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the Free CliniC  
rose to the Challenge
By Steve Weiss, MD, CVFC Board President 

“May you live in interesting times,” says the Chinese proverb. Although sometimes viewed as a 
curse bidding for trouble, the clinic team saw current times as an opportunity to face reality, to 
once again embrace a challenge. We saw this as a time to re-evaluate and to flourish.  

Our clinic’s mission is to provide quality health care and advocacy for individuals of the 
Chippewa Valley who have no reasonable health care alternative. We are a safety net clinic and 
believe that health is a human right for everyone. This year, COVID-19 has upended lives and 
brought challenges few had anticipated. The pandemic laid bare our inequities, a nation where 
50 million people live in poverty. We were reminded again, quickly and painfully, that the less 
power one has, the more defenseless and the higher the risk for illness and death. Individuals 
and families who were already marginalized have suffered the most. Yet, throughout these 
times, our clinic never wavered from our mission and belief.

The clinic adapted to a trying environment. Following advice from the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, as well as the Eau Claire City-County Health Department, all 
clinic departments rapidly reviewed and modified their services. Specific details of these 
modifications are well-described throughout this newsletter—they inspire us and reflect our 
vitality. As always, the safety of patients, volunteers, and staff remained the priority. Because of 
this detailed attention to safety, a continued focus on quality healthcare for all clinic patients, 
overwhelming community support, and an intensified spirit of teamwork among individuals 
and departments, we remained open throughout the pandemic. 

As we look to the future, I feel strengthened knowing that, in the 
Chippewa Valley, there is a sense of solidarity. We are neighbors 
and friends. We look out for each other, with added compassion 
for the least of us. Furthermore, I am confident that some of our 
clinic practices may be improved as a result of the pandemic. I ask, 
also, that you continue your support of what we do and how we 
do it. As the president of the Board of Directors, I am proud and 
deeply grateful for the expertise, dedication, and compassion of 
all who work in our clinic—always, but especially during these 
interesting times.

Thank you so much for your continued support. 

Steve Weiss, MD, CVFC Board President

1030 Oak Ridge Drive

Eau Claire, WI  54701
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Since 1997 we’ve saved lives through 48,475 patient visits. 
This wouldn’t be possible without you!Newsletter Design: Jodi Stevens at Jodi Stevens Design

Newsletter Editor:  Cecilia Zorn – Volunteer Technical Writer

rememBer your Flu shot!
You could recite them in your sleep: “Wash your hands, wear masks, socially distance.” These are the key ways 
 to avoid the spread of respiratory illnesses like COVID-19 or influenza. 

But there is one more tool in the toolbox to prevent influenza: the flu shot. Every year, the flu shot is  
recommended for nearly everyone over the age of 6 months. But this fall and winter, we will likely have influenza 
and COVID-19 in our community at the same time. While the flu shot will not protect you from COVID-19, 
nationwide it can prevent over 4 million flu-related illnesses and almost 60,000 flu-related hospitalizations.  
If we all get a flu shot, it will significantly reduce the stress on our health care system. 

Let’s also think about you, as an individual. If you develop an influenza-like illness, it could be mistaken for COVID-19. This would lead 
to unnecessary quarantine for you, your household, and close contacts. Like COVID-19, influenza is particularly dangerous for people 
with other health problems (e.g., diabetes, obesity, heart disease, high blood pressure, lung disease, or being immunocompromised). 
Unfortunately, influenza is also very dangerous for young children. 

To protect our clinic patients and our community, we hope to double the number of flu shots we administer in 2020. It takes about two 
weeks for the shot to take full effect, so now is the time to roll up your sleeve and get your flu shot!

The Chippewa Valley Free Clinic’s mission is to provide quality health care to and advocacy for individuals of the Chippewa 
Valley area who have no reasonable health care alternative.

HSHS Sacred Heart Hospital – Print Shop
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staFF highlights
Ken aDler m.D.
Doctor Adler is the ultimate old-timer 
at our clinic. He was part of the original 
committee that met in 1995 to form the 
clinic and has hung around ever since, 
mainly as a clinician, and now as our 
dispensary manager. 

In his spare time he was a family physician 
in Augusta, at Marshfield Clinic in Eau 

Claire, at Jackson Correctional Institution in Black River Falls, and at a 
school district clinic in Rice Lake. 

For Ken, it has been eye-opening to find that what started out as 
a simple approach to help people has turned into a lifeline for so 
many. “When we started the clinic, we estimated that there were 
potentially 3750 people in Eau Claire County who would need our 
services. Today we have provided care for almost 10,000.” Despite the 
increasing complexity of providing up-to-date medical care, it has 
been heartening to see that the basic component of our job is still the 
one-on-one relationships that our volunteer receptionists, navigators, 
social workers, nurses, pharmacists, clinicians, dental staff, translators, 
and other workers provide.

