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1 .  WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO GET

INVOLVED IN RE SE ARCH?

Mehran Taban, MD: My first research experience start-

ed when I was a freshman in college, and my reasons and

interests have changed and grown since. Although initial-

ly I got involved more for the curiosity of research and

really something to do during summer break, since then I

have enjoyed the different facets of research and various

projects along the way that keep me tuned into the field.

Jonathan L. Prenner, MD: My mentors during fellow-

ship are leaders in both clinical medicine and research,

and they demonstrated to me by example that expertise

in these two arenas goes hand in hand. Being involved in

clinical investigation, especially when original, pushes

physicians to question how they practice on a daily basis.

This investigative process encourages you to try to

achieve a very high level of patient care. 

2.  WHAT ARE THE BE ST TYPE S OF

RE SE ARCH TO CONDUCT DURING 

FELLOWSHIP?

Dr. Taban: Writing up a case report or small chart

review is an excellent way to become involved during

fellowship. These types of projects are great for those

inexperienced with research or those with time con-

straints. These projects tend to be very manageable and

often can be packaged into a publication or presenta-

tion at a meeting. Contributing to an existing project

that other fellows or attendings are conducting can also

be a nice introduction to the field. These projects allow

you to work closely with others who have more experi-

ence and learn about study design, data collection, sta-

tistical analysis, and manuscript preparation. Larger ret-

rospective chart reviews can be conducted by those

with a stronger interest. Choosing an appropriate topic

is also important. A relevant, time-sensitive topic

requires an intense involvement until submitted, while

projects on more obscure topics can be conducted at a

more comfortable pace.

Dr. Prenner: Participating in clinical trials for indus-

try has become a common route for fellows to partake

in and provides valuable baseline research experience.

Developing a successful relationship with our industry

partners will be helpful for the rest of your career, and

the introductions and opportunities that you will have

during fellowship should not be passed up. However,
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with large studies now utilizing 150 centers or more,

the recognition once associated with participating in

these trials is somewhat diluted. Conducting original

research and asking probing, relevant questions is

always most interesting and perhaps most rewarding

because you can control each part of the process. I

would definitely recommend leading an investigation

during your fellowship, under the guidance of an expe-

rienced mentor. 

3.  WHAT ARE THE MOST REWARDING

A SPECTS OF BEING INVOLVED WITH

RE SE ARCH?

Dr. Taban: There are both selfish and selfless aspects.

Research has allowed me to be at the forefront of the

field, learning about new technology or shedding light

on existing topics in our field. Moreover, I have learned

a lot about every topic in any project I have been

involved with, as it has forced me to know everything

about that subject. Without question, however, the

most rewarding aspect is the satisfaction that one

achieves by having contributed to science; more impor-

tant, it feels very fulfilling when the work is something

meaningful that raises awareness, which readers/clini-

cians refer to and then adjust their management strate-

gies accordingly.

Dr. Prenner: I always particularly enjoyed the process

of asking and answering a question, and I find this basic

component of clinical research highly rewarding.

Presenting the data at meetings and becoming a part of

the community of retinal specialists, both home and

abroad, is enriching and makes for a more robust pro-

fessional life after fellowship. 

4.  WHAT ARE THE BIGGE ST CHALLENGE S

OF PERFORMING RE SE ARCH A S A FELLOW?

Dr. Taban: The biggest challenge has to be finding the

time necessary to perform and complete a project;

because of this, it is hard to get involved in long-term or

potentially more rewarding investigations, which is per-

haps more the case for basic science research. Often the

more important topics and interesting projects require

more time than is possible during fellowship. Another

challenge true across all research is obtaining the appro-

priate funding. Awards such as the Heed Fellowship and

Howard Hughes Medical Institute are avenues of help in

this regard, although difficult to obtain because of the

amount of competition and limited spots.

Dr. Prenner: Finding the time to participate in com-

pelling clinical research while training is always a difficult

balance. While it seems that we have no time to our-

selves as fellows, professional life after training has equal-

ly consuming challenges that make finding the time to

conduct research difficult. Training yourself to make

research a part of your professional life during fellowship

will help you build the muscle memory required to con-

tinue those inquiries when out in practice. 

5.  HOW D O YOU M ANAGE TIME

CONSTR AINTS IN ORDER TO GET PROJECTS

COMPLETED?

