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been simple to borrow that vehicle from time to time for 
visits to various shelters throughout the city in addition to 
our “boots on the ground” foundation. The majority of our 
street visits are actually billable encounters under insurance, 
which helps the program remain financially solvent. From 
a clinical standpoint, there is an abundance of resources 
available to our patients through the clinic, including 
psychotherapy, substance use counseling, laboratory draws, 
minor procedures, and specialist referrals, that would be 
much more difficult as a standalone project. 
 Our program is nascent but rapidly expanding, and has 
garnered significant attention in our community. We have 
partnered with a number of other service providers in order 
to pool resources and avoid redundancy, including the major 
local housing authority. We have a strong partnership with 
the Sacramento Police Department, receiving referrals and 
significant support from their homeless division, which has 

been incredibly beneficial. We also receive referrals from 
and frequently send teams to several local homeless shelters, 
domestic violence shelters, homeless youth programs, and 
the labor & delivery ward at UC Davis Medical Center.
 In the two years that we have been operating, we have run 
into an incredible demand for the services we offer. While 
our program remains fairly small, we are in the process of 
significant strategic planning, with major growth planned 
over the next few years to meet this demand.

Matthew Gibson, a PGY-5 resident at University of 
California Davis Family Medicine & Psychiatry Residency, 
is the Medical Director of Wellness Without Walls at Elica 
Health Centers
https://www.facebook.com/wellnesswithoutwalls/
http://www.elicahealth.org/h-o-w/street/
matthewg@elicahealth.org

Perspectives
Carolyn's Story
By: Rachel Robitz, M.D.

 Carolyn taught me the power 
of mental health consumers as 
medical student educators. As a 
medical student I taught a ballet 
class at Off the Streets, a program 
for women leaving a life of 
addiction and commercial sex. 
The women in that class became 
my heroes. I was struck by their strength and courage, 
and thinking of them would give me what I needed to get 
through my bad days. One day instead of dancing I asked 
the women to teach me to become a better doctor. I learned 
a lot from them and felt the lessons they had to teach were 
important for my classmates to hear. I invited a couple of 
the women, including Carolyn, to speak with the medical 
students at a lunch time session. I knew that the students 
would walk away with more insight into the lives of women 
who can sometimes be our most difficult patients. What I 
did not know was how much of an impact speaking with 
students would have on Carolyn. This was her first time ever 
speaking in public, and afterwards she told me how excited 
she was that a room full of future doctors had listened to her 
and cared about what she had to say.
 Because her mother was a sex worker, Carolyn was raised 
by her grandmother. In her preteen years, Carolyn started 
hearing voices. At 14 she met an older man who trafficked 

her into commercial sex. By her mid-teens she had her first 
felony conviction for assaulting a police officer. She spent 
time in and out of jail, prison, and psychiatric hospitalizations. 
When I first met Carolyn, she had been living on the streets 
for 10 years. She was addicted to crack cocaine and had 
moved from dancing in strip clubs to soliciting sex on the 
street corner. Her life up until that point had been filled 
with stories of sorrow. It has been amazing for me to watch 
Carolyn’s transformation and recovery.
 After that initial presentation at the University of 
Cincinnati, we developed a program called Women Leading 
Healthy Change. Carolyn and a medical student co-led a 
health education and leadership group for women in Off 
the Streets. I watched Carolyn develop into a leader. She 
initially was timid, but she soon gained mastery over the 
material and was teaching her peers about pap smears, 
side effects of psychotropic medications, and how best to 
advocate for yourself in the doctor’s office. She also began 
volunteering with a drop-in center for women still on the 
street. She went three times a week to be a source of support, 
encouragement and hope for the women who came in. She 
also picked up a job answering calls for Warmline, a support 
line for individuals with mental illness, and was recently 
promoted to a supervisor. Apart from watching all of the 




