
Just Do It 

Zea Borok, 2017 ATS Elizabeth Rich Award  
 

As a leader, mentor and scientist, Zea epitomizes the 

core values and principals of an Elizabeth A. Rich Award recipient. Zea is a powerhouse; 

she is tireless; she is inspirational and she motivates those around her to strive for their 

best, reach for their goals and not fear failure. 

 

Dr. Borok was nominated by Kristin Burkart MD, MSc Program Director, Pulmonary & 

Critical Care Fellowship Associate Professor of Medicine Columbia University Medical 

Center and Terese C. Hammond, MD Assistant Professor of Medicine, Program Director, 

PCCSM Fellowship Keck School of Medicine of USC. Excerpts from their nominating 

letters are printed below. 

 

Zea’s contributions to advancing our understanding of alveolar epithelial cell function 

and differentiation in lung injury, repair and fibrosis are significant and enduring. She has 

been continuously funded since 1993; she has been the PI or Co-PI on numerous NIH 

grants including multiple RO1 grants, a P30 and P01grant throughout her career. She 

invented Lentiviral vectors or gene transfer for alveolar epithelial cells and her work has 

culminated in over 125 peer reviewed publications.  

 

Zea’s contributions and service to ATS are extensive and longstanding. For nearly 20 

years, she has been an active and tireless ATS member who has also made significant 

contributions as leadership within ATS including serving as Chair of the Assembly on 

Respiratory Cell and Molecular Biology, and participating on the Fellowship Committee 

and the Planning and Evaluation Committee. Zea currently serves on the Awards 

Committee and the Finance Committee. She is also the current Chair of the ATS 

International Conference Committee (2015-2017).  

 

It is important to emphasize that Zea is a Professor of Medicine, and Biochemistry and 

Molecular Biology and has been a full Professor since 2005! As we women in medicine 

know, this is laudable and a remarkable accomplishment. It is important for early-career 

and mid career women to hear the successes and paths taken by women who have made it 

to full Professor. Furthermore, Zea is the Division Chief for Pulmonary, Critical Care and 

Sleep Medicine and the Director of the Hasting Center for Pulmonary Research at the 

Keck School of Medicine, University of Southern California. She also holds many other 

leadership positions within her institution including, Chair of the Pulmonary and Critical 

Care Medicine (PCCM) Research Committee and Associate Director of the Will Rogers 

Institute of Pulmonary Research. Zea was the program director from 2000-2013 and 

during that time she trained, mentored and positively influenced numerous PCCM 

fellows.  

 



Zea is a powerhouse; she is tireless; she is inspirational and she motivates those around 

her to strive for their best, reach for their goals and not fear failure. I remember the first 

time I met Zea like it was yesterday. It was 2011 and I was attending the Association of 

Pulmonary and Critical Care Program Director’s (APCCMPD) Annual Spring Meeting 

for the first time. I had just stepped into my role as the Program Director for our 

fellowship program. I knew nothing and I knew no one. I was fortunate enough to sit next 

to Zea at that meeting and she took 

me along with three other women under her wings. All three of us were early in our 

careers and Zea basically told us that we could and should become leaders, that we must 

make valuable and important contributions in our field and that you just need to go for it. 

Zea introduced us to other women mentors and created a network of women for us to call 

upon. Jennifer McCallister, Laura Evans and I are the three early-career women who met 

Zea back in 2011. She inspired us, she encouraged us, and most importantly, she led by 

example. It is impossible to succinctly summarize all of Zea’s remarkable contributions 

to pulmonary medicine, science and the ATS. Her CV speaks for itself. Quite simply, Zea 

is exceptional. 

 

With a curriculum vitae jam packed with accolades and successes, Zea Borok could 

easily cite multiple distinctive moments to epitomize her career as a world class 

academician, researcher, educator and thought leader in pulmonary and critical care 

medicine. However, when asked to distill down to her most cherished contribution to our 

field, she is likely to evoke memories of the hundreds of PCCM fellows she has trained 

over her 13 years as program director and smile when she easily summarizes her most 

important contribution to their education. “Just do it”, she’ll say. Despite her many 

formidable accomplishments, Zea most prides herself on the recognition that our most 

basic responsibility is to the patients we serve and generations of PCCM fellows have 

learned to step up and do whatever is necessary to stabilize a sick patient, then deal with 

any fallout afterwards. At her core, she is the consummate PCCM physician who can tell 

“sick or not sick” from the door, advocate for her patient against any obstacle, human or 

administrative, and lead from the front. At the end of the day, Zea is so impressive not 

only for her multi-faceted academic and research accomplishments, but for her 

commitment to patient care and her belief that often the most important component of her 

job is to remind us all that we are doctors first and in exchange for that privilege, we have 

a responsibility to step up without hesitation when needed, and “just do it.” 
 


