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- A N G E L A  D A V I S  

"You have to act as if it were
possible to radically transform
the world. And you have to do
it all the time" 

WELCOME

2020 marks the 15 year anniversary of the UMed Program at the

University of Illinois-College of Medicine. You are joining a

strong community of hundreds of activists, scholars, researchers,

community members, and health care professionals who have

dedicated their lives to addressing health inequities and

injustices. However, this year is unlike any before. Faced with a

pandemic, public health and environmental crises, immigration

injustices, and so much more, all during a powerful civil rights

movement, we need you. Your creativity, passion, and drive will

help make real change in addressing the most insidious of

injustices-- racism, discrimination, poverty, and disparities of all

kinds. We look forward to rebuilding with you. 

UMed Faculty & Staff 

Dr. Joanna Michel, UMed Program Director

Nikki Waltrich, MPH, UMed Program Coordinator 

T O  T H E  U R B A N  M E D I C I N E  ( U M E D )  P R O G R A M

Photo: Nirali Chauhan, Class of 2023 

Pictured: Group of UMed Class of 2020 graduates at the annual Policy
& Advocacy Forum 



Some of their favorite desserts
are  cheesecake, ice cream & custard,
brownies, apple pie, sour gummies, oreo
pudding, peach cobbler, fruit with freshly
whipped cream, crème brûlée, banana bread,
& cakes of all kinds.

The Class of 2024 speaks Spanish,
French, Portuguese, Arabic, German,
Croatian, Chinese, Japanese & Korean.

The Pets of 2024 include  dogs, cats, a
bunny & a bird . 

Zoie Sheets,  UMED M2,
alongside several  other COM

students,  organizes suppl ies to
conduct a dai ly  COVID-19

screening at  the midwest ’s
largest homeless shelter ,  Paci f ic

Garden Mission.  For more
information on gett ing involved

in a weekly dinner party for
those experiencing

homelessness,  contact Zoie at  
zoieclar ise@gmai l .com!

Some of their favorite foods
are  chicken hearts, tacos, roasted
mushrooms, Thai food, suya, meatloaf,
Korean BBQ, blueberries, lasagna, Greek
salad, mole, sushi, steak, fettuccine alfredo
with chicken & #9 from McDonalds, no
pickles, with large fries and a Sprite.

INTRODUCING  

T H E  U M E D  C L A S S  O F  2 0 2 4

83% are from Illinois.

Photo: Nikki Waltrich



Leena Jehad Abbas
(she/her/hers)

Salvador, Brazil
BS, Nutrition & Food Sciences,

Wayne State University

Leena was raised in Salvador, Brazil, where her passion
for public health grew after witnessing the vast health
disparities facing her community. This passion led her to
enroll in an NIH-funded research program called
ReBUILDetroit at Wayne State University. At Wayne State
University, Leena completed a Bachelor in Science in
Nutrition and Food Sciences, with a focus in
epidemiological urban disparities research. After
graduation, she expanded on her interest in urban health
by completing a year in New York City as a research
assistant at NYU’s City Health Dashboard. Her passion for
urban health drew her to UMed, a program that will allow
her to gain a deeper understanding of urban medicine.
She believes that UMed will give her the necessary
foundation to become a physician dedicated to solving
urban health disparities. Beyond academics, Leena loves
applying her nutrition degree in the kitchen, exercising,
and bird watching. She adores competing in half-
marathons and taking long walks with her family and
friends.

Muneeb Ansari
(he/him/his)

Glendale Heights, IL
BS, Chemistry, The University of

IL- Urbana Champaign

Muneeb graduated from the University of Illinois at
Urbana Champaign in 2019 with a degree in Chemistry
and an appreciation for pedagogy and service. He comes
from an extended family that has upheld a commitment
to service, through medicine or otherwise, for
generations. He is pursuing medicine for the core,
human-centered values that have honored the profession
throughout history and for the breadth of knowledge, still
undiscovered, that will honor its future. During his gap
year, he worked at the charity ICNA Relief Chicago
managing a mobile clinic and food pantry operations.
Upon learning about the prison and military-industrial
complex, he looked for avenues to prepare him to serve
his community as a physician-leader. With that in mind,
he is excited to be a part of the UMED program.  In his
free time, Muneeb enjoys long distance running, reading,
and journaling.



