree from YSM's
Public Health Department (now Yale School of Public Health) in 1926. Notably, to secure a Chinese
scholarship amid the prevailing gender bias of the time, she initially concealed her gender during the
admission process [14] and was recorded as “male” in Yale’s official documents (stated as “Zen Way
Koh, M.D. earned the MPH in 1924 and DrPH in 1926. He is the first known public health student
from China.”) [10].

After returning to China, Dr. Ge served at hospitals in Shanghai. In 1930, she was awarded the
prestigious Barbour Scholarship at UMich [11], where she then collaborated with Prof. Reuben Leon
Kahn (1887-1979), the inventor of the Kahn test for syphilis [14]. She later authored several influential
textbooks, including Clinical Bacteriology, Public Health, and Midwifery, solidifying her legacy as one of
the pioneers of modern medicine in China. In 1935, Dr. Ge was appointed president of the Zhejiang
Provincial Maternity School, where she spearheaded significant reforms in the institution [15].
During the Second Sino-Japanese War, she relocated to Chongqing and worked in the government’s
education department, primarily responsible for developing medical education plans and editing
textbooks. Amidst the turmoil of war, she also tirelessly applied her exceptional medical skills to treat
wounded soldiers. During this period, Dr. Ge noticed the struggles of her female colleagues who had
to balance work and childcare. In response, she proposed and established a kindergarten and a home
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economics training program, alleviating many of the challenges faced by working mothers and
demonstrating her unwavering commitment to both medical and social progress [15].

After the war ended, she returned to her hometown Jiading to care for her ailing mother, as she
was the only surviving child in her family [15]. In 1947, she founded the Jiading District Central
Hospital, originally known as Puji Hospital, which became a cornerstone of healthcare in her
hometown. Dr. Ge dedicated her life to practicing medicine and performing acts of kindness. She
never married and, unfortunately, passed away in 1970. After her passing, her family discovered a
hidden autobiography titled A Record of Life’s Trivialities ( {—/1:3{ic) ) [16]. Her legacy as a trailblazer
in both clinical practice and education continues to inspire future generations.

Gueh Djen Hsiung: From Polio Pioneer to Global Mentor in Virology

Gueh Djen (Edith) Hsiung, Ph.D. (f€%j i, 1918-2006) was born in Hubei, China, and graduated
from Ginling College in Chengdu, China [5]. After World War II, she earned her Ph.D. in
Microbiology (1951) from Michigan State University (MSU) with Prof. Henrik Joakim Stafseth (1890-
1968). Despite her ambition to attend medical school in the United States, she was rejected by Yale
University at the age of 35, deemed too old for admission. Undeterred, she secured a postdoctoral
fellowship at Yale, working with Dr. Joseph Melnick on poliovirus and related enteroviruses. There,
she refined her skill in identifying viruses through cytopathic effect (CPE), a technique that later
became the gold standard in diagnostic virology. At Yale, she also collaborated extensively with Prof.
Dorothy M. Horstmann, a trailblazer in polio research who made history as the first woman to be
appointed full professor at the YSM in 1961.

In 1960, Dr. Hsiung was appointed the first Director of the Diagnostic Virology Laboratory at
Yale New Haven Hospital (YNHH) [17]. She authored the widely acclaimed textbook Diagnostic
Virology first in 1964. By 1967, she had risen to become the chief of the Virology Research Laboratory
at the Veterans Administration Medical Center (VAMC) in West Haven and a professor in Yale's
Department of Laboratory Medicine, where she was promoted to full professor in 1974. In 1985, she
established the National Virology Reference Laboratory at VAMC, serving VA hospitals across the
nation, and became its inaugural Director.

Throughout her career, Dr. Hsiung received numerous accolades for her groundbreaking work.
Among her many awards were the Becton-Dickinson Award from the American Society for
Microbiology in 1983 and an Honorary Doctor of Science degree from MSU [18]. These honors
underscored her significant contributions to the field of virology and her enduring influence on
scientific research. Dr. Hsiung retired as Professor Emeritus at YSM, leaving behind a legacy as a
world-renowned virologist. Throughout her career, she published more than 240 scientific papers,
cementing her impact on the field of virology.

