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Start 2017 Right

johns hopkins  
medicine welcomes  
new leader

Kevin W. Sowers was 
appointed the next presi-
dent of the Johns Hopkins 
Health System and execu-
tive vice president of Johns 
Hopkins Medicine, effec-
tive Feb. 1. Sowers joins 
Johns Hopkins from Duke 
University Hospital—the 
flagship academic hospital 
for the Duke University 
Health System—where he 
has served as president and 
CEO for eight years.

u.s. news & world report’s best hospitals results 
U.S. News & World Report ranked The Johns Hopkins 
Hospital #3 in the nation and #1 in Maryland for 2017–18. 
This—coupled with the pediatric ranking in which U.S. 
News named Johns Hopkins Children’s Center #5 nation-
ally—makes Johns Hopkins the nation’s top-ranked hospital 
combined for both adult and pediatric care

blocal exceeds goals, invests millions in baltimore

Johns Hopkins and 24 Baltimore-area companies have sur-
passed their three-year goals to build, hire and buy locally 
through the BLocal initiative. Local business and civic leaders 
gathered Dec. 11 to celebrate BLocal’s success, which includes 
investing $86 million locally and hiring nearly three times the 
three-year goal. 

Top Stories of 2017

The Johns 
Hopkins  
Hospital  
Prepares for 
Emergencies
The time to figure out how to 
respond to a disaster isn’t while the 
event is bearing down on you. The 
time to prepare is now. With that 
in mind, the Johns Hopkins medical 
campus participated in two drills 
recently to test how we would 
respond to a mass shooting or the 
admission of a pregnant patient 
with a highly infectious disease.  

Led by the Johns Hopkins bio-
containment unit, the emergency 
departments and the Johns Hopkins 
Office of Critical Event Prepared-
ness and Response (CEPAR), the 
drills also evaluated how various 
departments would handle com-
munications, operations, security 
and other processes to ensure the 
hospital maintains business opera-
tions and patient care.  

One drill involved a mock patient 
who had an unknown highly infec-
tious respiratory illness, and was 
eight months pregnant and in labor. 
The patient presented to the Johns 
Hopkins Outpatient Center clinic, 
and the Lifeline team had to trans-
port the patient by ambulance to 
the hospital’s biocontainment unit. 
There the clinical team simulated 
delivery of the baby using lifelike 
mannequins of the patient and child, 
while addressing how to keep staff 
members safe from infection. 

“While it is unlikely we will ever 
encounter a laboring Ebola pa-
tient in the flesh, every little bit of 
preparedness helps,” says Dianne 
Whyne, director of operations 
for CEPAR. “Our goal was to be 
proactive. We need the staff on this 
unit to function at a very high level 
of readiness to care for patients 
with dangerous diseases like Ebola.”
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A Little 
Bit of 
Competition 
Goes a Long 
Way for  
Patient Safety

it’s often easy to catch a colleague 
not doing something they ought to, 
such as reloading an empty printer 
tray, holding an elevator or thoroughly 
washing their hands. But what about 
commending co-workers when they do 
execute these tasks?

This was one tactic that a few patient 
care units at The Johns Hopkins Hospi-
tal recently used while trying to boost 
their hand hygiene compliance rate. 
Proper hand hygiene, which includes 
washing with soap and warm water or 
using an alcohol-based hand rub such 
as Purell, is one of the easiest and most 

effective methods of infection preven-
tion. Team members were excited to be 
“caught” practicing good hand hygiene 
as part of a six-month competition 
between endoscopy and the Weinberg, 
Zayed 3 and pediatric postanesthesia 
care units.

The Department of Hospital Epide-
miology and Infection Control (HEIC) 
recognized that these four patient care 
areas were consistently struggling to 
achieve the hospital’s compliance goal, 
which is 90 percent or greater both 
overall and within individual units. 
Hospitalwide, hand hygiene compliance 

is monitored by “secret shoppers” who 
randomly observe providers and record 
whether they perform hand hygiene 
when they enter or exit a patient’s area 
of care. HEIC challenged the staff 
members to compete for significant 
improvement to their hand hygiene 
compliance rates over a six-month pe-
riod ending in October.

