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       My once in a lifetime international medical trip with International Service Learning (ISL) was a pivotal point during my undergraduate studies as a pre-PA student which affirmed my decision to enter the medical field.  I first discovered ISL at an informational meeting which occurred immediately after a class of mine was getting out and I decided to stay behind and learn about this opportunity.  The student who spoke had traveled to Belize during her spring break and discussed with us the natural beauty of the country. She also spoke of her unforgettable interactions with the people of Belize, from the assistance with a two day old neonate of a first time mother and assisting in the naming of the child, to the excitement of individuals who were receiving cold medicine and pain relief.  From her excitement, and some further investigation of my own into the program, I decided to go to Mexico over my winter break for nine days. I saw the program as an opportunity to obtain clinical hours, which are favored by any graduate program, in addition to being able to travel someplace exotic and warm during the cold winter season. 

            My trip to Mexico was my first time out of the country, or even crossing the Mississippi River, and to say I was anxious was an understatement.  The ISL staff reassured any concerns which I had and provided me with all of the information I needed for travel.  Upon arrival at the airport in Texas, ISL staff met me at my gate and I began my adventure, crossing the border and arriving in Matamoros, Mexico. I was soon immersed in a completely different culture. Attempting to rely on my shaky Spanish skills learned from two years of classes in high school,  we quickly met up with Dr. Mendoza who traveling with us and instructing us for the next nine days.  Our first day was spent in an orientation where we learned simple Spanish in addition to commonly used medical Spanish phrases.  Additionally we learned about the common diseases and ailments of the area which we would be traveling to.  With this knowledge we traveled five hours south to the town of Juamave in North Eastern Mexico.   

    Our typical day involved waking up around 8-9 A.M., eating breakfast, and then traveling by van down gravel roads for one to two hours to rural villages in the surrounding areas with very limited medical access.  At these villages we would encounter a line of patients waiting to see us, known as the doctors.  In the clinics we assessed their vital signs, and triaged them based on complaint.  From here they were seen by us and Dr. Mendoza or Dr. Anna who assisted us in our assessments while translating.  We saw everything from the common cold, eye infections, parasites all the way to and advanced case mycetoma on the foot where pain control and infection management was the only treatment as amputation was too costly of a procedure.  My original intent of obtaining clinical hours was pushed to the bottom of my concerns when I saw the appreciative nature of the patients of the treatment and medications they received. Another highlight was how happy the children were with the tiniest gift of vitamins and toothbrushes which were provided through donations, although they needed to constantly be reminded that the vitamins were not candy. 

       The trip wasn't all work, but factored in some activities.  While in Juamave we were the only Americans in the town and everyone wanted to hear our story and what we were doing.  From these conversations much was learned about Mexican culture, while teaching them about the average American.  We additionally had tastes from home with an Internet cafe, ice cream stand and the best Mexican cuisine around the corner from the hotel in which we were staying, which we took advantage of each night after clinics.  Dr. Mendoza also worked to show us the local culture and sights of Mexico.  One night after our work in the clinics he took us to a Temazcal, or a Aztec sweat house, where we received a spa like treatment for 20 pesos.  On our day off we went hiking to the "blue lagoon" where we jumped off a 15 foot cliff and went rafting around an old river canyon. 

        I came back to my studies invigorated, and excited to work hard to be able to get into a graduate program where I could continue my education in order to provide care to those who need it.   I also continued to look for additional opportunities, which lead me to discover that ISL offered a trip to Tanzania, Africa during the following winter break.  Personally the opportunity to travel to Africa had always intrigued me and I knew that ISL offered a program which was worth every penny, so I decided to sign up for an additional trip.  Knowing that the trip to Tanzania cost a significant amount of money, I talked with ISL on ways to raise money to help cover the cost of the trip. They informed me about Good Samaritan Missions (GSM) where I asked friends, family, and local businesses and medical professionals to sponsor my trip which raised one third of the cost.  Additionally I became a campus representative where I recruited other James Madison University students to travel on ISL trips, and received a discount on my trip per student covering the rest of the cost. 

        Again as the date approached to travel halfway across the world ISL was there to assist in the preparations and knowing the other students traveling with me added to the excitement.  With my arrival in Tanzania I was again greeted by ISL staff as they said "welcome to the land of Hakuna Matata".  From here we traveled to Moshi where I met up with the rest of the team before venturing into Maasailand.  While Mexico was a culture change for me, Tanzania was a culture shock, as it was everything that you expect Africa to be, while nothing at all.  Rashid the ISL staff member which was with us answered any and every question we had about life in Tanzania and in the Maasai tribe as he had grown up in this culture.  

    Our evaluation of patients changed in Tanzania as we only had 3 clinical days for our 3 week stay.  This was because we were the ones who traveled from each hut in our region to inform them of the date which the doctor would be available to see them to treat any ailments.  While triaging the patients we additionally took a census of their family and livestock, medical/dental/optometry ailments.  Additionally we worked as public health agents investigating their hygiene habits of boiling water and location of latrine, and advised them on the proper way to do both to reduce the presence of disease and ailments.  In our clinics we truly acted as the doctor who accessed and treated the patients with the assistance of translators while the doctors checked off on our work.  This allowed our group of 24 to divide into eight smaller groups to see combined over 3,000 patients in our three week stay.    

        Similarly to Mexico, our stay in Tanzania was not all work but included fun activities as well.  The first of which was a trip to Marangu Falls at the base of Mt. Kilimanjaro in the middle of our clinics where we were able to go swimming and have a day in the Tanzania summer's heat.  After our clinics were complete we were treated to a day safari in the Ngorongoro Crater.  In the small time that we were there we saw every African animal imaginable and seen in Disney's Lion King from the lions and zebras down to the wart hog.  I additionally opted to stay an extra week while in Tanzania to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro in all of its 19,331 foot magnificence. This was maybe the most challenging adventure I have undertaken, but additionally one of the most rewarding.

        My experiences with ISL have been life challenging and changing.  They forced me to travel outside of my comfort range and allowed me to develop assessment techniques and knowledge about medicine which is best taught by hands on experience rather then in a book.  Additionally the students and staff met on each of the trips are some of the most inspirational individuals many of which have moved on to higher levels of medical education, and offered insight about life all around the world.  Of all of the activities and involvements during my undergraduate career ISL was by far the most beneficial as I continue my pursuit of higher medical education.
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