
Beyond
our walls
Community Engagement 



Partnerships are how VCU Health can serve  
Virginians in every corner of the Commonwealth,  
working with government agencies and institutions, 
nonprofits, colleges, civic groups, health care  
providers and community organizations.   

At VCU Health, outreach means connecting with citizens 
and really listening as they tell us about the real needs of  
their regions.

Engagement means leveraging our knowledge, resources 
and volunteerism to support our partners, maximize results, 
eliminate waste, advance innovation and lower costs. 

Visit vcuhealthbeyondourwalls.org to learn more about how 
we reach out to communities to change lives for the better.

VCU Health is the outward-facing brand that encompasses 
the VCU Health System and its hospitals, and other clinical 
operations, health plan, and the health sciences schools of 
Virginia Commonwealth University.

Cover: More than 180 children without dental insurance 
received free dental care at this year’s Give Kids a Smile Day, 
sponsored by VCU Dental Care.
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Fulfilling our  
mission
As you walk the corridors of VCU Health’s many facilities, you see us 
fulfilling our mission to the people of Virginia.

We are a leading academic medical center, offering advanced clinical 
care, providing education to future health care professionals and 
conducting cutting-edge research.

We treat the most medically, socially and financially vulnerable citizens of 
our community, often providing the care they can find nowhere else.

We train thousands of doctors, researchers, nurses, dentists, therapists 
and other health care professionals.

We’ve been ranked as the top hospital in Virginia—rated among the 
nation’s best in no fewer than six specialty practices. We’ve built an  
elite team of 11,000 professionals, many of them leading experts  
in their fields.

This is what most people know about VCU Health. But for years, our 
mission has extended far beyond the walls of our campus to engage 
with communities across the Commonwealth.

This report offers a glimpse of just a few of the hundreds of ways we're 
making a significant difference in the lives and health of those we serve.

Marsha D. Rappley, M.D.
Vice president, VCU Health Sciences
CEO, VCU Health System
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High school students participate in a patient simulation exercise 
in the nurse anesthesia program as part of the Health Sciences 

Academy, just one of VCU’s health career pipeline programs.



Look beyond  
our walls
VCU Health has a strong presence throughout Virginia.  

Treating. Supporting. Mentoring. Teaching. Partnering.

Community engagement is a critical part of our mission 
to serve the Commonwealth.

Our outreach programs number in the hundreds and 
continue to expand. We can describe only a handful  
of them in these pages. 

Our work touches thousands of lives.  
 
The impact is immeasurable. 

4 5



It’s said that “Saving one person’s life is like saving the 
entire world.” Whether through efforts to break the cycle of 
violence and trauma in the inner city, enhance the health 
and lives of children and our older citizens, support health 
education and events in communities statewide, or provide 
primary and preventive care to tens of thousands of 
underserved patients, we are helping improve the quality of 
health for all Virginians—one life at a time.  

Creating a 
better state 
of health  
for Virginia
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We’ve seen that a significant number of young people who 

are hospitalized for violent injuries continue on a trajectory 

that places them at risk for revictimization or reinjury. 

Studies estimate that 44 percent of these victims will be 

reinjured within five years, and 20 percent will suffer a  

violent death. A pilot study focusing on youths aged 10–24 

who had been admitted to VCU Medical Center for injuries 

such as gunshot wounds, stab wounds and assaults led to 

the development of Bridging the Gap. This voluntary 

program has been shown to break the cycle of violence by 

providing a brief hospital-based violence intervention 

program combined with intensive case management 

services that connect these young people and their families 

with community resources to assist with housing, 

educational, vocational, social and mental health needs. 

Our East End: Emerging Leaders program identifies at-risk 

middle- and high-school-age youth who live in the East End 

of Richmond. Students have the opportunity to learn life 

skills, such as conflict resolution; explore the possibility of 

health care careers; and participate in internships. Case 

management services are also provided.

The Richmond Mayor’s Youth Academy, the VCU Police 

Department, VCU Health’s Jump Rope to Stethoscopes 

program, the Richmond City Police Department, Art 180  

and the Boys and Girls Club are partners in this program.

The facts are stunning: one in four women will experience 

some form of abuse in her lifetime, and more than half of 

female adult homicide victims are killed by an intimate partner.  