Besides being a renowned scientist, Dr. Hsiung was a devoted mentor to countless trainees, both
at Yale and in mainland China and Taiwan [17]. She conducted annual training sessions at the
National Cheng Kung University in Taiwan, where she played a pivotal role in establishing a
virology laboratory. This facility proved critical in addressing regional epidemics such as SARS and
avian flu. Dr. Hsiung's legacy also includes a touching personal story of friendship and generosity.
During her time at MSU, she formed a close friendship with her roommate, Dr. Margaret Everett
Kimball (1924-2011) [19]. Dr. Hsiung endowed the Hsiung-Kimball Undergraduate Award at MSU
to honor the Kimball family for hosting her during her Ph.D. study. Her pioneering contributions to
both clinical practice and academic research have left a lasting impact that continues to shape and
influence the field of virology.

3. Paving the Way: Celebrating Today’s Asian Women as Groundbreaking
Leaders

In the history of YSM, Asian women are breaking barriers, redefining leadership, and driving
transformative change in science and medicine. Here we selected some representatives of Asian
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women leaders in YSM. Their enduring dedication and leadership have left an indelible mark on the
institution, inspiring future generations of medical professionals.

Young Choi: Traveling across the Pacific to be a Leader in Inmunopathology

Dr. Young Choi (also known as Young Choi Kim) is a Professor Emeritus of Pathology at YSM
and the Director of Clinical Laboratories at Bridgeport Hospital, where she has dedicated over 24
years to advancing pathology and laboratory medicine [20]. Dr. Choi received her M.D. from Seoul
National University in 1966 and commenced her medical training in the United States. Following her
residency, she joined the Albert Einstein College of Medicine in 1972, achieving the rank of full
Professor by 1995 [21]. During her tenure, she established the Immunopathology Laboratory,
initiated an Immunopathology Fellowship program approved by the American Board of Pathology,
and created the Molecular Pathology Laboratory. She also held leadership roles at Bronx-Lebanon
Hospital Center, including Chairman of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine (1990-1999) and
Director of the Pathology Residency Program. In 2001, Dr. Choi joined Bridgeport Hospital as
Chairwoman of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine. Concurrently, Dr. Choi has been a Professor of
Pathology at YSM since 2001, serving as Co-Vice Chair of Pathology from 2001 to 2010. Her work at
Yale and Bridgeport Hospital has significantly enhanced diagnostic services and patient care in the
community.

Adeeba Kamarulzaman: Fighting Against HIV/AIDS Internationally

Since its founding in 1988, the International AIDS Society (IAS) has played a pivotal role in
advancing scientific understanding, promoting evidence-based interventions, and fostering
international collaboration [22]. In 2020, Dr. Adeeba Kamarulzaman, a renowned Malaysian
physician and scientist, became the first Asian President of the IAS, where she championed diversity,
achieving a majority-female Governing Council [23]. Dr. Kamarulzaman is both an Adjunct Associate
Professor at YSM and the Dean of the Faculty of Medicine at Universiti Malaya [24]. She has been
working to support AIDs research both within Malaysia and internationally. As a graduate of
Monash University, she established the Infectious Diseases Unit at Universiti Malaya Medical Centre
and founded the Centre of Excellence for Research in AIDS (CERiA) in 2008 [23]. She has been a key
advocate for harm reduction measures to combat HIV among people who inject drugs in Malaysia,
serving as President of the Malaysian AIDS Council (2006-2010) and Chairwoman of the Malaysian
AIDS Foundation [23]. Her work continues to shape global health, particularly in HIV/AIDS research
and policy.

