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From Camp to Career
For the last six years, VHHA has co-sponsored Health Career Camps with member hospitals as a way to “reach down 
the pipeline” for the future health care workforce. The camp experience introduces middle school students to the various 
professions and informs them of the necessary educational requirements for each field. As almost all health careers require 
college education, and placement is very competitive, the camp leaders encourage students to enter high school ready to take 
the additional math, science and language classes required for college admission. With the help of a few camp directors, 
VHHA interviewed several former campers who are currently enrolled in college and planning to enter the health care field. 
The students were asked if the camp had influenced their educational and career decisions. While each student has taken a 
different course each found their time in camp instrumental to their decision.
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When Zach Tyler attended Virginia 
Commonwealth University’s 

(VCU) Jump Ropes to Stethoscopes 
camp in 2005, it was not on his wish 
list of summer activities. His mother 
signed him up, and he was not pleased 
about attending. “Why would I want 
to do that? That’s what girls do!” But 
he now describes that point of view 
as “primitive.” Before entering camp 
he had decided, “I am going to be a 
lawyer because I love to talk.” Early 
on, he also considered being a doctor, 
professional basketball player and a 
fire truck. He does report that he is 
not sure how he thought the fire truck 
idea was going to work out. After 
two days in the camp, he changed his 
mind and decided he wanted to be a 
nurse anesthetist. He is currently a 
pre-nursing major at VCU. Although 
the camp had a nursing focus, Zach 
felt that its journeys to different areas 
of the hospital showed campers the 
various options for many different 
health careers.

The camp experience also influenced 
Zach’s choice of high school and 
classes. “As a result of my mother 
putting me into the camp, and me 
ultimately loving it, I applied to 
Richmond Community High School. 
While in high school I took classes, 
honors and advance placement, to put 
me in a good position when it came 
to apply to medically oriented college. 
This camp in my opinion, helped 
prevent four years in a college in which 
I continually switched majors.”

Quintett Bowers was a VCU camper 
in 2005 with Zach. She is currently 

enrolled in Richard Bland College and 
credits the camp with making her try 
harder in math and science classes. The 
camp also “helped me prepare for the 
future by trying harder at everything.” 
Before attending the camp she wanted 
to be a police officer. After attending 
she decided she liked the health care 
field’s options more and is working 
towards a forensic science career.

Molly Patterson was a camper at 
Reston Hospital Center’s Camp 

Discovery in 2005, the summer before 
entering the eighth grade. Before 
attending the camp she thought she 
would become “an astronaut, a writer 
or an Olympic athlete…I had many 
interests.” She is now a sophomore 
at Yale University and majoring in 
chemical engineering and pre-med. 
“I came home from Camp Discovery 
each day having seen the many exciting 
opportunities available in the medical 
field. It was fun!” She then added, 
“Camp Discovery was my first real 
exposure to medicine. Looking back, 
I believe it served as a litmus test for 
me in determining if medicine was 
a career I’d like to pursue. The day-
to-day activities at the camp very 
much mimicked the collaborative 
and exciting atmosphere of real 
time medicine, giving me and fellow 
students a taste of the real deal. Camp 
Discovery provided a firm ground from 
which I made decisions in high school 
regarding a possible future in medicine. 
It certainly made a great impression!”by Barbara S. Brown. Dr. Brown serves as 

vice president of VHHA.
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Eric Bailey and Elaine Dunnavant 
were two of Molly’s camp 

colleagues. They were most influenced 
by the camp’s trips to Northern 
Virginia Community College’s 
medical campus in Springfield to 
learn cardiopulmonary resuscitation 
and participate in a criminal science 
scenario. During the scenario, the 
campers collected blood samples 
and other evidence, bandaged mock 
patients and helped transport the 
“injured.”

Eric thought he wanted to be a 
physician, and Elaine was interested 
in being an author. After the camp 
experience they changed their minds. 
Eric became a paramedic by attending 
an after school paramedic certification 
program before he graduated from 
high school. He finished his firefighter 
certification in February 2010. He has 
applied to be a paramedic firefighter 
with a local fire department. Elaine is 
a freshman at Wake Forest University 
intending to study chemistry and trying 
to choose between pre-med or other 
health career majors. What influenced 
their decisions were the interactive 
experiences, like the scenarios used at 
Northern Virginia Community College 
and on the hospital’s campus. The “not 
like a classroom” experiences sealed 
their decision to pursue health care.

After attending VCU’s camp, Sheryl 
Harvey really started to focus on 

her goal of becoming a nurse. She 
completed both the nurse aide and 

pharmacy technician 
programs while in high 
school. She took the 
classes to give her a step 
up when competing 
against others for the 
limited spaces in registered 
nurse programs. They also 
provide her with some 
options for earning money 
and gaining experience 
in health care while in 
school. She agrees with 
the other campers that the 
program really started her 
health career journey in a 
very positive way.

“Reaching down the 
pipeline” is a long-term 
strategy for workforce 
development. Its only 
immediate pay off is the 
satisfaction that it gives 
the staff teaching the 
students and the good 
will it generates in the 
community.

The experience, however, does stay 
with students as they mature. For these 
students, their interest in health care 
changed from being an interesting 
curiosity to a career path. In addition, 
they approached their high school 
curriculum with more focus, and they 
worked harder to make sure they had the 
option of the health career of their choice. 
It’s amazing what a week can do!

For more information, contact Barbara 
Brown at bbrown@vhha.com. n

Above: VHHA member camp 
coordinators met in Richmond on 
November 19, 2010, to learn about 
the successful camps being held 
around the state. In 2010, almost 
25 VHHA members hosted 31 
health care career camps with 700 
middle and high school campers 
enrolled. Another 300 students 
wanted to participate but couldn’t 
due to camp space limitations.

Below, from left to right: Eric Bailey, 
Elaine Dunnavant and Sheryl 
Harvey