At the end of the competition, endos-
copy came out on top with an overall 
compliance rate of 93 percent, a more 

continued on back page

When we look back on 2017 at Johns Hopkins, what is most memorable?  
Here are a few of the most talked about Johns Hopkins stories from last year: 
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In an effort to improve their hand hygiene compliance, endoscopy team members 
compared fingerprints in petri dishes left by clean and unwashed hands.



MLK Community 
Service Award 
Recipients 
  

Renee Blanding, m.d.
Vice President for Medical Affairs, Johns Hopkins 
Bayview Medical Center

As a young child, Renee Blanding cherished her 
visits to the one-room library in Camden, South 
Carolina, where her brothers helped her select 
books, then read them to her.

The vice president of medical affairs for Johns 
Hopkins Bayview Medical Center, Blanding is 
taking her “lifelong love” of reading into the 
classrooms of neighborhood elementary schools in East Baltimore as part 
of the Readership to Leadership literacy program she launched in 2013. She 
works closely with the school teachers and community liaisons as well as 
colleagues from Bayview.

The program also involves “reading bees,” where students initially took 
home books acquired from the community book bank. Now, Blanding 
purchases the books for the children in grades 2-6, which they read during 
the winter and spring breaks. She and her colleagues follow up with the 
children to discuss the books, such as Mr. Popper’s Penguins; they celebrate 
their success with an award ceremony, trophy presentations and pizza parties. 
“It’s a magical time,” she says. Blanding and her colleagues also organized a 
spelling bee at Henderson Hopkins School, a program she hopes to expand 
to Highlandtown and John Ruhrah elementary schools.

Blanding hopes to enrich the program with group mentoring and more 
staff volunteerism, but for now she is focused on increasing the involvement 
at the existing schools, which she calls “chapters.” Her goal is to add an 
additional school or chapter each year. 

“I believe we all can do more by contributing and volunteering in our 
public schools,” she says. “The students really need us to be there to promote 
education and the love of reading at an early age.”  

Darren Brownlee
Assistant Administrator, The Johns Hopkins Hospital 
and Johns Hopkins Bayview Medical Center

Five years ago, while serving with the National 
Association of Health Service Executives (NAHSE), 
Darren Brownlee responded to a call to mentor 
Baltimore youths through the Big Brothers Big 
Sisters program.   

Brownlee, an assistant administrator for the 
Department of Medicine and Chairman’s Office, has mentored his “little 
brother” from an unsure 11-year-old to a more confident high school 
sophomore. 

 “I wanted to make an impact on those who may not have male figures in 
their life, especially black male role models,” Brownlee says. “It was one of 
the best decisions I’ve made.”

During their weekly interactions, the two talk about academics, career 
goals and everyday life, perform boxing drills at a local gym, and occasionally 

go to the movies. Last summer, the teen served as an usher in Brownlee’s 
wedding.

 As president of NAHSE’s Baltimore chapter, Brownlee increased the 
funding and participation for its paid 10-week summer internship program 
so that 12 competitively selected college interns could gain experience at local 
businesses and hospitals, including Johns Hopkins. 

A longtime supporter of United Way, Brownlee also works with the 
organization’s Emerging Leaders United, which provides opportunities for 
young professionals to give back to their communities.

While Brownlee pursues his doctorate in public health with a health 
policy and management track from the Johns Hopkins University 
Bloomberg School of Public Health, he also is participating in a three-year 
Culture of Health Leaders program through the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation for training in health equity. 

Ariel Hicks
Research Assistant, School of Medicine

Ariel Hicks felt a “deep separation between 
neighborhoods” after she moved to Baltimore 
from rural Missouri three years ago. A chance 
encounter with the founder of #popscope, a 
volunteer-run project that promotes public 
astronomy, provided Hicks a way to bring 
together people of different backgrounds and 
experiences.  

