Joining Forces with the 5th Army: An Innovative
Readiness Program with the South Texas Colonias
Mary Jane Hamilton Ph.D., RN
Jason Saladiner Ed.D.

Goals
• To plan and implement an academic-practice interdisciplinary program
including BSN, MSN,HLSC, and MD students in an economically distressed
border town.
• To collaboratively partner with Army and Navy reservists to provide an
intense, immersion practice experience targeting a culturally diverse,
medically underserved population.
• To provide health promotion, disease preventive services, and primary
care to the residents of the Colonias.

Colonias
• Unincorporated or incorporated rural communities
– Lack one or more basic living necessities (water, sewer, electricity)
– Substandard drainage can leave residents vulnerable to unsanitary
infectious waste and poisonous snakes.
• Residents lack access to affordable health care.
• Majority of Colonias exist along the Texas-Mexico border.
– 2,300 colonias with an estimated 500,000 residents, half under 18.
– Webb County has an estimated 3,000 to 10,000 residents in Colonias.
–

https://www.dallasfed.org/~/media/microsites/cd/colonias/background.html

Innovative Readiness Training
• In an Innovative Readiness Training (IRT) exercise, services provided by the
personnel are completed as part of maintaining a robust and action
oriented team within the Department of Defense.
• An IRT is a civil-military program that builds mutually beneficial
partnerships between communities and the DoD to meet training and
readiness requirements for service members (i.e. Active, Reserve, Guard)
while addressing public and civil society needs.
– Military’s primary goal is readiness (nationally or internationally).
– Secondary purpose is to benefit the community.

Planning
• The Army North’s Army Reserve Engagement cell and Texas A&M Colonias
Program management team initiated a collaborative relationship in 2015.
• Following the establishment of the relationship, A&M Colonias program
applied to the Department of Defense (DoD) for approval as an Innovative
Readiness Training site.
• Planning meetings occurred in Laredo, TX with visits to the Colonias in
2015-2017.

Planning
• Two years of planning with the 5th Army Reserve Unit, Texas A&M Colonias
Program, Texas A&M System and the College of Nursing and Health
Sciences (CONHS) Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi (TAMUCC), four
community centers in Laredo were selected as strategic sites for health
promotion and disease preventive healthcare clinics.
• TAMUCC, CONHS participated because of their long-term relationship with
military medical education through their eLine Military program.
• The CONHS worked with state agencies to facilitate credentialing of the
Army’s healthcare personnel in Texas.

Implementation
• The Army deployed approximately 125 solders to four clinics. Civil service
units surveyed economic and development opportunities in seven area
colonias, and an engineering unit resurfaced 2 miles of unpaved road.
• TAMUCC, CONHS organized approximately 50 nursing and health science
students and 14 faculty members to participate in the IRT.
• The Naval Ophthalmic Support and Training Activity (NOSTRA), based in
Yorktown, Virginia, were included in the academic-practice collaborative
to provide eye care for the IRT mission.

Implementation
• The health promotion and disease preventive clinics operated June 19 –
29, 2017, from 8:00 am until 5:00 pm.
• Nearly 125 medical professionals including Doctors, Nurse Practitioners,
Physician Assistants, Dentists, Nurses, Optometrists, a Dietician, and
Physical Therapists assigned to the 7458th Medical Backfill Battalion, out
of Fort Bragg, North Carolina, delivered services for residents.

Implementation
• Healthcare services provided included general exams, school exams and
physicals, nutrition counseling, and physical therapy. Nursing and medical
students collaborated in all services, working to complete physical
assessments, dental exams, optometry exams, intake including vital signs,
histories, and translation.
• Dental services provided included exams, x-rays, general cleaning, fillings,
and extractions. Additionally, representatives from
• Webb County Public Health provided childhood immunizations as needed.

Click here to view video:
https://youtu.be/7Wmb-gfJpVE

Impact
• In this mission, over 8,800 persons were provided healthcare services.
• There were over 12,000 encounters.
• Based on charges at Gateway clinic, over 3 million dollars in services were
rendered at no cost to Colonias residents.
• More than 60 CONHS students (and faculty) participated with more than
125 military medical professionals to deliver health services as part of the
IRT mission.

Results
• Nursing and Health Science students translated classroom knowledge into
real-world experience with underserved populations.
• The students reported using all of their skills both technical and
interpersonal with the clinic operation.
• Students worked along-side Army & Navy Health Care Providers to deliver
primary health care, vision screening, and dental care.
• Both the military and students reported learning from each other.

Conclusion
• Students learned about military health care missions, how to organize and
deliver health care, and how to provide health care education to
underserved economically depressed communities.
• Traditional acute care roles blurred as the academic-practice partnerships
worked together to provide services to Colonias residents.
• Opportunities to address multiple barriers occurred (e.g. transportation &
the provision of culturally and linguistically sensitive healthcare).

Technology
• Technology, typically used for distance education in TAMUCC CONHS,
provided an innovative opportunity to address the language barrier.
• The faculty and students at TAMUCC utilized a Double Robotics robot
(virtual presence device) to provide translation from the campus 144 miles
away. Bilingual faculty, staff, and students at the TAMUCC campus served
as translators via the Robot to the clinic.

Lessons learned
• The military, specifically the Reserve, is receptive to working with
academia for mutual goals, BUT we have to reach out.
• In this time of clinical shortages, looking for new innovative community
clinical projects should be embraced.
• The interdisciplinary teams worked extremely well. Military health
providers requested students to work with them.
• Both military and students voiced gratification with the services and
contact with residents.