Nita Ahuja: the First Asian Female Chair in Surgery at YSM

Women have been markedly underrepresented in surgical leadership positions. According to
2020 research, only 28 out of 354 academic surgical department chairs in the United States are women.
[25]. In 2018, Dr. Nita Ahuja became the first female chair of surgery at YSM [26]. Born in India and
raised in Maryland, she earned her M.D. from Duke University (1993) and specialized in surgical
oncology at Johns Hopkins University (JHU) since 1994. Dr. Ahuja is renowned for her expertise in
gastrointestinal cancers [26]. Dr. Ahuja is a strong advocate for advancing women in medical
leadership and addressing the "leaky pipeline" phenomenon, where women are underrepresented in
higher leadership roles within the medical field [27]. Dr. Ahuja mentioned: “If there’s one woman,
she’s an outlier...once you make it past a tipping point, it becomes the norm [27].” Her dedication
extends beyond supporting women in surgery to promoting general diversity in leadership. She
emphasizes that diversity is not about attributing specific qualities to any one group but rather about
embracing a wide range of perspectives, which strengthens an organization’s ability to adapt and
thrive [27]. Dr. Ahuja champions diversity and inclusion and was elected to the board of Yale’s Asian
Faculty Association in 2023 [28]. Through her work and advocacy, Dr. Ahuja inspires and empowers
women and general diversity in surgery.

Maryam Lustberg: A Leader in Breast Cancer Patient Care and Survivorship Study
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Dr. Maryam Lustberg is a Professor of Medicine (Medical Oncology), the Director of the Center
for Breast Cancer at Smilow Cancer Hospital, and Chief of Breast Medical Oncology at Yale Cancer
Center (since 2021) [29]. Born in Iran and raised in Maryland, Dr. Lustberg is a distinguished leader
in breast cancer research and survivorship care [30]. Dr. Lustberg earned her M.D. from the
University of Maryland (2003), completed her residency there, and trained in medical and breast
oncology at Ohio State University, where she later joined the faculty (2010) [29]. Recognized for her
patient-focused care, she has been named one of Forbes' top breast medical oncologists and listed in
Castle Connolly’s “Regional Top Doctors” and “Exceptional Women in Medicine” (2020). She is
currently in the ASCO Leadership Development Program [31]. She serves on ASCO’s Education and
Patient Care Committees and the Neuropathy Expert Guideline Panel, while actively engaging in
patient advocacy and clinical trial participation initiatives. She is President-Elect of MASCC, sits on
its Board of Directors, and is an Associate Editor for the Journal of Cancer Survivorship [32].

Akiko Iwasaki: A Visionary in Viral Immunology and Long COVID

Dr. Akiko Iwasaki is a Professor of Immunobiology and Molecular, Cellular, and Developmental
Biology at YSM and an Investigator at the Howard Hughes Medical Institute [33]. Born in Japan, she
moved to Canada at 16, earning her bachelor’s degree in 1994 and her Ph.D. in immunology in 1998
from the University of Toronto. After postdoctoral training at the NIH, she established her lab at Yale
in 2000. Dr. Iwasaki’s research focuses on immune defense against viruses and mucosal vaccine
development. She co-led the Yale COVID-19 Recovery Study, investigating long COVID and
pioneering animal models to study its mechanisms. She has been elected to the National Academy of
Sciences (2018), National Academy of Medicine (NAM) (2019), European Molecular Biology
Organization (2021), and American Academy of Arts and Sciences (2021). In 2022, she was awarded
Yale’s highest honor, the Sterling Professorship, becoming the first Asian female faculty member in
the biomedical field to receive this distinction [34].

Looking forward, more Asian women are proceeding on their journey to become directors,
chiefs, chairs, or department leaders. In 2024, Dr. Pooja Khatri was named Chair of the Department
of Neurology at YSM and Chief of Neurology at the YNHH System, with her role taking effect on
April 1, 2025 [35]. In the future, we can anticipate a growing presence of Asian female leaders across
various departments at YSM, paving the way for their better representation.

4. A Legacy of Excellence: The Broader Impact of Asian Women at YSM

Some Asian females have played a crucial role in the growth and advancement of YSM. Through
their contributions to academic excellence, clinical progress, and research innovation, they have
helped shape the institution’s success. Their unwavering commitment and influence have left a
lasting impact, inspiring future generations of medical professionals.

