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There are very few people in the 
world with a more impressive resume 
than Dr. Regina Benjamin. After 
growing up in Fairhope, Alabama and 
attending Xavier University followed 
by the Morehouse School of Medicine, 
Dr. Benjamin opened a rural health 
clinic in Bayou La Batre, Alabama, a 
small shrimping village on the Gulf 
Coast. She later served as the 18th 
Surgeon General of the United States, 
beginning in 2009 under the then-new 
Obama administration. As a politically 
powerful and personally engaging 
woman of color with twenty-two 
honorary degrees, a MacArthur genius 
award, and honors from organizations 
like the NAACP and the Catholic 
Church, she is impressive in the 
extreme.  
Dr. Benjamin has been an advocate 
for both educational and financial 
accessibility of healthcare since her 
earliest years as a clinician. Working in 
Bayou La Batre put her in touch with 
people in truly desperate situations, 
situations that she could not always 
solve with a pen and a prescription 
pad. In some cases, human dignity and 
kindness were as important as accurate 
diagnoses. So when she moved into her 
new position in Washington D.C. and 

gained 300 million new patients, Dr. 
Benjamin chose to prioritize education 
and accessibility in her new healthcare 
initiatives. 
The official policy put into place while 
Dr. Benjamin was Surgeon General is 
called the National Prevention Strategy. 
This strategy is based on preventative 
services, healthy and safe communities, 
an empowered and educated public, and 
the elimination of health disparities. 
The overall goal is to increase the 
number of Americans who are healthy 
at every stage of life. For Dr. Benjamin, 
this does not just mean a decreased risk 
of heart disease or a lower breast cancer 
rate. Dr. Benjamin also emphasizes 
the importance of combining mental 

and physical health, saying, “It doesn’t 
matter your pace. Just do it.” If getting 
out of bed is an achievement, either 
because of clinical depression or because 
of a hip replacement, then getting out 
of bed is a step toward better health.
In person, Dr. Benjamin is both 
intimidating and personable. Her 
physical presence is commanding, 
and she speaks like someone used to 
delivering political addresses. And yet, 
after opening her talk by tweeting a 
photo of the crowd in Finney Chapel 
(her twitter is @ReginaBenjamin), she 

spoke earnestly and openly about the 
shortcomings of our current healthcare 
system. 
Despite the ending of her tenure as 
Surgeon General, Dr. Benjamin is 
far from satisfied with healthcare in 
the United States. Questions from 
the audience during her convocation 
speech focused primarily on the 
challenges still extant in our current 
healthcare systems. In response to 
queries about everything from smoking 
amongst youth and obesity in children 
to mental health, Dr. Benjamin’s 
responses were consistent and clear: 
education and individual rights are 
paramount. Providing information is 
the responsibility of leaders and those 
in positions of power, but once the 
information is distributed, a personal 
choice must be made. Dr. Benjamin 
took a harder stance when asked about 
vaccinations; specifically, when asked 
what she would say to a parent who 
is choosing not to vaccinate their 
children, she quipped, “Keep them at 
home.” There are limits to what Dr. 
Benjamin will tolerate when it comes 
to the safety of others. However, 
she remains primarily committed to 
providing the tools for living a healthy 
life to as many Americans as possible. 
She has helped to shape the position 
of the Obama administration on every 
aspect of both physical and mental 
care. The scope of her impact cannot 
be underestimated. She will no doubt 
continue to change lives.

The Oberlin College 
Convocation Series 

Dr. Regina Benjamin
                                           by  Willa Kerkhoff

Spotlight on Oberlin

Across
1. Tattoo removal with ____
4. Field for biologically-based verdicts
5. Number of synapse authors
6. Bringer of war
7. Paradigm ____
9. Imaging the Earth in light spectrums acr.
13. The effect of GABA on the cellular 		
	 membrane
16. Technique for amplifying genetic 			 
	 material acr.
17. Rox Anderson’s removable invention
19. “Publish or ____”
20. Psychoactive constituent of A. muscaria
21. Replication and ____ (2w)
22. Oct4, Sox2, c-Myc, ____

Down
2. The point at which a nervous impulse passes from one 	
	 neuron to another
3. Obsolete solitary confinement system
8. Number one in defense spending and number of ___
10. Mountains of the Guatemalan Highlands
11. Watson & ____
12. From common ____ arise common structure
13. What red dye and tuna have in common
14. Finnish god of thunder
15. What an elementary classroom, thunderstorms and 	
	 bad data have in common
18. Neuropeptide-like motor protein
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