Jonatan Barreto grew up in the rural Midwest, where he
learned from an early age the aspects of his existence
that made him distinct. Throughout his coming of age, he
came to learn these discrete qualities fortified his sense
of empathy. In college Jonatan dedicated himself to past
and present social justice issues, which inevitably led him
to the disparities still being experienced in healthcare
today. Jonatan has since dedicated himself to studying
medical science and helping the underserved.
Recreationally Jonatan enjoys cooking, exercising,
bicycling, gardening, and expanding his wine
connoisseurship.

Caroline Beshers
(she/her/hers)

Urbana, IL
BS, Nueroscience (major),

Comparative American Studies
(minor), Oberlin College

Caroline graduated from Oberlin College in 2018 with a
degree in Neuroscience and a minor in Comparative
American Studies. She became interested in medicine
as a way of combining passions for research and
community building, which led her to a year serving the
Albany Park community as a Health Educator with the
National Health Corps (NHC) AmeriCorps program. Her
time with the NHC solidified not only her interest in
primary care and reproductive health justice, but also in
supporting communities through community health
research and direct service. She applied to UMed with
the understanding that she needs to learn how to serve
each community from its members and pledges to
continue working to alleviate health disparities. She
enjoys tossing frisbees, embarrassing herself at
karaoke, and painting in her free time

Jonatan (Jon)
Bustamante Barreto

(he/him/his)
Norfolk, NE

BA, English, University of IL-
Chicago

Concentrations: Pre-medicine &
creative writing



Ho Chen graduated with a BS in Neuroscience and Physiology from the
University of California, San Diego and a MPH in Global Health from
Northwestern University. After acquiring his MPH degree, Ho
proceeded to work as a public health associate for the Centers for
Disease Prevention and Disease (CDC) under the institution’s Public
Health Associate Program (PHAP). During his two years of employment
with the CDC, Ho was stationed in EverThrive Illinois, where he
participated in projects improving the immunization rates among
Illinoisans. Ho worked closely with many other Chicago-based
institutions and organizations including the Chicago Department of
Public Health (CDPH), American Cancer Society (ACS), and the
University of Chicago to achieve impact with these projects. These
experiences allowed him to witness the health disparities in Chicago,
which led him to participate in the UMed program. In the future, Ho
looks forward to work with governmental agencies like the CDC again
as a medical officer to improve the health of communities and
populations. During his free time, Ho also writes stories in Japanese
and uploads them to Japanese websites, something which he
considers as his second career.

Taylor Nicole
Ellebb

(she/her/hers)
Chicago, IL

BA, Psychology, Grinnell
College

Taylor Ellebb, born and raised on the South Side of Chicago, is so
excited to return home and pursue her childhood dream of becoming a
physician – the first in her family! She earned a Bachelor of Arts in
Psychology at Grinnell College, where she developed an early interest in
scientific research and the human condition. After spending one year as
a research assistant in the Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry
at Washington University in St. Louis, Taylor craved the opportunity,
resources, and mentorship to carry out analogous research on her own
as a physician-scientist. She views medical school as the first of many
steps in accumulating the necessary tools to promote and implement
change in communities like the one where she was raised. Taylor is also
interested in social determinants of health and adult health outcomes
as they relate to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs); she plans to
pursue a Master of Public Health. Taylor was drawn to UMed because
the program will allow her to explore various components of a future
career as a practitioner, researcher, and advocate while providing
hands-on support to underserved communities. Taylor enjoys reading,
shopping, scrolling on Pinterest, and experimenting with new recipes.

Ho Chen
(he/him/his)
Taichung, Taiwan
BS, Neuroscience &

Physiology, UCLA-San
Diego

MPH, Northwestern
University



Born in Springfield, Illinois, Ejehi’s childhood was largely shaped by her
mother’s significant health issues and the dedicated team of physicians
who worked relentlessly to save her mother’s life. Although this was a
difficult time for Ejehi, she realizes this experience was paramount in
sparking her passion for learning about the complex mechanisms of
disease and humanistic medicine. Ejehi attended the University of Kentucky
to pursue her bachelor’s degree in Biology. Her undergraduate experiences
as a research assistant, clinical engineer, health insurance assistant, and
anesthesia technician intern provided her a more holistic view of medicine
while also allowing her to meet patients and health practitioners of many
different backgrounds. She eventually enrolled in the biology and health,
society, and populations dual-degree program in which she could
additionally learn about the interrelationship between health, its underlying
social determinants, and cultural norms. Her passion for her studies and
volunteerism in urban outreach programs led her to apply to the UMed
Program, a place where she could join the diaspora of culturally connected
students who seek to understand and alleviate health disparities affecting
underserved urban communities. Ejehi's hobbies include watching anime,
caving, learning about different cultures, and listening to jazz.