“By the time our patients come to see us, they often have had to put up 
with a lot of hassles, financial concerns, and despair. It’s gratifying to 
all of us that we’re able to be in the right place at the right time.”

patient saFety remaineD Front anD Center
To protect patient, volunteer, and staff safety, coronavirus restrictions demanded that we examine and 
modify all our clinic procedures. All appointments were reviewed with the Medical Director. Patient 
appointments were grouped into three major categories, based on their needs, acuity, and risk: (a) 
postpone for 6-8 weeks, (b) needed to be seen, but could be done by telehealth, and (c) needed to be seen 
face-to-face.

In addition to plans for patient appointments, we implemented specific procedures for on-site care. 
Patients were screened at the clinic entry and waited outdoors or in their car. When called in, patients 
used hand sanitizers, wore masks, and were taken directly to a room. We minimized patient movements 
throughout the clinic; that is, patients stayed in the exam room rather than return to other clinic areas. 
For example, lab technicians drew blood tests while patients waited in their exam room rather than move 
to the clinic lab area. Signs were installed to mark six-feet distancing and limit the number of people in a 
room. Plexiglass was used in areas where close contact was likely. These strategies decreased the need for 
cleaning and the risk of exposure. 

With the coronavirus restrictions, clinic staff and volunteers quickly expanded their responsibilities—
expertly and graciously. For instance, because of a significant decrease in nurse volunteers, the Clinic 
Director roomed patients, triaged, scheduled appointments, and cleaned and prepared rooms.

This level of expanded responsibilities and limited volunteer support continued for 6-7 weeks. Soon 
patients that were delayed returned to the clinic. Slowly, volunteer numbers grew and were supported by 
temporary-hired staff. We have developed a sturdy foundation of safety and quality. We are prepared for 
the next season.

reFleCting BaCK anD looKing ForWarD
Like every other medical clinic, we faced the challenge of meeting patients’ medical needs while assuring worker safety. But unlike most clinics, we 
are staffed almost entirely by volunteers, many of whom do not have medical backgrounds, are unfamiliar with infection and personal protective 
equipment, and are in higher risk groups.

Three goals guided our practice: 

 (a) protect our volunteers and staff from COVID-19

 (b) provide necessary urgent care to keep patients out of the emergency room

 (c) provide chronic disease management, including continuous access to critical medications. 
Using aggressive and creative strategies that all departments implemented and are detailed 
throughout this newsletter, we successfully achieved all three goals. 

Although some staffing shortages remain, our volunteers freely express feeling safe returning to 
the clinic. Additionally, through our collaboration with the family medicine residencies at Mayo 
and Prevea, young resident physicians responded to our request for help. We hope they have 
experienced an appreciation for volunteering with us that will last a lifetime. 

Currently, we are not treating patients who have symptoms suspicious for COVID-19. We help 
these patients access appropriate testing and treatment.  

We will 
maintain our 
flexibility and 

creativity for the 
future.

meDiCal Care During CoViD-19

in appreCiation
This year is tough, yet we are still experiencing the generosity of our 
community coming together to help make better the lives of others. 
To the many individuals who support our community clinic and the 
services provided, we thank you for your time, talent, and financial 
support.  You determine how we make a difference in the lives of each 
patient we treat. Please continue to help the Free Clinic so we may 
continue to help others. The future may seem a little shaky but for 
today, we are here, we need you and together we save lives.  And, at the 
risk of being repetitive: wash your hands often, wear a mask in public 
and Get A Flu Shot! We care about your well-being and health.

- Maribeth Woodford, Executive Director

We will maintain our flexibility and creativity for the future. As we head into fall and winter, we will be challenged by the usual respiratory 
illnesses in addition to COVID-19. As always, safety for patients, volunteers, and staff continues to be our top priority. 

From the Beginning...
The Intake/Case Management department is the initial entry point for clinic services. Intake workers verify personal information, such as address, 
family composition, insurance, contact information, and income levels. With this information, eligibility is determined.  Once eligibility is 
established, patients can schedule future appointments rather than experience long wait times as walk-in patients. Patients must be recertified 
every 6 months. Patients are also assessed for possible referrals to other community resources. 

Corona virus restrictions triggered several changes in the Intake unit. Numbers of patients and volunteers in the building were minimized in order 
to protect everyone’s safety. Patients were asked to wait outdoors (weather permitting) or in their cars until they could be served. In some cases, 
phone interviews were conducted.