Project EMPOWER provides confidential advocacy service  

to women or their family members who experience intimate 

partner or sexual violence. In addition, we provide in-depth 

training and education to health care professionals to help 

them recognize the signs of intimate partner violence and 

address them through screening, mandated reporting 

and prevention. Today, we collaborate with community 

organizations such as Virginia Domestic and Sexual Violence 

Action Alliance, Safe Harbor, the YWCA, Hanover Safe Place, 

the James House and the Virginia Anti-Violence Project, 

among others, to take on the challenge of intimate partner 

violence throughout Virginia.

Bridging the Gap has been shown to break the cycle of  
violence by providing a brief hospital-based violence intervention 
program combined with intensive case management services  
that connect these young people and their families with  
community resources to assist with housing, educational,  
vocational, social and mental health needs.

Violence intervention  
and injury prevention 
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Star’s husband sang “Eenie, Meenie, Miny, Moe” as he aimed the gun at 
Star and their two little daughters, one after another. Then slowly, slowly,  
he lowered the gun.  

That night is just one example of the horrendous abuse Star Myles suffered 
at the hands of her husband for nearly 15 years—culminating in a night  
of terror when he knocked Star unconscious and shot her in the head.  
After a week of intensive care in VCU Medical Center’s trauma center, 
months of rehabilitation and 15 surgeries, Star survived. But her emotional 
recovery took far longer. The emotional and financial support of the Carol 
Adams Foundation gave her the tools to become a true survivor—and a 
fighter for other victims of domestic violence. Star serves as a volunteer 
with VCU Health’s chapter of the Trauma Survivor Network.

StarMyles
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Keeping all kids  
healthy, safe  
and sound
Wellness, safety and injury prevention 
awareness programs for children 
provide lessons that last a lifetime.

Every summer, 25 children gather  
for a weeklong fun, adventure-filled 
experience at Camp WannaCure. 
Campers make crafts, swim and 
enjoy all the typical activities that  
you would expect from a kids’ camp. 
There’s only one difference—all of 
these children have diabetes.  

This program has been conducted  
by Children’s Hospital of Richmond 
at VCU for the past eight years, with 
support from MCVH Auxiliary Grants 
and corporate sponsors. Participants 
range in age from rising first graders 
to rising fifth graders, with older 
children serving as volunteer  
camp counselors.

Camp WannaCure helps children 
learn to live with diabetes by  
offering them an opportunity to 
enjoy a “normal” summer camp 
experience in a medically safe and 
supportive environment. 

Campers learn from one another  
and benefit from role models—
individuals who have diabetes, yet 
have gone on to accomplish great 
things in their lives. The message  
is simple: your life does not have to 
be defined by your diabetes. You can 
achieve whatever you set your mind 
and heart on doing.

VCU Health also focuses on teaching 
children strong prevention skills. 
Safe Kids Virginia is part of a 
worldwide effort to prevent 
accidental injuries to children through  
 

grassroots partnerships, advocacy, 
public awareness and family 
education, including everything  
from car seat safety checks to 
bicycle rodeos, pedestrian safety 
training and water safety.

By nature, teenagers tend to be risk 
takers at heart. Preventable injuries 
are the leading cause of death for 
young people ages 14 to 25. We 
partner with community organizations 
to help teenagers realize the  
very real consequences of risky 
behavior, with programs such as  
Get Real–Alcohol/Drug Choices & 
Consequences for You (GR-ACY),  
which addresses drugs and alcohol  
use among youth in Richmond and 
Chesterfield County, and Project 
Impact, a program that focuses on 
distracted driving, substance use,  
and teen dating violence.
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The Richmond Health and Wellness Program helps 300 older 
adults in five low-income senior housing facilities age well  
“in place,”  healthy and happier at home, rather than going  
back and forth to the hospital.

Health and wellness programs and education are key 
components of many of our community engagement 
efforts. A constant emphasis on enhancing health and 
well-being has an enormous impact on all of us—improving 
the quality of our lives and reducing health care costs. We 

reach out to diverse populations, from newborns and teens 
to our oldest citizens, from urban and suburban to rural 
communities, in every income class. Here is just one 
example of how we are improving the health of a 
particularly vulnerable population.

The Richmond Health and Wellness Program helps more 
than 300 older adults in five low-income senior housing 
facilities age well “in place,” living healthy and happier  
at home. 
 
