
•
Mentorship & Training

Active mentorship helped pre-health students leverage scientific principles learned in their biology coursework to create a successful diabetes prevention program.
Programs such as these provide applied learning opportunities, allowing students to develop interpersonal competencies and gain a deeper understanding of the 
complexities of health and wellness.

Our small, liberal arts university is located near the 
intersection of three counties in rural Tennessee. 
County Health Rankings & Roadmaps (2020) ranks 
those counties 92, 59, and 16 out of 95 counties in 
terms of health outcomes, in a state already ranked 
44 out of 50 for health outcomes (United Health 
Foundation, 2020).  

There is a stark contrast between a school that 
costs $61,680 per year and the surrounding 
communities where 29% of individuals surveyed 
were unable to see a doctor when they needed to, 
principally due to insufficient funds or absence of 
insurance (Southern Tennessee Regional Health 
System – Sewanee, 2019).

Background

Community-
Identified Need

Community partners 
and health council 
network identified 
need for program.

Collaboration
• Pre-health office & 

Civic Engagement

• Physician

• Local food pantry

• Canale Internship 
funds 1-2 site leaders

Mentorship

Provided support and 
tools students needed 

to develop their 
program and assume 

ownership of it.

Student Ownership

Allowed students to 
develop core 

competencies and 
prepare for health 

careers.

Our small size limits available data for this new 
program. Of 8 graduates with known outcomes:
• 5 in health field (health care/medical, nursing, or 

public health school)
• 2 applying to medical school
• 1 in pharmaceutical research

An internal assessment of 
graduates (n=7), not intended 
to be generalizable, revealed:

• 100% rated program as 
“Important” or “Very Important” in their 
development of core preprofessional 
competencies, as outlined by the Association of 
American Medical Colleges.

• 100% rated program as “Important”
or “Very Important” in their 
preparation for a health career.

• 100% Agree or Strongly Agree that
the program gave them a deeper 
understanding of health and wellness.

Extensive mentorship and training, especially in 
communicating across differences, was required:

TRAINING DEVELOPMENT FEEDBACK REFLECTION

These four factors will be important for any student-led community program. Collaborations were essential, 
providing mentors, funding and a participant pool. 

Evolution of Program

Spring
2017

Summer 
2017

Fall
2018 2018 2019-20

Pre-med student Amanda Watters 
takes concept to university pre-
health advisor/biology faculty and 
Civic Engagement assistant 
director, who agree to mentor. 
Work begins. 

MENTORING BEGINS

Partner with local health 
departments who train 8 
students in a CDC-approved 
curriculum. 

CDC PROGRAM

Challenges in recruiting 
participants for year-long 
CDC program. Partner with 
local physician. 

LOCAL PHYSICIAN

Students work with local 
physician and mentors to design 
and implement new 6-week 
program. Attendance varies. 

STUDENT PROGRAM

Partner with local food pantry. 
Advertise and host program on site.

Hone program to 3-4 weeks.

Attendance increases and stabilizes.

FOOD PANTRY & 
STREAMLINED PROGRAM

2017

Need for diabetes prevention 
program identified by 
community stakeholders at 
health council network.

NEED IDENTIFIED

Mentors:
Cynthia Gray, pre-health advisor and biology faculty 
Robin Hille Michaels, Office of Civic Engagement 
Karen Gilson, Certified Diabetes Educator physician

Mentors guided student leader and Diabetes 
Education Fellows through this process:

Student Outcomes

Future Directions

• Assess participant and student outcomes in such 
a way that data are generalizable. 

• Partner with local clinics and other community 
organizations to expand program reach.

• Develop new approaches to safely and 
effectively deliver program during pandemic.

Empowering Pre-Health Students Through Outreach and Experiential 
Learning: The Development of a Student-Led Diabetes Prevention Program

Keys to Success

Cynthia Gray, Office of Medical and Health Programs, University of the South
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Health Career

Very 
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CULTURAL COMPETENCE ORAL COMMUNICATION COMMUNICATING 
ACROSS DIFFERENCES

BIOLOGY OF DIABETES