Sandra Folarin
(she/her/hers)

Bolingbrook, IL
BS, Molecular and

Cellular Biology
(major), Spanish

(minor),
University of IL-

Urbana-Champaign

Sandra attended the University of IL at Urbana-Champaign, and graduated
in 2017. During her time there, she developed a passion for medicine and
health equity while working at Champaign’s free clinic. The experience
introduced her to community health and the health disparities that exist in
minority populations. Hearing patients express gratitude for a primary care
home outside of the emergency room opened her eyes to the need for
more physicians in underserved communities. Following graduation,
Sandra  headed to New York City to conduct  a summer internship in the
Weill Cornell Travelers Summer Research Fellowship where she participated
in workshops and research projects geared toward improving minority
healthcare. After the fellowship, she returned to Chicago to participate in
the AmeriCorps National Health Corps Program. She served as a health
educator at Heartland Health Centers and Uplift High School in Chicago's
Uptown neighborhood, and subsequently as an asthma health educator in
Chicago Public Schools on the South and West sides. Galvanized by a desire
to further understand the biological, environmental, and social causes for
the healthcare disparities she witnessed in these roles, she moved to
Bethesda, Maryland to participate in the NIH Academy Enrichment
Program, a health disparities research fellowship at the National Institutes
of Health. She has learned a lot from these experiences and is excited to
pair this knowledge with the medical school and UMed curriculum in order
to become a physician leader in urban and minority health. In her spare
time, she enjoys cooking and baking, trying new restaurants, and playing
the guitar.

Ejehi Erewele
(she/her/hers)

Springfield, IL
BS, Biology, BA, Health,
Society & Populations,
University of Kentucky 



Overcoming all of the typical struggles that come with being a
first generation college student, Akeem's path to medical
school has consisted of a variety of influencing turns. After
graduating from Kansas State University with a degree in
Chemistry, Akeem moved to Chicago where he worked as a
Medical Technologist in the Pathology lab at UIC. With his
professional experience working in a lab, Akeem's passion to
dive deeper into the field of medicine ultimately led him to
pursue medical school. Akeem's interest in UMed sparked
from his year long volunteer efforts in a women's homeless
shelter in his neighborhood of Uptown, Chicago. Witnessing
firsthand the irony of these communities needing access to
healthcare the most but not having the resources to grant
them that access, Akeem hopes to use UMed to build a
stronger ability to advocate for these communities. Akeem is
excited to join the UMed family and incorporate the UMed
mission into his medical school education. In his free time
Akeem enjoys EDM concerts, walking on lakeshore,
meditation, and Korean BBQ.

Sergio Gonzalez
(he/him/his)

Chicago, IL
BA, English Honors,

Loyola University
BA, Biomedical Sciences,

Lewis University

Sergio Gonzalez worked in microbiology/molecular biology
research before attending medical school at the University of
Illinois College of Medicine. His experience in biology led him
to pursue medicine and his interest in the intersectionality of
science and the humanities through the art of storytelling—
and connecting people’s stories— has given him a lifelong
pursuit for understanding how scientific discovery is only
possible through connectivity, and the same can be said of
the human experience. He first became interested in the
Urban medicine program when he started volunteering as an
interpreter at one of the partner sites of the UMed program,
CommunityHealth in West Town, Chicago. As a first-
generation college student, he understands the importance
of language as a fundamental contributor to the relationship
between social strata and health. He strives for the continued
growth of his role from volunteer interpreter,  to student
doctor volunteer, to one day being a physician that serves as
an advocate and voice for those in need of medical care. In
his free time, he loves to garden, read, go to coffee shops,
and explore the city.

Akeem Giles
(he/him/his)

Billings, MT
BS, Chemistry, Kansas State

University 



Born in Atlanta, Georgia, Tierra  learned early on about
inequities surrounding urban and inner-city communities. It
was in her own community where she developed a love for
healthcare and sought to discover more about health equity
and improving health outcomes. Her love for health and
scientific knowledge led her to major in Biology where she
graduated in 2016 from Georgia State University with a
Bachelor of Science degree. Tierra furthered her education
and obtained a Masters of Public Health from Southern
Illinois University where she focused on rural populations and
health education initiatives surrounding tobacco, opioids,
women's health, and kidney disease programs for rural
elderly patrons. Tierra was drawn to UMed because it directly
reflected her experiences in life and would provide her the
opportunity to get involved in the Chicago community. Tierra
hopes that her time in UMed will help her better serve urban
communities and hone in the issues that seek to divide.
Tierra enjoys watching the food network challenge shows,
baking for her business and family, and painting.