Hicks, a research assistant for the school of medicine, sets up her 90 mm 
Celestron refractor telescope just about every week in communities across the 
city, then invites people to take a peek at the moon, stars and planets. She 
has conducted pop-up events in Eager Park, Patterson Park, Station North 
and other locations near the East Baltimore campus, including the 1500 
block of Wolfe Street.

“It’s a cool way to engage citizens and get them thinking about science,” 
Hicks says. “You never know who you are going to meet. I’m focused on 
building relationships in the community.”

She co-leads the Baltimore chapter of #popscope with Audrey Buckland, 
a research associate at the Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of 
Public Health. Hicks has also established partnerships with the Enoch Pratt 
Library, Space Telescope Science Institute/NASA, and the Smithsonian 
Air and Space Museum to secure educational materials and to partner with 
professional astronomers. 

Hicks is also involved with a community garden in Southwest Baltimore.  
One day a month she teaches kindergarten students at Charles Carroll 
Barrister Elementary School about how to grow and prepare healthy foods as 
part of a program called Food for Thought.

Why does she make time for community service? “One person took a 
chance on me when I was working in a coffee shop,” Hicks says. “Now, I’m 
in a position to pay it forward and give back to the community.” 

Carrie Holdren-Serrell
Clinical Scientist, The Johns Hopkins Hospital

For Carrie Holdren-Serrell, community service is 
a way of life. A clinical scientist in the Mycology 
Lab, she organizes food and school-supply drives 
for her department, and uses her weekends and 
evenings for volunteer work, such as handing 
out food, clothing and toiletries to homeless 
people and mentoring women in crisis pregnancy 
situations.

Celebrating a Legacy
Johns Hopkins’ 36th annual Martin Luther King Jr. Commemoration will be held Friday, Jan. 
19, from noon to 1:30 p.m. in Turner Auditorium. The theme is what Dr. King called one of 
“life’s most persistent and urgent questions”—“What are you doing for others?” The keynote 
speaker will be Minnijean Brown Trickey, a civil and social rights activist who was one of the 
Little Rock Nine, a group of African-American teenagers who helped desegregate a public 
high school in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957. Event highlights also include an awe-inspiring 
performance by Unified Voices, a choir of Johns Hopkins employees and East Baltimore 
residents, and recognition of the 2017 Martin Luther King Jr. Community Service Award 
recipients for their work in making a difference for those in need. 



“Community service and volunteer work is just who I am as an individual 
and who our family is,” Holdren-Serrell says. “We have always volunteered 
in programs where we are able to serve others and have an opportunity to 
give back to the community.” 

Many of the opportunities come out of Holdren-Serrell’s church. As a 
volunteer for Hannah’s Hope, a nonprofit named after the pastor’s daughter 
who fell victim to human trafficking, she speaks to community groups about 
the dangers of opioid addiction and human trafficking.  

Holdren-Serrell also organized a teacher charity drive for City Springs 
Elementary/Middle School in East Baltimore, where Johns Hopkins staff 
donated more than 1,000 items on the teachers’ wish list and $260 in 
cash. She coordinated a food drive that reaped 1,351 pounds of food for 
the Maryland Food Bank. She has prepared and distributed care packages 
for people living on the street, and assisted with the “Mentoring Moms” 
program at Alpha’s Glory Pregnancy Resource Center.   

Over the years, Holdren-Serrell has done overseas missionary work in 
Africa with a children’s home for AIDS orphans, as well as in Mexico, 
Vietnam, China and Hong Kong with her husband and two daughters.

“Where there is a need,” she says, ‘’we do our best to meet it.”

Rhonda Johnson
Informatics Program Coordinator, The Johns 
Hopkins Hospital 

Rhonda Johnson’s community service started 
small, and then kept growing. Determined to 
help people get what they need, she began, four 
years ago, setting out a box in the Johns Hopkins 
Hospital’s Gyn/Ob department office for people 
to donate food.

“People rose to the occasion,” says Johnson, a 32-year Johns Hopkins 
employee and clinical informatics coordinator. “So we have been doing this 
every year.”

