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Strong & Supportive Family
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The Will to Fight Started Early On
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The Will to Fight Started Early On
Soror Canady graduated high school at the 

age of 16. She applied only to a few colleges, 

and although she was rejected by MIT she 

was accepted at the University of Chicago.  

However, her parents would not allow their 

16-year-old daughter to move away from 

small-town Lansing and live in the big 

Chicago city by herself. She was accepted to 

and attended the University of Michigan in 

Ann Arbor, which is ~ 1.5 hours from Lansing. 

Her major: Mathematics.

“And so they said I had to stay away from Ann 

Arbor. But what else could I do? I needed to 

be somewhere I could thrive, and MIT and 

Chicago were off the table. Luckily, at sixteen I 

had a bit of a rebellious streak in me. You bet I 

sent my application in myself.”



Genesis of the Crisis of Confidence
Her first two years at U of M went well. She lived 
in the dorms and was on the debate team, which 
trained her to sharpen her mind and gave her 
lifelong skills. Towards the end of her second 
year, things weren’t going as well as she wanted 
them to.  

“Unfortunately, mathematics and I didn’t get 
along in the same way. By my sophomore year, I 
started to realize that it wasn’t for me. I just didn’t 
like it in the same way those guys did. It 
triggered a crisis of confidence that set me into a 
downward spiral.”

For a year Soror Canady stopped attending her 
classes and stopped studying; it wasn’t long 
before she ended up on academic probation.  
She needed direction.  In the summer she ended 
up taking an editorial page editor job (city 
reporter) at The Michigan Daily.



Crisis of Confidence Breakthrough
!"#$%&'()*('+*,-'+",,-#'.-(/--%')-#'0"%$1#'
*%2'+-%$1#'3-*#+4'51#1#'6*%*237+'.#1()-#'(182'
)-#'*.1"('*',$%1#$(3'+9)18*#+)$:':#1&#*,'$%'
,-2$9$%-;'<::*#-%(834'()$+'/*+'()-':#-9$+-'
2$#-9($1%'+)-'%--2-2 ; ; ; ()*(7+'/)-%'+)-'
=1"%2',-2$9$%-4'/)$9)'/*+'()-'9*(*83+('=1#'()-'
.#-*>()#1"&)'$%')-#'9#$+$+'1='91%=$2-%9-;'
?1881/$%&'$%')-#',1()-#7+'=11(+(-:+4'+)-'
+/$(9)-2')-#',*01#'=#1,',*()-,*($9+'(1'
@1181&3;

AB'+/$(9)-2',3',*01#'(1'@1181&3'.-=1#-',3'
+-%$1#'3-*#;'B('/*+'%-C-#',3':*++$1%4'*%2'B'
/1%7('98*$,'(1'>%1/'*'()$%&'*.1"('@1181&34'."('
$(')-8:-2',-'91,:8-(-'*88'1=',3':#-#-D"$+$(-+'
=1#',-2$9*8'+9)118;E



God Has a Purpose for Everything
Although Soror Canady was able to complete her 
requisite courses for medical school (and graduating 
with her B.S. in Zoology), getting into medical school 

was a different story due to her academic record. It’s 
by God’s grace that the dean of admissions at the U 

of M knew her name from the debate team. He also 
read her articles from the Daily. She was admitted 
into medical school and in 1975, Soror Canady went 

on to receive her M.D. cum laude from the U of M 
Medical School, where she fell in love with 

neurosurgery.

“I didn’t think about that at the time, but debate and 

the Daily helped me get into med school.  Before I 
came through Michigan, neurosurgery was a white 

man’s world.  A scholarship helped me find my 
passion and set me on the path to changing that, not 
just for myself, but for the people who followed in my 

footsteps.”



Neurosurgery
“The term “neurosurgery” is short for neurological 
surgery, a discipline that is concerned with the diagnosis 
and treatment of nervous system disorders.

Neurosurgeons operate on the brain, spine, or nerves of 
the limbs or extremities. They treat patients of all ages, 
ranging from newborns with congenital neurological 
abnormalities (birth defects) through to elderly 
individuals who may have suffered a stroke, for example. 
Neurosurgeons are also involved in the treatment of 
nerve injuries, neuroblastoma, infections of the central 
nervous system and neurodegenerative diseases.”



The Will to Fight Continues
While looking for her residency, Soror 

Canady encountered rejection after 

rejection.  First, at U of M the chair of 

neurosurgery at the time informed her 

on Christmas Eve that he didn’t want 

her in his residency program.  She still 

pressed on.

“At every stop, I heard a lot of, ‘Are you 

really sure this is what you want? Do 

you really want to do this?’”

She was finally accepted for residency 

in Minnesota. She was on her way to 

achieving her goal of becoming a 

neurosurgeon!



The Will to Fight Continues
“As a young black woman 

completing her surgical internship 

at Yale-New Haven Hospital in 

1975, on her first day of residency, 

she was tending to her patients 

when one of the hospital's top 

administrators passed through the 

ward. As he went by, she heard him 

say, ‘Oh, you must be our new 

equal-opportunity package.’

Just a few years later, while 

working as a neurosurgeon at 

Children's Hospital of Philadelphia 

from 1981 to 1982, her fellow 

physicians voted her one of the top 

residents.”



1:1 with the NIH
“What was my biggest obstacle?
Convincing the neurosurgery chairman that I was not a risk to drop out or be fired, a disaster in a 

program where there are only one or two residents per year. I was the first African American 

woman [in the department]. Along with that, my  other greatest obstacle was convincing myself 

that someone would give me a  chance to work as a neurosurgeon.

How do I make a difference?
I tried hard to be accessible to patients and to make them unafraid of me so we could have free &

open conversations. We also tried to arrange the patient care considering the needs of the families.

Who was my mentor?
In College: Dr. Art Bloom — he opened my eyes to the joy of life.

In Life: Dr. Luis Schut, former chair at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia — he taught 

me how to be a neurosurgeon and he tried to arrange access to all professional 

opportunities after I finished his training.

In Residency: Dr. Shelby Chou — he was a joy to observe his intelligence, logic, and surgical skill.

How has my career evolved over time?
I was worried that because I was a black woman, any practice opportunities would be limited. 

By being patient-centered, the practice growth was exponential”



Just a Lil’ Bit of Bragging on Our Soror

”Dr. Canady was chief of neurosurgery at the Children's 
Hospital of Michigan from 1987 until her retirement in June 

2001. She holds two honorary degrees: a doctorate of humane 
letters from the University of Detroit-Mercy, awarded in 1997, 

and a doctor of science degree from the University of Southern 
Connecticut, awarded in 1999. She received the Children's 
Hospital of Michigan's Teacher of the Year award in 1984, and 

was inducted into the Michigan Woman's Hall of Fame in 1989. 
In 1993, she received the American Medical Women's 

Association President's Award and in 1994 the Distinguished 
Service Award from Wayne State University Medical School. In 
2002, the Detroit News named Dr. Canady Michiganer of the 

Year. In 2015, Pixel Pirate Studio produced a Black History 
Month animation that aired on Nick Jr. about Dr. Canady for 

children.”
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