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n June 29, 2018, medical students Katherine Callahan ’21 and
Christina Dawson ’21 arrived in Kampala, Uganda, not quite
sure what to expect. They returned to Vermont six weeks later
with a deeper understanding of medicine across cultures, and
what it means to be a physician. In their weekly reflections, they write
about feeling lost, frustrated, and out of place. They worry about their
lack of medical knowledge, and question their ability to help patients
in any meaningful way. As they work through the learning curve and
the inevitable frustrations, they also forge deep bonds with patients
and providers at St. Stephen’s Hospital. They witness births, and also
their first patient deaths. They care for patients at a rehabilitation
home, help at an anti-retroviral clinic for HIV patients, and scrub in
on surgeries.
Perhaps most importantly, they gain from the Ugandan
physicians and healthcare providers they work with a framework
to better understand healthcare on a global scale. They witness
resourcefulness and commitment in the hospital wards and in the
community on a daily basis, while at the same time they experience
the systemic challenges and socioeconomic inequalities that impact
patients’ and providers’ lives. Although there are no easy answers,
students come home ready to advocate for patients on a global scale.
Key to the success of the global health program is the integration of
faculty alongside students: Mariah McNamara, M.D., an emergency
medicine physician and assistant professor of surgery at the Larner
College of Medicine, accompanied students for the summer rotation,
as did Paul Bachman, M.D., a geriatrician at clinical partner Hudson
Headwaters Health Network. Sharon Sukhdeo, M.D., a resident at
Norwalk Hospital, also participated in the trip.

Entrance to St. Stephen’s Hospital
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Rounds on the men’s ward at St. Stephen’s Hospital:
Mariah McNamara, M.D. (at right), speaks with the
patient while Catherine Nakibuule, M.D. (at left),
medical superintendent for St. Stephen’s Hospital,
reviews notes. The rest of the team includes (from
L to R): Christina Dawson ’21, Norwalk Hospital
resident Sharon Sukhdeo, M.D., Katherine Callahan
’21, Paul Bachman, M.D., and Andrew Mawejje.
McNamara, an assistant professor of surgery and an
emergency medicine physician, serves on the global
health committee and is an important advisor and
mentor for students.

TEXT BY ERIN POST

DURING THEIR FIRST GLOBAL HEALTH ROTATION I SEE STUDENTS
FIND INSPIRATION FOR THEIR IDENTITY AS PHYSICIANS. I HAVE NO
DOUBT THAT WHAT THEY HAVE EXPERIENCED WILL MAKE THEM
BETTER DOCTORS. THEIR CURIOSITY AND HUMANITY BRING HOPE
FOR A BETTER FUTURE. ” — MARIAH MCNAMARA, M.D.
UVM L ARNER COLLEGE OF MEDICINE
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Rocky Kisekka, M.D., known to all as Dr. Rocky,
reviews an X-ray with Dawson and Callahan outside
of the hospital, where the light is better to interpret
results. Dr. Rocky, an orthopedic surgeon, proved to
be a frequent presence and key teacher for students.

Callahan, Dawson, McNamara and others welcome
Samuel Luboga, M.Med., Ph.D., back from a trip
to London with a festive song before dinner at his
home. In addition to serving as a medical doctor and
priest with the Anglican church of Uganda, Luboga
and his family host medical students in the Global
Health Program. The homestay model provides
students an opportunity to connect with community
in a deeper way: Dawson and Callahan visited
the Luboga’s farm one weekend, and also had the
chance to participate in an introduction ceremony,
an engagement party for a new bride and groom.

ABOUT THE UNIVERSITY OF VERMONT/
WESTERN CONNECTICUT HEALTH NETWORK
GLOBAL HEALTH PROGRAM

Students work on a quality improvement project for
St. Stephen’s Hospital related to compliance with
Uganda Ministry of Health HIV Guidelines. They note
that although compliance with recommendations
for viral load testing appears to be low, the manual
recording in patient logs and lack of dedicated
personnel for data entry may mean that what is
recorded in the medical registry does not capture
actual activity. Callahan and Dawson are submitting
their abstract to the Consortium of Universities for
Global Health for potential presentation in 2019.
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The UVM/WCHN Global Health Program creates
international partnerships with the vision of improving
patient care and medical education through cooperation
and the exchange of ideas. As participants are exposed to
vastly different health care systems and socioeconomic
structures, the goal is to foster a deeper understanding of
the challenges faced by partner countries in providing high
quality care to their underserved populations. Students,
residents and faculty have the opportunity to complete
rotations at five partner sites around the world.

ABOUT ST. STEPHEN’S HOSPITAL
St. Stephen’s Hospital Mpererwe is a private non-profit
organization founded in 1987 by the Christians of St. Stephen’s
Church of Uganda Mpererwe. Located seven kilometers from
Kampala city center, it serves eight parishes with a catchment
area of about 80,000.