Numerous female medical professionals have been traveling from Asian countries to Yale to
find better opportunities. Dr. Malini Harigopal earned an M.D. degree from Gandhi Medical College
[36] in 1985, and in the same year, Dr. Nadia Ameen got her MBBS from the University of West Indies
[37]. After continuing medical training in the U.S., Dr. Harigopal became a Professor Adjunct in
Pathology and Director of the Immunohistochemistry Lab in Pathology [36] and received the HPV
Investigation Award from the American Society of Cytopathology in 2016. Meanwhile, Dr. Ameen is
a Professor of Pediatrics (Gastroenterology) and Cellular and Molecular Physiology, earning the
NASPGHAN Award for the Study of Disorders Associated with Carbohydrate Malabsorption in 2020
[37]. Dr. Uma Krishnamurti got her M.D. at the University of Delhi in 1990, and now is the Director
of Breast Pathology [38]. Same in 1990, Dr. Xiaomei Cong got a Bachelor of Medical Science from
Peking University [39]. She is now Associate Dean of Research at Yale School of Nursing and Deputy
Director at Yale Center for Clinical Investigation. Soon later, Dr. Farzana Pashankar got an M.D. at
Poona University in 1992, and she has now become a Professor of Pediatrics and Director of multiple
Hematology and Oncology programs [40].

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202505.1246.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 15 May 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202505.1246.v1

7 of 15

In 1993, the trajectories of several distinguished faculty members intersected at YSM, marking a
pivotal moment in their long journey starting from where they were born. Dr. Tong Wang is a
Professor of Cellular and Molecular (C&M) Physiology, studying electrolyte transport in kidney
tubules [41]. She got her M.D. in Beijing Medical University in 1974, and an Honorary Master degree
from Yale in 2008 [42]. Dr. Wang previously worked in the Department of Physiology and Biophysics,
University of Illinois, Chicago College of Medicine [43], and was a Postdoctoral Fellow at Yale in
1993, the same year Dr. Li Wen joined YSM as a Postdoctoral Fellow [44]. Dr. Wen was promoted to
Assistant Professor in 1998. She is now a Professor of Medicine in Endocrinology, and the Director of
the Core Laboratory of Yale Center for Clinical Investigation (YCCI) [45]. She earned her M.D. at
Capital University of Medicine, China (1983) and her M.D./Ph.D. at King’s College London in 1992
[44]. The same year, Dr. Young-Shin Kim became a Resident at Yonsei University College of
Medicine. Dr. Kim further came to the U.S. as a clinical fellow at YSM in 1993 [46]. After earning her
MPH at Yale, she went on to obtain her Ph.D. at the University of California at Berkeley in 2005,
which was 17 years after her M.D. degree in 1988 from Yonsei University [46]. In 2014, she won the
U.S. Presidential Science Award, when she was an Associate Professor Adjunct at the Child Study
Center [47].

Some of them have crossed career paths, like Dr. Emily Ai-hua Wang and Dr. Mina Xu, who
graduated from Harvard University with BA in 1977 and 1980, respectively. Their paths almost
overlapped again at the University of California San Francisco, where Dr. Xu earned her M.D. in 2006,
and Dr. Wang started her residency the same year. Now their journey merges again: Dr. Wang is a
Professor of Medicine and Public Health who was elected to NAM, and also the Director of SEICHE
Center for Health and Justice [48]. Dr. Mina Xu is a Professor of Pathology and the Director of
Hematopathology and Expert Consultation Practice [49].

There are more Asian Women being leaders in YSM, including Dr. Peggy Myung Vice Chair of
Research and Associate Professor of Dermatology and Pathology [50], Dr. Christine Won, the Medical
Director of Yale Centers for Sleep Medicine and Director of the Yale Women's Sleep Health Program
[51], Dr. Rachel Liu, the Director of Point-of-Care Ultrasound Education [52] and Dr. Denise Mohess,
Co-Chief in the Section of Geriatrics and Director of Age-Friendly Care and beyond [53]. Dr. Rajita
Sinha, a distinguished leader in psychiatry and neuroscience, was the founding director of the Yale
Interdisciplinary Stress Center in 2007 [54]. At the Women in Psychiatry Faculty Mentoring Lunch in
2016, Dr. Rajita Sinha offered insightful perspectives on building an academic career [55].

The achievements of Asian female faculties at YSM extend far beyond the institution,
strengthening its academic and clinical academia climate that inspires future generations. Their
commitment to excellence, diversity, and innovation has built a legacy, paving the way for the next
generations trained at YSM.