Teams from the VCU Schools of Nursing, Pharmacy, 
Medicine and Social Work and the Department of 

Psychology hold regular clinics at the senior housing facilities to 
evaluate health care needs and collaborate with primary care 
providers to help the residents achieve their personal wellness 
goals. The program aims to contain health care costs by reducing 
emergency visits and hospital stays, while providing students 
with valuable experience in treating geriatric and at-risk patients 
and learning and practicing interprofessional collaboration. By 
June 2016, the number of participants will increase to 500.

The Richmond Health and Wellness Program has become a 
national model for community-based interprofessional practice 
and education. An in-depth evaluation of outcomes data will be 
conducted upon completion of the three-year grant period. 

However, preliminary assessment by the Virginia Health Quality 
Center shows promising results in terms of reduced 
emergency department visits.

Promoting health  
and wellness  
for older adults 
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Finding new ways to 
improve health status 
while reducing costs
VCU Medical Center serves as a “safety net” hospital, committed 
to caring for all citizens, regardless of their ability to pay. These 
include the most medically, socially and financially vulnerable 
individuals. We take on the toughest cases and accept the biggest 
health care challenges. Because we are Virginia’s top hospital, 
many of the patients least able to afford care receive the most 
expert, highest-quality care available.

Ensuring that the uninsured have adequate access to health care 
services can be challenging. The most expensive forms of health 
care are the emergency department and inpatient settings, yet  
for many populations, particularly the economically insecure  
and the underserved, these are their only means of obtaining  
needed services.

Through partnerships and innovative approaches, we’ve found 
ways to enhance access to care while dramatically reducing  
costs and promoting better health.
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Cutting costs  
in half through 
coordinated care
Since the program’s inception in 2000, Virginia Coordinated  
Care for the Uninsured (VCC) has served approximately 85,000 
low-income adults, many with multiple and complex medical 
problems. Established with a private-sector grant from the Jenkins 
Foundation and operated without state or federal funding support, 
the program aims to improve the health of participants and reduce 
health care costs by providing individuals with primary care and 
intense case management and care coordination. The original  
idea was to reduce unnecessary emergency department visits  
and hospitalizations through preventive measures.  

Has the effort been successful? The results are staggering. The 
program has reduced the annual average cost per patient by  
nearly half, from $8,899 to $4,569, while also reducing nonurgent 
emergency department visits and inpatient admissions.
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Elizabeth Giavos had relentless health issues: back problems, GI and urology 
issues, high blood pressure, countless allergies, bone fractures, melanoma,  
lupus and more. The one thing she didn’t have was a doctor. Instead, she 
went to the ER when one or another of her health problems became serious. 

Then Elizabeth was referred to our Virginia Coordinated Care (VCC) program.  
Today, one primary care provider manages all Elizabeth’s medical problems  
and coordinates her specialist visits and medications. The result? No more  
expensive ER visits. No more waiting until small problems become major 
ones. And best of all, Elizabeth, a hair stylist for 35 years, can now work 
steadily and support herself.  

ElizabethGiavos
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Virginia Premier achieves better outcomes for the  
patient through prevention, early intervention and  
chronic disease management.

Virginia Premier Health Plan, among the largest Medicaid 
managed care organizations in Virginia, provides more than 
194,000 members, many in remote regions, with innovative 
care delivery models that are designed to: 

• Achieve better outcomes for the patient through prevention,  
   early intervention and chronic disease management 

• Save money through reduced emergency visits and  
   inpatient stays

Here are three ways that Virginia Premier achieves its goals:

Wise and Lee Counties are located in one of the most 
remote and medically underserved regions of the state. 
Virginia Premier has partnered with the local Community 
Services Board in Southwest Virginia to develop a pilot 
program that integrates primary health care into an  
existing behavioral medicine practice. The program 
delivers complete and coordinated care that encompasses 
both mental health and medical management. To date,  
90 members have been enrolled in the program.

Now, more than 5,500 individuals who are “dually eligible” 
(eligible for both Medicaid and Medicare) enjoy a new level  
of coordinated health care as members of Virginia Premier 
CompleteCare. One of only three pilot programs in the state 
designed to address the specific needs of those patients, 
CompleteCare delivers intensive case management that 
encompasses primary/acute care, long-term care, medication 
management and social services for members from Richmond, 
Roanoke, Charlottesville, Tidewater and Northern Virginia. 

