
 

August 23, 2014 

Welcome UMed Class of 2018 
 
  We are extremely excited and honored to have all of you 
on board this coming school year. We would like to formally 
welcome you to the program and offer our sincere congratula-
tions on your admission. The candidate pool was incredibly well 
qualified, and thus, you should feel very proud of your accom-
plishments. Each of you brings diverse perspective, voice, and 
experience to the group, and we anticipate engaging and fruitful 
seminar discussions this year. 
 
 Urban Medicine is a unique program that integrates 
educational activities designed specifically for Urban Medicine 
Program students with the regular medical school curriculum. 
Its mission is: “To prepare physician leaders to serve urban com-
munities.” Your background and achievements to date demon-
strate an understanding of the issues that contribute to health 
disparities in the urban setting and the desire to become such a 
physician. 
 

Welcome to UMed! 

Urban Medicine Program 
Class of 2018 Student Newsletter 

Inside: Meet Your 
Classmates 

 

Read biographies about 
your fellow classmates, 
including where they 
grew up, went to school, 
and how they became 
interested in medicine.  



Karishma Bhatt  

Adrian Boscolo-Hightower 

Adrian was born and raised in 
Seattle, Washington and later 
attended Stanford University. 
After graduation, Adrian served 
as a Project Officer in the Divi-

sion of Program Operations at the Office of Minority Health at the Department 
of Health and Human Services in Washington, DC. While there, he was directly 
responsible for the oversight and coordination of two grant programs: the Mis-
sissippi Institute for the Improvement of Geographic Minority Health and Health 
Disparities at the University of Mississippi Medical Center and the nation wide 
Youth Empowerment Program.   
After returning to Seattle, Adrian served as a Research Associate at the Center 
for Diversity and Health Equity at Seattle Children’s Hospital.  In this capacity, 
Adrian organized and implemented various research projects focused on efforts 

to improve the equitable delivery of health care among different racial and ethnic groups.  These efforts ulti-
mately led Adrian to publish an article in Hospital Pediatrics that describes how a simple audit tool can be used 
to help identify and provide language interpretation to limited English proficient patients. 
 

Hometown: Seattle, WA  
Undergrad: Stanford University  
Graduate: MA Sociology    

. 
Born and raised in the greater 
Chicagoland area, Karishma 
earned her undergraduate studies 
in English and Psychology at 
Northwestern University. Since 

completing her degree in 2013 she has been working as a patient advocate and 
studying public health.  In her spare time she enjoys dancing and writing short 

fiction.  

Hometown: Chicago, IL  
Undergrad: Northwestern University  
Major: Dual Major in English and 
Psychology  

Alondra Cardenas 
 Alondra was born in Mexico, and at the 
age of four, immigrated to San Jose, Cali-
fornia. During her time at the University of 
California-Davis she studied Neurobiology, 
Physiology and Behavior. After receiving 
her B.S. she spent a year working as a tu-

tor, mentoring underrepresented minority students to help them achieve academic suc-
cess. In order for her to broaden her clinical experiences, Alondra then spent a year in 
the San Francisco HealthCorps.  While serving in the HealthCorps she worked as a 
health educator for the New Generation Health Center.  There she helped educate urban 
youth to make informed decisions regarding their sexual and reproductive health.  In her 
spare time, Alondra enjoys dancing, traveling, laughing and visiting the beach. 

Hometown: Mexico 
Undergrad: UC-Davis 
Major: Neurobiology, Physiology and 
Behavior 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paul Choi  

Marikah Davin  
Marikah is a huge sports fan. 
While at Penn State she ma-
jored in Kinesiology and fell 
in love with human physiol-
ogy, especially when it’s un-

der stress. This led her to study the regulation of human cutaneous vascular in a 
sports physiology lab for her honors thesis. Outside of the classroom she enjoyed 
playing rugby for the three time National Champions, Penn State Women’s Rugby 
Team. After college Marikah took two years off to serve with the West Oakland 
HealthCorps in a school based clinic.  Here she helped students garden, taught nu-
trition classes and supervised the school’s Peer Health Education program. Her 
time in the HealthCorps ignited her desire to work in underserved urban areas and 
broadened her understanding of the relationship between health and socioeconomic 

status. Currently she is in Puerto Rico, enjoying her last free moments before medical school shadowing physi-
cians in a TB clinic and connecting with her Puerto Rican roots.   