5. Training and Mentoring: A New Generation of Female Physicians and
Scientists Trained by YSM

Building on the foundation laid by their predecessors, YSM continues to cultivate new
generations of Asian female physicians and scientists. As a symbolic program, the Yale Traditional
Internal Medicine Residency Program has fostered a diverse environment where Asian female
medical trainees can thrive to become established physicians, researchers, and leaders, and reach
their career goals.

With leadership like Dr. Shaili Gupta, the Associate Program Director, the unique climate of
Yale’s internal medicine residency has benefited from her dedication to professional development
and medical education [56]. Over the past years, Dr. Gupta has mentored the residents, including the
Asian female young doctors, guiding them in research and career development. Dr. Maryam
Mooghali earned her M.D. from Shiraz University of Medical Sciences (2018) and later pursued a
Master’s in eHealth at McMaster University (2021) [57]. She has led studies on FDA approval
processes for cancer drugs and continues to investigate cost-effective solutions in healthcare delivery,
some results of which have been published in JAMA. Dr. Renée Maria Saliby hails from Beirut,
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Lebanon, and earned her medical degree at Saint Joseph University (2021) [58]. Now a PGY-1 in the
Traditional Internal Medicine Residency Program, she was inspired to become a physician due to her
own medical challenges, including severe asthma and scoliosis. Dr. Saliby envisions a career in
academic medicine, engaging in translational research and mentorship. Dr. Ayesha Butt completed
her MBBS at Aga Khan University (2021) and served as a Postdoctoral Associate at Yale Cancer
Center from 2021 to 2023 under Dr. Alfred Ian Lee [59]. Currently an Internal Medicine Resident at
Yale, she continues to explore rare diseases and cost-effective studies in medicine.

The alumni of the Yale Traditional Internal Medicine Residency Program also include
distinguished Asian female physicians, some of whom have chosen to serve as faculty at YSM. Dr.
Grace Lee is now an Assistant Professor of Medicine specializing in endocrinology, who completed
her residency (2010) and fellowship (2013) at Yale [60]. Dr. Thuy Tran is an Assistant Professor of
Medicine (Medical Oncology) at Yale [61]. Completing her residency (2015) and fellowship (2019) at
Yale, she leads clinical trials aimed at improving immune resistance in melanoma. Dr. Jing Du
completed her M.D. at Shanghai Jiao Tong University and her Ph.D. in Biochemistry at the University
of South Carolina [62]. She completed her medical training at Yale and is now an Instructor of
Medicine specializing in breast cancer. Dr. Ke Xu completed her medical degree at West China
College of Medicine, Sichuan University (2007) and later began her residency at Yale (2011) [63]. She
isnow a Professor of Psychiatry and Director of Stress Epigenetics at the Yale Stress Center. Her work
in social epigenomics continues to influence medical understanding of stress-related conditions. For
the Ph.D. programs, Dr. Hongying (Hoy) Shen earned her Ph.D. from YSM in 2013 and is now an
Assistant Professor in C&M Physiology at YSM [64].

YSM has paved the way for many Asian female medical trainees, from internal medicine to
oncology, endocrinology, and psychiatry subspecialties. These distinguished figures exemplify
Yale’s commitment to supporting them with excellence and mentorship in healthcare.

6. Elevating Voices: Asian Women Leading Health Equity Initiatives and
Combating Anti-Asian Racism

There are many career barriers faced by Asian female medical professionals, with
discrimination, leadership challenges, promotion hurdles, burnout, and bias being the most
frequently discussed obstacles in publications on the Web of Science, dated from 1965 to 2025. Other
notable challenges include underrepresentation, tenure difficulties, funding limitations, lack of
mentorship, stereotypes, and attrition, while issues such as racism, exclusion, inequality, pay gap,
career advancement struggles, work-life balance, and pipeline issues are also documented but with
lower frequency. The timeline of publications reveals that research on these barriers was scarce before
1990 but began to rise in the late 1990s and saw a sharp increase after 2019, which suggests growing
academic and societal awareness of these challenges, highlighting the persistent structural and
institutional obstacles that hinder career progression for Asian women in medicine. In response to
this structural bias, Yale medical students, residents and faculties have started initiatives and
advocacies to improve the climate for Asian female professionals.

