
pink glasses are now the big trend at 
Dr. Bernard Harris Sr. Elementary School 
in Baltimore. Several students were 
spotted making that fashion statement 
on March 8 as local officials convened at 
the school to celebrate a milestone 
moment for Vision for Baltimore. The 
citywide program, which launched in 
May of last year and receives financial 
and research support from Johns 
Hopkins, has now distributed more than 
1,000 pairs of free eyeglasses to Baltimore 
students.

“At Johns Hopkins, we believe that the 
success of Baltimore’s students and its 
public schools are essential to the success 
of our city,” said Ronald J. Daniels, presi-
dent of The Johns Hopkins University. 

Between now and the summer of 
2019, Vision for Baltimore intends to 
complete vision screenings for every 
public school student in the city be-
tween pre-K and eighth grade, providing 
two free pairs of glasses to each student 
who needs them.

“Far too many people lack access to 
vision care, and that’s what this program 
is about,” Baltimore Mayor Catherine 
Pugh said at the event.

Among other officials on hand were 
Leana Wen, head of the Baltimore 
City Health Department, and Sonja 
Santelises, CEO of Baltimore City 
Public Schools. Both agencies are key 
partners of Vision for Baltimore, along 

when manager Marie Dieter learned 
one of her employees had a resurgence of 
an aggressive form of breast cancer, Di-
eter wanted to ensure her team member 
had all the support she needed. 

“Coming to work was a normalcy for 
her and something she wanted to do as 
long as possible,” Dieter recalls of her em-
ployee, who passed away last year. “My 
job wasn’t to put up roadblocks; it was to 
make work manageable,” she says.  

Their first step was calling nurse navi-
gator Marie Borsellino from Managing 
Cancer at Work, a program available for 
any Johns Hopkins Medicine employee. 
The program—for employees who have 
cancer, manage someone with a cancer 
diagnosis or are caregivers for someone 
with cancer—helps staff members ap-
proach difficult conversations about a 

cancer diagnosis and educates them on 
available resources.  

Over 350 employees have requested 
to speak with a nurse navigator since 
the program’s inception in 2015. Ac-
cording to Borsellino, one in every two 
men and one in every three women will 
have a cancer diagnosis in his or her 
lifetime, and one in three people will be 
a caregiver. 

“Marie would help us with every-
thing, from how to create a modified 
work schedule [for the employee] to how 
to navigate time off when the employee 
had little PTO,” Dieter says. “Marie 
shared resources with the employee that 
I would never have known about. The 
three of us worked together to collabora-
tively manage her ability to work while 
dealing with her cancer diagnosis and 
treatment.” 

Sara Russell, nurse clinician and 
breast cancer survivor, says the nurse 
navigator helped her plan for return-
ing to work. “I learned ways to reduce 
stress, cope with fatigue; I was surprised 
how many resources are available,” she 
says. “It is a basic human need to feel 
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Vision for Baltimore Celebrates 
1,000 Free Pairs of Glasses for 
City Students 

bryan rexroad works in the 
Wilmer Eye Institute call center, 
where he and a team of 45 agents 
field more than 35,000 calls per 
month from anxious patients and 
pressed doctors. His goal is ensur-
ing any patient seeking a same-day 
appointment can get one—and 
making this happen in the most 
compassionate and efficient way 
possible.

Rexroad says he’s always been 
an open person who can talk to 
anyone. “Whenever I train some-
body to be a patient access spe-
cialist, I tell them to be open and 
treat everyone almost like they’re 
your friend.”
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Resources for Employees Dealing 
with a Cancer Diagnosis  
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Bryan Rexroad, 
Wilmer Eye Institute 
Call Center Agent
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Donate at the  
next blood drive 
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Be a 
hero. 
Give 
blood.

Through the Vision for Baltimore 
program, Megan Collins, ophthalmologist, 
helps distribute two pairs of free glasses to 
a Baltimore student.
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“ My job wasn’t 
to put up 
roadblocks; 
it was to 
make work 
manageable.”  
—Marie Borsellino 



Web Portal: This 
resource-dense site is 
specifically designed 
for the workplace en-
vironment. It includes 
information about the most common 
cancers and their treatment, screening 
and prevention, and role-playing videos 
that portray how to handle tough con-
versations with an employee or a man-
ger. A managers’ portal (open to all em-
ployees) gives supervisors strategies that 
can be used to support the employee, 
team and department effectively.

Nurse Navigator: The  
oncology nurse navigator  
works with employees  
through their entire care  
continuum, starting with an  
intake meeting conducted in person or 
by phone to identify any barriers that 
need to be addressed. Particularly for 
the newly diagnosed, there are ques-
tions and issues that come up that 
require answers right away. Borsellino 
says: “Being flexible and available to all 
employees is important. We recognize 
the challenges of an employee’s sched-
ule and take calls from 6 a.m. to 8 p.m. 
All calls are answered within 24 hours.”

Support 
Groups: There 
is a support 
group for 
employees with 
a cancer diagnosis, a support group 
for caregivers and a networking group 
for employees who have completed 
treatment. Call 410-955-6229 or email 
managecancer@jhmi.edu for more 
information.

To find out more about  
Managing Cancer at Work, visit  
managingcanceratwork.com or  
call 410-955-6229.

