SIVDENT ROUNDS

Unanswered (uestions

WILLIAM BORCHERT '25 WANTS TO CONTRIBUTE TO THE HOW AND WHY IN MEDICINE.

or William Borchert ’25, the thrill in
Flife is the pursuit of the unanswered

question. “I’ve always had a lot of
intellectual curiosity about why and how
things happen,” he says.

Take his approach to his current
pathology elective. “Often in pathology,
it’s about diagnosing a cancer. But I'm
interested in what’s around the cancer.
What potentially caused it? Is there a
contributing factor that we’re missing?”
he asks.

He cites two unusual cases that
sparked his interest. “We looked at the
lungs of occupational workers who were
exposed to silica dust from stone coun-
tertops and literally the lung was filled
with stone—an unanticipated occupa-
tional hazard. We also had an untradi-
tional mesothelioma case, a patient who
was a barber who was exposed to asbestos
from talc. My main driver in medicine is
this underlying curiosity as to the why
and how things happened.”

For Borchert, that exploration never
gets old. When the fourth-year medical
student earns his medical degree next
spring, he will add to an impressive list
of academic credentials that include
three master’s and a PhD. But he insists
he’s not driven by the pursuit of degrees.
“Ultimately it’s not about the letters
listed by your name, it’s the knowledge
that you’ve accumulated,” he says.

Borchert grew up on an orchard in
Marlboro, New York, a hamlet of 3,500
people. He attended nearby SUNY New
Paltz, where he graduated in three years
with three majors (biology, history, and
Asian studies) and three minors (business
administration, evolutionary studies, and
religious studies) and honors.

He was also heavily influenced by his
work-study job in the university’s Center
for International Programs. “At the time,
based on size, the school had a greater
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“The goal of my
dissertation was to focus
on a different exposure
window that typically
isn’t investigated
in the context of
environmental health
to determine if
temperature and air
pollution are also
associated with negative
outcomes, in this case,
sudden cardiac death in

the long term.”
—WILLIAM BORCHERT 25

percentage of international students and
sent more domestic students abroad than
any other SUNY school,” he says. “Even
though I was in a small town in upstate
New York, I felt like I got a truly global
education.”

Wanting to expand on that experi-
ence, Borchert secured a Japan Graduate
Student Research Scholarship to go to
Tokyo as a graduate scholar. Interested
in medicine, he chose Japan based on the
fact that it’s a country with an efficient
healthcare system and the longest life
expectancy. “I thought, ‘clearly they
must be doing something right, I need
to study health in Japan,’” he recalls.

Initially, Borchert studied the
Japanese government response to the
influenza pandemic. After getting his
language skills up to speed, he enrolled
in the master’s in international health
program at the University of Tokyo,
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where he wrote his master’s thesis on
the effects of urbanization and survival
following out-of-hospital cardiac arrest.

Although he knew he wanted to pur-
sue medical school, Borchert first wanted
another international living and learning
experience. He chose the UK, where he
earned a second master’s in public health
from the University of Cambridge.

“Although they sound similar, they
were actually very different degrees,”
he says. “The coursework for the interna-
tional health degree was very much based
in the biomedical sciences and the public
health degree focused on health systems,
biostatistics, and epidemiology.”

Borchert enrolled at Upstate Medical
University but found he still had ques-
tions about public health that he wanted
to explore at a deeper level. In his second
year, he spoke with Upstate administra-
tors and received permission to chart his
own path.

After completing his second year
of medical school, Borchert took an
approved leave of absence to enroll at
Harvard University. While earning a
doctorate in population health studies
and a master’s in epidemiology, he built
off of his research in Japan and the UK,
focusing on sudden cardiac death.

Borchert used health data from the
Nurses’ Health Study, in conjunction
with environmental data on air pollution
and temperature from throughout the
United States, focusing his dissertation
on the associations between different
exposures of temperature, altitude, and
particulate matter air pollution to sudden
cardiac death.

“My advisor was studying the
short-term effects of air pollution and
temperature, and my dissertation was on
the long- and medium-term effects of air
pollution and temperature, because we
wanted to see if the acute effects of an



increase in exposure persist in the long
term,” he says. “The goal of my disserta-
tion was to focus on a different exposure
window that typically isn’t investigated
in the context of environmental health

to determine if temperature and air pollu-
tion are also associated with negative out-
comes, in this case, sudden cardiac death
in the long term.”

The research found different risks
in the short and long term related to
temperature, and also an association
with particulate air pollution in both the
medium and long term, based on the size
of suspended particulate matter pollution
in the air.

“One of the reasons why I studied
environmental epidemiology is because
environmental exposures (such as tem-
perature and air pollution) affect every-
one. In epidemiology, I like to focus not
on what is known, but what is possible
in that a better understanding of the
distribution of disease will create novel
insights that drive patient care,” he says.

Back at Upstate, Borchert says he
approached his clinical rotations with

an open mind and equal enthusiasm but  Medical student William Borchert '25

finds his greatest interest in pathology is interested in how environmental
exposures impact health.

and environmental and occupational
medicine.

His plan is to become a physician-
scientist in an academic setting, splitting
his time between research and clinical
work. He says it’s also likely that he’ll
be involved with clinical informatics.
“There’s so much data accumulating
in electronic records that hasn’t been
tapped yet for investigation,” he says.
“I’d like to see how we can use laboratory
data that we’ve been collecting for years
to generate new findings that help drive
patient care.”

His end goal is to create a legacy that
outlives his career. “I want to contribute
to scientific discovery to help improve
patient care,” he says. “I don’t want to
provide the same outcomes for patients,
but better outcomes for patients.”
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