Macca

edicine was one of

many options that I

considered at the
end of high school, along
with engineering and even
astronomy. But my interests
in science and social justice
drew me to medicine and,
in the summer before
commencing my studies, I
was naively confident and
felt as though the world was
my oyster. These feelings
were short-lived when I
moved to Randwick in
February 2005 to begin my
medical studies at the
University of New South
Wales.

I found the content challenging, and studying occupied
most of my time. I also found socialising to be very
challenging, as my peers were quite different from
those I had spent my time with at home. This caused a
feeling of alienation and I succumbed to the “imposter
syndrome”, where I felt as though I did not deserve
to be in medicine. Everyone appeared to be smarter,
better educated, better supported, better travelled
and more articulate than me.

As a result,  mainly focused on my work and avoided
engaging in medicine-related extracurricular activities.

I travelled back home to Newcastle every weekend because
I was homesick, and this affected my academic
performance. Travelling home often reinforced a very poor
habit of only studying towards the exam period, which
caused lots of anxiety and little sleep, eroding my
enthusiasm.

My friends and I used humour to maintain a positive
mental attitude, often to the delight of spectators. However,
despite my best efforts, I was losing stamina quickly and
didn’t think I could continue my studies at this rate. I had
lost all my pleasurable pastimes — I found little
opportunity to go fishing in Sydney. The only thing I
seemed to gain during the early years of my medical studies
was 15kg.
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Reflections

At 11 o’clock one morning I received a phone call from
Professor Lisa Jackson Pulver (Director of the Muru Marri
Indigenous Health Unit at the university). She encouraged
me to apply for the Shalom Gamarada Indigenous
Scholarship Program and, in mid-2006, I was accepted into
the program by the Master of Shalom College, Dr Hilton
Immerman.

Receiving a Shalom Gamarada scholarship was crucial to
my personal development and my transformation into
a doctor. If it wasn't for the
support of the people on the
scholarship program, I doubt
that I would have successfully
completed medicine.

I started to become less
homesick, as Shalom College
offered a very welcoming,
racism-free environment, with
fellow students from an
Indigenous background. Hilton
and the other staff at Shalom
should be congratulated for
this, as it is only due to ongoing
vigilance that a racism-free
college can be achieved. I
became less homesick and
more confident to spend time in
Sydney and with my peers,
knowing that if  had a bad day,
I always had a safe place to
return to. My results instantly improved. I started engaging
with the material and taking responsibility for my medical
career — although not without some bumps along the way.

Seeing people like Hilton and Lisa model professional
behaviour was another crucial element in my success in the
medicine program. I usually saw Hilton in his office, often
by his request, to discuss something that happened over the
weekend. My friends and I came to dread the 9am phone
call on the Monday after an eventful weekend. Hilton was
always fair and this appealed to our sense of justice. I felt
comfortable to “pop in” to Hilton’s office to ask him
questions about my studies, relationships or personal
conduct, and his opinions were always valued.

I no longer felt like a rudderless ship. My self-esteem was
greatly improved, knowing that I had support and finally
had a place in Sydney that I knew I could call home. It was
the first time in my life that I felt empowered to achieve
anything I set my mind to.

It was an indescribable feeling seeing Shalom College and
Muru Marri staff at my graduation. What I have achieved
still hasn't sunk in, and I cannot be thankful enough to those
who gave me this opportunity. What I do understand very
well is that if it had not been for a phone call, the great work
of Shalom College, and my very generous benefactor, I
could have been in a very different place. Q
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