In Roanoke, Virginia Premier offers its members access to an 
exclusive patient-centered medical home. The medical 

home was created to address the shortage of primary care 
doctors in the area. The goals are to improve health, manage 
disease, increase wellness and improve access to health  
care by offering extended hours and making more services 
available in one location. Care managers are on-site, enabling 
them to meet with members and caregivers and pinpoint any 
medical or psychosocial barriers to following a plan of care.  
The care manager acts as a bridge to facilitate referrals for 
additional services within the community or the health plan. 
Virginia Premier offers this state-of-the-art medical home to 
12,000 members.

Everyone deserves 
premier health care 
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Anne Panti and her husband, Kwadwo, moved from their 
native Ghana to the U.S. After eight years of marriage, Anne 
had suffered five miscarriages. Two years ago, they moved 
to Richmond. Here, she was rushed to VCU Medical Center 
with a dangerous ectopic pregnancy. When she recovered, 
Anne became pregnant again. But this time, she was told 
she was eligible for Medical Assistance, applied for benefits 
and enrolled in Virginia Premier.  

When Regina Collier, a Virginia Premier medical outreach 
worker, met her new client, she was struck by Anne’s 
warmth and hope after so much heartbreak. She was 
determined to help Anne bring her unborn baby to term. 
Regina called Anne regularly to check on her progress, 
arranged transportation for doctor’s appointments and 
visited Anne to provide guidance, supplies…and 
reassurance. Finally, in March 2016, Anne gave birth to 
Kwabena, a healthy, robust eight-pound baby boy. 

Today, Regina is still with Anne as her baby grows and 
thrives, not just as her medical outreach worker, but also  
as her friend.

AnnePanti
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Partnerships 
to help rural, 
urban and 
underserved 
populations 
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Collaboration is a way of life at VCU Health. It’s how we practice 
medicine, and how we relate to community partners when 
we’re working together to address the needs of underserved or 
disadvantaged populations. Sometimes we take the lead; 
sometimes we play a support role—whatever it takes to help our 
neighbors who most need our help.

In 2014, VCU Health System and Community Memorial 
Healthcenter joined together to expand the range and depth of 
health care services for the residents of South Hill Virginia and 
northern North Carolina. A beautiful state-of-the-art facility is now 
under construction and scheduled to open in 2017 to house the 
newly named VCU Health Community Memorial Hospital.



Big smiles  
for kids
In areas where even basic medical care is scarce, dental  
care is an unimaginable luxury. Yet tooth decay is the  
most common chronic disease in children—with  
lifelong consequences. 

Residents at the VCU Dental School’s Department  
of Pediatric Dentistry work with the VCU Center for 
Interprofessional Education and Collaborative Care to  
provide education about dental health and dental care to 
children in rural areas where families do not have easy 
access to these services. The ambitious goal: to reach  
the approximately 50 percent of low-income children in 
Virginia who have not yet seen a dentist.
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Rx for healthier communities 
Over the years, as VCU Health’s community outreach efforts  
have expanded and have become more innovative, we’ve seen 
the VCU School of Pharmacy take the lead in reaching out to 
our most vulnerable populations—transforming access to care 
through partnerships.

The Pharmacist Collaborative Care and Outreach in the 
Community (PCOC) has formed seven formal partnerships 
with community organizations: CrossOver Healthcare Ministry, 
the Daily Planet, Goochland Free Clinic and Family Services, 
Imperial Plaza, Richmond Area Compassionate Care Pharmacy, 
Richmond Center for Healthy Hearts and the Richmond Health 
and Wellness Program. As a part of these partnerships, more 

than 650 School of Pharmacy students, residents and faculty 
members participated in more than 33,000 patient care 
encounters in the greater Richmond area. 

Since 2007, PCOC has expanded beyond the greater Richmond 
area to become an active partner in seven additional outreach 
programs that deliver interdisciplinary care to the underserved 
across the Commonwealth. More than 200 students and 
faculty members from various health care disciplines care for 
6,700 patients annually. PCOC won the prestigious C. Peter 
Magrath University Community Engagement Award in 2014  
for outstanding community outreach and engagement 
partnerships by a four-year public university. 

Caring for the whole child 
It’s tragic when very young children show symptoms of emotional 
distress such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). But far 
too many children endure violence in their communities or volatile 
home lives, and today we are witnessing the toll on their emotional 
health. Once again, community partnerships must pave the way 
for vital mental health services.