Hometown: Pinetop, AZ  
Undergrad: Pennsylvania State University  
Major: Kinesiology   

 Paul Choi was born and raised in Law-
renceville, Georgia. After graduating 
from Emory University in 2012 with a 
B.S. in Neuroscience, he left Georgia to 
teach high school biology and chemistry 

in the city of Chicago. Most recently, he worked for a tumor immunology lab before 
deciding to attend UIC COM. 
Throughout college, Paul was a student organizer for the LGBTQ community and has 
since nurtured a passion to address health disparities affecting rare, hidden, and stigma-
tized populations. He is intent on continuing his work for these populations throughout 
medical school and is very excited to work with and learn from his fellow UMed peers. 
In his spare time, Paul enjoys running along Lake Michigan, playing frisbee, and taking 
weekenders to new cities.  

Hometown: Lawrenceville , GA  
Undergrad: Emory University  
Major: Neuroscience  

Theresa was born & raised in Chicago by two 
fantastic parents (who also are physicians). 
She has a younger sister, Caitlin, (20 years 
old) and brother, Conor (18 years old), both of 
whom are two of her best friends. After an 

absolutely amazing & unforgettable four-year stint in Boston for undergrad, she is 
thrilled to return back to the best city, home of the best baseball team, the White Sox. 
Theresa loves running and being active, whether that is as a bystander or participant. 
She is a self-proclaimed foodie, with a slight obsession for shopping and shoes, and 
loves traveling abroad. She is eager to meet everyone and become a part of the UMed 
community. 

Theresa Dunham  

Hometown: Chicago, IL  
Undergrad: Harvard University  
Major: Neurobiology Sciences 
and Psychology  



George Gianakakos  

Blanca K. Gutierrez  

Marissa Ghant  
Marissa is very interested in health disparities 
and conducting research in minority populations 
to address and eventually eliminate these differ-
ences. She has experience with research in OB/

GYN, but also has interest in emergency medicine and orthopedics. Marissa enjoys 
traveling and has had great experiences in Zambia and Costa Rica.  She loves big 
dogs and has a pit bull that is the biggest baby ever.  She enjoys reading fiction and 
psych books, playing basketball, concerts/music fests, haunted houses, stepping and 
the waffle house. 

Hometown: Bolingbrook, IL  
Undergrad: Davidson College  
Major: Psychology 

Having been born in Chicago, raised in 
Park Ridge, and educated at Northwest-
ern University, George has spent most 
of his life in the Chicago area. His un-
dergraduate studies focused on speech 
pathology and audiology although he 

also continued to pursue his passion for French language and literature. After gradua-
tion in 2010, George joined Teach For America, an organization that aims to end edu-
cational inequity across the country by training recent college graduates in preparation 
for classroom teaching positions in low-income communities.  While teaching middle 
school science for three years in Bridgeport, Connecticut he also worked to obtain his 
MS in Education from Southern Connecticut State University.  
Outside the realm of education George has typical interests: reading, camping, travel-

ing, cooking Greek with his Yiayia and Chinese with his Popo, going to Disney World with his sister, growing 
carnivorous plants, anything French (particularly the food and wine!), discussing the meaning of our existence 
(usually over a glass of the aforementioned French wine), and exploring Chicago's newest bars and restaurants 
with his buddies. 

Hometown: Park Ridge, IL  
Undergrad: Northwestern University  
Major: Communication Sciences 
Graduate: MS in Education  

Blanca is the daughter of Mexican and Pol-
ish immigrants, and, having grown up in a 
culturally and linguistically diverse house-
hold, she learned early on to appreciate and 
respect other cultures. Largely because of 

her background, Blanca decided to volunteer for two years at Community Health 
Clinic in Chicago’s West Town, where she served as an interpreter for Polish and 
Hispanic populations. This opportunity allowed her to intimately help patients while 
experiencing first-hand the health disparities that exist in Chicago. Inspired by this 
experience Blanca desires to learn more about these issues and how to be an advo-
cate for her patients, thus her reasoning for joining UMed.  