The economic downturn during the virus restrictions resulted in employee lay-offs with subsequent loss of income and insurance coverage. This 
resulted in more patients qualifying and being referred to Badger Care and food pantries. Hardest hit were many Hispanic patients and part-time 
employees, many of whom are not eligible for Badger Care or unemployment compensation.

Initially, fewer volunteers were available because of their age and family member vulnerability. Fortunately, the number of patients also declined 
so the efficiency and effectiveness of the intake process were minimally affected. Throughout the summer, while the numbers of patients are 
increasing, the intake volunteers are starting also to return. 



AdApts to sAfety Guidelines
The dental clinic has always held a high standard for patient and volunteer safety. Following the CDC and the American 
Dental Association’s most up-to-date guidelines related to COVID-19, we continue to provide safe, high quality dental 
care for patients. 

As a result of these guidelines, several new protocols have been added to previous safe practices. First, volunteers 
working in the dental clinic, of course, have always worn masks. Now, they are wearing an N-95 mask (which provides 
greater protection) and placing both a second mask and a face shield over their N-95. The second mask is changed 
between patients. 

Second, dental decay and infection did not take a vacation during 
the pandemic; furthermore, dental pain could not be ignored. To 
care for patients experiencing these urgent situations, the dental 
clinic remained open for dental emergencies during the early days 
of the restrictions. Our Dental Manager (Melissa Durbin) used new 
telemedicine technologies to triage dental patients. Our Dental 
Director (Dr. Sean Tarpenning, DDS) and volunteer Dr. Kyle Ronquist, 
DDS remained on-call throughout this emergency-only period.   

Finally, now that we have fully re-opened our dental clinic, we are 
limiting the number of patients seen in one evening. This results in 
a safer environment for all patients and volunteers. Although the 
number of patients is smaller, the appointment time for each patient 
is longer. Dentists sometimes can complete several fillings or perform 
multiple restorative procedures with one appointment. 

The changes in the dental clinic have further strengthened the safety, 
efficiency, and satisfaction for patients and volunteers. We are happy 
to be fully serving patients, once again.

the dentAl CliniC

the dispensAry (Adjusted)
The clinic dispensary provides over 300 different medications to patients. For the more expensive ones, we help patients fill out 
application forms to obtain them from pharmaceutical companies. A dedicated cadre of pharmacists, pharmacy technicians, and the 
Dispensary Manager make this system work.

With the coronavirus restrictions in spring and early summer, we adjusted in several ways. We postponed some of our low acuity patient 
visits in order to limit the chances of spreading the virus. We also mailed out prescriptions. As is the case all over, we wear masks, practice 
social distancing, and clean our hands and work areas often. Now that our safety protocols have been refined, we are able to provide 
medicines in-person to nearly everyone. We also hand out additional masks, hand sanitizer and information to keep our patients and their 
loved ones safe in their daily life. 

So far, the pandemic has simply been an inconvenience in our dispensary. Here’s hoping there won’t be any more surprises. 



Christina Lium

We Miss our Volunteer teAMs
Without a doubt, volunteers are the heart and soul of our clinic. When the coronavirus restrictions were launched last 
March, our earth shifted. Pre-COVID, we had over 160 active volunteers. Post-COVID, that number dropped to less than 
110, which resulted in significantly fewer providers, nurses, and pharmacy and lab technicians.

Reasons for the volunteer withdrawal are fully understood. Many individuals fell within the high-risk population 
or were caring for high-risk family members. Additionally, there was a feeling of ominous uncertainty that affected 
everyone—we all faced difficult decisions.

A small group of volunteers worked every week with our dedicated staff to serve patients during the state shutdown. 
When the state opened, some volunteers slowly started returning this summer. 

Yet, we could not reasonably and safely rely on the same volunteers each week. Lacking essential medical volunteers, 
the clinic made the difficult decision to hire temporary medical personnel who could support the volunteers and staff. 
We have also reached out to the Mayo and Prevea residency programs requesting more support for medical providers. 

Volunteers keep our clinic running smoothly. To continue caring for patients who are not able to access reasonable 
health care, we need a team of 200 active volunteers, both in medical and non-medical/administrative roles. Looking 
ahead, one of our greatest needs is for providers, nurses, lab and pharmacy technicians and dental teams to work during 
the Tuesday and Thursday walk-in clinics.

ContACt ChristinA by eMAil ChristinA@CVfreeCliniC.orG or phone  
715-839-8477 ext. 203 to leArn About All our Volunteer opportunities. 

Jim Schwartz Ken Adler Lori Whitis Maribeth Woodford

Mary Erickson Melissa Durbin Michelle Urlaub Robin Kranig Sean Tarpenning

In grateful  
appreciation to 

the Free Clinic’s  
mask  

contributors!

CeCelia Zorn
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