Our Children’s Mental Health Resource Center (CMHRC), 
created through partnerships with Richmond area pediatricians, 
mental health professionals, and various private and public 
agencies, helps families navigate the complexities of the 
children’s mental health system. Since its doors opened in March 
2011, CMHRC has provided information, support and direct access 
to mental health services to more than 2,700 families. About 500 
children were referred by 125 pediatric medical providers who 
participate in our program.

One of the newest programs offered by CMHRC involves 
working with the city of Richmond’s 7th District Health & 
Wellness Initiative to provide training and facilitate access to 
mental health services for low-income children and their families. 
To date, 130 local residents—including adults and youth—have 
completed training. 

Faculty members from VCU Virginia Treatment Center for 
Children are piloting a program with the Peter Paul Development 
Center Project on Family Wellness Partnership in Richmond’s 
East End, which includes many of the city’s most impoverished 
neighborhoods, to create a mental wellness program for children 
and families with a focus on prevention. The project is being 
developed based on data from the East End “Datapalooza”— 
input from the community identifying mental health issues as a 
primary health need.
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VCU Health is filling 
the career pipeline 
with more health care 
professionals than 
any other institution 
in Virginia
Like the rest of the nation, Virginia is facing a serious 
shortage of health care professionals—and the demand is 
expected to grow significantly during the coming decade. 
The population is aging and requires more medical services, 
older health care workers are reaching retirement age and 
there are too few health care professionals in training today 
to meet tomorrow’s needs. Without a concerted effort to 
draw more people into health care careers, the shortage 
could become critical.

VCU Health saw the need and recognized the answer: 
introduce young people to health care careers early and 
then nurture their interests until they are fully engaged  
as practicing professionals. 
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A sustained effort 
to fill the pipeline
Celebrating its 10th year of service, VCU Health’s Jump Rope to  
Stethoscopes (JR2S) has educated more than 4,500 middle  
and high school students about health care career opportunities 
through in-house and community programs. JR2S is the  
umbrella for several distinct programs.

One such program is the Mary Elizabeth Mahoney Nursing Camp, 
where rising seventh-, eighth- and ninth-grade students explore 
nursing as a potential career by spending a week shadowing a 
health care professional and trying their hands at basic medical and 
nursing skills.

Each year, JR2S offers a for-credit course in health care at a 
designated high-risk middle school within the Richmond Public 
School System. The course includes lectures, a hospital tour, 
demonstrations of medical and nursing skills and a life skills  
project of writing a resume and interviewing for entry-level  
health care positions.

JR2S sponsors a Boy Scouts of America Learning for Life  
program for boys and girls, ages 14 to 18, who are interested  
in learning more about health care careers. Students who 
successfully complete two years of this monthly program are 
offered a four-week paid summer internship at VCU Health.
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Timothy Pierce credits his path to a career as a pharmacist to inspirational 
figures and experiences in his life. In high school, his mother, a registered 
nurse, encouraged him to explore health care as a career. A VCU career 
development program, Acceleration, inspired him to pursue his doctor of 
pharmacy degree. Today, he is working as a pharmacist and inspiring 
others to tackle health disparities in underserved communities.

TimothyPierce
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pathway to achieve their goals. To date, 775 participants have 
received 2,083 hours of college credit for completing Health 
Sciences Academy career exploration courses, and they have 
performed 13,820 hours of service in community health care 
settings. About 21 percent of these students have 
subsequently enrolled at VCU.

College-level programs

When high school students prepare to enter college, VCU 
Health is ready to give them every opportunity to succeed. 
Here are just two examples:

VCU Acceleration. This four-week summer program is 
designed to enhance the success of first-year students in 
pre-health programs with preparatory classes in biology, 
chemistry and math. Support continues with a living-learning 
community for freshmen, specialized advising and 
opportunities to volunteer and learn about various health  
 
 

care professions. Currently, 90 percent of third-year 
undergraduates who participated in VCU Acceleration have 
continued their education, which is higher than the third-year 
retention rate for VCU students overall.

Summer Academic Enrichment Program. College juniors 
and seniors and recent graduates who are interested in 
applying to dental, medical, pharmacy or physical therapy 
programs participate in a six-week summer program. Students 
take three core professional-level courses and receive  
in-depth exposure to their specific track through lectures  
and hands-on activities. The program is geared toward 
students from disadvantaged (educationally, socially or 
economically) backgrounds.