Hometown: Tinley Park, IL  
Undergrad: Loyola University 
Chicago  
Major: Chemistry  



Suhail Khokar 

Gigi Lee  

Nathan Lin  

After spending a year working with an edu-
cational non-profit at the Johnson School of 
Excellence in Chicago’s North Lawndale 
community, Gigi developed a particular in-
terest in urban medicine and health dispari-

ties pertaining to youth. Though her hope is to ultimately work within local communi-
ties, she is also interested in global health issues, especially after studying abroad in In-
dia as an undergraduate. Throughout college, Gigi’s academic focus was on the intersec-
tions of anthropology and the human body, and her favorite classes were Bioarchaeol-
ogy and Forensic Anthropology. Outside of school, Gigi enjoys art, traveling, and spicy 
food.  

Hometown: Chicago, IL 
Undergrad: University of Chicago 
Major: Anthropology 

Suhail’s academic interests include researching 
health disparities and health care systems. He 
is also interested in stem cell research, espe-
cially as it relates to neural regeneration. His 
favorite sports are basketball and football (he 

grew up watching Michael Jordan, Scottie Pippen, and Dennis Rodman, and is a 
HUGE Bulls and Bears fan). Other hobbies include exploring Chicago, especially 
through food outings and cultural events. He is excited to be starting med school and 
being a member of the Urban Medicine program. 

Hometown: Glendale Heights, 
IL   
Graduate: Colombia University  
Major: Master in Public Health   

Nathan is pumped to join the UMed pro-
gram and get to know Chicago in a deeper 
way over the course of developing as a per-
son and a medical student. Random snippets 
about him are: he loves to make music with 
others- choral, orchestral, random jamming, 

and is up for any of it. He is not stellar at any athletic activity, but likes to engage in 
most sports except for water polo “lucky for me, it's not the most common 'backyard 
sport'”, he exclaims. This past year Nathan began to explore the Enneagram, a per-
sonality/spiritual tool which has a lot of wisdom if used correctly. He believes very 
strongly in the ideals of the Catholic Worker movement, started by Dorothy Day 

and Peter Maurin. His favorite poet is Rumi. Naperville, IL is currently Nathan’s home, but he has lived in Ta-
coma, WA for the past year where he worked on a L'arche farm and developed a newfound appreciation for 
our planet's bounties. Nathan feels blessed to have had some experiences in different parts of the world, such 
as Taiwan, Morocco, El Camino de Santiago in Spain, southern France, and Mexico. He also lived in Japan for 
5 years as a kid. In all, Nathan is looking forward to continuing his life journey here at UIC College of Medi-
cine. 

Hometown: Columbus, IN 
Undergrad: University of Notre 
Dame 
Major: Biology 



Gabriela Lobato  

Jonathan Mannheim  

Mason Marcus  
Mason worked for three years as an 
investigative journalist in the British 
Virgin Islands, before returning in 
2010 to work (briefly) in Chicago 

politics. After deciding to switch careers, he completed a pre-medicine certificate pro-
gram while working for the O’Halloran Group, a bio-inorganic chemistry lab, at 
Northwestern University. Mason’s research focused on metalloregulatory protein 
transcriptional control; and, nucleosome structure. His educational interests are fo-
cused on emergency medicine, and, improving the availability and access to quality 
health care in urban environments. In his free time, Mason enjoys volunteering, tak-

ing walks with his island dog Ricky Bobby, gardening, and exploring and enjoying Chicago.  

