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Meg Styles ’08 combats
international nurse shortage

one country at a time
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GREAT PERSONAL LOSS OFTEN LEADS TO GREAT PERSONAL REINVENTION.
 Meg Styles ’08 underwent a professional and personal transformation following the 
death of her beloved mother, global nursing pioneer Margretta “Gretta” Madden Styles, in 
2006. Known as the “mother of nurse credentialing,” Madden Styles’ birthday, March 19, is 
honored nationally as Certi!ed Nursing Day.
 “I’m not a nurse myself,” says Styles, who earned her master’s degree in public 
administration from CSUEB. “(But) it’s in my DNA. I agree with my mother that nurses 
(serve in) the most noble profession.”
 Holding no medical credentials of her own has not deterred Styles’ determination to 
put a dent in the global nursing shortage, estimated to be 4.3 million by the World Health 
Organization. In tribute to her mother’s life work, in 2007 she gave up her job in real estate 
and created the Gretta Foundation. "e foundation’s mission is to provide scholarships to 
nursing students in the developing world, beginning in sub-Saharan Africa — which shoulders  
24 percent of the global disease burden but has only 3 percent of the world’s health care 
workforce. In Malawi and Uganda, where the Gretta Foundation has a presence, rates of HIV/
AIDS and tuberculosis infection and child and maternal mortality are disproportionately high.
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The Gretta Foundation awards 
nursing education scholarships 
to students in Malawi and 
Uganda.

A banner at the Lira 
School of Nursing in Lira, 
Uganda, touts the value 
of trained nurses.

During a 2008 needs assessment 
tour in Kampala, Uganda, Gretta 
Foundation Founder Meg Styles 
‘08 visited facilities, including 
the Kibuli School of Nursing and 
Midwifery, left. Students at the Mulago School of Nursing in Kampala, Uganda.

A view of the Uganda Nurses and 
Midwives Council facility at the 
Ministry of Health in Kampala.

established in a handful of African states, 
Styles plans to migrate the model to other 
developing nations.
 Her parents surely would approve of her 
humanitarian mission and leadership. 
 A revered leader in nurse education, 
regulation, and credentialing, Madden Styles 
served as dean of nursing for the University 
of California, San Francisco for 10 years and 
held the presidency of the American Nurses 
Association, the International Council of Nurses, 
the California Board of Registered Nursing and 
the American Nurses Credentialing Center. 
Styles’ late father, the Rev. Douglas F. Styles, 
also pursued a noble public service profession, 
working as an Episcopal priest. Until recently, 
however, Styles had never experienced the kind 
of job satisfaction her parents enjoyed.
 While Styles brie#y explored a nursing 
career of her own with an emphasis on 
midwifery, the demanding UCSF program 
she considered had a 60-hour weekly schedule 
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 “If you look at maternal health, these 
are terrifying numbers,” Styles explains. 
“"e odds of dying in childbirth is 1 in 16 
in developing countries. In the developed 
world, it’s 1 in 2,800. You see this play out on 
hospital clinic #oors.”
 At one Uganda hospital Styles visited, 
for instance, sta$ members grimly refer to the 
maternity ward as “"e Factory.”
 “You will step over woman a%er woman 
a%er woman on the hospital #oor in active 
labor with virtually no assistance,” Styles says. 
“"ere are three or four nurses running around 
handling a workload beyond human capacity.”
 In the United States, there are slightly 
fewer than 10 nurses for every 1,000 people in 
the population. By comparison, countries such 
as Uganda have fewer than one nurse per 1,000. 
“Whatever nursing shortages we have here, it’s 
nothing” compared with those in developing 
nations, she says. “Our focus is to (train nurses) 
in disease-burdened countries.”

 "e Gretta Foundation, Styles says, is the 
!rst nonpro!t organization to award nursing 
scholarships to residents of impoverished 
nations who study and practice in their native 
country. For the price of one airline ticket 
to a U.S. university, the Gretta Foundation 
can cover expenses for two years of nursing 
education at an African institution. As part of 
their studies, Gretta Scholars also immediately 
gain experience providing health care in their 
communities. Once the program becomes 

that became untenable when a divorce in her 
20s le% her raising her son and daughter on 
her own. To support her family, she worked for  
13 years in commercial real estate.
 “It was never very rewarding,” says 
Styles, who at 41 presents a digni!ed !gure 
with a direct blue-eyed gaze and unwavering 
resolve. “My parents’ careers were a calling.  
I remember really being in awe of their passion 
and commitment.”
 By the time she became ill with cancer, 
Madden Styles was in a position to leave an 
inheritance to her daughter that she hoped 
could give her the !nancial freedom to discover 
a calling of her own. 
 “My mother told me: ‘It gives me great 
peace to know that my passing will let you !nd 
out what you’re passionate about,’” Styles says. 
“So I went to Cal State East Bay and went to 
work for a nonpro!t.”
 “(CSUEB) was readily accessible — it’s 
nearby and they o$er night classes,” Styles says. 

