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This month we celebrated Black 
History Month and renamed the 
Prescription Room to the Brig. Gen. 
Dr. Hazel Johnson-Brown  
Conference Room. Dr. Johnson-
Brown was a trailblazer, first  
African-American female general 
officer in the Army, and the first to 
earn a doctorate degree as a general 
officer.  
 
Dr. Johnson-Brown served honora-
bly from 1955-1983 and was 
awarded distinguished medals,  
including the Army Distinguished 
Service Medal, Meritorious Service 
Medal, and the Army Commenda-
tion Medal with an Oak Leaf clus-
ter. She was also awarded Army 
Nurse of the Year twice.  
After she retired from the Army in 
1983, she headed the American 

Nurses Association’s government 
relations unit as well as the George 
Mason University’s Center for 
Health Policy as a professor.  
 
During the month, Jesse Brown’s 
Special Emphasis Program provid-
ed the workforce with weekly trivia 
about Black history, mental health 
awareness in the African-American 
community, and a fashion show 
was held at Auburn Gresham’s 
Community Based Outpatient  
Clinic. 
 
African Americans have a long and 
distinguished history in the United 
States military, according to the 
Department of Defense. They have 
defended our nation with loyalty, 
honor, and patriotism, during peace 
time and in every war fought by or 
within the United States.  
 
Women as well as men have served 
honorably, especially women who 
have enlisted as men to serve the 
nation. For example, in 1866,  Ca-
thay Williams enlisted in the  Army 
using the name William  Cathay. 
She told the recruiter she was a 22-
year-old cook. She was even given 
the OK by an Army  surgeon who 
examined her and said she was fit 

for duty. Williams’ enlistment was 
historic because she is documented 
as being the first Black woman to 
enlist in the U.S. Army even though 
Army regulations at that time for-
bade women from enlisting.  
 
At Jesse Brown VAMC we are 
committed to ensuring all Veterans 
are treated fairly and with respect. 
Our Veteran population is aging 
and that also includes African 
Americans. According to Veterans 
Affairs Office of Health Equity, 
from 2019 to 2045, the racial and 
ethnic composition of Veterans will 
change, which means Black Veter-
ans will increase from 12% to 15%.  
 
It is fitting that we remember the contri-
butions African Americans have not 
only made to the U.S.  military, but to 
the nation. Many served and contributed 
to the  country during a time when Black  
people were considered second-class 
citizens, yet they  continued to serve, and 
some even made the ultimate sacrifice 
by  giving their lives to our nation.  
 
We must remember that Black  
History  Month extends beyond  
February, it is part of  
American history and our  
everyday lives.  

mailto:CHSPAO@va.gov
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Strategic Planning Introduction   Working on  
                          today to better 
                          the future 
Derek Witkowski - Chief of Strategic Growth 

The Jesse Brown Veterans Affairs 
Medical Center has prioritized 
meeting and exceeding the expecta-
tions set forth by Veterans Affairs 
and Veterans Health Administra-
tion. By establishing the Depart-
ment of Strategic Growth, 
JBVAMC now was the capability 
and capacity to track existing strate-
gic goals and implement new ones 
while ensuring all strategic activity 
is properly nested to higher organi-
zational goals and strategy.  
 
• Goal 1: Veterans choose VHA 

as their health care provider and 
coordinator, built on trusted, 
long–term relationships 

• Goal 2: VHA delivers high–
quality, accessible and  

      integrated health care 
• Goal 3: VHA maximizes per-

formance through shared  
       ownership and is on the                  
   forefront of innovation 
• Goal 4: VHA optimizes assets 

across the enterprise 

 
Over the course of 
the next opera-
tional period, 
JBVAMC plans to 
continue adding 
local goals that 
can best achieve 
the VHA’s mis-
sion. The medical 
center also plans 
to review its goals 
annually to deter-
mine if they re-
quire market adjustment or can be 
discontinued if no longer relevant 
or completed.  
 