Freddy Jacome
(he/him/his)

Chicago, IL
BS, Biological Sciences,
University of IL-Chicago

At an early age, Freddy and his family migrated from Ecuador
to the inner city of Chicago. He was raised in the Logan
Square and Humboldt Park neighborhoods. Growing up in
Chicago exposed him to the various different systemic
inequities and forms of oppression that people of color face.
This led him towards the University of Illinois at Chicago
where he attained a B.S in Biological Sciences. While attaining
his degree he realized that access to healthcare was a human
right, not a privilege. However, his community struggled to
attain this right because of language barriers, racist policies,
and a lack of representation in medicine. He realized that
medicine would allow him to directly interact with patients
and serve as a positive role model to other minorities. Freddy
believes that the right tools and team are essential to make
significant structural changes to any prevailing system. He felt
the Urban Medicine program was the perfect program for
him to develop his pre-existing desire to help underserved
urban communities. When Freddy is not social distancing he
enjoys spending time at the UIC basketball courts and weight
room. He also loves training his German Shepherd Dog and
spending time with family.

Tierra Hunter
(she/her/hers)

Atlanta, GA
BS, Biology (major),

Chemistry (minor), Georgia
State University

MPH, Southern Illinois
University



Alyssa Lawrence
(she/her/hers)

Chicago, IL
BA, Biology (major),

Sociology (minor), Boston
College 

Alyssa Lawrence is a native of Chicago. She received her
Bachelor of Science in Biology from Boston College in 2017.
After graduating, she worked as a research assistant at
Brigham and Women’s hospital for a year before deciding to
return to Illinois to further her education. From 2018 to 2020,
Alyssa decided to pursue a post-baccalaureate education at
Southern Illinois University School of Medicine in the
MEDPREP program.  Her upbringing on the South Side of
Chicago, as well as witnessing health disparities firsthand, was
a major driving force in pursuing a medical career. These
personal experiences helped to shape her passion not only
for medicine but also for advocacy and social justice. Her
passion for learning about and combating social issues led
her to the UMed program. Alyssa has danced since the age of
5, and still enjoys dancing in her free time.

Jinhee Kim 
 (she/her/hers)

Mountain View, CA
BA, Behavioral Biology,

Johns Hopkins University

Jiinhee Kim grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area and moved
to the East Coast to study Behavioral Biology at Johns
Hopkins University. After graduation, she moved to Chicago
and began work as a healthcare consultant. Although she
found her work enjoyable, she quickly realized that a career
as physician aligned better with her true interests and long-
term goals. She then started work as a medical scribe at a
clinic for patients with chemical dependency and as a
research associate for a large clinical trial investigating the
efficacy of group-based interventions in reducing opioid use
for patients with opioid dependency. These experiences
sparked a passion for identifying novel solutions to address
the socio-economic, negative stigma, and other barriers to
health for patients, leading her to the Urban Medicine
program at UIC. In her free time, Jinhee enjoys going on long
runs along the lake, reading fun fiction, arts and crafts, and
exploring the amazing Chicago restaurant scene. 



Omar was born on the Southwest side of Chicago and raised
by two hard-working Mexican immigrant parents who fostered
a value of education throughout his childhood. Omar’s passion
for medicine sparked when he personally underwent a
neurosurgical procedure. This experience motivated him to
become an emergency medical technician during his
undergraduate career and a licensed paramedic after receiving
his bachelor’s degree. As an undergraduate, Omar also worked
as a research assistant for two minority health related research
projects: B.A.I.L.A at the University of IL-Chicago, College of
Applied Health Sciences, and the All of Us research program at
the University of Illinois College of Medicine. Omar’s drive to
become a culturally competent physician arose from his own
medical hardships, his six years of experience working as a
care provider, his medical mission trip to Yantalo, Peru, and his
participation with the Medicina Scholars program at the
University of IL-Chicago. These experiences motivated Omar to
pursue a practice in Urban medicine with a focus in serving
underserved communities. His other interests include running
marathons, playing musical instruments, singing, and cooking.

