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Communities
An education in giving

Pacific health sciences students tallied up 
some large numbers last year when providing 
community service: $10 mil l ion in 
uncompensated dental care; 8,000 free 
screenings and medication reviews for 
seniors and other Medicare recipients; and 
1,900 children taught about healthy eating 
and activities.

Beyond the impressive numbers, there 
are the stories from the Pacific students 
themselves.

With the help of Jenny Balabanian ’16, a 
pharmacy student in the Thomas J. Long 
School of Pharmacy and Health Sciences, 
one woman was able to change her Medicare 
prescription drug plan to save $2,000 in 
annual out-of-pocket costs. 

“She started crying,” said Balabanian, 
“because she couldn’t believe she could get 
the same drug at the same pharmacy for so 
much less by changing her plan. It made me 
realize how valuable our knowledge is.”

Vanisha Gandhi ’14, a graduate of the 
Arthur A. Dugoni School of Dentistry, 
remembers doing a dental screening for a 
homeless man whose mouth full of loose 
teeth were a source of embarrassment, pain, 
and very real inconvenience.

“He wanted to be able to bite down into 
a sandwich, something he hadn’t been able 
to do in a very long time,” said Gandhi. 
“Helping him with both his denta l 
screening and his subsequent extractions 
reminded me that many of us don’t think 
of dental care as a big deal, but for people 
who don’t have access, getting that care can 
be life-changing.”

A blueprint for saving money  
and improving health:  
Mobile Medicare Clinics

Pacific pharmacy professors Rajul Patel, 
Joseph Woelfel and Mark Walberg started 
the Mobile Medicare Clinics eight years 
ago to help seniors navigate the newly 
added Medicare Part D drug benefit. For 
the past several years, Professors Sian Carr-
Lopez and Suzanne Galal have also been 
involved in the clinics. 

In the program’s first year, the clinics 
drew 72 patients. Last fall, 13 clinics were 
held in seven Northern California cities, 
drawing almost 1,400 attendees.

With over 50 drug plans to choose from, 
the out-of-pocket costs for Medicare 
beneficiaries can vary widely depending 
upon what prescriptions a patient needs. 
The plans change every year, and about 80 
percent of those who are helped at the 

clinics find that they can save money by 
making changes to their plans—even if 
they attended the clinic the previous year.

By reviewing the available plans along 
with the medications taken by the patients, 
Pacif ic student pharmacists and their 
volunteer licensed pharmacist preceptors 
have helped save Medicare beneficiaries 
almost $3.3 million in out-of-pocket costs, 
or an average of $896 per person, per year, 
since the clinics began.

And people can now have more than just 
their Medicare benefits checked, as the 
clinics have evolved to provide more 
services. First, the student pharmacists 
added comprehensive medication reviews, 
where they check for possible drug 
interactions or potentially dangerous 
medications. Now the events are full-scale 
health clinics, with multiple vaccinations, 
cholesterol and bone density testing,  
and more.

Although the majority of Medicare 
beneficiaries who attend the clinics are 
seniors, a clinic location specifically aiming 
to help those with permanent disabilities 
was added a few years ago. 

Professor Patel says that the clinics have 
grown so much that he’s tempted to add a 
new title to his business cards: Event Planner.

“We partner with the Centers for 
Medicare & Medicaid Services, and we 

coordinate with a number of governmental 
agencies and nonprofits to put on these 
events,” said Patel. He has received several 
grants to fund the clinics. He has also 
turned down numerous offers of corporate 
sponsorship. “We want to continue to be 
seen as an objective advocate for patient 
health,” he said.

Students who work at the clinics take 
two semesters of training in advance and  
a re a l l  required to do 40 hours of 
community outreach.

It’s more than just practical experience Pacific students gain through participation in numerous 
health care outreach programs throughout Northern California. They help thousands of seniors 
save millions of dollars on their medications. They provide critical dental care for the working 

poor, the homeless and for children. They educate underserved communities about how to be healthier. 

Through their award-winning efforts to bring health care to those most in need, Pacific students are 
also supporting an important foundation of their University: serving its communities. 

“For people who don’t have access to dental care, 
getting that care can be life-changing.”
 —Vanisha Gandhi ’14

Mobile Medicare Clinics
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Student pharmacist Kristine Markham 
’16 has worked at 10 of the Medicare 
clinics and says that when people discover 
they can save money by changing their 
Medicare plans, they often have the same 
reaction: “They look shocked and relieved, 
then they joke about taking vacations with 
the money we just helped them save.”

These personal interactions with patients 
have confirmed Markham’s decision to be 
a pharmacist. “I’ve experienced firsthand 
the impact we have on each patient’s life,” 
she said. “I have wanted to be a pharmacist 
for as long as I can remember for this  
exact reason.”

The populations at the clinics are, by 
d e s i g n ,  o f t e n  u n d e r s e r v e d  a n d 
underrepresented. One in three people 
who attends the clinics is low-income, and 
one in four speaks a language other than 
English. “We really leverage the language 
skills of our students,” said Patel.

Patel has big dreams for the future of the 
Mobile Medicare Clinics. He would like 
to use Pacific’s success to create a blueprint 
for every pharmacy school in the country 
to use in producing clinics of their own.

“We help over a thousand people a year, 
which is great, but there are 55 million 
people on Medicare,” Patel said. “If 
pharmacy schools nationwide did this in 
all of their communities, then we’d really 
be making a difference.”

Connecting dental care  
to communities

Students from Pacific’s Arthur A. Dugoni 
School of Dentistry led the way in making 
dental care an integral part of Project 
Homeless Connect, and they continue to 
make it possible for some of the most 
vulnerable populations in San Francisco to 
receive vital dental services.