The purpose of this operational plan 
is to establish the local strategic ac-
tions JBVAMC plans on taking 
over the course of the next opera-
tional period (fiscal year 2024-
2025) and how these goals meet the 
purpose and intent of higher organi-
zational goals and objectives (Level 
2 and 3 plans). This plan will serve 

to capture all the facility’s strategic 
efforts to provide the staff with a 
single source for all information 
related to strategic planning. 
 
If anyone has some ideas or are 
willing to help reach out and get 
involved, all questions comments, 
concerns, or ideas can email  
Kimberly Palmer at  
Kimberly.palmer@va.gov  and she 
will reply as soon as she can.  
 

JBVAMC Chief of Staff meets Dr. Anthony Fauci 

On Feb. 29, a luncheon 
held at the University of 
Illinois Chicago, Jesse 
Brown Chief of Staff Dr. 
Sarah Unterman meets 
with Dr. Anthony Fauci, 
the former Chief Medical 
Advisor to the president of 
United States. The event 
was an opportunity for 
medical professionals to 
network and share best 
practices.  

mailto:Kimberly.palmer@va.gov
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Jesse Brown celebrates Black  
History Month 

 
Compiled by Catrina Francis -Public Affairs Officer 

In February, Jesse Brown Veterans 
Affairs Medical Center celebrated 
Black History Month.  
 
Each week, employees were 
emailed trivia questions to test their 
knowledge about Black history. 
There were also events held each 

week beginning with “Mental 
health awareness, a change is going 
to come with guest speakers Drs. 
Keisha Battle and Gregory Win-
stead and ending with more Black 
history trivia and a display of Afri-
can-American art. 

Employees had an opportunity to 
learn the importance of mental 
health and how it affects the Afri-
can-American community. After 
the Black history trivia, employees 
also had a chance to listen to vari-
ous genres of African-American 
music.  

(Top left) Employees listen during a Black 

History Month event in the Brig. Gen. Dr. 

Hazel Johnson-Brown Conference Room. An 

event was held each week during Black Histo-

ry Month to celebrate African Americans. 

(Bottom left) Former Jesse Brown Veterans 
Affairs Medical Center EEO Manager/ADR /
HPP Coordinator Jacquelyn Wilkerson speaks 
during a Black History Month event. During 
the events, employees had an opportunity to 
dress in African clothing as a way of paying 
homage to African Americans. 

(Bottom right) Cecil Johnson, a volunteer at 
JBVAMC since 1996, talks about his time 
serving in the U.S. Army as an airborne medi-
ca from 1954-1966. Johnson and earned a 
Bronze Star in Vietnam by trying to save his 
fellow soldiers who were in an unmarked live 
minefield by entering the are himself. 

       Photos by Kenny Jones 
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Bridging health care disparities: The  
inspiring journey of Dr. Natasha Nichols 
 
Christina Chiu – Health Systems Specialist 

Growing up on the south 
side of Chicago, Dr. Nata-
sha Nichols witnessed 
firsthand the disparities in 
access to health care and 
the impact of socioeco-
nomic factors on health 
outcomes. In an insightful 
interview, Nichols shared 
her journey from child-
hood observations to be-
coming a passionate advo-
cate for underserved com-
munities, with a special 
focus on Veterans. 
 
Reflecting on her upbring-
ing, Nichols recalled the 
stark differences between 
her early education in Chi-
cago and the suburban en-
vironment where she later 
moved. As a young girl 
she recalled a noteworthy 
memory of finding books 
in the classroom along 
with after-school pro-
grams which highlighted 
the stark differences in 
resources between her two 
environments. At the age 
of 5, Nichols developed a 
deep curiosity about how 
to prevent medical condi-
tions like strokes and heart 
attacks from impacting 
her family and communi-
ty. These experiences 
planted the seed her future 
pursuit of a career in med-
icine. 
 
