
WMJ  •  2024150

•  •  • 
Author Affiliations: Joseph E. Kerschner, MD, 
is The Julia A. Uihlein, MA, Dean of the School 
of Medicine, and Provost and Executive Vice 
President, Medical College of Wisconsin (MCW), 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Olushola L. Akinshemoyin 
Vaughn, MD, is Assistant Professor of Dermatology, 
MCW and Section Chief of Dermatology, Clement 
J. Zablocki Veterans Affairs Medical Center, 
Milwaukee, Wis. 

Piloting Skin Cancer 
Screenings to Prioritize 
Communities of Color
Joseph E. Kerschner, MD; Olushola L. Akinshemoyin Vaughn, MD 

DEAN’S CORNER

For the past 3 years, the Medical 
College of Wisconsin’s Department 
of Dermatology has made successful 

inroads to address a troubling public health 
disparity noted by the American Academy of 
Dermatology (AAD) in the first 30 years of its 
SPOTme Skin Cancer Screening Program (1985-
2014): that 90.3% of the patients screened 
were White. During those 3 decades, this free 
program served more than 1.9 million individu-
als nationwide and uncovered greater than 
20 000 melanomas.1  

Clearly, patients of color have not ben-
efited from this important, far-reaching skin 
cancer screening initiative.

The AAD’s website on skin cancer notes a 
number of sobering statistics:2 
• Skin cancer is the most common cancer in 

the US.
• Current estimates are that 1 in 5 Americans 

will develop skin cancer in their lifetime.
• Skin cancer in patients with darker skin 

tones is often diagnosed in its later stages 
– when it is more difficult to treat.

• Research has shown that patients with 
darker skin tones are less likely than 

patients with lighter skin tones to survive 
melanoma.

• Twenty-one percent of melanoma cases in 
African American patients are diagnosed 
when the cancer has spread to nearby 

lymph nodes, while 16% are diagnosed 
when the cancer has spread to distant 
lymph nodes and other organs.

• The vast majority of skin cancer deaths are 
from melanoma.

According to the University of Texas’s MD 
Anderson Cancer Center, skin cancer in people 
of color tends to show up in places that are less 
exposed to the sun, such as the inside of the 
mouth, palms, groin area, and under the nails.  
Between 30% and 40% of cases appear on the 
soles of feet.3

Another challenge in treating skin cancer 
in people of color is that they are less repre-
sented in clinical trials that are identifying new 
treatment.  

Olushola Akinshemoyin Vaughn, MD, assis-
tant professor of dermatology at the Medical 
College of Wisconsin (MCW), understands the 

importance of raising awareness of skin condi-
tions, especially via skin cancer screenings for 
people of color – as well as the value of com-
munity partnerships to further this goal.

To that end, on Saturday, February 17, 2024, 
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While there is still much work that needs to be done 
to re-engage patients of color and to rebuild trust in our 

academic institutions, in dermatology and in all specialties, 
we can signal our good intent through allyship and a 

willingness to meet patients where they are so 
that they can feel comfortable.

faculty screeners, residents, and other health 
care providers from the MCW Department of 
Dermatology and the Froedtert & the Medical 
College of Wisconsin health network, as well 
as MCW medical students, successfully par-
ticipated in the third annual Skin, Hair, and 
Nails Educational Event in collaboration with 
Gee’s Clippers, located at 2200 N Dr Martin 
Luther King Jr Drive in Milwaukee (known as 
the “Barber to the Bucks”), to prioritize educat-
ing patients of color about dermatology and to 
demonstrate MCW’s ongoing commitment to 
the Milwaukee community.

The screening form removed questions 
such as “How many blistering sunburns did 
you have prior to age 20?” Rather, it focused 
on conditions such as atopic dermatitis, dyspig-
mentation, alopecia, and melanoma – which 
are more likely to resonate in communities of 
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color. The MCW care team handed out flyers in 
both English and Spanish and included a rep-
resentative on site from MCW’s Saturday Clinic 
for the Uninsured4 so that patients without 
insurance could schedule follow-up visits.

More than 30 people – both adults and kids 
– were screened at the February event, which 
uncovered skin diseases across the spectrum of 
severity. In the past 3 years of the event, approx-
imately 150 individuals have been screened, and 
several skin cancers, assorted infections, irre-
versible hair loss, and more have been detected. 

The Gee’s Clippers events give people in 
the Milwaukee community a chance to see that 
doctors are not the enemy. “We are showing up 
for the community because we care so much 
about our community members, in the hope 
that they will start to have more trust in the 
medical system and engage with the medical 
system more,” Dr. Vaughn said.

Gaulien Smith, owner of Gee’s Clippers, 
says that these annual events are a perfect fit 
for his barbershop, which has long focused on 
being a community hub and serves a majority 
Black clientele. His barbers work with hair and 
skin all day long, and the events are a chance 
for even them to learn more about what signs 
to look out for and how to encourage people to 
seek medical help.5 

While there is still much work that needs 
to be done to re-engage patients of color and 

to rebuild trust in our academic institutions,6 

in dermatology and in all specialties we can 
signal our good intent through allyship and a 
willingness to meet patients where they are so 
that they can feel comfortable. 

Gee’s barbershop itself is located in a beau-
tifully renovated bank building, complete with 
the original steel vault door and a full bas-
ketball court. A remodeled room in the back 
houses Gee’s MKE Wellness Clinic – a health 
clinic collaboration with Network Health and 
Froedtert & the Medical College of Wisconsin 
(https://www.geesclippers.com/gees-medical-
clinic). This weekly clinic offers free clinical ser-
vices, such as blood pressure screening, blood 
glucose monitoring, and general health edu-
cation. Additionally, the clinic provides health 
coaching in drug education, weight manage-
ment, nutrition, exercise, tobacco cessation, 
sleep and stress, and connects clients to well-
ness resources. 

We are very grateful to Dr Vaughn and 
her team for their inspiring piloting work to 
educate patients of color about dermatology 
and to demonstrate MCW’s ongoing commit-
ment to the Milwaukee community – and for 
their creative partnership with Gee’s Clippers 
to sponsor this valuable annual skin cancer 
screening event. Ultimately, the goal is for 
MCW to model this new paradigm for screen-
ing events that will be emulated nationwide 

and adopted through the American Academy 
of Dermatology.
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