 Now she also is spearheading additional drives and collects everything 
from disposable diapers, toys and toiletries as well. While last year’s food 
drive donations provided more than 400 pounds of food to the Maryland 
Food Bank, Johnson also led a departmentwide clothing drive for women 
at the House of Ruth and The Center for Addiction in Pregnancy at Johns 
Hopkins Bayview Medical Center.

Most recently, she organized a relief effort for victims of hurricanes and 
floods in Texas, Florida and Puerto Rico. Johnson and her son took care of 
collecting and shipping 11 boxes of clothes for children and adults, plus other 
supplies to those disaster-stricken areas. 

“Helping others is the right thing to do,” says Johnson, especially when 
it comes to helping people who are hungry. “As a nurse, we have a need to 
help, and providing food is the least that we can do.” 

Darcenia McDowell
Laboratory Service Technician, School of Medicine

Like most offices, the Molecular Biology and 
Genetics Department relies on staff members to 
coordinate community outreach and volunteer 
activities. In many cases, Darcenia McDowell is 
the one who sets aside her duties as a lab service 
coordinator to take on that role. 

The 27-year school of medicine employee says 
she enjoys planning and assisting at the various 
events. They include an annual Community Science Day and community 
science fair Johns Hopkins runs for elementary school students in East 
Baltimore and the school of medicine’s weeklong Fun with Science Camp.

McDowell also helps with a Johns Hopkins robotics competition with 
the Institute for Clinical and Translational Research’s Henrietta Lacks High 
School Day and annual symposium, which teaches high school students 
about Lacks’ contributions to scientific discoveries. Additionally, she serves 
on a board that advises researchers on how to get the community involved 
with clinical trials.  

Through her work with the Black Faculty and Staff Association, 
McDowell collects and distributes items for toiletry drives for the homeless, 
school supply drives for local students, and a supply and clothing drive for 
veterans. In the past she’s worked with the American Red Cross. 

 “We are not here just for ourselves,” she says. “Spiritually speaking, we 
have a responsibility to take care of each other.”

Edward McKay Jr.
Surgical Technician, The Johns Hopkins Hospital

One day, while watching TV, a mentoring 
initiative for boys of color called My Brother’s 
Keeper, caught Edward McKay Jr.’s attention. 

Then-president Barack Obama was promoting 
the program, so McKay, a surgical technician in 
The Johns Hopkins Hospital, decided to email 
the White House expressing his desire to mentor 
a child of an incarcerated parent. The personal email response he got from 
Obama provided extra motivation to connect with a young person.

For the past year and half, McKay has mentored a boy who is now 15. 
“He’s a good kid but was having issues in school,” McKay says. “We talk 
several times a week. I stay on him about grades and encourage him.”  

“They think ‘if he can do it, I can do it,’” says the longtime Baltimore 
resident and father of a 15-year-old daughter. “I know what it’s like to grow 
up in a rough neighborhood. I say ‘just because you see your friends do 
[something wrong], you don’t have to do it. It’s OK to set goals and to want 
to better yourself.’”

McKay also speaks to students at local community colleges and events 
such as the Johns Hopkins Science Fair and shares his career journey 
from housekeeper to surgical technician. He also mentors other surgical 
technicians.

Juliet Robinson
Surgical Technician, The Johns Hopkins Hospital

Growing up poor in North Carolina, Juliet 
Robinson recalls many times her parents would 
share their own food with neighbors, also taking 
dinners to the sick and bereaved. “My mother 
did not let us eat until a plate was first made for 
someone who said that they were hungry, along 
with a hug, kiss and prayer,” she says. “My parents 
taught us to give with your heart.”

Now she devotes much of her own spare time to helping people in her 
East Baltimore community. “Whenever I see a need, I can’t pass it off.” 

A surgical technician for 35 years in the Johns Hopkins Hospital Pediatric 
Operating Room, Robinson is also the wife of a pastor and member of 
the evangelism ministry of New Mount Olive Baptist Church. Along with 
providing foods, clothes and information about resources to those in need, 
she collects gently used pocketbooks and fills them with socks, toiletries and 
other personal items for a local women’s shelter. 