18 Cal State East Bay Magazine  |  FALL 2009 19Cal State East Bay Magazine  |  FALL 2009

FE
A
TU

RE
S I get enraged, because it makes no sense 

to me that this work isn’t being done. 
I see an opportunity to have a 

phenomenal impact in people’s lives.

“
” Meg Styles 

’08 ALUMNUS
GRETTA FOUNDATION, DIRECTOR AND FOUNDER
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Gretta Foundation 
Founder Meg 
Styles, left, with 
Agnes, the !rst 
Gretta Scholar 
selected in 
Uganda.
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“I work with Ph.D.s, I’m a foundation director. Having the 
higher education credentials is important.”
 While looking for a cause to devote her energy to while 
completing her master’s degree, Styles naturally gravitated 
toward a group with a health care imperative. For two years, 
she worked with Larkspur-based Global AIDS Interfaith 
Alliance, or GAIA, which provides HIV-related and basic 
health services in rural Malawi, a landlocked nation in 
southeast Africa about the size of Pennsylvania.
 “"ey have wonderful programs — micro!nancing, 
village health care, orphan care, and one program they 
had was nursing scholarships,” Styles explains. “You could 
spend a lifetime (providing health services) in Malawi, 
unfortunately. Beautiful people, they call themselves the 
warm heart of Africa.”
 Following her tenure with GAIA, Styles was ready 
to launch the Gretta Foundation, which has continued 
working with GAIA to assist nursing students in Malawi but 
ultimately will also provide nurse education scholarships in 
other countries.
 “I see an opportunity to have a phenomenal impact in 
people’s lives,” Styles says. “I get enraged, because it makes 
no sense to me that this work isn’t being done.”
 “Someone needs to be speci!cally focused on getting 
nurses on the ground,” she says. “"e people we want to help 
are the people who are most in need, and we want to do this 
in such a way that people stay where the need is so great.”
 "e life experiences that led a Gretta Scholar named 
Agnes to the program are not atypical.

One of eight children from a nearly penniless Ugandan 
family, Agnes spent 18 hours each day, seven days per 
week, between working and commuting to her restaurant 
job. Earning the equivalent of $2 per day, and with no 
educational opportunities or savings to help improve her 
professional or !nancial lot, Agnes’ future appeared as bleak 
as the health statistics plaguing her impoverished homeland. 
 Agnes had demonstrated intelligence and a tenacious 
spirit in completing her education through high school — 
never a given for girls growing up in rural areas of sub-Saharan 
Africa where families o%en prioritize the education of sons.
 An e-mail message Styles sent Agnes notifying her that 
she had been selected as the !rst Gretta Scholar profoundly 
touched both women.
 “It was really the most wonderful experience,” says 
Styles, seated in her Danville home o&ce surrounded by 
snapshots from a Malawi orphanage, a ceramic wall hanging 
depicting African village life, and gira$e carvings collected 
by her mother. “We literally in a day changed a life.”
 To date, 10 lives have been changed directly by 
Styles and others working through the Gretta Foundation, 
including partners at carefully selected nursing colleges 

Workers sort and manage medications in the pharmacy at Lacor Hospital in  
Gulu, Uganda.

A ceramic tile mural from Zimbabwe, a gift to the Gretta Foundation, hangs in Meg Styles’ o"ce. The mosaic graphically depicts HIV/AIDS, in the form of a snake, 
winding its way through and decimating village life, starting with idealized harvest scenes and ending with images of mourners at a funeral.  

