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In this podcast, Dr. Maria Octavia Rangel, a geriatric cardiologist at 
Wake Forest University School of Medicine, speaks about how to 
create supportive and reciprocal relationships with your mentors, and 
the importance of pushing yourself out of your comfort zone. 

Break the podcast down:

00.57: Hello Octavia, welcome to the Futurum Careers podcast, how 
are you today?
Hi Joe, I’m doing very well, thank you. Starting my day here in Winston-
Salem North Carolina.

Thank you for joining me. I normally start off these podcasts by just 
asking three quick-fire questions to get to know you as a person better 
before we get into your research and your career. So, the first question 
is: do you have a favorite place to go outside, or to go on a walk?
Good question. I think I have several favorite places, but I think a favorite 
place would be along the coast at a beach.

Nice. And the next question is: if you could have any superpower, what 
would it be?
Wow, if I could have any superpower? I guess multitasking. I tend to focus 
on one thing at a time. I guess multitasking is not my superpower!

Great. And the next question is: if you could be any animal, what 
animal would you be, and why?
I think I would like to be an owl. They represent wisdom, so I hope to 
become a wise woman some time in my life. Also, I’m a big fan of Harry 
Potter, and I like the idea of having an owl as a pet!

02.12: Let’s get into a little bit about your research first. You’re a 
geriatric cardiologist, which means you work to improve the lives of 
older people with heart conditions. Could you give us a brief overview of 
the work you’re involved in and the kind of research that you do?
My strong suit is clinical cardiology, and I have a special interest in the 
geriatric population. I think what is unique about dealing with this age 
group… one: age, we’ve come to understand as a number, but there are so 
many other layers that determine aging. It’s not the same for everyone. 
You can have very functional, independent, fit, older adults that are 

living in their 80s and 90s, and there are others that are very frail, and 
they’re in their late 60s, early 70s. We don’t all age the same. Navigating 
between those two ends of what an older adult could be dealing with is 
what I help sort out. It’s personalized medicine. 

The second part of your question was my research. I’m involved in research 
activities that are geared towards evaluating heart failure with preserved 
ejection fraction, which is a very common form of heart failure that effects 
older adults, and particularly females. I’m one of the co-PIs (co-principal 
investigators) for trials looking at heart failure with preserved ejection fraction.

03.39: Thinking about your whole research career, and your learning 
journey, have you had any challenges or any barriers that you’ve had to 
overcome during that time, and how have you overcome them?
Of course. After I graduated from medical school in Venezuela, my home 
country, I came to the United States. There was a whole different medical 
system, and a different language. I think that was one big challenge. Would I be 
able to do this, insert myself into a completely different world?

04.20: What was that like, adapting to a different culture?
It was difficult, but it was fun. I enjoyed the challenge. I was very focused on the 
end goal. I took every day one day at a time. “This is the goal, and this is what I 
need to do today to get me there.” A little bit of getting out of my comfort zone, 
especially with the language. I had studied English growing up, but it’s never the 
same as managing yourself, immersing yourself in the culture. I volunteered to 
work in research, interacting with patients, and interacting with colleagues – to 
get out of my shell. That was really fun, and I realized that fears are more in your 
mind. The things that set you back are more in your mind than in the real world. 
And, I got a lot of help, so I asked for help. I asked, “what do I need to do to get 
from point A to point B?” because I didn’t have all the answers. I had a lot of 
friends along the way that showed me the path. Not being scared about asking 
when you feel like you’re stuck or when something is unknown to you. 



05.45: Have you had any mentors on that journey that helped you,  
and what advice did they give you that was so helpful?
After I came here, my number one mentor was Dr. Rami Doukky. 
With him, I learned how to conduct good quality research. During 
the time that I was helping him supervise and conduct his research, I 
complemented that with formal training in how to do it. He gave me a 
totally different perspective and gave me a lot of tools to understand how 
clinical research was done. I learned so much from him. Not just from 
work, but also from life and how to get yourself into the medical world. 

06.30: That’s really important. How can students coming through now 
go about finding mentors? 
In your work environment, find somebody who you admire, who inspires 
you, who does something that you see yourself doing and that you 
like. Somebody who shows interest in mentoring, somebody who is 
passionate about teaching. You may have an idea about what a mentoring 
relationship should be, but I think one mentor does not typically give you 
everything. I don’t see the mentor-mentee relationship as just one person 
forever. I think it’s a variety of people.