YSM'’s Initiatives to Address Asian Racism and Improve Faculty Climate are Commendable, but

More Must be Done to Foster an Inclusive Environment.

Asian women at YSM are making significant strides in advocating for health equity and
addressing the unique challenges faced by underrepresented communities, particularly within the
Asian American population. For example, Mytien Nguyen is an M.D.-Ph.D. student at YSM [65]. As
a self-identified Black Vietnamese, first-generation, low-income (FGLI) student [66], she is a
passionate advocate for health equity and a co-founder of the National First Gen & Low-Income
Medicine Association [67]. In 2022, she published a first-author paper highlighting the increased
likelihood of medical students who experience mistreatment or discrimination and left medical
school [68]. One of her co-authors, Dr. Sarwat Chaudhry, a Professor of Medicine, is a prominent
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leader in efforts to diversify the physician and physician-scientist workforce [69]. Ms. Nguyen is
dedicated to improving the representation of Asian Americans in the U.S. medical system. In 2024,
she published a first-author paper to advocate for more detailed data to improve healthcare and
medical training for this diverse group [70].

Besides Ms. Nguyen, more YSM Asian females have been supporting the Asian community. For
example, as an advocate against Asian American and Pacific Islander (A API) hate, especially towards
the elderly, Dr. Ke Xu has called for societal change in response to the rise in anti-Asian violence
during the COVID-19 pandemic [71]. Also, Dr. Eunice Yuen, an Assistant Professor of Psychiatry at
Yale with a Ph.D. in neuroscience, has also navigated these systemic barriers [72]. In 2020, Dr. Yuen
founded CHATogether, a program using educational videos to address mental health conflicts in
Asian American families [73].

Together, these women are driving change, not only in the medical field but also in combating
racial injustices and mental health stigmas, uplifting their communities, and inspiring future
generations of advocates.

Confronting the "Porcelain Doll" Stereotype and the Invisibility Cloak: Systemic Barriers for

Asian Women in Medicine

Asian women in medicine navigate a dual challenge: the "porcelain doll" stereotype, which
frames them as fragile and voiceless, and the "invisibility cloak,” which renders their professional
contributions unseen [74]. These systemic barriers hinder their recognition and advancement in the
field. Dr. Sirikanya (Sanya) Chiraroekmongkon, M.D., a psychiatry resident at Yale, has openly
confronted these challenges. Growing up in an FGLI family, she experienced the "porcelain doll"
stereotype firsthand, which hyper-visibilizes Asian women as exotic objects while silencing their
voices. This duality is further exacerbated by the "invisibility cloak," as she recounts being sexualized
and dismissed by patients, such as when one remarked, "What's a girl like you doing here?" while
refusing to acknowledge her as a physician. Institutional responses often prioritize "empathy" over
addressing the underlying misogyny and racism perpetuating these barriers.

As an advocate for FGLI Asian American women, Dr. Chiraroekmongkon mentors students at
Yale, guiding them through the intersectional challenges of being Asian, female, and FGLI in higher
education [75]. Her work underscores the unique struggles of Asian American women, who are
frequently overlooked in diversity discussions. She also draws strength from her own FGLI mentors,
Dr. Yun Feng and Dr. Eunice Yuen, who have supported her journey [75]. Through her advocacy and
mentorship, Dr. Chiraroekmongkon is dismantling stereotypes and creating pathways for future
generations.

Navigating Cultural Expectations: Challenges Still Exist for Asian Women in STEM.

For many Asian women in STEM, cultural expectations can create significant barriers to career
advancement. Dr. Akiko Iwasaki, a renowned immunologist and Sterling Professor at Yale faced such
challenges early in her life. Growing up in Japan, she encountered societal norms that emphasized
traditional gender roles, such as becoming a housewife and raising children [76]. Unwilling to
conform, she left Japan to pursue her education in Canada, where she could freely follow her passion
for science. Similarly, Dr. Jean-Ju Chung, Associate Professor of Cellular and Molecular Physiology,
recognized the limited support for female academics in Korea [77]. Born in the U.S. and raised in
Korea, Dr. Chung decided to pursue her Ph.D. in the U.S. starting in 2000, where she found greater
opportunities to advance her scientific career.

