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university but was unable to find any
employer that would hire a woman.

She had to work two or three menial jobs
and sold bread at four in the morning.

It was troublesome to me to see a woman
who had the opportunity to be educated,
but even with that education her life

was stifled.”

A Phi Beta Kappa and a Presidential
Academic Scholar, Rambachan is spending
her January 2008 Interim in Norway
conducting economics research thanks
to a Rand Scholar Award. At Oxford,
Rambachan — who hopes to one day work
for the World Bank, the United Nations
or the U.S. Agency for International
Development — will pursue a master’s
in Philosophy in Development Studies.
More specifically, she intends to pursue
women’s political and economic empower-
ment in South Asia.

“Seventy percent of the world’s
1.3 billion poor, and 60 percent of its
1 billion illiterate are women,” she notes.
“The current policy environment neglects
the working woman, whose absence at the
bargaining table deprives her of many
legal entitlements and political rights. I
envision a more dynamic aid system, and
I am interested particularly in increased
local accountability.”

Oxford won’t be all work, however.
Rambachan is already planning her
extra curricular activities; she hopes to
join the university’s famed debating
society — Churchill was a member, she
notes — and take up rowing.

AT THE CROSSROADS,
HEALTH RESEARCH

Novak has set her sights on Oxford’s
global health sciences program. A
Buntrock Academic Scholar and Towa City
native, Novak describes her interest in
global health issues as a “winding journey,”
and her emerging interest in health policy
has left her parents, a rural physician and
a dietician, somewhat bemused.

“I was interested in global international
development and poverty relief issues when
I started college, even though I’d never left
the country,” she recalls. “In that respect it
was kind of naive. But I thought that’s
what I should do, that there are needs
out there and maybe I could be useful.”

She began her college career as an
environmental and development studies
major but soon focused on the idea that
at the intersection of environment and
development is health. In the fall of 2006
she traveled to Guatemala, El Salvador
and Nicaragua through a study abroad

program with the Center for Global
Education. It was her first major trip
outside the United States. Novak says she
was struck by “the way that environmental
degradation affects poverty and degrades
human health.”

“I find environmental health especially
important because people suffer health
problems from environmental degradation
without their consent,” she explains. “One
group benefits from the industry that
causes the air pollution or dirties the water,
but other groups, and society as a whole,
bear the costs.”

She is reluctant to promote her perspec-
tive on environmental health in developing
countries. “I started to have a lot of
concerns about imperialistic approaches to
development — worrying that if I go in
and impose my environmental values on
people I could be interfering with their
own self-determination and their assess-
ment of other community needs,” she says.

Health, she feels, is different. “Health
is good, no matter where you are in the
world. It’s something the people value in
one way or another.”

Shortly after returning from Central
America, she left with several other
St. Olaf students for a study abroad
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program in Geneva, Switzerland, to work
with researchers at the World Health
Organization on a statistical study of food
borne diseases. The work was interesting,
she says, but it was too far from where her
heart lies. Before she had even left
Switzerland, she’d applied for summer
work in migrant camps in southeastern
Iowa, working as an interpreter in a travel-
ing health clinic.

As much as environmental health in
developing countries interests her, Novak’s
enduring passion lies in providing commu-
nity-based healthcare for underserved
populations in Latin America. “Someday
I will come back to my home state of Towa
and work in immigrant healthcare,” says
Novak, who will ultimately pursue a
career in epidemiology.

Before she can return, however, she’ll
have to leave. And leaving, both Novak
and Rambachan say, isn’t going to be so
easy. Just in the last few days the reality
has begun to sink in. “I’ll be leaving
America for two years at minimum.
That’s a big life change,” says Rambachan.
It’s just the beginning. %/

J. Trout Lowen is a freelance writer and editor
living in Minneapolis.
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