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This week we will read about a young woman who worked as a janitor at her local hospital and how ten 
years later, she went back there to work in a totally different job. First review the vocabulary and 
practice the dialog. 
 
Vocabulary Preview:  Read these words and match them to their meanings.   
 

1. to advocate (AD-vuh-KAYT) A. extremely thorough, strict, harsh, or demanding 

2. anesthesiology  
(an-uhs-thee-zee-OL-uh-jee) 

B. an unexpected problem or defeat that stops progress or 
makes a situation worse 

3. to disinfect (dis-in-FEKT) C. severe burns that destroy multiple layers of skin and damage 
the tissue underneath 

4. to dismiss (dis-MIS)  D. folds of tissue in the back of the throat that vibrate to 
produce the sound of a voice 

5. residency (REZ-i-duhn-see)  E. to clean something using chemicals to destroy disease-
causing viruses, fungi, protozoa, and bacteria (germs) 

6. rigorous (RIG-er-uhs)  F. physical or mental signs that indicate a person has a specific 
illness or medical condition 

7.. setback (SET-bak)   G. to allow someone to leave; to reject an idea as unimportant 

8. shift (shift)  H. (verb) to speak or write in support of a cause or person; to 
urge by argument; to recommend publicly 

9. symptoms (SIMP-tuhmz) I. to change or move from one position or situation to another 

10. third-degree burns  
(thurd di-GREE burnz)   

J.  a branch of medicine focused on blocking pain and putting 
patients to sleep during surgery 

11. to transition  
(tran-ZISH-uhn) 

K. a stage of medical training where a doctor gets specialized, 
hands-on practice at a hospital 

12. vocal cords   
(VOH-kuhl kordz) 

L.  a scheduled period of work time, such as an 8-hour or 12-hour 
work period 

Answers: 1-H; 2-J, 3-E; 4-G; 5- K; 6- A; 7-B; 8- L; 9 – F; 10 –C ; 11 – I; 12 - D 
 
Dialog Practice with Vocabulary Words 
Setting: A hospital breakroom after a very long day. 
 
Andi: I am exhausted. That 12-hour shift was too rigorous today. 
Sal: I know. We had a huge setback in the ER when the power flickered.  
Tom: I had to advocate for my patient to get moved up the surgery schedule immediately. 
Andi: Is that the patient with severe third-degree burns? 
Sal: Yes. The fire destroyed deep tissue, so they needed immediate care from the anesthesiology 

team to block the pain. 
Tom: I am glad you spoke up. It is tough when patients cannot use their own vocal cords to tell us their 

symptoms. 
Andi: Exactly. Well, now we need to disinfect and transition our stations to get them ready for the 

night shift. 
Sal: Good point. Once we finish cleaning, the charge nurse will dismiss us for the weekend. 
Tom:  Perfect. I am going straight home to sleep before my pediatric residency starts on Monday! 
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From Birth to a Job at Yale Hospital 
 

In October 1993, Shay Taylor-Allen was born at the Yale New Haven Hospital in New Haven, 
Connecticut. Raised by a single mother, Shay was a good student and finished high school in the top 
10% of her class of 2011. She has two younger siblings. 
 
Delaying College to Support her Family 
Because she grew up in a low-income household and no one in her family had ever been to college 
before, she didn’t have the support system to apply. However, the main reason she didn’t immediately 
go to college was because she didn’t have the financial support. 
 
Shay felt pressure to bring in immediate income to help support the family. So instead of college, she 
chose a job that would provide some income stability and good health benefits. That job was as  a 
janitor in the same hospital where she was born.  
 
Shay was 18 years old. Her job as a janitor included mopping patient rooms, taking out trash, and 
disinfecting various surfaces. She also talked to patients. “Sometimes they just needed somebody to 
talk to about anything else in the world other than their sickness,” she said.  
 
She may not have realized it at the time, but these interactions would impact her future career path. 
She worked as a janitor for the next couple of years, but she never gave up her dream of going to 
college.  
 
Working the Night Shift 
About two years into her job as a janitor, Shay enrolled in Southern Connecticut State University. She 
still needed to support her family, so she made the transition from working a day shift to working the 
night shift.  
 
This schedule change allowed her to attend rigorous science lectures and labs during the day, sleep in 
short blocks of time, and then head to the hospital at night to fulfill her full-time cleaning duties.  
 
