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Cuba Post-Travel Reflection
Traveling to Cuba in March 2020 was a valuable experience I will never forget. Not only did I get the chance to full immerse myself in the Cuban culture and healthcare system, but I got to experience what it was like to be in abroad during a global pandemic. This unique experience has provided me with even more insight into how the United States healthcare system can learn and improve. 
Before going to Cuba, my assumptions were a bit skewed having classmates who had gone previously and hearing about their experience. Those students were very impressed with Cuba and their people. This is one of the reasons I was so interested in this study abroad opportunity in Cuba. While previous students had shed some light on their experience, I still had a lot of assumptions going into the experience. Of course, I had the traditional rum, cigar, and Cuban sandwich assumptions in mind because that was all I have ever really associated with the country, which admittedly, I feel terrible saying. I also had my limited knowledge of Cuba’s political history which was very one-sided given the U.S. Embargo/Blockade of the country after the Revolution. While I know Cuba has a Socialist government, many in the United States and around the world still refer to their government as a Communist one. All these things skewed my view of the Cuban people, because I had never really heard of the Cuban people voicing their opinions or speaking in a public manor that is so common here in the United States. In recent years and months, under the Obama administration, during the 2020 Democratic Presidential Debates, and completing the prerequisite work and reading for the trip, my knowledge of Cuba’s health care system and their people slowly started to expand. I also had never traveled to a country considered to be in the developing world and one in which I would have to be cautious about what food or water I ingested. This led me to do a lot of preparation in the form of purchasing a water bottle with a filter should I find myself in a situation without potable water as well as packing electrolyte replacement should I become ill. I feel like this preparation inadvertently led me to feel like the country was dirty, again, something I am ashamed to admit.  I still had many questions, but questions that really could only be answered once in country.
My experience in Cuba and through this study abroad program have greatly influenced my impressions and insights about the country and the people. Having no real insight into what the people of Cuba would be like, I was so pleasantly surprised to find a welcoming culture. One rooted in solidarity in which people would give you the shirt off your back, the food off their table, and a place to stay regardless of how little they had. We saw the Cuban solidarity in the first few hours of landing in the country when our tour bus was having difficulty backing up. A group of men came over to help push our bus out so we could go on our way. I also saw the solidarity of the Cuban people through learning about the Henry Reeve International Medical Brigade and the work they do to help serve other countries during times of natural disaster and epidemic (Pan American Health Organization, 2017). This solidarity was so powerful for me, especially in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic as we  got our daily fix of Wi-Fi to connect with family at home and to see how our American counterparts were raiding grocery stores aisles, thinking about themselves and not others. 
My question posed in my pre-travel reflection paper was related to the Family Physician and Nurse Program (Keck & Reed, 2012). In the United States, it can be difficult to draw nurses and doctors to serve in underserved communities and critical access hospitals. This led to my question, how do programs like the Family Physician and Nurse Program continue to be maintained and do they ever struggle to find practitioners to serve in the communities? After listening to our guides and asking questions of the nurses we encountered, I found the Cuban solidarity rings true in all aspects of their health care system. The answer to my question was that often, these doctors and nurses choose to work in the areas where they grew up. This is also aided by the Cuban education system being very deliberate about how many students are accepted into each program based on the numbers of positions the communities and country need. Often, the nurses in the Family Physician and Nurse Program stay in the community longer than the doctors and help provide the continuity of care the community needs.
Cuba has taught me so many things in such a short period of time.  Based on what I have learned from this experience, I feel that I am in a prime position to help invoke change in the United States health care system. Working in telehealth at a time like this has proven to be both stressful and effective. Telehealth during the COVID-19 pandemic has allowed us to expand our reach and our ability to serve those who are underserved and living in remote location. One small action step I can take to continue the United States on this trajectory is to collect data and stories. Stories and data tell a powerful story. They tell of the personal experience someone felt having a nurse watching over their care, helping them set goals and improve their health. The data tells the story of the impact telehealth has on improving care and promoting prevention. As we emerge from the pandemic, there will be a desire to go back to the tight restrictions that had so greatly impacted telehealth and its ability to provide access to care. It will be important to share how this connection, like that of the Family Physician and Nurse Program, helped improve the health of those living with chronic conditions, kept them safe at home, and kept them feeling connected to their community and their health care team.
I am so thankful to have had the opportunity to travel and study abroad in Cuba, especially during the time of a global pandemic. To see the great contrast in responses to the pandemic between the United States and Cuba was extraordinary. The United States can learn a lot from Cuba, and I hope the more people travel to Cuba to see the wonderful work they are doing, the more word will spread and the blockade the United States has continues to uphold will come crumbling down. 
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