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After a 14-year hiatus, I returned to a professional career
as a pediatric radiologist. I left private-practice general
and pediatric radiology while expecting my third child,
unable to balance family and work demands. The days
turned into years until my children were older and I con-
sidered how to meaningfully spend my time during the
rest of my life. Here I review some lessons learned in
my winding career path.

Stay positive and persevere

Many were skeptical about a physician’s ability to regain
competence after such a long work gap. It has been an
unusual career path and getting my foot back in the door
was not easy. The feeling was like when I was applying to
medical school years ago and had no credentials. Because
any journey starts with small steps, I proceeded where
openings could be found. A baseball mom friend was
program director for an emergency medicine residency
and invited me to give five radiology presentations for
their large emergency medicine conference. She mentored
me, and I attended their conference over the academic
year. This led to a musculoskeletal radiology observership
that got me back in the reading room and cemented my
decision to return. Step by step, this led to a 6-month mini
pediatric radiology fellowship through two pediatric radi-
ologists with whom I had practiced for 5 years after my
first pediatric radiology fellowship, completed 20 years
earlier.
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Reassess and do not look back

During my time away from the hospital, my family was used
to me always being there. Pushback ensued upon my return to
medicine, though they were generally supportive. I had to
have a mindset of not letting anything get in the way, as I
did in medical school. While pursuing my path back to radi-
ology, I also looked at other options in case radiology did not
work out. I earned an emergency medical technician (EMT)
degree and certification. I completed a detailed career skills
assessment, which recommended a career in a creative field
involving people and computers. I thought that perhaps I
could work as an EMT while completing a graduate degree,
in case it took years to reestablish my radiology career. The
skills assessment also recommended consideration of a Master
of Public Health degree. This aligned well with my interests
and experience in education and medicine, and I am still work-
ing on this degree. I took a comprehensive online review
course, completed continuing medical education articles with
self-assessment, and read books to prepare for the second
fellowship. I did not look back or give up, realizing that many
parents have worked continuously, often not by choice.

Take nothing personally (even if it is personal)

My goal was to practice academic pediatric radiology; I knew
this was aiming extremely high based on my position at the
time. A little less than 2 years ago, I was a part-time middle
school cross-country coach and substitute teacher with no
teaching license, though I maintained an active medical li-
cense. As noted in the quote widely attributed to the great
hockey player Wayne Gretzky, “You miss 100% of the shots
you don’t take.” Along the way, I heard “no” a lot and took the
good advice of my running friends who said to apply for
everything. No clear pathway unfolded for me, unlike the
experiences of my attorney and registered nurse neighbors
who completed programs to return to work. I kept investigat-
ing every opportunity and tried not to let the rejections get me


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s00247-020-04799-7&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2216-0318
mailto:susham@med.umich.edu

Pediatr Radiol (2021) 51:220-221

221

down. It was heartening how many listened to my story and
helped with the many details of credentialing.

Must I do a fellowship again? If so, make it the learning
experience of a lifetime and meet amazing people. Must I take
another board exam? If so, learn everything possible, prove
my abilities, and teach others. Must I move for a fellowship
and a job? If so, think of the exciting new places, the gift of
starting over, and the chance to make these decisions. My
father died of lung cancer at the same age [ was when I decid-
ed to return. Given this gift of life, what could be more satis-
fying than making a positive difference in the lives of children
while fulfilling my purpose? The experience also reminded
me of the extensive process international physicians undergo
to practice in this country. Radiology is a great career, and it is
my privilege to participate in important patient care and re-
search again. I am so grateful for all of it and for everyone who
helped get me back on track.

Prioritize physical, mental and spiritual
fitness

During the time away from full-time paid employment, in
addition to being able to devote attention to my family, I ran
four marathons and coached seven seasons of middle school
cross-country. I also coached many adult running groups and
gained certification as a running coach. The consistent work-
outs gave me the health and stamina to accomplish the up-
dated fellowship with its standard night and weekend duties.
The motivation, perseverance and discipline required for com-
pleting a marathon have been valuable habits for returning to
work. Effective coaching strategies, such as encouraging skill
development in others and enthusiastic team-building, have
been useful in education, collaboration and getting families
and children through sometimes tough examinations.

Other pastimes, such as reading for pleasure, playing ten-
nis, drawing and playing the guitar, helped with the inevitable
stressful times that are part of the human condition. Having an
established outlet for dealing with stress has been crucial.
When I was in private practice with two little children and a
busy physician spouse, I was functioning at full capacity to
perform competently at work and see to my family’s basic
needs. Exercising, keeping up with the literature, cultivating
friendships and engaging in creative pursuits were low prior-
ities at the time. The addition of one more thing, such as a sick

parent, a serious car accident, a child with learning differ-
ences, or a new baby — which were all factors at the time I
left — can tip the balance. During my work gap, I had the
privilege of time to pursue nonprofessional interests. I have
the utmost respect for anyone who juggles these competing
needs and moves forward. In my case, the prolonged absence
from a demanding career gave me time with my family while
my children were young, chances to try new things, and the
opportunity to grow as a person. I can carry this with me as a
complete physician because it enables me to have closer con-
nections, empathize more and judge less.

Keep it low-drama

There can be high drama even when activities do not have
high stakes, such as being on a daytime tennis team, substitute
teaching or serving as a room parent. These experiences
taught me about being on a team, being a leader and facing
criticism graciously. Navigating these waters honed my net-
working, management, leadership and advocacy skills. I have
tried to focus on keeping the drama low and letting go of
things beyond my control.

Conclusion

My life experiences gave me insight on ways to maintain a
high level of satisfaction upon returning to full-time work. I
realized that creative and athletic pursuits are important to me
and need to remain a priority along with my family. Building
confidence through small successes and overcoming obstacles
in other areas gave me the courage to reach for a seemingly
insurmountable goal. The dream of practicing academic pedi-
atric radiology, first formulated as a senior medical student,
became a reality through relentless positivity, diligence and
encouragement from others.
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