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I submit this report with the most sincere gratitude to CFHI, as the experiences afforded to me during my leave of absence from studies this year have shaped me into a different person – one much more aware of her surroundings, of the sufferings of others, and most importantly, now armed with the knowledge of service learning to try and make a difference.
The opportunity to take part in a program such as those offered by Child Family Health International is once in a lifetime. As a recipient of a full scholarship as an IFMSA member, I have been incredibly privileged to undertake a Reproductive Health program placement in Quito, Ecuador during April 2008. 

Armed with a few phrases of self-taught Spanish, my stethoscope and colouring books full of “Australia’s Most Dangerous Animals” for he two young boys in my home stay family, I set off. After a 28hour journey from Melbourne, Australia, I finally touched down in Quito. I felt I had arrived in foreign world. Believing I would be ok despite the language barrier, I found it incredibly difficult not being able to communicate immediately with my new family. The first two weeks were among the most challenging I have experienced, as I battled culture-shock, homesickness and communication difficulties. Tackling the latter through intensive one-on-one eight hour days of classes certainly tested my resolve, but gave me a brilliant head start for the rest of my time in Ecuador, and indeed, South America. 

This was my first experience of South America, and Quito opened my eyes. Busy, noisy and bustling, I was initially overwhelmed by the degree of poverty visible on the streets, and the pollution. I felt helpless. My home stay family live in a quieter, safer part of town, but together with my fellow program participants, the many excursions, dinners and evenings spent working on our salsa dance moves in La Mariscal district have left lasting memories of mirth. I have made lasting new friendships in all parts of the world. Ecuador is a country of immense diversity, and the opportunity to explore on weekends left us with tons of photos to share, and a lot of souvenirs! 
My home stay “parents”, Lorena and Marcos, made my placement the incredible experience it was, and I am so grateful to them. To be welcomed into a family’s home with the genuine care offered to me brought a lot of comfort over my adjustment period. The warm smiles, delicious dinners, impromptu cooking classes and laughs around the dining table piece together to make a favourite patchwork quilt of memories. The two young sons, aged 6 and 4, were both my playmates and language teachers, always quick to correct my improving Spanish with a giggle and a game. 

However, it was in the clinical environment that I found myself most challenged. Living and training as a final-year medical student in Australia, I have had my eyes opened to just how privileged we are in terms of medical supplies and resources. It was confronting to comprehend initially the reality in countries like Ecuador, where medical professionals must work within significant boundaries of insufficient resources. All 3 of my mentors in each different clinical setting were wonderful people and brilliant clinicians, as testified by the many patients who would wait many hours to see them. I certainly learnt a lot from them, and feel privileged to have had their guidance. 

My time spent in the large maternity hospital in Quito was at times incredibly difficult. Described by some as a “baby factory”, I was astounded by the number of women in labour on a daily basis. More shocking for me was the age of these women – often in their late teen and early twenties, they were roughly the same age as myself, and some were having their second, third, fourth child... What a starkly different life they were living to mine. My most poignant memory of clinics was in a smaller Centro de Salud. A girl of twenty-two years, the same age as me, came to clinic with gynaecological complaints. During the course of taking a history, it was revealed that she had been sexually abused as a young child by a family member. She had never sought help, never had treatment of any kind, physically or psychologically, and the rest of her family refused to acknowledge it had ever happened. I had no idea of the frequency of abuse in Ecuador, but the section devoted to it in the history-taking pages of the patient notes assured me it was far more frequent than one would like to believe. The distress of this beautiful young girl as she was examined for her gynaecological complaint broke my heart, and I held her hand and assured her I was right there with her for the duration of her examination. She taught me a lot about strength, and as she hugged and thanked me at the end of the consultation, I took with me a certainty that my future role in medicine will be focused on educating and empowering women.
There were times where I found myself wondering if clinical situations and scenarios should have been handled differently. It was in these moments that I reminded myself that there are many different methods and means of practicing medicine the world over, and that the ways I have been taught are not necessarily the “correct” ways. I was a guest, and my role was to observe, question and learn – and question I did! My mentors were more than happy to answer my questions, and with their explanations and patience, I learnt that the healthcare system in Ecuador is functioning as best it can within the allocated resources. For students undertaking reproductive medicine in Ecuador, the training is much more hands-on than in Australia.  Students are granted much more procedural responsibility at the same level of training compared with Australian students.
The support, guidance and advice provided by Dra. Alvear was invaluable, and she is a woman I look up and admire for her initiatives and actions. I hope one day to educate and empower women as she does. 

The Amazing Andes Language School and the professors there were central to my success in Quito. They nurtured and encouraged me as I slowly learnt to master their beautiful language. I am very grateful for their patience and encouragement, especially that of Lorena and Rosita.

Child Family Health International head office is brilliant at promptly answering my million-and-one questions fired at them via email, and for their support I am very thankful. Without organisations like CFHI, many students would not have the opportunity to undertake placements such as the one I have experienced. It is a gift, and I sincerely thank CFHI for allowing me to grow as a medical professional, but more importantly as an individual, as a direct result of my experiences in South America. 

My time in Ecuador challenged me in many ways, and reinforced important lessons. It made me look deeper at the way I view healthcare, and taught me the importance of having an open mind when embracing a culture different to your own. It also taught me about the importance of the family unit. The people I was fortunate to meet in Ecuador were generous in both time and spirit. By material standards, many of them did not have much, but their family lives made them very rich people indeed. 

Upon my return to Australia, I begin my final year of medical school placement. I hope to spread the word about the great things CFHI are doing, and encourage more Australian students to get involved with CFHI programs and challenge themselves to step outside their comfort zones. I am incredibly proud to have represented my country, and to be a part of the CFHI program alumni. I have had the chance to experience the world in a completely different way, and this opportunity has further sparked my interest in teaching, overseas travel and further service learning.  