Robinson also fulfills requests for snacks and cash donations for a lodging 
facility that accommodates the families of surgical patients at The Johns 
Hopkins Hospital. One of the better aspects of her night-shift schedule, she 
notes, is that it allows her more time to volunteer.

Robinson enjoys sharing her career journey, speaking to community 
college graduating classes and participants in life skills workshops about 
careers in surgical technology.

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
Minnijean Brown Trickey



Noteworthy 
Information 
and Events

Information About 
ID Cards for EHP 
Members
Please be aware that Johns 
Hopkins Health System 
employees who selected the Johns 
Hopkins Employer Health 
Programs (EHP) for their health 
care benefits will receive new ID 
cards in January. SmartSource, 
the benefits enrollment site, will 
notify EHP members by email 
regarding when they can expect 
the new cards. 

Info: EHP members who have 
questions about their member ID 
cards or about the EHP plan 
should call the EHP customer 
service team at 800-261-2393.

Mary Elizabeth 
Garrett School of 
Medicine Boardroom 
Dedication Jan. 10 
Attend a dedication and reception 
hosted by Paul B. Rothman, dean 
of the medical faculty and CEO 
of Johns Hopkins Medicine, to 
honor Mary Elizabeth Garrett, 
the largest contributor to the 
fundraising campaign that helped 
establish the Johns Hopkins 
University School of Medicine in 
1893. The event, to be held 
Wednesday, Jan. 10, at 
4 p.m. in the Turner Concourse, 
is the first in a series of 2018 events 
to commemorate the school of 
medicine’s 125th anniversary. 
RSVP to RSVP@jhmi.edu if you 
plan to attend. 

From the Editor 
Hopkins Insider  is published 
twice a month—on Thursdays—
by Johns Hopkins Medicine 
Marketing and Communications. 
Email your submissions at least 
14 days prior to the requested 
publication date  to Stephanie 
Price, editor, sprice20@jhmi.
edu, for consideration. Upcoming 
publication dates are Jan. 18 and 
Feb. 8. 
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than 30 percent increase over its compli-
ance score of 64 percent in April 2017. 
“We were motivated by a competition 
and when we were doing well, it really 
helped,” says Kira Rashba, endoscopy 
nurse clinician. 

During the competition, the endosco-
py team invited HEIC to perform two 
demonstrations for staff members 
so that they could clearly see 
the impact of poor hand 
hygiene. They observed 
the stark difference 
between three-
day-old germs in a 
petri dish left by 
clean hands versus 
unwashed hands, 
and they used a 
black light to trace 
the path of glowderm 
powder left on high-touch 
areas throughout a typical 
workday. “Mostly it hadn’t 
spread to other places, but we could 
see where wiping with disinfectant 

wipes was insufficient to get rid of the 
‘germs,’” says Rashba.

Also, the pediatric PACU team 
looked to “catch” providers who per-
formed hand hygiene and reward them 
with “candygram” messages—sweets 
accompanied by a positive note. Mem-
bers of the Zayed 3 PACU team audited 

each other on hand hygiene 
compliance for a chance to 

win monthly gift cards.
Several teams 

identified a com-
mon challenge 
of what exactly 
defines a patient’s 
environment. “As 
a PACU, most of 
our patients are 

in bays as opposed 
to rooms,” says 

Lisa Slattery, nurse 
clinician in the pediatric 

PACU. “I think the culture 
in the hospital has ingrained in 

people that as they enter a ‘room’—

through a door—they need to ‘gel in 
and gel out.’” 

Reminding team members that hand 
hygiene should be performed regard-
less of how the boundaries of a patient’s 
environment appear was a contribut-
ing factor in improving hand hygiene 
compliance. “The curtain is the door,” 
agreed Rebecca Griffiths, nurse clini-
cian in the Zayed 3 PACU.

