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Penn State College of Medicine Global Health Center

Medical Student Project Proposal 

Project Title:   Tuberculosis Testing in Southwestern Costa Rica
Medical Student:  Stephen Maturin,  MS 1;  sgm12@psu.edu
Project Location:    San Isidro, Costa Rica
Project Timetable:    July 1 – July 29, 2011
Objective:  To evaluate the use of community health workers for testing for tuberculosis in rural areas of Costa Rica.
Background:   Costa Rica provides universal health care for all of its citizens.  Half of its population of four million live in urban areas where there is relatively easy access to medical clinics.   However, the other two million citizens are spread out over  very rugged terrain where each small town has a modest clinic staffed by a one full time nurse and visited once a week by a physician, pharmacist, and an administrator from Costa Rica’s National Health Service.  Residents on farms and in small villages are seen first in a clinic in the nearest town.  In the past five years there has been an increase in tuberculosis cases throughout Costa Rica.  Early diagnosis is key to effective treatment of this disease, and thereby to preservation of the patient’s quality of life and productivity.  The National Health Service has created and put into place an effective screening program that has been put into place in all of the urban clinics.  However this program requires the patient to return to the clinic 24 hours after the initial visit to have a health care worker examine the patient’s arm and make a reading.  This is relatively easily done only in urban areas where there is easy access to public transportaion.

Unmet Need:  Transportation from rural areas to the nearest clinic is problematic and limits the value of a test that requires a patient to return to a clinic in 24 hours.  
Proposed Project Summary: The National Health Service has a yet untested modification of the TB testing protocol for use in rural areas.  In short, this protocol is based on the training of community volunteers to perform the tests and record the results which will be picked up on a weekly basis by the National Health Service.
My Role in the Project:  I will be part of a team which will include a physician, a nurse and a public health officer from the National Health Service.  The team’s mission will be to select community health workers in each village and provide them with a one day educational program and the necessary resources to conduct the TB screening tests in their villages.
Why I Wish to Pursue this Project:  Infectious disease prevention is critically important for improving the lives and productivity of individuals living in developing countries.
What I Expect to Gain:  I am interested in both public health and infectious diseases as possible career paths and I expect that this project will give me insight into both areas.
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