Her journey led her to 
prestigious institutions 
like Duke University, 
Georgetown University 
School of Medicine and 

later Northwestern Uni-
versity Feinberg School of 
Medicine for residency, 
where she honed her skills 
and passion for serving 
others. 
 
Returning to Chicago, 
Nichols found herself re-
connecting with her 
grandfather, a Vietnam 
Veteran battling lung can-
cer. This experience deep-
ened her understanding of 
the complexities within 
the health care system and 
fueled her determination 
to advocate for patients’ 
rights and bridge the gap 
between patients and pro-
viders. She played a pivot-
al role in helping her 
grandfather navigate his 
treatment for lung cancer, 
spending time with him at 
Jesse Brown Veterans Af-
fairs Medical Center, 
where she felt a deeper 
connection to him and her 
work caring for Veterans. 
 
As a current physician at 
Jesse Brown VAMC, 
Nichols also co-chairs the 
Jesse Brown 4 Black 
Lives Task Force, along 
with Drs. Cheryl Conner 
and Sheryl Lowery, a hos-
pital committee created by 
staff dedicated to address-
ing racial and ethnic dis-
parities in health care. The 
task force’s initiatives 
range from mentoring pro-
grams, improving access 
to treatment for opioid use 
disorder, and advocating 

for health policy 
changes within the 
VA system to name 
a few notable areas. 
 
One significant 
achievement of the 
JB4BL was the re-
moval of race from 
clinical algorithms, 
such as kidney func-
tion tests and pulmo-
nary function tests. 
Nichols and her col-
leagues recognized 
the inherent biases in 
these algorithms on-
going efforts advocating 
for the elimination of race
-based decision tools 
across all VA hospitals, 
that will lead to more eq-
uitable health care practic-
es. 
 
Beyond her work with the 
task force, Nichols is 
deeply committed to 
providing compassionate 
care to her patients. She 
emphasized the im-
portance of listening to 
patient’ concerns, building 
trust, and addressing barri-
ers to access, such as ex-
tending clinic hours, es-
tablishing clinics sites in 
frequently visited stores, 
and improving transporta-
tion options. 
 
Nichols’ dedication to ad-
vocating for underserved 
communities and driving 
systemic change exempli-
fies the transformative 
impact that individuals 

can have within the health 
care system. Her tireless 
efforts not only improve 
the lives of her patients 
but also pave the way for 
a more equitable and in-
clusive health care land-
scape for all. 
 
As Nichols continues to 
champion health care eq-
uity, her unwavering com-
mitment serves as an in-
spiration to health care 
professionals and advo-
cates alike, reminding 
everyone of the power of 
empathy, advocacy, and 
community-driven 
change. 
 
For more information 
about Jesse Brown 4 
Black Lives Task Force 
team and ongoing pro-
jects, please visit Share-
Point website https://
dvagov.sharepoint.com/
sites/vhachsjb4bl. 
 

Dr. Natasha Nichols 

https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/vhachsjb4bl
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/vhachsjb4bl
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/vhachsjb4bl
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Sign up for Jesse Brown 
Veterans Affairs Medical 
Center Education  
Department’s Crucial 
Conversations Class for 
Mastering Dialogue. The 
department is now offer-
ing the class virtual for all 
employees. TMS # VA 
4651466  
classes are held in three 
sessions and three hours 
for each session. The  
classes are instructed by 
Rome Frazier. 
• Session 1: Get  
      Unstuck and Master        
  My Stories        
• Session 2: Master My 

Stories II and Start 
with Heart         

• Session 3: State My 
Path and Make it Safe 

 
(The next course will be 
held April 2 to 4. For 
questions, please contact 
Rome Frazier at  
extension 595078)  
 
Crucial Conversations 
gives people the skills to 
step into disagreement 
rather than over or around 
it and turn disagreement 
into dialogue for  

improved relationships 
and results. 
 