At the end of the competition, all four 
teams were confident that they could 
keep up with their compliance success. 
In addition to endoscopy’s 93 percent 
compliance rate, the pediatric PACU 
finished overall at 92 percent, the Wein-
berg PACU at 91 percent and the Zayed 
3 PACU at 88 percent. With all four 
teams at less than 75 percent compliance 
in April of last year, the competition 
was considered a huge success in im-
proving hand hygiene compliance and, 
in turn, improving patient safety.

—Katelynn Sachs

Patient Safety

healthy snack choices in vending 
machines 
Having a healthy snack can be an 
important part of the day. The key is to 
select one that will help—not hurt—
your body. In a continuing effort to 
provide options that support employees 
in making healthy choices, more nutri-
tious snack options are now available 
in the Johns Hopkins Hospital vending 
machines.

state-of-the-art facility opens for 
patients with infectious diseases

The John G. Bartlett Specialty Practice 
at The Johns Hopkins Hospital opened 
to address the growing demand for 
outpatient health care. The brand-new 

facility includes more than two dozen  
exam rooms, infusion services and other 
much-needed services for patients with 
an array of infectious diseases, such as 
HIV and hepatitis C.

5 school of medicine programs 
ranked top 5 
Johns Hopkins University graduate pro-
grams in nursing, education, medicine 
and biomedical engineering remain 
among the best in the nation, accord-
ing to U.S. News & World Report’s 2016 
lists of best graduate schools. The school 
of medicine was ranked first for its 
geriatric program and remained tied for 
third among medical schools focused on 
research. 

vehicle escort service pilot pro-
gram for the east baltimore 
campus

The Department of Corporate Security, 
Parking and Transportation conducted 
a pilot vehicle escort service on the East 
Baltimore campus for Johns Hopkins 
University and Johns Hopkins Health 
System faculty and staff members, 
students and trainees who live in the 
program’s specified area. During the 
pilot program, a survey was conducted 
to gauge rider satisfaction and to better 
understand peak hours of use for the 
service. 

The scenario of the second drill 
involved a mass shooting at a popu-
lar location in downtown Baltimore, 
which brought about 60 mock 
patients with varying degrees of 
injury to The Johns Hopkins Hospi-
tal emergency departments. Nearly 
250 faculty and staff members and 
volunteers—including students from 
Eastern Technical High School and 
Paul Laurence Dunbar High School 
for Health Professionals, who wore 

wound makeup—came together to 
plan, respond and participate in the 
drill to test the hospital’s ability to 
deal with an influx of patients during 
a mass casualty event. This involved 
ensuring the hospital had enough 
physicians, nurses and staff members 
on hand, finding sufficient operating 
rooms and equipment, and planning 
how to communicate with distraught 
families looking for information on 
their loved ones.

Jim Scheulen, Johns Hopkins Medi-
cine’s chief administrative officer for 
emergency medicine and capacity 
management, says, “You never know 
when an event such as this is going 
to happen. It’s critical that you test 
yourself and find out if you have flaws 
in your system, so you can fix them 
before a real event occurs.”

As with any emergency situation, 
the hospital’s incident command cen-
ter, with staff members from patient 
care, facilities, security, marketing and 
communications and other depart-
ments, was activated for both drills. 
Robert Maloney, senior director of 
the Office of Emergency Management 
for the Johns Hopkins Health System, 
says, “Every opportunity to activate 

gives us a chance to practice develop-
ing incident action plans, situational 
assessments and communication 
strategies.”

Overall, drill organizers say, the 
exercises went well, but there were 
some takeaways for future planning, 
including the importance of patient- 
and family-centered care and patient 
empathy no matter how rushed the 
team is during an emergency. Orga-
nizers also plan further practice with 
the incident command system.  

Maloney says the drills showcased 
the importance of timely and accu-
rate information during each scenar-
io. Two-way radios were extremely 
effective for communications, and 
Maloney’s team is looking at ways 
to expand their use throughout the 
incident command system.

Drills scheduled for February at 
The Johns Hopkins Hospital include 
an exercise involving the biocontain-
ment unit and a separate hospital-
wide pandemic flu tabletop exercise.

—Kim Polyniak
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