Hometown: Wilmette, IL 
Undergrad: Johns Hopkins University 
Major: Writing Seminars 

Jonathan Mannheim’s path to medical school 
was a typical one — a year in university admis-
sions, three as the creative director for an adver-
tising firm, and two more years as a post-bacc 

student who made ends meet by dog-running (very fun), graphic designing (sort of 
fun) and gymnasium cleaning (just funnish). Born in Chicago, he was educated at 
Whitney Young High School (just across from UIC) and UW-Madison (quite cold), 
and has also lived in Jerusalem (quite dusty) and New York City (quite noisy). He is 
the child of parents from Tel Aviv and New York, and was raised with a fine appre-
ciation for all that gets lost in translation. He has a younger brother (also known as 

the good child) and sister (also known as the smart child). His chief pastimes include quaffing coffee, attempt-
ing soccer headers, coercing friends into duets on piano, and running long distances for the express purpose of 
eating donuts afterwards. 

Hometown: Chicago, IL 
Undergrad: UW-Madison 
Major: History 

Gabriela was born in San Luis Potosí, Mexico, 
but grew up in Pilsen. She became involved in a 
minority high school research program spon-
sored by Rush University Medical Center, and 

continued to work as a research assistant and mentor for other high school students 
in the Department of Biochemistry for ensuing summers. While at Rush, she volun-
teered as a bilingual PEDS Pal in the Rush Children’s Hospital and served on the 
steering committee for community outreach programs for five consecutive years. 
Gabriela pursued her Ph.D. in Biochemistry, where she is currently finishing her 
studies in cancer cell metabolism. In addition to her professional endeavors, She is 
also a passionate aquarist, gardener, and SCUBA diver. She enjoys spending free 
time with family and friends, and is utterly devoted to her loving dog, Minny. 

Hometown: Chicago, Il   
Grad: Benedictine University  
Major: Biochemistry   



 Lydiesther Martinez was born 
in Managua, Nicaragua and at 
the age of five emigrated with 
her immediate family to the 
U.S. Growing up in the urban 

underserved areas of Southern California, she saw first hand how societal factors 
such as education, employment, and immigration translated into health barriers for 
her family and community. The experience challenged her personal growth and 
motivated her to pursue a community based medical career. She went on to gradu-
ate from the University of California, San Diego where in learning more about 

health disparities, had a better idea of the medicine she wished to practice: one that understands how the health 
of a person is maintained within their society and culture. After graduation, she became a Congressional His-
panic Caucus Institute Public Policy Fellow to better understand the effect policies have on these social deter-
minants of health. This position opened the doors for her to work under the Obama Administration tackling 
issues affecting Latino and Immigrant communities as an intern at The White House. Her time working in our 
nation’s capitol showed her there is a critical need for well-trained physicians interested in seeking solutions to 
problems affecting both human health and well-being in underserved communities.  

Lydiesther Martinez  

Hometown Hawthorne, California 
Undergrad: University of California, San 
Diego  
Major: Human Biology 

Raised in a west suburb of Chicago called 
Elgin, Eva grew up around the same health 
disparities she now wants to help eradicate 
as a future physician. She witnessed the 

sociocultural and financial barriers that her family wrestled with while navigating the 
health system. While not immediately interested in the study of medicine as an under-
graduate student, a medical mission trip to Honduras opened her eyes to the immense 
potential a physician has in helping those in need. It was with this in mind that she was 
able to apply these same concepts to her own upbringing and those of the neediest popu-

lations in the U.S. Having seen these patterns abroad and locally,  Eva wishes to continue to work with patients 
affected by these same health disparities at UIC COM and, specifically, the Urban Medicine program. On the 
side, she's addicted to Insanity workouts (and any other high-intensity exercises), experimenting in the kitchen, 
and visiting her extended family in Mexico. 

