A Physical Therapists perspective by Jessica Graziano
November 2009 was my first trip at Ghana as a physical therapist on Dr Boachie’s team. This trip was an experience that will last a lifetime. I was extremely excited to have the opportunity to make a difference in the lives of others. However, little did I know a small girl would make a difference in mine.

During my time in Ghana, I connected with a friendly, strong willed, thin framed girl from Ethiopia. Her thin frame was deceiving, because beneath it lay a huge heart and a very strong will. When at the FOCOS clinic for pre-operative evaluations, I remember glancing at a little girl sitting patiently as she waited for her appointment. She caught my eye several times, each time giving me a warm and inviting smile. I knew there was something special about her. When I had time between patients, I took the opportunity to sit with her. She asked inquisitive questions about the food I ate, languages I spoke, my favorite subjects at school, and about her surgery. When I asked her what she wants to be when she grows up, her answer was, “A skeletal specialist, because there are many people who need help”. I immediately realized that Mieraf is a special girl who will use her experiences to make a difference in the world. 

Mieraf had her extremely complex surgery during the FOCOS team’s last week in Ghana. The day after her surgery the team was notified that she had not been extubated. I visited her in the intensive care unit three days after her surgery. It was difficult to see this small girl full of hope and positive energy immobile in a hospital bed as her thin framed chest rose and fell with the assistance of a ventilator.  On the fourth day after her surgery, Mieraf had improved. She was weaned of the ventilator and was responsive. Mieraf made a full recovery and was out of bed walking a few days later, Thanks to FOCOS and Dr Boachie’s dream, Mieraf will have her opportunity to make a difference.     

A Medical Student’s Story by Kushagra Verma, NYU School of Medicine, Class of 2010
As a fourth year NYU medical student interested in orthopedics and spine surgery, I knew I was in for a special treat working with the FOCOS team in Ghana. The experience was unique and incredibly inspirational for me. The clinic days were very busy. Patients from Ghana with spinal deformities were usually identified earlier then patients from Sierra Leone or Ethiopia. Patients from Sierra Leone or Ethiopia had the most severe deformities that were the most challenging to treat. Children with untreated tuberculosis often had kyphosis deformities that caused the vertebral bodies to collapse. Many of the children we saw in clinic could not survive without surgery. 

The children were strikingly brave, often flying alone from Sierra Leone or other remote parts of Africa, leaving home for months to have complex surgery. Not one of the children ever complained about anything, which give some insight into how self reliant they might be at home. These children had no idea that the most successful and talented spine surgeons would be correcting their deformity, and they had no idea that the surgery would cost over hundred thousand dollars in the USA. 

It started to make sense by the end of the trip why so many volunteers and senior surgeons would travel across the world over Thanksgiving break to work tirelessly for over sixteen hours a day. The FOCOS team, comprised of over thirty volunteers, quickly forged friendships and worked as a dedicated team. I feel incredibly lucky to have had the opportunity to volunteer with FOCOS in Ghana and learn from expert surgeons in the field. It’s been a life changing experience. 

Back in Action by Liya Palmieri (Physical Therapist)
Volunteering for a medical mission has been a goal of mine for a long time. Joining FOCOS for the November 2009 mission in Ghana was an amazing first time experience for me. The team of clinicians and support staff were excellent on all levels, both professionally and personally. It never really felt like work and FOCOS make a diligent effort to reward our hard work with time for enjoying the unique activities that Ghana has to offer. 

The patients we saw were by far the strongest willed and bravest people I’ve met during my nine year career as a physical therapist. The surgeries our patients endured were complicated, painful and sometimes made difficult by the health care delivery system not being what we are used to here in the United States. 

However, I felt a deep sense of commitment and community among our patients during recoveries. With the assistance of the FOCOS team, we witnessed the children encouraging and supporting each other as they coped with the most challenging moments of their recoveries. At the end of the trip, I felt like each and every person I helped touched my heart, and I will never forget the time I spent with them. Thank you for this amazing opportunity. I hope to be part of it all again soon. 