Meg Styles tours a clinical skills lab at a school in Nsambya, Uganda, with the 
presidents of Uganda National Association for Nurses and Midwives and Uganda 
Private Midwives Organization.
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Learning community participants reflect  
on their first-year college experiences
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A FINAL

LAST SEPTEMBER, WHEN ALLISON ARMOUR, 
JAMEL JACKSON, ELMO REY ARCIAGA, AND 
THE OTHER 50 SOME FRESHMEN ENROLLED 
IN THE “BEATS, PHYSICS AND THE MIND” 
LEARNING COMMUNITY MET FOR THEIR 
FIRST LECTURE, BARELY A STUDENT IN THE 
ROOM UTTERED A SOUND. BASHFUL COL-
LEGE NEWCOMERS, THEY SAT POLITELY, QUI-
ETLY AT THEIR DESKS, ONLY TENTATIVELY 
RAISING A HAND OR VOICING A THOUGHT AT 
THE PRODDING OF THEIR PHYSICS INSTRUC-
TOR, THE BEARDED AND BESPECTACLED  
WILLIAM “DR. BILL” PEZZAGLIA.   
 During the three quarters that followed, stu-
dents participating in “Beats, Physics and the 
Mind” — one of 21 CSUEB learning community 
clusters focusing on themes from “Biology of  
Humans” to “Spirituality Meets the Creative Spir-
it” — took at least one class, plus a general studies 
course, together each quarter. Long-term studies 
have referred to this hallmark Cal State East Bay 
program, in which all freshmen enroll, as a national 
model that produces students with stronger critical 
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in Malawi and Uganda. "e number of lives 
that will indirectly bene!t is incalculable. 
Scholarship recipients agree to work in their 
home country for a period equivalent to the 
number of years their studies were funded by 
the Gretta Foundation. Styles hopes they’ll 
remain “in-country” inde!nitely and resist 
the brain drain that has led other health care 
workers to emigrate to the U.S., Canada, 
and the United Kingdom for better pay and 
working conditions.
 “Our wish is that these nurses stay in-
country,” she says. “We (achieve) this through 
di$erent means.”
 "e foundation’s strategy involves focus-
ing on students from rural areas who will be less 

likely to immigrate; elevating the professional 
status and pay of nurse educators, who currently 
receive lower pay than nurses; and working 
closely with each country’s National Nurses’ 
Association, which advocates for sound health 
policies that also can improve nurses’ profes-
sional satisfaction.
 As director of the Gretta Foundation, 
Styles is determined to employ the most cost-
e$ective and culturally relevant solutions to 
boosting the number of nurses in developing 
countries. Guided by an active board of 
directors — including some of her mother’s 
global nursing colleagues — she’s taken a 
methodical, research-based approach to 
structuring the organization. 
 Although her personal background may 
bear little resemblance to those of the rural 
Africans chosen as Gretta Scholars, Styles 
expresses great empathy and admiration for 
those the foundation seeks to help.
 “If you look at the girls we’re o$ering 
scholarships to, (they live in) societies where 
girls are the last to be educated,” she says. 
“Imagine being a girl who’s already lost the 
opportunity to go to school or married very 
young. How do they ever have the vision that 
something else is out there for them?” 
 As a single parent working for years at a 
job she didn’t love, Styles once su$ered from 
a similar lack of vision. Today, she sees clearly, 
knows what to do and where she’s headed. Previ-
ous personal hardships, professional disappoint-
ments,  and the deaths of her parents, she says, 
contributed to shaping her newfound vision.
 “All of it has brought me here, every single 
thing,” says Styles, as she prepares to rush o$ 
to a civic club meeting where she’ll spread the 
word about the Gretta Foundation, a seemingly 
non-stop activity for the organization founder. 
“I’m grateful, because I found something I’m 
passionate about. It doesn’t feel like work. "e 
most satisfying thing is knowing we can do this 
in the thousands.
 “Our work is to make a real impact where 
the need is so desperate,” she says. “I feel the 
Gretta Foundation — besides my children — is 
what I was born to do.”
 Learn more about the Gretta Foundation 
at www.grettafoundation.org. !

A health care worker !les 
paperwork for the labor 
ward at Mulago Hospital, 
where sta# members 
refer to the understa#ed 
ward where 60 to 80 
babies are delivered daily 
as “The Factory.” 

Members of the 2008-09 “Beats, Physics and the Mind” freshman learning community gather in 

the audio production computer lab before delivering !nals presentations in May. Working in teams 

for their !nal project, students composed, mixed, and recorded an original song, applying physics, 

philosophy, and production principles they learned throughout the year.
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BY MONIQUE BEELER

Editor’s note: !is is the "nal installment in a yearlong project in which Cal State East Bay Magazine followed the progress of 
"rst-time #eshmen enrolled in the University’s Learning Community Clusters program.
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