
Healthat home

By CARA O’FLYNN

S
AU Fong Lee left 
Hong Kong for New 
York in 1969, but even 
after four decades 
here, she speaks no 
English. An 85-year-
old who spent her 

working life cutting thread 
and packing clothes in local 
garment factories, Lee now 
cannot walk by herself. Un-
able to leave her Chinatown 
apartment, she has a home 
health aide to tend her day-
to-day needs. But when she 
needs to see a doctor, there’s 
no easy way to get there.

Normally, this would rule 
out her getting a fl u shot. But 
recently the injection came 
to her, via Christina Lee (no 
relation), a Queens-born 
nurse with Chinese parents 
who visited Lee’s home. 
She asked her patient in 
Cantonese about any health 
problems needing attention, 
then screened for allergies 
to the vaccine. The elder Lee 
closed her eyes and winced 
in anticipation as the nurse 
unwrapped the needle.

“It will only hurt for a 

second,” she said. To dis-
tract her patient, she sang 
gently in Cantonese.

Lee received this home 
treatment through a partner-
ship between the Visiting 
Nurse Service of New York 
(VNSNY) and University 
Settlement, a Lower East 
Side community center with 
a long history of serving im-
migrants. Combining health 
care and social services, 
the agencies aim to serve 
as many as half of China-
town’s seniors, addressing 
some health-care challenges 
particular to the Chinese, 
including high rates of colon 
cancer, resistance to health-
care proxies, and cultural 
mores that can interfere with 
doctor-patient relationships.

With a preponderance of 
low-rise apartment build-
ings that lack elevators and a 
large senior population, Chi-
natown is a prime spot for 
home care. More than half 
of households are headed by 

someone over 60 — mostly 
people who settled in the 
community long ago. 

“Older immigrants tend to 
stay within the Chinese com-
munity,” says Ben Hui, a case 
manager. “Even if they’ve 
been here 40 or 50 years, 
they say they were too busy 
working and raising their 
children to learn English.”

Cultural differences 
can also pose health-care 
hurdles. In Chinese culture, 
physicians are viewed as 
authority fi gures who should 
never be questioned.

“Patients don’t want to 
be seen as challenging the 
doctors, so they say ‘yes, 
yes, yes,’” says Teresa Lin, 
director of Asian home care 
at VNSNY. “They may not 
understand why they’re tak-
ing a medication, or if they 
don’t feel well, they may be 
afraid to say something.”

One goal of care providers 
in the program is to encour-
age patients to speak up.

“I want to empower them 
to tell the doctor what’s 
going on, so they’re on the 
same page,” says nurse Lee. 

Another problem is that 
patients typically turn 
fi rst to herbal or Chinese 
medicine when they get 
sick, only visiting a doctor 
when things get dire. As a 
result, “they often end up 
in the emergency room,” 
says Lin. “We’re trying to 
increase awareness so they 
know prevention is key.”

Beyond health care, Chi-
natown seniors also have 

access to social services 
that help them apply for 
entitlements like food 
stamps, deal with housing 
issues and get mental-
health counseling. Often, 
people need assistance in 
more than one area — for 
example, an illness can 
lead to fi nancial problems.

“You can’t take health is-
sues and social issues and 
look at them separately,” 
says Rhonda Soberman, 
manager of program devel-
opment for VNSNY. “It’s 
our job to link them.”

To determine what help 
people need, it’s often neces-
sary to build a relationship.

“In the Chinese commu-
nity, people have to really 
trust you,” says nurse Lee.

An array of recreational 
and educational programs 
— including dance lessons, 
English classes, calligraphy 
workshops and health fairs 
— not only keep seniors 
active, they can act as a gate-
way to the services on offer.

“In the beginning, a per-
son may approach me with a 
letter he doesn’t understand. 
As we build a relationship 
over time, I can pick up on 
certain things, and then he 
can tell me more about his 
needs,” says Hui.

One man was referred to 
Hui by neighbors because 
he had spent all his savings 
and couldn’t pay his rent.

“We helped him get 
Medicaid, food stamps and 
rent subsidies,” says Hui.

In the end, the project is 
about making the neighbor-
hood an age-friendly place 
where seniors can remain in 
their homes.

“Having a center right in 
Chinatown, with a staff that 
understands the culture and 
speaks the language, helps 
us provide the services they 
really need,” says Lin.

Pioneering home program tends 
health needs of Chinatown’s elders

Going to ’town

HEART OF CHINATOWN: Christina Lee checks the vitals of 
85-year-old Sau Fong Lee, a retired garment-factory worker.

Lorenzo Ciniglio
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Fedcap Home Care provides 
high-quality home health 
and personal care services 
to people who are elderly,
disabled, and/or anyone 
recuperating from illness.
We also provide ambulatory 
escorting to and from 
medical appointments and 
procedures. Serving the 
Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan 
and Queens.

211 West 14th Street 
New York, NY 10011

212.727.4300
www.fedcap.org 

Fedcap Home Care is licensed by the 
New York State Department of Health and 

accredited by The Joint Commission.
Fedcap Home Care also has career opportunities 

for qualified Home Health Aides.

FEDC AP HOME C ARE
The care you need – in the home you love.

SPECIAL KIDS • SPECIAL CARE
SPECIAL REWARDS AT ST. MARYʼS

WWW.STMARYSKIDS.ORG • EOE M/F/D/V/SO

OPEN INTERVIEWS
Every Tues & Thurs, 10am-2pm

91-31 Queens Blvd, Ste 201, Elmhurst

St. Mary’s Community Care Professionals, Corp., a Licensed Home Care Services Agency, seeks RNs, LPNs and
HHAs to work in the patient’s home! We service children and adults in the 5 boroughs of NYC, Nassau and Suffolk.

HHAs 
Must have 3 months agency experience, photo ID, SS card and  HHA Cert.  Hospice experience welcomed. Long hour cases
available. Enhanced rates for Bilingual English/Spanish.

RNs  
Home care and Pediatric experience required. Private duty nursing a plus.

LPNs 
Pediatric experience required. Private duty nursing a plus.

The opportunities are great...the rewards are excellent!
• $50 bonus for opening a new bank account and enrolling in direct deposit  
• Paid Orientation & In-Services • Free Physicals if Nec • Flexible Hours • & More
• Call Cheryl or Razia at 718-819-2724  
• Fax: 718-651-3807   • Email: cchambers@stmaryskids.org
Open Interviews every Tues,Thurs, 10am-2pm, 91-31 Queens Blvd,  Suite 201, Elmhurst
• Take  the M or R train to Woodhaven Blvd

DID YOU KNOW? 
WE SERVICE ADULTS!


