1Final Report


Introduction

The Jessica Jennifer Cohen foundation has made it possible for me to complete a year of service at the Women’s Community Clinic in San Francisco, CA.  This report will detail the organization,  my role there, and the conclusion of my work.

Background

The Women’s Community Clinic was founded by a small group of volunteers in June of 1999.  For 30 years prior to that, volunteers had dedicated their time and energy to providing free reproductive services to women through the Women’s Needs Center, an affiliate of the Haight Ashbury Free Clinic.  When the Women’s Needs Center closed its doors in 1999, it was this small group of dedicated women who recognized the need for a free women’s clinic and, with very little funding or staff, created the Women’s Community Clinic (WCC).  Since opening, the Women’s Community Clinic has grown to a staff of 10 women and over 100 lay and clinical volunteers.  It is run with the mission of providing free, respectful, quality care for women by women.  The clinic offers many appointments for reproductive care issues such as annual exams, sexually transmitted infection screenings, HIV testing, pregnancy testing, emergency contraception, acupuncture, and psychological services.  In addition there is an extensive outreach program in which volunteers bring medical, hygiene, and safer sex supplies to homeless and marginally-housed women.      

My Work

My role at the WCC was quite varied as I participated in many of the services that they provide.  I worked as a health educator, HIV counselor, pregnancy options counselor, and outreach worker, as well as a supervisor to the volunteers.  In addition I was able to do some workshops and presentations on women’s health issues during my time there.  
Health Education
The clinic runs on an educational model of care with the belief that “preventive, educational care is essential to lifelong health and is best achieved in a safe, welcoming environment that encourages women to seek the care they need.”www.womenscommunityclinic.org  In keeping with this belief, nearly every woman who walks in the door for an appointment receives a short health education session with a volunteer before seeing a clinician.  As a health educator, I met with clients before their appointments to discuss their reasons for coming in, to talk about what would happen during their appointments, and to answer any questions.  Health educators are also responsible for packaging labs and medical assisting, so in this position I was able to have hands on experience in the lab. 

In addition to providing health education services during our regular clinics, I was one of two health educators during our colposcopy clinic twice a month.  After having one or more abnormal pap smears, women are referred for a procedure called a colposcopy, which utilizes specialized equipment to better examen the cervix for abnormalities.  This procedure, in combination with a biopsy of the area, is an effective way to prevent cervical cancer.  During health education sessions, I had the responsibility of explaining the procedure and answering any questions the clients had.      
HIV Counseling
The WCC offers the HIV rapid test, which allows clients to receive their results the same day they take the test.  During the time the test is running, a counselor does a risk assessment / counseling session to determine clients’ perceptions of their own risk and help them come up with a workable plan to reduce that.  The WCC promotes the principle of harm reduction which meets the clients where they are in their readiness for change, instead of asking them to alter their lifestyles in drastic ways that would be unrealistic for them.  In November, I was trained by the state of California to offer these services at the WCC.  As an HIV test counselor, I was responsible for running the HIV rapid tests as well as doing 20-40 minute harm reduction based counseling sessions with clients.     
Pregnancy Counseling
The WCC does not provide prenatal or abortion services, however they do offer pregnancy testing and options counseling.  In January, I was trained by the WCC to provide these services.  As a pregnancy options counselor, I was responsible for running pregnancy tests on clients, helping them determine what outcomes they wanted for their pregnancies, and providing them with all the options available to them.  In addition, I supplied them with any information and referrals they would need to either continue or end their pregnancies.     
Outreach
In addition to in-house services, the WCC runs an outreach program.  Outreach workers provide supplies to homeless and marginally-housed women in the community.  During my year at the clinic I spent every Thursday night doing outreach.  In collaboration with the Mission Neighborhood Resource Center and the San Francisco Needle Exchange, we put on “Ladies Night,” which is one night a week when the resource center opened its doors to women only.  During ladies night we handed out medical, hygiene and safer sex supplies while our collaborators held a needle exchange, crafts, games, and a meal.  Besides being a place to get supplies, Ladies Night is a safe space where women can come and be in a female only environment.  
Training and Supervising
Since the clinic is run largely on volunteer support, there are constantly new faces coming through the clinic.  Every 6 months a new group of  volunteers is recruited to take over front desk responsibilities, while the former front desk volunteers have the chance to become trained as health educators.  In my position, I helped run trainings for the new front desk folks as well as the health educators.  In addition, I acted as one of the clinic supervisors for the year.  This meant understanding nearly every aspect of how the clinic was run and being available for questions and problem-solving. 
Workshops and Presentations
Some of the most interesting and fulfilling work I did during my year at the WCC actually occurred outside of the clinic in several workshops and presentations to groups of 20 or more.  During a conference in Nashville, TN, I participated in a workshop on comprehensive sex education, which compared and contrasted it with abstinence only education.  My piece was on sexually transmitted infections and birth control options.  
I also did presentations for groups of teens, both at the Young Women’s Health Conference and at a local high school, on communication around sex and sexuality with both partners and parents.  The presentation was well-received in both instances and the scenarios we presented led to great discussions.  

In addition, I did a presentation on birth control options to a group of women in a San Francisco jail.  The women were quite interested in the topic and asked a lot of great questions.       

Conclusion  
As detailed above, I have had an amazingly rewarding year working at the Women’s Community Clinic.  I learned so much more than I could’ve imagined I would.  I really value all of the information I obtained, not only from various trainings on women’s health and counseling, but also from working everyday in a clinical setting.  I really appreciate the time I was able to spend interacting with clients while providing information and services.  In addition, I’m so happy to have had the opportunity to work in such an amazing environment of dedicated women.  The WCC is very unique in its large community of volunteers.   The dedication and genuine interest of everyone who works there makes the clinic a very comforting place for clients to come to receive care.  I have felt proud of the organization as a whole when I have gotten a sincere “thank you, I don’t know what I’d do without you guys” from a client.  I’m so thankful to the Jessica Jennifer Cohen Foundation for making this experience possible.  I hope my contributions to the Women’s Community Clinic were nearly as profound as the impact the experience has had on me.           
 