Dr. Taban: Unfortunately, I have not enjoyed dedicat-

ed research time throughout medical school, residency

or fellowship; having said this, that has not prevented

me from getting involved in research. I mention this not

to brag, but to point out that it is possible to do

research if one is really committed. Finding a project

that allows one to work around a typical resident or fel-

low workday is the key, but this requires staying late,

coming into work after hours or on weekends, and cut-

ting into vacation or leisure time to perform the neces-

sary work. With time, one also becomes more efficient

in the various required tasks, such as literature search,

background reading, conducting the research, and final-

ly analyzing and writing up the results.

Dr. Prenner: Our program gave us dedicated time to

perform research each week, and as a result the fellows

at Beaumont Hospital in Royal Oak, MI have always

been extremely productive. The interesting thing about

conducting research is that it comes in waves. There are

typically long periods of study design and data collec-

tion, followed by the more intense work of data analy-

sis, and paper and presentation writing. Time manage-

ment is relatively simple during downtimes, but when

crunch-time occurs, you need to juggle the multiple

responsibilities that you have as best you can. Getting

through those periods usually happens mostly by iner-

tia and coffee. The rewards of completing a project,

publishing it, and presenting it at a meeting of your

peers are well worth it. 

6.  WHAT ARE THE PLUSE S AND MINUSE S OF

D OING MULTIPLE PROJECTS WITH ONE

MENTOR VS WORKING WITH SEVER AL

MENTOR S?

Dr. Taban: Performing multiple projects with one

BUSINESS OF RETINA FELLOWS FOCUS

24 I RETINA TODAY I SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2008

Training yourself to make research a

part of your professional life during

fellowship will help you build the

muscle memory required to continue

those inquiries when out in practice. 
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mentor enables one to make a connection with a men-

tor and to build on that over time; moreover, potential-

ly one can expand on a single major topic by perform-

ing sub-projects under one mentor. Some mentors ini-

tially offer simple projects to a new fellow. As the rela-

tionship develops, mentors offer an opportunity to

become involved with larger projects that have greater

scientific importance. On the other hand, working with

several different mentors allows one to obtain a variety

of exposures, presumably working on very different

projects and learning various topics; however, it would

be difficult to build a strong connection with multiple

mentors due to the limited interaction.

Dr. Prenner: Establishing a strong relationship with

someone with whom you work well is always rewarding,

and can be both efficient and enjoyable. I think it is best

to try to work with a number of mentors while in train-

ing. As with surgery, each of them is likely to bring

unique talents and skill sets to a particular project. You

can adopt the best part of each of their approaches by

exposing yourself to the breadth and diversity of their

expertise. 

7.  WHAT ARE THE EVOLVING ARE A S OF

RE SE ARCH THAT ARE OPTIM AL FOR 

FELLOWS TO INVE STIGATE OVER THE NE XT

FEW YE AR S?

Dr. Taban: Research in ophthalmology is an evolving

and fluid field. Typically, fellows train in institutions that

are involved with developing and evaluating new surgi-

cal instrumentation. Utilizing fellows to evaluate this

new instrumentation would have a practical applica-

tion. Another emerging field is ocular drug delivery sys-

tems. Pharmaceutical development has been the pri-

mary emphasis of research. Sustained-release formula-

tions of these drugs have been overlooked. There are a

number of retinal diseases, in particular, that could sub-

stantially benefit from improved delivery of pharmaceu-

tical agents.

Dr. Prenner: As industry pushes further and further

into our research arenas, original investigation in

approaches to common retinal diseases becomes

increasingly valuable. Realize what the goals of industry-

based research are, and then try to ask some of the

questions that might not have been asked. I think the

questions regarding monotherapy and anti-VEGF thera-

py in particular have been answered. Inquiries into com-

bination therapies for retinal diseases, and utilizing

advanced therapeutics and novel biologics will be an

emerging research area in our field for the next decade. 

8.  WHAT ADVICE D O YOU HAVE FOR 

FELLOWS THINKING ABOUT BECOMING

INVOLVED IN RE SE ARCH?

Dr. Taban: This is classic Research 101, and there are

four key factors: 1) finding a topic that interests them;

2) asking a question that no one has answered before;

3) pursuing a topic that one can contribute something

meaningful towards; and 4) not giving up hope when

things do not turn out well or as expected and to mov-

ing forward (especially true for basic science research).

Dr. Prenner: Do it. You really cannot go wrong. If you

dislike the work, you can stop after one project. Beginning

your research career will never be easier than when you

are a fellow and you have experts at your side to help you

succeed. If you do not do it now, you likely never will. ■
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Beginning your research career will

never be easier than when you are a 

fellow and you have experts at your side

to help you succeed. 
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