As a woman doctor and scientist, achieving professional success often comes with unique
challenges, particularly when balancing career ambitions with family responsibilities. Midway
through her surgical residency in 1999, Dr. Nita Ahuja faced a common challenge for female
physicians: balancing medical training with motherhood [27]. Pregnant and without maternity leave,
she and her husband couldn’t afford full-time childcare. Dr. Ahuja’s mother stepped in to help,
enabling her to continue her training and ultimately become Yale’s first female chair of surgery in

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202505.1246.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 15 May 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202505.1246.v1

10 of 15

2018. A similar story happened with Dr. Iwasaki. Even after establishing herself as a leading scientist,
Dr. Iwasaki faced obstacles, particularly as a working mother [28]. Lack of accessible and affordable
childcare made balancing her career and family life incredibly difficult, leading her to consider
quitting science at one point. However, she credits the supportive environment at Yale for helping
her persevere.

Dr. Iwasaki also highlights the persistent stereotypes and biases that Asian women, especially
younger researchers, face in academia. Their achievements are often undervalued compared to their
male counterparts, creating additional hurdles. Her experiences have fueled her commitment to
making academia more inclusive and equitable. By advocating for systemic changes and mentoring
emerging scientists, Dr. Iwasaki exemplifies how personal adversity can drive efforts to create a more
welcoming and diverse scientific community. Her story underscores the importance of addressing
cultural and structural barriers to support the career progression of Asian women in STEM.

7. Summary

This review has presented a timeline of Asian women at YSM who are marked by resilience and
leadership (Figure 3). We begin by recognizing the early pioneers of the early 20th century, whose
presence was exceedingly scarce. We then highlight the faculty members who, from the late 20th
century to the present, have navigated challenges and achieved groundbreaking progress. Finally,
we feature the emerging generation, who are stepping into the spotlight and actively shaping history
today.
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Figure 2. Combined visualization of most mentioned obstacles for Asian females in U.S. medicine and the
distribution of related publications over time. The left panel displays obstacle types (left y-axis) and their
mentioned frequency (top x-axis), while the right panel illustrates publication frequency (right y-axis) by year
(bottom x-axis). For the time distribution, 14 papers mislabeled as 1800 were excluded to avoid confusion. Data
obtained from Web of Science on Feb 16, 2025, so the data from 2025 was incomplete and marked in a lighter

color.
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Figure 3. Historical achievements of Asian women in YSM: a representative timeline, 1924-2024. Details and

references for all events are provided in the main text.

By capturing both the achievements and challenges faced by Asian female medical professionals,
this digital collection seeks to highlight YSM’s progress and the lessons it has learned. At the same
time, it advocates for a deeper understanding of how cultural identity influences academic and
professional growth. YSM is expected to remain committed to fostering a future where diversity is
embraced, leadership knows no bounds, and every Asian woman has the opportunity to reach her
fullest potential. Through similar commitments, more medical schools can ensure their impact
continues to inspire and transform the field of medicine for years to come.

7.1. Limitations of the study

This study primarily relied on publicly available information, which limited the depth of our
analysis. Due to the constraints of ethics approval, time and resources, we were unable to conduct
detailed interviews or engage in more comprehensive data collection methods. As a result, we
sincerely apologize that our research may have overlooked significant contributions made by other
inspiring Asian women at YSM, including faculty, staff, students, and alumnae. For instance, Dr.
SreyRam Kuy (MS from YSM in 2009), is known as the first female Cambodian refugee to work as a
surgeon in the U.S. [79]. Her story, along with those of countless other YSM alumnae, underscores
the broader impact of Asian women in medicine beyond the confines of Yale. Future research should
aim to provide a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding of the diverse and far-reaching
achievements of Asian women in medicine, both within and beyond YSM.

7.2. Methods

All data and statements in this study were sourced from publicly available databases and
literature, as explicitly referenced in the citations and figure captions.
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