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	 Mentors are critical. Good mentors who challenge and expect 
you to achieve at a high level are absolutely critical.

Have you been a mentor to other scientists? 
If so, what has this been like?

Pickett: I still maintain an active basic research group and so over 
the years I have mentored many postdoctoral fellows here at  
Schering-Plough and a couple of graduate students when I was in 
the Merck labs. I also have mentored some of the women scientists 
who are currently here, one of whom took my position to head drug 
discovery when I moved on to become president of SPRI. 
	 I think that’s our responsibility as scientists, to mentor young 
scientists, and it’s our responsibility as leaders in the industry.

Decatur: It’s by far what I find the most rewarding part of what 
I do. It’s the way in which scientific research and training are so 
tightly connected; research in academia depends on the relation-
ships between a faculty member and students and postdoctoral 
fellows, and mentoring plays an essential role in this process.

What challenges remain for underrepresented  
minorities in this field? 

McKernan: The biggest barrier is an inherent lack of confidence in 
underrepresented groups. I’ve seen this many times in women, a lack 
of confidence in their own abilities, and yet when you’re the person 
looking at different abilities and who to select for a development role, 
who to select for promotion, the women or the underrepresented 
groups very often don’t push themselves forward. It’s not that they 
don’t have the skills, it’s not that they don’t have the talent. 

Cota-Robles: We need to make sure that the students in high 
school and earlier have as strong a preparation as possible. That’s 
the thing that I want to foster is that our kids become competitive, 
so that they can walk into any class and expect to come out with a 
B or an A, in chemistry, organic chemistry, physical chemistry, or 
whatever the course may be.

Pickett: The major challenge is just to decide that this is a career 
that they would like to pursue, that a scientific career is something 
that they want to do. 
	 If you go to any major university the number of minority faculty, 
particularly in the sciences. … well, you can probably count them 
on one hand. I think because of that Latinos, African Americans, 
really don’t imagine that these careers are attainable because they 
never see anybody like themselves in these faculty positions.

Decatur: I think there increasingly is recognition that the chal-
lenge isn’t somehow creating these students who are motivated 
and have potential, but that those students are out there and that 
what we need to do is to make sure that we find them and that we 
don’t turn them off the science but actually manage to encourage 
them to move forward.

What advice would you give to “underrepresented” 
groups working in the life sciences, or hoping to?

Cota-Robles: I would ask them to set their goals very high and to 
try to do as well as they can and to try to develop a group of peers 
who are also interested, whether they’re a minority or not. 

Decatur: Talk to as many people as possible who are actually doing 
work within the field. For undergraduate students, to get intern-
ship opportunities, chances actually to work in labs or work at the 
bench along with more experienced scientists to see what work-
ing in the field is like… to get a collection of mentors, again some 
which may share common experiences, common backgrounds, 
some which may not, but may actually share common interests in 
this field. And to basically use that pool of mentors to get advice 
and to help to navigate the career path.

Mckernan: Just go for it and don’t be shy and worry about what 
other people feel. If you think you might have the skill, chances are 
someone else already knows you do.
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