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Choosing Medellín: 

Having been immersed in the medical world this past year, the truth has been 
inescapable that the Latino population is one of the most underserved in the United 
States. Furthermore, by the time I am in practice, it is estimated that 1 of 4 patients will 
be Spanish-speaking. Before this experience, I had taken a mid-intermediate Spanish 
class in my undergraduate university 4 years ago, but my attempts at communicating with 
Spanish-speaking patients had been extremely limited and uncomfortable. I chose the 
program at la Universidad CES because it seemed to be the most established South 
American program, incorporating a significant portion of hospital and clinic rotations 
with an organized Spanish class each night. I also was extremely interested in the culture 
of Medellín, a city that has undergone remarkable change in the past 15 years since the 
time of Pablo Escobar and the dangerous drug cartel. Medellín felt safer to me than many 
cities I have been to in the United States, and experiencing such a rapid cultural change 
was an extremely impactful experience. 

 
The Experience: 

Overall, the format of the trip included 1 or 2 hospital or clinic rotation(s) from 7 
AM – 4 PM. These sites included El Hospital General, La Clínica Infantil Santa Ana, and 
Tropical Medicine in Sabaneta. During the first two weeks in El Hospital General, we 
spent 2 days in each of the following rotations: internal medicine, emergency medicine, 
OB/GYN, and surgery. I went with 2 other students, and we were split up for these 
rotations. This was beneficial because we had to be extremely independent in our mastery 
of the Spanish language, but it also made the first 2 weeks very difficult as I was 
acclimating to the fast speech of hospital Spanish. Since I had my internal medicine 
rotation first, it was the most difficult, as it mainly consisted of verbally discussing 
patients with little hands-on opportunities. I loved emergency medicine, OB/GYN, and 
surgery. Through these experiences, I had the opportunity to participate in patient history 
and physical exams, be the first to hold a baby during a Cesarean section, perform CPR 
on a patient, perform a rectal exam on a patient with hemorrhoids, and much more. We 
spent the third week at La Clínica Infantil Santa Ana. The staff was incredible, and I was 
allowed to see patients alone throughout the morning and then present a patient to the 
attending during rounds. The most rewarding experience here was working with an 
indigenous woman who only spoke her tribal language (and no Spanish). Our last week 
was spent at Tropical Medicine in Sabaneta. I saw diseases I had only heard about in 
Microbiology, including Leishmaniasis, cutaneous Tuberculosis, Chagas Disease, and 
many bacterial infections.  

Every night from 5:15-6:30, we had Spanish class at Medellín Learning 
Academy, a wonderful experience where we were alone with a professor (they arranged 
this especially for us). We decided to take classes for all 4 weeks (20 hours total), and 
each week we had a different professor with a different teaching style, some focusing on 
grammar, and others focusing on teaching us the culture of Medellín, including the drug 
cartel history, Colombian alternative medicine, etc. 
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