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Dr. Angela Man-Wei Cheung

Eighty years ago, the famous Chinese writer and philosopher Lin
Yutang, who lived part of his life in the United States, wrote a best-
selling book in English, The Importance of Living. Using a humorous
and lively style, the text introduced American readers to Chinese life
philosophies of romantic optimism. This traditional philosophical
wisdom manifests itself in the fine details of Asian daily life, different
from the rationalism that prevailed in the West. Today, in the

21st century, Dr. Angela Man Wei Cheung, who graduated from a
prestigious school in the United States and has been conducting
medical research and clinical practice for many years in Canada’s top
research institution and hospital, has integrated Chinese traditional
philosophy into modern medicine, demonstrating the ‘art of

medicine’ to her patients and medical colleagues.

Angela was born into a family of doctors in Hong Kong. From an
early age she was exposed to medical knowledge. Even as a child,
she often helped her father, a pediatrician. She would answer the
phone and give guidance to worried parents with sick children.
After graduating from high school, Angela went to the United
States for further study. After receiving a doctorate in medicine
(MD) from Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, she
moved to Canada to reunite with her family which had immigrated
in the meantime. Here she received residency training at the

University of Toronto.
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In her third year of training, Angela chose General Internal
Medicine as her subspecialty. At that time, there were only two
other residents in Toronto who chose General Internal Medicine.
Why had she not chosen to follow in her father’s footsteps and
study pediatrics? Angela explained, “I liked the breadth and depth
of General Internal Medicine. I did consider choosing pediatrics.
But if I were a pediatrician, I would normally communicate with the
parents of the sick children. I prefer communicating directly with

the patients because I can learn more from them.”

For Angela, General Internal Medicine meant more complicated,
unpredictable, and even unprecedented situations. This kind of
challenge was what attracted her to it. Whether in Hong Kong or
the United States, Angela was not afraid of difficult problems. At
the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, only two of the
one hundred and twenty students in the class were from outside
the United States, and Angela was one of the two. She was also her

class representative for the American Medical Student Association.

After residency training, Angela had to plan her future carefully.
Clinical practice, medical research, and teaching were all career
paths she wanted to pursue. In the end, she decided to further
her studies to lay a solid foundation for whatever road she might
take. In 1996, Angela returned to the University of Toronto after
receiving a PhD in Health Research and Health Policy from

Harvard University (PhD) and began practising academic medicine.

At the start, Angela was under a lot of pressure: she had to make

progress on her research projects, provide guidance to students and
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residents, and be on standby for emergency patients half of the
time. On top of that, she was a new mother, and her own children
and family needed care. She never seemed to have enough time.
When thinking back to this period of her life, Angela said she was
not a superhero with extraordinary powers. She credits her family’s
support, especially her mother, who often took the initiative to help.
At the same time, Angela listened to other people’s suggestions and
spent almost all her salary to hire domestic helpers. Even though

it was not economical, Angela thought the idea was good since she
did not enjoy housework. It was better for her to use her expertise
and time to do something that she enjoyed, and as a result was able
to spend quality time with her kids. It was also an investment in her

future.

This “investment” paid off. Over the last twenty years, Angela

has published more than two hundred papers and has received
numerous awards and honors in the fields of research, education
and health care in Ontario and Canada, including the Ontario
Premier’s Research Excellence Award, the Canadian Institutes of
Health Research senior scientist awards, the University Health
Network Department of Medicine Award for Excellence in Clinical
teaching and the University of Toronto Eudenie Stuart Award for
best mentorship, to name just a few. Angela established the world-
renowned University of Toronto Center for Excellence in Skeletal
Health Assessment (CESHA). At University Health Network,

she founded the Osteoporosis Program and served as Founding
Director. She is also an adviser for National Aeronautics and Space

Administration (NASA), assessing the skeletal health of their
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astronauts under weightlessness. Angela holds a Tier 1 Canadian

Research Chair in Musculoskeletal and Postmenopausal Health.

Because of her excellence in the medical field, Angela has been
invited to participate in the development of Canadian and
international health and clinical practice standards, where she was
often the only Asian expert on these committees. She has always
advocated for the consideration of factors such as ethnicity, race,
gender and age in patient care, since there is scientific evidence that
the risks of various diseases are different for ethnic groups than
Caucasians. She feels that her lone ethnic voice on a committee that
is almost entirely Caucasian is not enough. She deeply hopes and
encourages more Chinese colleagues not just to bury themselves

in clinical care or academic research, but to also join the ranks

of other ‘standard-setting’ committees. Angela is very supportive

of community events and participates in the activities of various
medical charitable organizations. She often volunteers to give

public lectures on health care within the Chinese community.

Angela carries herself with grace: in the best Chinese tradition, she
is modest and humble, dedicated and devoted to her work, sincere
and caring to others. The famous Chinese doctor of the Tang
Dynasty, Sun Simiao, once said in the “Virtues of Great Physicians™:
“There are fools who study medicine for three years and think there
is no incurable disease in the world. But after practising medicine
for three years, they know there are no standard prescriptions for all
the diseases in the world. Doctors must, therefore, study deeply and

widely, depend not on what others say, but their own understanding
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through diligence and hard work.” Angela developed her humility
and respect not only because of her love of medicine, but also from

an early experience as a new doctor.

At the time, she was caring for a patient in the intensive care unit
(ICU). Saying goodbye one night, she said “See you tomorrow.” The
patient muttered, “I won't see you tomorrow.” Angela was shocked.
She carefully re-examined the patient’s charts and information. The
data on all of the monitoring equipment showed that the patient’s
condition was stable and there was no indication of danger. She

left work and went home. However, when she returned to the
hospital at six the next morning, she found medical staft performing
emergency resuscitation on the patient. Angela joined in the effort,

but the team was unable to save the patient.

'This incident touched Angela deeply. She thought that the patient
had known death was imminent, despite the fact that all kinds of
advanced instruments and testing methods could not detect the
abnormality. Even if Angela had the best education in the world’s
top universities, even if the technology was most advanced, there
are mysteries in diseases that are infinite and unfathomable. Since
then, Angela has always treated each patient with a respectful, awed
attitude, as if they were teachers who could recognize different
manifestations of various illnesses. Angela said: “Even with the
same illness, each patient’s experience may be very different, and the
symptoms and treatment effects are not the same. Only by listening

and observing carefully can the doctor truly understand.”

Angela also pays attention to the teaching of medicine and
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humanistic care — the Art of Medicine - to students and residents.
She said that in this information age, various technological means
are effective and convenient, but students who rely too much on
technology may neglect one-on-one direct communication between
doctors and patients. In such cases, technology becomes a barrier
between doctors and patients. Doctors should be careful not to be
trapped by the limitations of technology. Regardless of how useful
technologies are, patients must be at the center of treatment, and

doctors must care for them with ‘heart’.

Angela, who is deeply influenced by Chinese traditional culture, also
emphasizes Integrative Medicine, which treats patients as a whole,
taking into account the physical, nutritional, mental, emotional

and spiritual aspects of the patient. From this perspective, it makes
sense that one area of traditional Chinese medicine uses diet and

preventive methods as therapeutic options.

Angela’s humanistic ideas and holistic views are discussed as a whole
chapter in a book called The Art of Medicine: Healing and the
Limits of Technology. This book has become a textbook for medical
schools in Canada and other countries. Down the road, Angela
hopes that medicine as an art will spread more widely among

medical practitioners and benefit society.
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