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For some physicians, 
there’s more to medicine 
than writing prescrip-
tions, reading lab reports 

and dealing with insurance 
providers.

While working traditional 
medical careers, two Kenosha 
doctors are also making “house 
calls” to places where hospitals 
have dirt fl oors and operating 
room lighting comes from the 
windows.

Dr. Diane Gerlach, a pediatric 
physician at Aurora Medical 
Center in Kenosha, rises to the 
challenge of taking unpaid leave 
to educate parents in Tanzanian 
villages about how to help their 
newborn infants breathe.   

Dr. Scott Derse, a practitioner 
of family medicine at Aurora 
Medical Center in Zion, Ill., 
plans his vacation time — and 
that of his family — to volunteer 
at children’s orphanages in 
African countries.

Faith and family
Motivated by their Christian 

faith as well as medical neces-
sity in developing regions of 
the world, Derse and his family 
have sought out medical as-
signments sponsored by faith 
organizations. Beginning in 
2002, he engaged in short-term 
medical mission work in several 
countries including Haiti, the 
Philippines, Honduras and 
Ecuador.

From 2011 through 2014, 
Derse, his wife and their adult 
children worked at a children’s 
home in Kenya, once for a six-
month stretch. 

Since 2015 Derse and his 
family have been intimately 
involved with Falco’s Children’s 
Village, an orphanage that is 
home to 78 children in north-
central Tanzania. They have 
made two trips to the village in 
the past nine months.

There, Derse performs annual 
government-required physical 
exams and leads health educa-
tion for the children and staff. 

At the village, Derse’s wife 
Kathi, a teacher at Christian 

Life in Kenosha, and daughter, 
Megan, both teach; his sons, 
James and Matt, pitch in on 
construction projects. 

During his most recent visit 
this summer, Derse arranged for 
surgery for a child with cerebral 
palsy in a hospital in a nearby 
city.

To accomplish their volun-
teer goals, the Derses “save up 
funds and vacation time.” They 
also rely on sponsorship funds 
from friends, family and church 
peers.

Medical mission
Gerlach found her way to 

serving in Africa in 2007 when 

she went to Belize through Mar-
quette University. The following 
year she participated in a medi-
cal mission trip to Nicaragua 
through Carthage College.

In 2010 she was approached 
for a monetary donation for Aid 
Africa’s Children, a non-profi t 
aid organization.

“I asked, ‘Can I go instead?’” 
Gerlach said.

Since then she has visited 
northern Tanzania twice and 
is slated to leave for a trip to 
another area in the country in 
November. In 2010 she traveled 
to Baraki, Musoma and Kome 
Island near Lake Victoria. In 
2011 she and her team stopped at 
10 villages, offering education to 
new parents and midwives.

 “The custom of the remote 
areas is to ‘put the baby aside’ 
if it wasn’t breathing well right 
away,” she said. Gerlach and the 
team provided information and 
resources to help the infants get 
those fi rst breaths. 

Varying conditions
Although both Derse and Ger-

lach volunteer in Tanzania, they 
report varying conditions facing 
the local populations.

At Falco’s, Derse says the 
village is fortunate to have clean 
water and reliable power, but 
notes the surrounding areas are 

“not so lucky.”
Where Gerlach has worked, 

medical clinics have dirt fl oors 
and no electricity.

Gerlach’s next trip will be 
to Myimwa Abbey, located in 
the village of Sumbawanga, 
Tanzania. There, she and rep-
resentatives from Aid Africa’s 
Children will assess medical 
needs of the area for future mis-
sion trips. 

Medical issues encountered 
by Derse and Gerlach are simi-
lar. These include HIV, other 
sexually transmitted disease 
and malaria.

“Nature and culture makes it 
diffi cult; there is social stigma 
attached to HIV that prevents 
people from seeking care and 
prevention,” Derse said.

Education a priority
Combatting these issues 

necessitates making education a 
priority, they say. Both doctors 
spend a portion of their time 
teaching health and hygiene 
concepts to adults and children.

Not all volunteer organiza-
tions are run smoothly, notes 
Derse. “The attraction of work-
ing with Falco’s is that it is an 
exceptionally well-run chil-
dren’s home. They are excellent 
stewards with the funds that are 

donated to them.” 
Gerlach is equally supportive 

of Aid Africa’s Children, whose 
founders include Camp Lake 
residents Rebecca Schwuchow, 
a registered nurse and base 
manager for Flight for Life, and 
Debbie Gilliam, a registered 
nurse and social activist.

Growing together
Derse notes that while the 

medical and spiritual journeys 
have been strenuous, they have 
unifi ed his family. “Sleep depri-
vation, being in a Third World 
country and being ill overseas 
pose unique challenges — we 
can’t help but grow together.”

Derse says that the most sat-
isfying aspect is “knowing that 
you are helping to better (even 
in a small way) these special 
childrens’ lives and furthering 
a deep, meaningful relationship 
with the children and all of the 
staff.”

For Gerlach, it is witnessing 
those she has taught pass the 
knowledge on to others. “They 
are so eager to bring (informa-
tion) back to their village. It’s 
not like we bring in supplies 
and once they’re used up, we’re 
done.”

Gerlach is also up for the 
challenges of doing medicine in 
primitive conditions. “I like the 
adventure; we’re using all of our 
clinical skills because we don’t 
have a lab or X-ray department.”

Derse notes that he is often 
asked why he and his family 
go “so far away when there is 
so much need at home.” His 
response: 

“Even the poorest of the poor 
in the U.S. have something kids 
(in Tanzania) don’t —‘opportu-
nity.’ We are increasing those 
opportunities by addressing 
medical needs, education and 
schooling.”

Gerlach is also a fan of giving 
back where she can. “I fi gure if I 
can, I should.” 

Gerlach encourages other 
physicians to engage in such 
work. “It gives you a fresh look. 
It’s a way of clearing your head 
and going back to the way medi-
cine is supposed to be.”
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Dr. Diane Gerlach, second from left, poses with staff and children at the St. Justin Disabled 
Children’s Home, Musoma, Tanzania.

SUBMITTED PHOTOS
Above, Dr. Scott Derse checks the vitals of a young patient named Angel at Falco’s Chil-
dren’s Village in north central Tanzania. In the photo at right is Dr. Diane Gerlach with 
children from St. Justin Disabled Children’s Home in Musoma, Tanzania.
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