Project Homeless Connect (PHC) was 
started in 2004 under then-San Francisco 
mayor Gavin Newsom and connects the 
homeless and working poor of the city to 
health care, legal advice, employment and 
housing assistance, and other services 
through daylong events held at large venues 
several times a year.

In 2007, three dental students approached 
the school’s director of Community 
Programs and the dean, Patrick J. Ferrillo, 

about getting the school involved in the 
project’s events; now the dental screenings 
are one of the most popular sections 
among the dozens of services offered at the 
PHC events.

Yea rs  later,  Paci f ic’s  cont inu ing 
involvement in the events is due to student 
leadership and peer mentoring through the 
school’s Student Community Outreach for 
Public Education (SCOPE) program.

Student volunteers provide free dental 
screenings at the PHC events, and about 25 
percent of the patients require urgent care 
for such problems as abscesses or extractions. 
This care is provided at the Dugoni dental 
clinic, also by student volunteers, either the 
same day or next day. Students refer another 

one-third of the people seen at PHC to 
public health dental clinics for more routine 
care such as cleanings and fillings.

Christine Miller, an associate professor 
and the director of Community Programs, 
has seen firsthand what a difference dental 
care can make for people at PHC. She 
remembers one patient in particular whose 
care several years ago changed him—and 
the PHC.

“There’s always a long line for the dental 
services, and we wouldn’t have time to see 
everyone that day,” she says. “I saw a man, 
probably about 45 years old, who was 
waiting patiently, but his jaw was visibly 
swollen.” Miller pulled the man aside for 
screening, and the dental students helped 
him get the urgent dental care he needed 
that same day. 

A few months later, the man was back at 
PHC. But this time he was a volunteer, 
and he has continued volunteering at the 
events for the past three years.

“He told us that getting dental work 
really was a turning point in his life,”  
she said. “And he wanted to show his 
appreciat ion by giving his t ime to  
this cause.”

PHC is one of over 50 health fairs and 
clinics sponsored by Dugoni’s SCOPE 
officers, and what makes this volunteer 
time particularly impressive, said Miller, 
is that these students are tremendously 
busy studying in the only three-year 
dental program in the country.

Another community health project that 
Dugoni students make time for is the 
annua l  Give K ids A Smi le event . 
Sponsored by the American Dental 
Association and held at hundreds of 
locations throughout the nation, Give 
Kids A Smile is an opportunity for 
children to receive free screenings, 
treatment, and oral health education. 
Dugoni hosted three of these daylong 

events in February in Stockton, San 
Francisco and Union City, providing 
dental care to nearly 300 children.

For more than 20 years, SCOPE leaders 
and other student volunteers have had a 
passion for improving people’s oral health 
and a real curiosity and drive to learn more 
about dentistry. At Project Homeless 
Connect and other events, the students 
experience more diverse clients and a 
wider range of dental issues than they do 
at the Dugoni clinics.

 For some students like Gandhi, the 
former SCOPE co-president, volunteering 
with patients who otherwise wouldn’t 
have dental care showed her the career 
path she wanted to pursue.

The San Francisco native is now working 
in a nonprofit community dental clinic, 
where she feels at home. “This is my 
community,” Gandhi said. “I don’t come 
from a privileged background, but I had 
access to some opportunities that many 
do not, and serving people from the 
community is what I feel drawn to do.”

“I’ve experienced firsthand the impact we have 
on each patient’s life. I have wanted to be a  
pharmacist for as long as I can remember for 
this exact reason.” —Kristine Markham ’16

SCOPE
Project Homeless Connect
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$10 million: value of 
uncompensated dental care to 14,000 
underserved patients throughout 
Northern California

50: free health events where dental 
students and faculty provided dental 
screenings and oral health information

5,200: hours volunteered by 
Pacific dental students

80%: the (approximate) percentage 
of Medicare beneficiaries who are able 
to save money on their out-of-pocket 
prescription costs after having their 
medications and plans reviewed at 
Pacific’s Mobile Medicare Clinics

$2,500: money raised by  
dental school student groups for  
local nonprofits

$896 per person, per year:  
average amount saved by Medicare 
beneficiaries after having their plans 
and medications reviewed by Pacific 
student pharmacists 

100: free health care events where 
pharmacy students and faculty helped 
3,750 patients with medication therapy 
reviews, mental health assessments, 
asthma care and screenings for blood 
pressure, blood glucose, cholesterol 
and osteoporosis

992: free immunizations provided  
at health outreach events

1,900: children in the Stockton 
area reached by physical therapy 
students through the Healthy Children 
program and Pacific Family Health Fair, 
with information and activities that 
encourage healthful physical activity 
and good nutrition for K-12 students

$1.8 million: annual budget 
administered by College of the 
Pacific’s Community Reentry Program 
to provide mental health services to 
residents of San Joaquin County 
through six different programs

Award-Winning Service
The achievements of Pacific’s Mobile Medicare Clinics have been honored on a national scale. In November, the program received the Award 
for Excellence in Program Innovation from the Archstone Foundation and The American Public Health Association. The program was also one 
of only four to receive the 2013–14 American Association of Colleges of Pharmacy (AACP) Student Community Engaged Service Award.

Dugoni was one of three honorees presented with Project Homeless Connect’s Connector Awards, recognizing the school’s essential service 
to the PHC program at the organization’s 10th anniversary gala held in December in San Francisco. 

Results of Their Caring  |  Pacific’s Health Care Community Service Impact in 2014:

Through numerous outreach programs and health fairs, Pacific students provide vital health services and education to our communities’ most vulnerable populations.  
Pictured above: (from l. to r.) Kaiser Health Fair in Stockton; Project Homeless Connect in San Francisco; and Medicare Part D outreach in Lodi    


