White Coat Ceremony
Nancy LaCava and Valerie Smith, Lic. Ac., Dipl. Ac.

“Above all, I will keep an open heart...” reads an excerpt from The Golden
Principle; The Oath of Chinese Medical Workers, from the great Chinese physician and philosopher, Sun Simiao. It was this oath that was recited by 40
students on Saturday, March 30, 2013, as the New England School of Acupuncture held its very first White Coat Ceremony, and thus earned the distinction of becoming only the second school of Oriental medicine in the
country to do so. The white coat ceremony is a common rite of passage in
many medical schools, and marks the important transition from student to
intern. The NESA ceremony sought to inspire students by speaking to the
seriousness and responsibility of their new role as intern, as they begin their
internships at the NESA Teaching Clinic and its satellite locations.
NESA President Sue Gorman opened the program, and was followed by students Melani Gerenia and Roberta Lenard, who offered their perspectives.
Ms. Gerenia conveyed that the ceremony allowed her to finally introduce her
family to her acupuncture world and career: “It gave them a glimpse of where
I’ve been for the last two years,” she joked. “It helped me slow down and look
back on my accomplishments thus far, and motivated me to get ready for the
transition from learning into practice,” an opportunity she agreed should be
continued for other classes. Ms. Lenard – who was on the student organizing
committee with Ms. Gerenia – called the White Coat Ceremony her “best
day ever since starting NESA.” “I personally felt a sense of pride and privilege,” said Ms. Lenard, “pride in how much we have all applied ourselves and
learned, and privileged to have arrived at this next stage…where we actually
get to affect the health and well-being of others! That is, in fact, why we chose
this path.”
Among the ceremony’s three speakers was faculty member Suzahne
Riendeau, who spoke of the significance of the white coat and the competence it symbolizes. “You are becoming a trained observer…who respects
the uniqueness and dignity of each individual who might come to you for
treatment,” said Professor Riendeau, “an observer who is now going to begin
offering help to those who are in need, with whatever tools you have in your
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medicine bag.” Riendeau brought students through a mental exercise, taking
them on a journey from the time they first applied to NESA, to their first
day of class, through their second year, to clinic, and then back to the reason
they first chose the path of acupuncture. “Your personal intention and original heart-centered desire to help people is the foundation for all your treatments,” said Riendeau. “You’ve had that from the very beginning and you will
need it for the rest of your life as an acupuncturist.”
Faculty member, Associate Dean and Clinical Supervisor CJ Allen echoed
the themes of The Golden Principle: honoring our ancestral healers, embodying a harmonious strength, and teaching patients to do the same.
“Now you will follow in the footsteps of our ancestors, the great physicians who have created and fostered our medicine,” said Professor Allen.
“Work on cultivating your own Qi…you will need to remain strong and
healthy.” Citing the following book of teachings, he advised the interns to
maintain “Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind” as “Experts tend to have narrow
focus, while beginners are open to all possibilities.” Allen encouraged students to be humble and show respect to their patients. “They are now your
new teachers…you will honor their lives by holding yourself to the highest standards.” …“Make your patients wealthy and you will receive much
happiness in return.”
Recent graduate Robert Surabian shared some insights from his own clinical
experience and challenged students to think of their internship as the start
of their new job as an acupuncturist. “What’s different about clinical internship,” said Surabian, “is that you get to practice with a safety net held by some
of the best coaches.” Mr. Surabian advised students to think of supervisors
not only as teachers, but also colleagues. “I can honestly say that at least once
a day I hear the voice of one of my supervisors guiding me through clinical
challenges,” he said, “and I know if I really need them, they are just a phone
call or email away.” Surabian emphasized the themes of life-long learning
and patients being equal-part teachers. “You’ve been studying this medicine
for a few years and have enough of the basics to be very effective, sometimes
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profoundly so,” he said. “Your patients, on the other hand, have been living
with their bodies all their lives. They will often tell you exactly what you need
to know to choose the right treatment strategy. Really listen. Here’s a good
rule of thumb: You were born with two ears and one mouth and should use
them in that proportion.”

GOLDEN PRINCIPLE
OATH OF CHINESE MEDICAL WORKERS
I promise to follow the way of the Great Physician.
I will strive to live in harmony with nature, and teach my patients to
do the same.

The ceremony speeches were followed by a formal ‘coating’ of each new intern, after which they took the Oath of Chinese Medical Workers; The Golden
Principle, which comes from the writings of Tang Dynasty Physician Sun
Simiao. Thousands of years old, this oath is a promise of integrity and high
standards made by healers.
Attendees also received a frame with an inspirational quote that was submitted by the current interns and supervisors, some of which were read by event
organizer and NESA Director of Clinical Education, Valerie Smith, to close
out the ceremony:

How do I know the ways of all things at the Beginning?
By what is within me.
- Lao Tze
Special thanks to Valerie Smith, for recognizing the need for such a ceremony, and for orchestrating it so beautifully. Also instrumental in the process were President Sue Gorman, Co-organizer and Director of Student
Affairs, Craig Allard, Director of Operations, Sheila Carroll, staff member Cid
Tamagno, Clinical Supervisor Mike Short, student organizing committee members Daniel Chace, Roberta Lenard and Melani Gerania, and staff
members Susan Ros, Liz Anaya and Cynthia Ruth. Additional thanks to
clinical supervisors for attending the event.

I will stay calm, and completely committed when treating disease.
I will not give way to personal wishes and desires, but above all else hold
and nurture a deep feeling of compassion.
I will be devoted to the task of saving the sacred spark of life in every
creature that still carries it.
I will strive to maintain a clear mind, and am willing to hold myself to
the highest standards.
It will be my duty to diagnose sufferings and treat disease.
I will not be boastful about my skills, nor driven by greed for material
things.
Above all, I will keep an open heart.
As I move on the right path, I will receive great happiness as a reward,
without asking for anything in return.
~Adapted from The Great Physician by Sun Simiao (581-682)
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