Annastasia Morgan
(she/her/hers)

Oak Park, IL
BS, Psychology, University

of WI-Madison
MS, Medical Physiology,
Case Western Reserve

University

Annastasia grew up in Oak Park, IL and is excited to remain in
Chicago for medical school. She went to the University of
Wisconsin-Madison for undergraduate and graduated with a
B.S. in Psychology and a certificate in Global Health. She then
spent a gap year completing her EMT certification and working
as a scribe. After earning her Masters in Medical Physiology
from Case Western Reserve University, she returned to her
position as a scribe at Oak Street Health until starting medical
school. She has wanted to pursue a career in the medical field
since she was very young and has always enjoyed her science
classes growing up. Her passion for medicine was reaffirmed
during her time working as a scribe. It was here that she really
had meaningful experiences with healthcare professionals and
urban underserved patient populations, which further inspired
her to apply to medical school and UMed. Her hobbies include
traveling, trying new foods and spending time with friends and
family. Annastasia is interested in Women’s Health, specifically
in underserved communities, and is looking forward to
continuing to learn and explore her passions.

Omar Lopez 
 (he/him/his)

Chicago, IL
BS, Kinesiology, University

of IL-Chicago



Nick was born in Guayaquil, Ecuador and moved to South Florida
when he was 3 years old. As an immigrant, Nick always carried
with him his parents’ resilience, perseverance, and work ethic. He
was taught from an early age to treat others with respect and
compassion which, augmented by his interest in science, led him
to pursue a career in medicine. Because of his background, Nick
always knew he wanted to impact those who were disadvantaged
and underserved. He joined initiatives at Florida State University
that worked with underserved populations by teaching low-
income children fun STEM projects. Additionally, Nick worked as a
counselor at a medical camp with children who suffer from Sickle
Cell Disease – his goal was to provide a fun-filled week of camp
where children had the opportunity to just be kids and feel like
they were more than their illness. After completing his Bachelor
of Science degree, Nick pursued a Masters in Anatomy at Tulane
University in New Orleans, LA. Nick is now excited to continue his
battle of combating healthcare disparities with the UMED family!
His other interests include going to concerts, cooking, and
spending quality time with friends and family over food and
drinks.

Emonii Robinson
(she/her/hers)

Waukegan, IL
BA, Africana Studies
(major), Chemistry

(minor), Smith College

Emonii learned about health disparities in college. The concept
seemed familiar because her community is negatively impacted
by them.  As she came to understand the factors that contribute
to health disparities, she felt compelled to improve things. Her
desire to be a doctor developed quickly after.    After graduating
from Smith College with a major in African-American Studies,
Emonii spent two years with the National Health Corps
AmeriCorps as a health educator. She delivered   asthma
management programs to adults and children and   brought
sexual health education and nutrition to high school students.
She quickly discovered her passion for public health, health
coaching, and serving youth and decided to join UMED.  Emonii is
thrilled to participate in UMED because the program will help her
develop as a health advocate, educator, and community-driven
physician. Fun fact: Emonii enjoys cooking during her free time. In
particular, she is passionate about using her creativity to prepare
flavorful and delicious healthy meals. As a physician, she hopes to
bring this passion to medicine to change food culture for the
better.

Joseph Nicholas Polanco
Preferred name: Nick 

 (he/him/his)
Miramar, FL

BS, Biological Sciences,
Florida State University
MS, Anatomy, Tulane

University



Runs along the lake, taking in the
beauty of the city, it's landscapes
and seasons, being close to
family and friends, ease of
transportation by train and
bike,    the cultural and linguistic
diversity of communities, the
food and abundance of
restaurants, and beginning a
new journey into medical school
with their classmates.

& FINALLY

W H A T  M A K E S  T H E  C L A S S  O F  2 0 2 4  M O S T

E X C I T E D  A B O U T  L I V I N G  I N  C H I C A G O  I S . . .

Young Doctors Club (YDC) participants at the 2018 YDC Health Fair

Katie Tabor, Vikrant Garg, and Sarah Agamah
(UMed Class of 2022) presenting "Food as
Medicine: Using a Food Insecurity Screening
tool at Chicago's Mile Square South Shore to
Improve Patient Health."

Dr. Christina Wells, Dr. Joanna Michel, Yash
Bhatia (UMed Class of 2023), Corinne Thornton
(UMed Class of 2021), Jillian Sachen, Tajanna
Stinn (UMed Class of 2023), and colleague at
one of the inaugural food pantries at Mile
Square, South Shore. 