ABOUT MAKERERE UNIVERSITY
COLLEGE OF HEALTH SCIENCES
As the oldest medical training university unit in East Africa,
Makerere University College of Health Sciences has been training
medical and health professionals for over 80 years. The college is
located on Mulago Hill within the Mulago National Referral and
Teaching Hospital complex northeast of Kampala.

UVM L ARNER COLLEGE OF MEDICINE
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THIS AFTERNOON WE
GOT THE CHANCE TO ACCOMPANY
DR. OKELLO ON SOME HOME
VISITS. DESPITE THE VEHICLE’S
FLAWS, OFFERING A SOLUTION TO
THE CHALLENGE OF EVEN GETTING
TO A MEDICAL FACILITY IS ONE
OF THE MOST IMPORTANT THINGS
ONE CAN DO HERE.”
— CHRISTINA DAWSON ’21

WE SEE TWO PATIENTS. A SWEET OLDER WOMAN WHO INVITES ME
TO STAY LONGER SO SHE CAN TEACH ME LUGANDA AND A MAN WHO
REMINDS ME OF MY GRANDPA JACK. IT’S FASCINATING TO BE INVITED
INTO PEOPLE’S HOMES. IT GIVES ME CLEARER INSIGHT INTO THE LIVES
OF THE PATIENTS WE SEE EVERY DAY.” — CHRISTINA DAWSON ’21

Catherine Nakibuule, known to the students as Dr. Cathy (at center, with
Dawson, Callahan, and Norwalk Hospital resident Sharon Sukhdeo, M.D.),
is the medical superintendent for St. Stephen’s Hospital and a key partner for
the global health program. She teaches students at the bedside and helps to
organize learning opportunities, like a presentation the students gave to new
mothers bringing their children to an immunization clinic.

Makerere University
College of Health Sciences

Callahan examines a patient during a home visit.
These trips into the communities surrounding St.
Stephen’s provide much-needed medical care to
patients who may not be able to make it to the
hospital. They also give the students the opportunity
to get to know patients in a deeper way.
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During their global health rotations, students are required to
submit weekly reflections, in part as a way to process what
they’re experiencing. Dawson took the opportunity to add color
and texture to her reflections. Here, she provides a glimpse into
Ugandan food. The page at right is illustrated with a drawing of
the entrance to St. Stephen’s Hospital.
UVM L ARNER COLLEGE OF MEDICINE
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HEADING HOME:
REFLECTIONS ON UGANDA

Katherine Callahan ‘21 (at left) and
Christina Dawson ‘21, outside of
St. Stephen’s Hospital

“Dr. Cathy and Olivia surprised us with a cake. It was so kind, and I was so
touched by the gesture. We cut the very delicious cake into a bunch of small
pieces and shared it with all of the staff at the hospital. It was a great way to
say goodbye. Everyone has been wonderful and generous and open to us, and
everyone has been so willing to teach us and help us learn. I could not have
imagined spending the last six weeks any other way. I have learned so much,
and have met many wonderful people. I look forward to coming back.”
— CHRISTINA DAWSON ’21

“Every day we see a parade of people without adequate resources, suffering
from diseases and injuries that would otherwise be managed differently, or at
a higher level. In my six weeks here, there is no way I will change the structure
of the Ugandan healthcare system, or really have any significant impact on
the patients receiving healthcare. However, in these six weeks I have begun my
career as a physician and member of the global community. My impact will not
come in the next three weeks, or even next years, but eventually I hope to be
a driver of change on the global level.” — KATHERINE CALLAHAN ’21

THIS WEEK IS THE
FIRST WEEK I HAVE
NOTICED A SIGNIFICANT
CHANGE IN MYSELF:
I AM COMFORTABLE.
THAT IS, DURING
MONDAY MORNING
ROUNDS, I FOUND
MYSELF AS LESS OF A
BYSTANDER AND MORE
OF AN ACTIVE PARTICIPANT.”

Dawson and Callahan during rounds at St. Stephen’s Hospital. As
time goes on, the students gain confidence even as they continue
to acknowledge how much there is left to learn.

— KATHERINE CALLAHAN ’21

EVERY TIME I STEP INTO THE OR, REGARDLESS OF COUNTRY,
THERE IS A SANCTITY AND STERILITY THAT I CANNOT GET ENOUGH OF.
I LOVE THE CONSTANTS AND RULES THAT SURPASS ANY GEOGRAPHICAL
BOUNDARIES. I LOVE THAT THE TECHNIQUES REMAIN — MORE OR LESS —
UNVARIED. NEEDLESS TO SAY, I HAVE NO DOUBT THAT SURGERY
WILL BE MY FUTURE.” — KATHERINE CALLAHAN ’21

The communal meeting room serves as a nerve
center of St. Stephen’s Hospital. The entire
staff — from cleaners and social workers to
surgeons and visiting medical students — sits
down together for lunch almost every day.

SEE MORE PHOTOS AND AN INTERVIEW
WITH PHOTOGR APHER DAVID SEAVER AT:
MED.UVM.EDU/VTMEDICINE/WEB-EXTR AS
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