Persevering Despite a Setback 
Just as she was about to start college, her family had a severe setback. The family home caught on fire 
which left her mother with severe, third-degree burns in her lungs which resulted in serious breathing 
problems. Nevertheless, Shay persevered. 
 
She maintained her grueling "study during the day and go to work at night" routine for eight long years. 
During the first four years of this schedule from 2013 to 2017, she worked nights while completing her 
bachelor’s degree in biology. 
 
While working and going to college, Shay also had to help her mother get treatment for her breathing 
difficulties. She took her mom to see doctors, but they didn’t come up with a clear diagnosis. She 
remembers how doctors continued to dismiss her mother's symptoms as mental illness, so they 
weren't able to properly treat her. Shay remained certain that her mom's problems were more than just 
something she imagined. 
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Shay reached out to Marna Borgstrom, the head of the Yale New Haven Hospital. She didn’t know if 
she’d get a response, but Dr. Borgstrom knew Shay because she used to clean Borgstrom’s office. Sure 
enough, Dr. Borgstrom answered her email that day. She helped Shay’s mother to be seen by a new 
group of doctors. They found that her mother’s vocal cords were blocking her airway. 
 
A Dream Is Born 
This experience of advocating for her mother inspired Shay to become a doctor. She changed how she 
saw her place in the hospital. She realized that if she could successfully advocate for her family from 
the inside, she could do it for other overlooked patients as a healthcare worker. She wanted to be the 
doctor her mother needed in the first place. 
 
This realization inspired her to apply for medical school, but she knew it would be difficult. To boost her 
academic record to get into medical school, Shay decided to pursue a master’s degree in biomedical 
sciences at Quinnipiac University near her home while continuing to work.  
 
In this master’s program, she completed upper-level pre-med requirements and significantly 
strengthened her academic profile. She earned her master’s degree in 2019 and for the next two years, 
she applied to medical school. 
 
The first year, Shay applied to over 20 medical schools and was rejected by all of them. She realized she 
had to raise her scores for the Medical College Admission Test. After shifting into what Shay described 
as "beast mode," she retook the exam and jumped dramatically from the 19th percentile to the 73rd. 
 
Shay also met Gena Foster. Foster is a Yale doctor who mentors students online. Foster helped her 
apply again. When Shay reapplied for medical school in 2021, her strategy paid off. Instead of sweeping 

rejections, she was accepted 
into multiple medical schools.  
 
She chose to attend the 
Howard University College of 
Medicine in Washington, D.C., 
in 2021. While studying at 
Howard, she found the fast-
paced, high-pressure 
environment very difficult. It 
took her five years to graduate 
instead of the traditional four. 
 
Homecoming 
In the medical field, a student's 
performance is ultimately 
measured by whether they can 
secure a "Match" for residency 
training. Match Day occurs 
every year in March. Despite Shay Taylor-Allen was a janitor at Yale New Haven Hospital before getting a job as a 

doctor there. (THE WASHINGTON POST) 
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the struggles Shay had with medical school, testing and her 
rotations, she performed exceptionally well where it mattered 
most. 
 
Shay excelled during her clinical rotations, working directly with 
patients, including a highly competitive audition rotation in 
anesthesiology. So, on Match Day in March 2026, she beat out 
thousands of applicants to secure a residency spot at the Yale 
School of Medicine. 
 
Now Shay and her mentor Gena Foster will work together. “I still 
can’t really talk about it without tearing up,” Foster said. “She’s so 
hardworking. She’s so smart. She’s so humble. She’s going to be 
my colleague.  It’s so cool. I’m so excited.” 
 
This past March, Shay Taylor-Smith went back to work in the 
same building where she was born and worked as a janitor. This time in a doctor’s white coat. 
Here’s a video of Shay learning about her “match” with Yale: 
https://www.facebook.com/reel/956203656803145  
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. Do you think Shay will be a doctor who listens well? Why or why not? 
2. Is it important to advocate for your health when you see a doctor? 
3. Have you ever known someone who had a disease that doctors could not diagnose? 
4. Do you think it is worth getting a second opinion to diagnose a disease? 
5. What do you think motivated Shay to work so hard to be a doctor? 
6. What is the greatest obstacle you have had to overcome? 
7. What event, person or place inspired you to overcome an obstacle to achieve your goal? 
8. Is it important to find mentors to achieve your goals? 
9. Have you ever been a mentor to someone? Describe the experience. 
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