JBVAMC Leadership 

Course Catalog 

                                    

Dear Colleagues,  
It is with great pleasure 
that I introduce to you our 
Leadership Development 
Catalog, designed to help 
you enhance your skills as 
a leader and contribute to 
the success of our health 
care organization. As the 

Chief of Education, I am 
committed to providing 
you with the resources 
and opportunities 
necessary to achieve your 
full potential as a leader.  
 
Employees can access the 
Leadership Course  
Catalog on the Jesse 
Brown VAMC SharePoint 
Hub at the bottom of the 
page. Individuals cannot 
get to where they are  
going if they do not know 
where they are now. The 
tool below is designed to 
help employees identify 
where they are in the  
current stage of their  

career, as it relates to the 
Leadership Development 
Framework. While using 
this tool, it is important 
for employees to  
remember they can grow 
in their career horizontally 
and vertically.  
 
Leadership Team of 
LILD/Education  
Department 
 
If employees have  
questions concerning the 
Leadership Course  
Catalog, please  contact 
Uros Cemerikic at  
extension 56019. 
 

Valerie Reid, Chief of   
Education/Designated Learning 
Officer 
   Photo courtesy of 
  Education Department 

The leadership team, which consists of (left to right) Uros 
Cemerikic, Devan Knox, and Antwaun Paige.  
               Photo by Julian Calderon  
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Walk to Healthy Beat 
Shari Pollack – Employee Wellness Coordinator 

Employee Whole Health and Jesse 
Brown 4 Black Lives teamed up 
again this year to co-sponsor the 
second annual Walk to a Healthy 
Beat team challenge. The aim of 
this four-week walking challenge, 
held Feb. 1 through 29 in recogni-
tion of American Heart Month, was 
to get employees walking at least 
7,000 steps per day. With more 
than 300 employees on 59 teams, 
this challenge boasted the highest 
participation of any team competi-
tion in the last decade at Jesse 
Brown Veterans Affairs Medical 
Center. 
Before the first steps were counted, 
employees flexed their creative 
muscles in coming up with their 
team names. Among the most nota-

ble were I-CARE about Steps, The 
Code Runners, The Pace Makers, 
Best Pace to Work, N’Syncope, 
This Means WARfarin, and Make 
LOVE-nox not WAR-farin.  
The Code Runners (team captain: 
Rachel Garza), Red Hot Chili Step-
pers (Rodolfo Gonzalez), and Team 
Strides (Lacretia Henderson) took 
first, second, and third place, re-
spectively. Forty-nine of the 59 
teams hit the target of 7,000 steps 
daily per person, and 24 teams had 
averages of 10,000 steps or more 
per day per person.  
A Teams channel created for chal-
lenge participants — where silly 
walking GIFs were traded freely — 
helped foster a spirit of friendly 
competition among the teams. Kris-

ten Deshida-Such, a Clinical Dieti-
tian, and a member of I-CARE 
about Steps, enthused “What a suc-
cess this walking challenge is. It 
was super fun! I think the way eve-
ryone got involved was awesome.”  
As far as its impact on her activity 
level, Deshida-Such reflected, “I’m 
taking more stairs, etc. but am sur-
prised how hard it is to break 
10,000 steps.” 
If employees missed out on the 
Walk to a Healthy Beat team chal-
lenge, the next opportunity to face 
off against JB colleagues comes 
this spring, with the fourth annual 
2K-A-Day challenge, which begins 
April 18 and end with the VA2K 
Walk & Roll event May 15.  
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Recognizing unsung heroes:  
Environmental management  

services in health care 
 

Lacretia Henderson – Administrative officer 

In the realm of health care, attention 
naturally gravitates toward doctors, 
medicine, specialized care, and other 
prominent aspects.  
 
However, one vital component often 
overlooked is Jesse Brown Veterans 
Affairs Medical Center’s Environmen-
tal Management Services, specifically, 
Darnel Keys, a dedicated environmen-
tal management service worker at the 
facility. 
 