To date, 185 students who participated in Acceleration or the 
Summer Academic Enrichment Program have enrolled in 
health professional training programs, including 114 at VCU.
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It’s never too early to think about  
caring for others

We have developed a range of career pipeline programs to 
encourage bright students, from kindergarten to post-
baccalaureate education levels, to learn about and enter these 
fields. We support them every step of the way, actively 
recruiting from diverse backgrounds. We scout Virginia’s 
schools to find and inspire these students. 

Elementary and middle school programs

The urge to educate comes naturally at an academic medical 
center. We spark younger children’s interest in health care  

careers with programs like Lobs & Lessons. This youth 
enrichment program is designed to strengthen life skills,  
promote academics and create paths to higher education 
through the sport of tennis.  

Healthcare Quest. Participating middle school students from 
Richmond Public Schools and Henrico County Public Schools 
are introduced to a variety of health science career options.

Discovery. Middle school students are exposed to science, 
technology, engineering arts and health sciences during 
one-week summer sessions. Classes are taught by VCU 
faculty, graduate students and professionals in the field and 
held in university classrooms and laboratories. 

High school programs

In high school, students are looking for direction in their lives.  
We offer pathways to a wide range of health careers across 
multiple disciplines, with summer programs, workshops, 
lectures and hands-on activities. Two of the many programs 
offered are:

Project ACEe (Academic, Career and Educational 
experiences). High school students explore the medical 
profession through workshops and mentoring from current 
medical students. The goal is to increase the number of health 
care professionals from disadvantaged backgrounds who will 
practice in the state of Virginia.

Health Sciences Academy. Students from Cosby High School 
Health Sciences Specialty Center in Chesterfield County, 
Richmond Community High School and John Marshall High 
School explore various health careers and chart an academic  



Offering hope 
and opportunity 
through research 
and education
VCU Massey Cancer Center is committed to applying our 
knowledge and expertise for the benefit of all Virginians. We’re 
relentless in our efforts to defeat cancer through treatment, 
research, education and outreach.

A National Cancer Institute-designated cancer center, we offer 
access to more than 100 clinical trials and research studies testing 
novel treatments, medical devices and prevention methods for 
more than 20 types of cancer. Access to clinical studies is 
enhanced through a statewide network of health systems and 
oncology medical practices, with affiliates in Fredericksburg, 
Lynchburg, Petersburg, Richmond, South Hill and Winchester.  

Cancer is the number one cause of death in Virginia. That is why 
we reach out to all corners of the Commonwealth, including the 
underserved Southern Virginia region, to enlist patients in search  
of new hope through clinical research.
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Surgery, radiation, systemic therapy: cancer 
treatment is saving more lives than ever. 
But we’re also saving lives through 
education—teaching about prevention, 
early detection and survivorship. VCU 
Massey Cancer Center has created a  
vast network of outreach programs and 
services, including cancer prevention  
and control studies, Cancer Research  
and Resource Centers and cancer 
education programs.

The Healthy Living and Learning Center in 
Petersburg, a partnership with Petersburg 
Public Library and the Crater Health District, 
hosts an average of 24 health events in  
the community each month. During the 
2013–14 fiscal year, 720 referrals were 
made to free local resources such as 
cancer screenings and wellness classes, 
10 volunteers and interns were trained  
as consumer health information  
specialists and the center participated in  
27 collaborative partnership programs.

VCU Massey Cancer Center operates 
Cancer Research and Resource Centers  

in Danville and Lawrenceville. Funded in 
part by a grant from the Virginia Tobacco  
Region Revitalization Commission, the 
centers in Danville were established in 
January 2012 and in Lawrenceville in  
May 2013.

Since that time, the centers have 
engendered an impressive level of 
community involvement. Together,  
the two centers have:

• Partnered with more than 80 civic groups,     
 churches, government agencies, schools,  
 libraries, health care providers, colleges  
 and nonprofit organizations to provide   
 ongoing educational health programs  
 and initiatives, including task forces in  
 each location.

• Offered direct support services to 307   
 cancer patients. 

• Conducted 41 community education   
 programs on cancer-related topics, with  
 attendance exceeding 2,000 people.

• Produced 12 articles and publications  
 with a total distribution of 68,228.