Eva Martinez  

Hometown: Elgin, IL 
Undergrad: Northwestern University 
Major: Economics 



 Despite being part of a military family, Ariana 
has only lived in a few places: Germany, Puerto 
Rico, and North Carolina. She loves being the 
oldest child in a family of four girls and spend-

ing time with her sisters and dog. Ariana graduated from The University of Chicago in 
2012 where she majored in Biology with a specialization in Endocrinology and considers 
Chicago home just as much as NC.  After graduation, she accepted a position with Teach 
for America teaching high school Biology and Physics for two years just outside of DC in 
Forestville, Maryland. While it’s bittersweet for Ariana to leave her 320+ students, she is 
eager to get back to academia, and equally, if not more, excited to put her life experience 
to good use working to solve problems in Chicago’s underserved communities - particu-
larly those faced by children, teens, and young adults. Between schoolwork she looks for-

ward to squeezing in everything she missed her first time around in Chicago - Hot Doug’s before it closes, 
anyone? In her spare time, Ariana likes going on mini adventures with her boyfriend of five years, taking craft-
ing breaks, and trying new recipes.   

Ariana L Melendez  

Hometown: Fayetteville, NC  
Undergrad: University of Chicago 
Major: Biological Sciences 

After graduating from college, 
Andrew began a career in emer-
gency management. His efforts 
were to mitigate against, prepare 

for, respond to, and recover from both natural and human caused disasters.  
It was during Andrew’s employment with the City of Torrance Police Department that 
his passion for medicine became clear. He began shadowing physicians and volunteered 
at a homeless clinic. It was from these experiences that Andrew decided to leave his job 
and pursue a fulltime post-baccalaureate premedical program. 
His post-bac program began several years ago and he has not looked back. Andrew’s 
life has changed dramatically since that day, all for the better. He has established a solid 

foundation for medical school, had three children, became a Reserve Firefighter and has continued to reinforce 
his passion in medicine. 
Andrew’s wife has been his greatest supporter through all of this - even leaving Southern California to move to 
Chicagoland. Any given weekend, there is a good chance that he is doing home improvement tasks, in the ga-
rage working on a new woodworking project, or chasing the kids around in the backyard.  

Andrew G. Pachon  

Hometown: Rancho Cucamonga, CA 
Graduate: University of Southern California  
Major: Master of Public Administration 

Neil Patel is a 22 year old Northwestern 
University graduate from the small rural 
town of Du Quoin, IL and is extremely ex-
cited to start in the UMed program here at 

UIC. Neil is an outgoing and fun-loving guy who is up for just about anything. He has 
had a passion for medicine since he was young and also discovered that he loved plant 
biology and history during undergrad. During his free time he enjoys playing golf, tennis, 
and ping-pong, so if you are looking for someone to play with, reach out to him. Neil also 
loves playing most board games and card games but he forewarns everyone, he’s a ruth-
less Monopoly player. Most importantly, Neil is excited to get to know his fellow class-
mates and begin his medical education in a program that will allow him to directly inter-
act with Chicago’s urban populations. 

Neil Patel 

Hometown:  Du Quoin, IL  
Undergrad: Northwestern University  
Major: Biological Sciences 



Maria Teresa Lena Sanchez  

 “There is much pleasure to be gained from 
useless knowledge,” remarked Bertrand Rus-
sell, and rightly so. Shikar’s educational in-
terests are entirely esoteric – mathematics, 

philosophy, poetry, and medicine. Shikar wants to understand the language of the 
universe, the purpose of existence, the human condition, and the magnificent machine 
that is the body. He wants to be like Ash Ketchum, and collect all of the knowledge 
that is possible. 
Shikar’s family lives in Carol Stream, a suburb not too far west of Chicago. His baby 
brother is starting fourth grade, mum is a financial advisor, and father is a database 
architect at AT&T. They like to travel, and have been to most of the states, large 
swathes of Europe, and a handful of countries in Asia. 

In his free time, Shikar watches far too much tv and reads. He has been catching up on a lot of classic literature 
lately, which has been dense but elucidating. He also loves sleep. Shikar says, “ life has a tendency to fall apart 
when I’m awake, you know?” In fact, he even wrote a haiku about waking up: “No no no no no / no no no no 
no no no / no no no no no.” 
Shikar can barely wait to begin medical school and the Urban Medicine program. He is nervous and anxious 
and excited to begin learning and working with his peers to better the world around us. 