Keys has worked at JBVAMC for 3 ½ 
years, and he brings a unique perspec-
tive as a former Navy service member 
with four years of experience as an 
electronic technician. Arriving during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, Keys under-
went rigorous training on various de-
vices, including ultraviolet machines 
aimed at germ eradication to ensure 
patient safety. As the pandemic unfold-
ed, he witnessed the continuous evolu-
tion of safety protocols and innovative 

measures to combat the spread of 
germs, including the introduction of 
new cleaning machines every  
few weeks. 
 
Working in the area administering vac-
cines, Keys emerged as a staunch ad-
vocate for vaccination, believing in 
and supporting the initiative. Recog-
nizing his dedication, Keys was nomi-
nated to encourage hospital staff and 
patients to get vaccinated. In fall of 
2023 with the slowing down of ma-
chine deliveries, Keys remained proac-
tive, always ready to assist and ensure 
the smooth functioning of operations 
within the hospital. 
 
Keys reflected on how his service has 
helped him overcome various chal-
lenges on the job, which improves 
communication skills with stakehold-
ers. He takes pride in being part of a 
team dedicated to the safety of Veter-
ans, actively listening, and responding 

to their needs 
promptly. 
Keys’ dedica-
tion mirrors the 
commitment of 
staff at 
JBVAMC, en-
suring that eve-
ry contribution, 
even when un-
seen, is deeply 
appreciated. 
 
A heartfelt 
gratitude to 
Keys and all 
environmental management service 
workers for their tireless efforts in 
safeguarding the health and well-being 
of JBVAMC’s Veterans and staff. It is 
vital that everyone at JBVAMC re-
members to acknowledge and appreci-
ate their invaluable contributions to the 
medical center’s health care system. 
 

Darnel Keys 
Photo by Lacretia  
Henderson 

African Sweet Potato Stew 

Recipe by Allison Hyzy - Dietician 

Yields ~ five servings 
Serving size ~ 1 ¾ cups 
Ingredients:  
2 teaspoons olive oil 
1 1/2 cups onion chopped 
~4 cups sweet potato (peeled and diced 
into ~1/2-1-inch cubes 
2 teaspoons garlic, minced 
2 cups low sodium vegetable broth 
1 can (14.5 ounces) no salt added diced 
tomatoes 
1 can (4 ounces) fire roasted diced 
green chiles 
2 tablespoons no salt added tomato 
paste (optional)  
1 tablespoon curry powder  
¼ teaspoon black pepper (plus more to 
taste if desired)  
½ cup peanut butter  

1 can (15.5 ounces) low sodium gar-
banzo beans 
2 cups fresh kale, chopped, stems re-
moved 
Preparation: 
Add oil to a large pot and heat on me-
dium high, add the onion and cook for 
four to five minutes (stirring as need-
ed, until translucent). 
Add the sweet potato and cook for 
~four minutes more, stirring occasion-
ally.  
Add the garlic and cook for ~one mi-
nute.  
Add the broth, diced tomatoes, chiles, 
tomato paste, curry, and black pepper. 
Stir and bring to boil. Cover with lid 
and simmer for ~10 minutes.   
Stir in the peanut butter, beans, and 
kale. Replace the lid and let cook for 

about five 
minutes more.  
Estimated per 
serving: 403 
Calories, 56.2 
grams carbo-
hydrate, 15.3 
grams of fat, 
14.3 grams of 
protein, 13.6 grams of fiber, 458 milli-
grams of sodium 
Tips:  
4 cups of diced sweet potato equal 
about 1 ¼ pounds (you’ll want to start 
with at least 1 ½ pounds sweet potato 
before it’s cleaned and peeled) 
You can swap out the kale with a few 
handfuls’ fresh spinach, Swiss chard, 
or collard greens  