Saving lives through  
the power of education
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Audrey Carter endured a horrific, lonely, five-year battle with 
throat cancer that left her all but voiceless—but she was 
determined to speak up. In 2014, she was driving through 
Lawrenceville when she first saw VCU Massey’s Cancer 
Research and Resource Center of Southern Virginia. Curious, 
she stopped and spoke haltingly with the staff about her ordeal. 
“They were so patient and understanding,” she says. The staff 
explained that the Center helped cancer patients throughout the 
region, from helping newly diagnosed patients find treatment to 
providing comprehensive resources for patients and survivors.  

Audrey realized that she had something special to bring to the 
Center: understanding. “Help and support doesn’t always come 
from family, doctors or nurses,” she says. “People can say they 
understand, but unless they have had cancer, they really don’t 
understand.” Audrey decided to use her broken voice to help 
others. The Center gave her a “Boogie Board”—an electronic 
sketch pad—to help her communicate her message of survival, 
hope and understanding.

AudreyCarter
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The two neighborhoods are only five miles apart. But 
when VCU researchers mapped health data in the 
Richmond region, they saw that those five miles 
spanned a shocking 20-year gap in life expectancy. In 
Westover Hills, the average life span was 83 years. 
Across the river, in Gilpin Court, the average was 63 
years. Neighborhood by neighborhood, we found more 
and more discrepancies. Residents on one side of a 
freeway were living 10 years longer than residents on 
the other side. Why was the opportunity to lead a long 
and healthy life varying so dramatically among 
community members living side by side? 

The VCU Center on Society and Health and the  
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation joined forces to 
study the connection between neighborhoods,  
health and longevity. These results are not unique  
to Richmond. The Center’s project includes 19 other 
locations across the U.S., from major cities to 
sprawling rural areas. The results have made  
headlines nationwide: America’s neighborhoods have  
a disproportionate impact on the quality of our health 
and the length of our lives. The most pressing question 
now is: Why?

The studies continue. With a grant from the National 
Institutes of Health, the Center convened Engaging 
Richmond, a community-academic partnership to 
investigate the social factors that affect people’s health 
and longevity in Richmond. Its recent report, Health 
Equity in Richmond, Virginia, provides insights into the 
characteristics of different communities, including:
      • Income gaps and poverty
      • Race
      • Educational opportunities
      • Access to healthy food
      • Opportunities for recreation and physical activity
      • Health care and mental health
      • Neighborhood segregation or urban isolation

Positive social change comes only when policy makers, 
decision makers and community stakeholders have 
relevant, actionable information about major problems. 
The VCU Center on Society and Health’s studies have 
helped policy makers understand how their decisions 
might affect population health. Their work is already 
guiding VCU Health in our efforts to help people in 
communities in Richmond and throughout the 
Commonwealth live healthier, longer lives.

VCU Center on Society and Health: 
The communities we live in impact 
the length of our lives
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The eyes of the world were on Richmond 
when CHoR accepted the case of Maria 
and Teresa Tapia, 19-month-old conjoined 
twins from the Dominican Republic, in 2011. 
The twins were separated in a 20-hour 
surgical procedure involving multiple  
teams of specialists. These brave little girls 
captured the hearts of everyone who heard 
their story.

From inside our walls to beyond them, our 
mission is to make an impact on the health 
and well-being of the world.

We’ve taken on the mission of getting 
involved in our communities, reaching  
out and touching lives with our skills,  
our knowledge and our compassion, in  
search of better health and better lives  
for all Virginians.

But our mission knows no boundaries.  
We are dedicated to serving all of 
humanity—such as our involvement with 
the World Pediatric Project (WPP). Children’s 
Hospital of Richmond at VCU (CHoR) has 

provided surgical care to more than 350  
children from WPP’s partner countries in 
Central America and the Caribbean. More 
than half of the cases were open-heart 
surgeries, with the remaining cases 
made up of neurological, orthopedic, 
maxillofacial and general surgery.  

We are proud of the work being done to 
reach out to the world. Forty-nine 
surgical and diagnostic teams from CHoR 
travel abroad each year to render care  

 
 
 
 
 
 
and provide advanced education to 
doctors in a host of nations. We’ve  
even established pediatric heart  
surgery programs in Panama and  
the Dominican Republic to help save 
even more children.
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For all humanity
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