07.12: In your Futurum Careers brochure, you say that one of the 
things that you are most proud of in your career is your teaching and 
mentoring of students. Why is that so important to you?
There are three things. One: I think teaching students that are on an 
earlier path than you keep you motivated and keep you learning. In a 
way, it’s selfish! “I want to learn this too, so let’s do this together, let’s 
figure it out.” Being a mentor doesn’t mean that you know it all. I think 
it’s a ‘grow-grow’ relationship. Two: I want my mentees to be excited 
and develop an attitude of wonder. Historically, the mentor has all the 
knowledge and all the power, but I think we need to empower the mentee 
to think, to grow, to question. In a way, changing the culture that the 
mentor doesn’t have all the answers – the mentee can come up with 
great ideas. It’s fun to work with other people, and it’s good when you see 
that they take on and achieve their goals – and that you put a little grain 
of sand into making that happen.

08.36: I think that’s an important point about the relationship between 
a mentor and a mentee. Even as the mentee, you should go into it 
thinking you can give stuff back to your mentor as well.
Exactly.

08.51: Do you think you have any other traits or characteristics or 
an outlook on life that you have that has helped you in your career 
particularly?
I think that has changed over the years. In my younger years I was very 
“set the goal, go for it, straight line, point A to point B.” As you get older 
and life gets more complex, you realize that the path is curvy, and you 
have to take some detours and come back to where you were – and that 
that’s also an okay way to reach your goals. Be kind to myself when I 
don’t get the things that I want when I want them. And that is okay, that 
is life. Life is what happens on the side when you’re planning to carry on 
with your life! Have that openness to see opportunity in everything that 
comes your way. See the glass half full. What is the good that comes with 
this change in direction? How can I make the best out of it?

10.02: You can have a plan of A to B, and that’s where you want to get 
to, but while you’re planning that, something else happens in life as 
it always does. That knocks you off course a little bit, and you have to 
figure out on the way where you’re going to end up and let it happen.
Exactly, and embrace that as part of the journey. 

Did that happen to you? Did you have an idea in mind of where your 
career was going to go? Is that where you’ve ended up, or have things 
changed?
Well, for example, when I was wrapping up my training in internal 
medicine, I was in Chicago, and I thought I was going stay there for my 
training. My husband had a great opportunity to go to Wake Forest for 
his residency, and I’d never heard of Winston-Salem, and I’m here ten 
years later. I built the career I wanted, just in a different place.

11.00: Do you think that moving from Venezuela to the US early on 
in your life influenced that at all? Were you more confident in making 
that decision because you’d already had a move?
That’s interesting that you ask, because for 23/24 years, I had a very 
stable life. I grew up in the same house. I knew the same people. I do 
think that having that first move and getting out of my comfort zone 
definitely shaped me to make those decisions later on. Yes, it did help me.

Getting out of your comfort zone – as you said earlier, it’s fun to do. It’s 
scary and it seems like a massive thing at the time, but there’s this part 
of it that’s exciting.
And it’s a mindset – what story you tell yourself about what’s going to 
happen.

11.55: Do you have any other advice for young people who are thinking 
about what they’re going to do next. Maybe they’re in high school and 
they’re not quite sure where they’re going to go, what they’re going to do. 
Do you have any advice for people in that situation?
Ask to shadow. If you think you have an idea in your mind of what it’s like to 
do something, but then when you see it in play, maybe this is not quite what 
you want. Just ask. The worst thing that can happen is they say, “I cannot 
this day, but I can this other day” or “no, I cannot do this”. If somebody tells 
you no, who else do you think could be helpful? One of the things that I’ve 
learned is that when you find a no, there is always a way around: “If you can’t, 
then who could?” or “How could we make this happen?” Don’t take no as an 
answer. Explore, ask and observe because that gives you a totally different 
perspective from what you may have built up in your mind.

13.10: How about specifically for science students who are taking their 
first steps on a science career?
There are lot of societies out there that have programs geared to younger 
adults. For example, Wake Forest has summer camps into different 
careers in STEM that they offer to students in high school. It’s a way to 
explore what it means to study those careers without having to commit to 
studying that career. Having that exposure is a good way to join in.

I think we’ve got everything we need here unless there’s anything else 
that you want to touch on?
I think we’re good.

Thank you very much for joining me. It’s been a real pleasure chatting 
with you.
Same, Joe…
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