—Stephanie Price
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Support Colleagues 
After Traumatic Events 
as a Peer Responder
The Resilience in Stressful Events 
(RISE) team provides emotional 
support to individuals and groups 
following traumatic events, like 
unexpected deaths, medical errors 
and near misses. If you are interested 
in becoming a RISE peer responder 
for Johns Hopkins Hospital 
employees following stressful patient-
related events, attend a one-day 
training on Thursday, April 20. 
Register by April 6 if you wish to 
participate. 
Info: intranet.insidehopkinsmedicine.
org/rise/responders.html

Perspectives from 
Outside Medicine 
Attend this event on Wednesday, 
April 5, at 5 p.m. in Chevy Chase 
Bank Auditorium in 
the Sheikh Zayed 
Tower with Elias 
Zerhouni, president 
of global research 
and development at 
Sanofi and former 
director of the National Institutes of 
Health. Zerhouni will present a 
lecture titled “From Academia to 
Government to Industry: Lessons I 
Have Learned.” The lecture will be 
followed by a Q&A session. It will 
not be recorded to allow for an open 
exchange between the speaker and 
the audience.

Donate Blood  
This Spring
The Johns 
Hopkins 
Hospital is one of 
the most frequent 
users of blood 
donations for 
accident victims, 
cancer patients 
and others in 
need. Help make 
sure blood is available when it’s 
needed most by donating  at an 
upcoming blood drive on the East 
Baltimore campus. Sign up to donate 
on Friday, April 28, from 8 a.m. 
to 3 p.m. or on Tuesday, May 9, 
from 7 a.m. to 2 p.m. Both drives 
take place in the Johns Hopkins 
Outpatient Center, room 2140. Don’t 
forget to use RapidPass to expedite 
the donation process. 
Info: hopkinsmedicine.org/human_
resources/news_events/blood_drives

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 April 13 
and April 27. 
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someone cares about you. Work is such 
a huge part of our lives; it gives us pur-
pose. Incorporating support at  
work during cancer treatment is so 
important.” 

“If we can educate our workforce 

about their resources when they or a 
loved one receive a cancer diagnosis, 
they’ll feel safe and connected to the 
work environment,” says Borsellino. 
“To make our employees feel supported 
during a difficult time, helping them 

be informed and having a plan lessens 
the feelings of uncertainty and anxiety, 
making it a bit easier to concentrate  
at work.”

Managing Cancer at Work 

When people find out he works 
in a call center, they’re often curious 
about what kind of call center it is. 
He explains that it’s for Johns Hop-
kins, and that his day is spent making 
appointments for doctors and triaging 
calls. It’s a responsibility he consid-
ers to be extremely important—it’s 
work, he says, that makes a difference 
in patients’ lives. 

On average, Rexroad answers 
between 70 to 100 calls a day. It only 
takes a few seconds to decipher 
whether a call is going to be pre-
dictable or more challenging. “Calls 
can be from someone who needs a 

routine eye exam, so they just want 
glasses, to someone having an urgent 
issue, like they’re seeing floating spots, 
flashing lights; all these symptoms that 
could lead to something.”

It’s one reason Rexroad enjoys 
interacting with patients; every 
conversation is different. “A lot of 
the elderly people like to tell puns 
and jokes,” he says. “I’ll ask them if 
they have a good callback number and 
they’ll say, no, I just have a regular 
one.” If a patient is upset or frus-
trated, Rexroad says being empathetic 
can be helpful. “You have to have em-
pathy and understand where they’re 

coming from,” Rexroad adds. “I know 
if I was losing my sight, I’d probably be 
frustrated with many things.” 

His greatest satisfaction comes 
from pointing patients in the right 
direction, something that can quickly 
reduce the stress they’re feeling. “My 
favorite types of calls are, honestly, 
providing the appropriate informa-
tion,” he says. “It’s always really nice 
when somebody starts off super 
grumpy, and then you help them out 
and they’re the most thankful people 
that you’ve helped.”

—Sarah Richards 
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1,000 Free Pairs of Glasses for City Students

with Johns Hopkins and the national 
nonprofit Vision To Learn, which sup-
ports similar programs throughout the 
country.

When signs of poor eyesight are 
missed, students often struggle, officials 
emphasized. Their impairment may be 
misconstrued as a learning disability or 
behavior problem.

Daniels worked with Wen last year to 
lay the groundwork for Vision for Balti-
more. They were looking for a collabo-
ration that could have “a clear impact 
and immediate impact” for Baltimore 
students, Daniels said.

Warby Parker, the New York City-
based eyewear retailer, donates the glass-
es for Vision for Baltimore. The health 
department conducts initial screenings, 
with Vision To Learn providing mobile 
eye clinics.

Johns Hopkins provides program 

support and research through a collabo-
ration between the school of education 
and the Wilmer Eye Institute at the 
school of medicine. The research is 
supported by the Hackerman family 
and the Abell Foundation, as well as a 
grant from the Laura and John Arnold 
Foundation.

After helping to get Vision for Balti-
more up and running last summer, the 
Johns Hopkins team now works closely 
with its partners on logistical details—
including getting consent forms from 
parents and sorting through Medicaid 
issues—and quality assessment. In addi-
tion, the team has launched a campaign 
to educate teachers and parents about 
vision issues.

The Baltimore program is meant to 
serve as a replicable model for school-
based delivery of eye care, says Megan 
Collins of the Wilmer Eye Institute.

“We want to develop a sustainable so-
lution to provide eyeglasses to children 
who need them,” she says.

This research builds upon an earlier 
Johns Hopkins study that came before 
Vision for Baltimore and served as one 
impetus for its creation. In 2015, the 
Baltimore Reading and Eye Disease 
Study found that the reading skills of 
second- and third-graders who received 
eyeglasses increased significantly com-
pared to that of their classmates who 
didn’t need glasses. 

Big picture, “this is a giant public 
health issue that’s more than just a one-
time putting glasses on a kid,” says Rob-
ert Slavin of the school of education.

 
—Katie Pierce 

Be a 
hero. 
Give 
blood.

There are three parts to the Managing Work at Cancer program: 