Shikar Shah 

Hometown: Carol Stream, IL  
Graduate: UIC 
Major: Master’s in Public Health 

 Maria Teresa Lena Sanchez, a 
Southern California native, grew up 
surrounded by her large extended 
family in Pasadena, California, 

where she attended elementary school with her older brother and twelve cousins and ate 
her grandmother’s delicious Mexican dishes daily. Maria Teresa headed east for col-
lege, attending Johns Hopkins University (JHU) in Baltimore, Maryland. There she ma-
jored in Public Health Studies and enjoyed the courses so much that she decided to con-
tinue her education at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health (JHSPH). In 
2010, she received her Masters of Health Science (MHS), along with Graduate Certifi-

cates in Injury Control and Public Health Preparedness. For the past year, Maria Teresa has been tutoring local 
high school students and helping her mother create a family daycare. She enjoys playing soccer, hiking, travel-
ing, live music, flea markets and salsa dancing. Maria Teresa is looking forward to medical school and the ad-
ventures that await her in Chicago. 

Hometown: Pasadena, CA 
Graduate: Johns Hopkins University 
Major: Master of Health Science 



Frank is interested in researching the 
determinants of health and wellness 
for immigrant and refugee communi-
ties. Before moving to the Windy 
City, he worked in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo to establish health worker networks to measure population dis-
placement and mortality in communities affected by conflict. Following his work to 
improve the documentation of health information in resource-challenged environ-
ments, Frank has consulted on various public health projects in Miami, Nepal, 
Kenya, South Africa, and Ethiopia. In Chicago, he has worked at the University of 
Chicago to validate algorithms that predict patient deterioration in critical care set-

tings. Frank spends most of his free energy competing in endurance sports with his significant other, and fa-
vorite physical therapist, Julie Zamora. His greatest endurance hurdles to date have been a 200-mile running 
relay from Miami to Key West, Florida, and a college challenge to sit in every seat of the Miami Heat’s 
American Airlines Arena. 

Frank Zadravecz, Jr  

Hometown:  Chicago, IL 
Graduate: Columbia 
Major: Master of Public Health 

Elizabeth Zavala was born and 
raised in Cicero, Illinois and pres-
ently resides in Orland Park, Illi-
nois.  She is a graduate from the 

University of Illinois at Chicago with a degree in Biological Sciences and 
from the Dominican University with a degree in Medical Science. The ex-
periences she had growing up in a diverse, multicultural community, helped 
her gain insights into some of the struggles and barriers to health care some 
individuals face. These experiences strongly motivated her to help her com-
munity by pursuing a career in medicine. She wishes to gain a deeper under-
standing of issues that influence disparities that exist in health care in order to 

become a competent and compassionate physician to the medically underserved. In her free time she enjoys 
volunteering at community events, working with youth, spending time with family and friends, and meeting 
new people! She is a fitness enthusiast and enjoys spending time doing outdoor activities such as trail running 
and nature walking. 

Hometown: Orland Park, IL 
Undergrad: University of Illinois 
at Chicago 
Major: Biological Sciences 

Elizabeth Zavala  



 

Chicago Neighborhoods 



We’re on the Web! 

 

Urban Medicine 
College of Medicine 
University of Illinois 

 
 
 
990B College of Medicine East 
808 S. Wood Street 
Chicago, IL 60612 
 
 
Phone 
(312) 996-6920 
 
Fax 
(312) 996-9922 
 
E-mail 
UMed@UIC.com 

“Educating Physician Leaders to Serve Urban Communities” 

  
Jorge Alberto Girotti, PhD 

 
Associate Dean & Director  

Admissions, Special Curricular  Programs  
UIC College of Medicine  

 

Email: jorgeg@uic.edu 

 

Joanna Michel, PhD 
 

Associate Director 
Urban Medicine Program 
UIC College of Medicine  

 

Email: jmiche3@uic.edu 
 

 

Gary Loy, MD 
Rush University College of Medicine 

UMed Affiliate  
Urban Medicine Program 
UIC College of Medicine  

 

Email: glloy618@gmail.com 

http://chicago.medicine.uic.edu/departments___programs/programs/
doctor_of_medicine_/UMED/ 

mailto:UMed@UIC.com�
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