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GVMA/UGA CVM 
Student Surgery 
Program
By: Lindsay Corley, GVMA Membership Strategy & 
Communications Manager

It’s 7:30 am on a Saturday. Five UGA students, two supervising veterinarians, 
one technician, and the animal care specialist at Gwinnett County Animal 
Shelter (GCAS) are sitting around a conference table discussing updates to 
the feline anesthesia protocol. Most of the students have attended surgery 
day before but for two students this will be their first—first time volunteering 
with the GVMA, first time completing an entire surgery, and first time 
working with shelter animals. Gwinnett’s Animal Care Specialist Deb Kovac 
goes through the safety reminders–stay off your knees, never grab an animal 
that has gotten loose by the scruff, and be prepared for the unexpected. 
Some of their patients have been at the shelter for six plus weeks and are 
very excited when someone comes into their pen.  The students divide up 
into two teams and prepare their surgery suites. O.R. 1 will be supervised 
by GVMA member, Dr. Marty Stotelmyer, a retired veterinarian with 40+ 
plus years in small animal practice. “For me it’s a chance to give back. I’m at 
the point that for me I think it’s a good thing to do, to give back.”  In O.R. 2 
is Dr. Mary-Elizabeth Ellard, one of Dr. Stotelmyer’ s former associates, who 
practices shelter medicine at Best Friends Animal Rescue and Lifeline Animal 

Left to right: Dr. Marty Stotelmyer, Matthew Bradley, 
Dr. Mary-Elizabeth Ellard, Karen Wu, Joyce Huang, 

Meagan Hogan, and Val Urbonaite, and Mykylah Mcgee
participate in the GVMA/UGA Student Surgery Day on May 20th.
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Project. Dr. Ellard says she became involved “to 
introduce students and young doctors to a side of 
veterinary medicine they might not see otherwise.” 
The goal is have the student’s perform all aspects 
of the procedure including anesthesia but the 
veterinarians are always present for support and to 
scrub in if needed. “We aren’t giving them a grade, 
we aren’t yelling at them, we are just trying to give 
them the experience of what we have learned 
along the way,” says Dr. Stotelmyer.

Most of the patients are pit bulls with no medical 
history and are obese due to weeks of being 
well-fed at Gwinnett making surgeries more 
challenging. This morning senior Val Urbonaite 
finds a surprise after she opens up her patient—a 
missing ovary and kidney. Dr. Stotelmyer double 
checks her findings and then confers with Dr. 
Ellard about documentation so that the animal 
can still be cleared for adoption. “Her right uterine 
artery is also greatly oversized and runs almost 
straight up the midline.  This dog has not read the 
textbook. You could practice for forty years and 
never see such a unique case,” says Dr. Ellard. 

According to Georgia state law all animals must 
be sterilized before they can leave a state shelter. 
These surgeries make the animals more attractive 
for rescues and potential families. In some cases 
a rescue can pick up the animal that day, leaving 
behind the stressful shelter environment and one 
step closer to their forever home. Deb Kovac of 
GCAS oversees each surgery day and hopes the 
program will not only give the students important 
surgical experience, but also exposes them to the 
reality of shelter medicine. Dr. Ellard notes from 
her years of experience in shelter medicine that it 
can often be a hard and thankless task–“Gwinnett 
honestly tries to navigate the middle of that difficult 

course: saving all 
they can, avoiding 
overcrowding and 
always prioritizing 
public safety.” The 
Gwinnett County 
Animal Shelter 
has reduced their 
annual euthanasia 

rate from 80% to less than 7% percent over the 
last 10 years; and they took in over 5,500 animals 
in 2016 according to Deb. Every surgery day Deb 
also emphasizes the importance of tattooing—as 
many of the animals at the shelter have to undergo 
unnecessary exploratory surgeries that could 
be avoided if veterinarians would perform the 
additional step. 

The program—a 
cooperative 
venture between 
the UGA College 
of Veterinary 
Medicine and 
the GVMA–is set 
up to have each 
student perform 
one procedure 
and then support 
their classmates throughout the rest of the day. 
Returning students like Victoria Demello say 
the experience is invaluable, “this program has 
given senior students more confidence with their 
clinical and surgical skills. Recently Demello was 
able gain even more hands on experience when a 
beagle came into the facility needing immediate 
care. GVMA District Director and surgeon, Dr. 
Keith Curcio, supervised Demello as she drained 
and stitched up a large hematoma on the dog’s 
ear. Matthew Bradley echoes his fellow students 
about the importance of the program for seniors, 
“the GVMA student surgery program emulates 
a common occurrence in private practice, 
combining limited resources with directed 
decision making, allowing the student to be 
responsible for everything that happens within the 
surgical atmosphere.” 

At 3:30 pm the students are busy making sure all 
the necessary paperwork is completed and their 
patients are resting comfortably after their big day. 
Today four dogs and two cats underwent surgery 
as well as receiving physical exams, vaccines, 
micro-chips, and a tattoo. It’s the end of another 
surgery day but hopefully just the beginning for 
these students and the animals at Gwinnett. 

Victoria Demello performs a spay 
at Gwinnett Animal Shelter.

continued on page 24
A patient recovers from 
surgery.
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What students are saying about the 
GVMA surgery program…

“This experience does not only focus on soft tissue surgery, even though that is the 
goal of the program, but it also encompasses shelter medicine and general wellbeing 
of the animals undergoing the spay and neuter procedures. Personally, this program 
has allowed me to become more confident in my surgical skills and to learn from 
mentors that have offered instrumental advice along the way.” 

-Valda Urbonaite

“For me, GVMA’s student surgery program has been an incredibly beneficial 
experience.  I had the opportunity to meet and learn from doctors who are extremely 
well versed in spay/neuter procedures.  I have expanded my networking for potential 
job opportunities which would not have been possible without the GVMA student 
surgery program. I think the GVMA student surgery program is a needed resource for 
4th year veterinary students, this being the time that students increase their surgical 
experience and practice BEING the doctor.” 

-Matthew Bradley

“The spay and neuter program with the GVMA is fantastic! We have the opportunity 
to work under amazing veterinarians who know how to balance giving us our own 
autonomy versus giving us more guidance when we need it. It has significantly 
increased my confidence in my surgical abilities, while also helping me modify and 
improve the techniques we learned in our classes. This blend of classroom instruction 
and real-life experience will definitely make me a better veterinarian in the future!” 

–Karen Wu

“The GVMA has made several opportunities available to us to hone our skills in an 
environment that is both supportive and encouraging. Thanks to this program we are 
able to act as independent doctors; practicing surgery, anesthesia, and perfecting our 
physical exams. This program is invaluable to current students and we are grateful and 
fortunate to have a state veterinary association that is able to support students through 
this and various other programs.”

-Victoria Demello


