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   Carmilla Black wants to be a pediatric nurse, and that's good news for a city
looking for minority health care workers.


   She likes medicine and children and thinks the career would be a good fit for
her personality.


   The Rufus King High School senior is not sure if she'll attend college in
Wisconsin, Tennessee or Minnesota, but she definitely knows that she'll work
somewhere in the Milwaukee area once she completes her schooling.


   To ensure that Black and other graduates with similar interests don't change
their minds, local health care professionals are bumping up their minority
recruitment efforts to keep students interested in health-related fields and,
more importantly, to keep them in Milwaukee.


   "The only way we will break the cycle is for us to go into the schools and
work with the students," said Tito Izard, a Milwaukee native and medical
director of Aurora Sinai Family Care.


   "Doctors are mostly in clinics and hospitals, so in order to reach the
students, we have to go to them," he said. "That means going into the community
to tell them about what we do."


   Last year, Izard, also an assistant professor in the department of family
medicine at the University of Wisconsin Medical School, started a health careers
club at his alma mater, Rufus King High School.


   The group met each Tuesday after school for an interactive discussion about
various health conditions and professions. Many of the sessions were hands-on,
such as one that taught students how to place a cast on their schoolmates and
another on how to suture a wound.


   "It's nice because you get to know people in the class and learn new medical
stuff," said Kendra Pearson, who will be a junior at King, as she placed a cast
around Black's arm.


   "And if somebody ever breaks their arm, I'll know exactly what to do," she
said.


   Physician shortage


   According to a report released this spring by the Wisconsin Medical Society
and the Wisconsin Hospital Association, the state is facing a shortage of 506
primary care physicians, including a deficit of 72 physicians in Milwaukee.
There are also shortages of general surgeons and radiologists in rural areas.


   As the state's population grows and ages and as the number of physicians
declines, primarily through retirements, it's predicted that the shortage of
primary care physicians will increase 13.5% by 2015 if the problem isn't
addressed soon. The shortages in other specialties could jump by more than 20%,
according to the medical society.


   Leo Brideau, president and chief executive officer of Columbia St. Mary's
hospital system, chaired the task force that developed the report. He urged that
a method of keeping track of the shortage be set up immediately, particularly to
guide medical education in the state.


   The society says that only 38% of students trained in the state decide to
practice here.


   Of the 191 graduates from the Medical College of Wisconsin this year, 11 were
minorities and only four of them remained to do their residency in the city.


   Amy Liepert, who has completed her second year of medical school at the
Medical College, says the problem is complex.


   Debt is a major factor in deciding where students choose to practice, as well
as the specialties they enter, she said.


   But there also is a need for more funding in the state to keep doctors in
Milwaukee for their residency and for more loan-forgiveness programs, Liepert
said.


   "We also have to make sure the class sizes are large enough so that doctors
can be trained," she said.


   Large debt accumulated


   In 2003, graduates of private medical schools had incurred a median debt of
$135,000, while the median amount of debt for graduates of public medical
schools was $100,000, according to the Association of American Medical Colleges.


   However, most students don't think about the debt. Instead they focus on the
public health aspect of their field, said Ernestine Willis, associate dean of
multicultural affairs at the Medical College of Wisconsin.


   For this reason, "it's important that we start emphasizing science and math
literacy during middle school so that they can realize that their dreams can
come true," she said. "High-schoolers tend to already know what they want to do,
so we want to start earlier to help shape them (and) keep them competitive."


   The Medical College has two enrichment programs -- one in medicine and one in
biomedical research -- for students each summer. The six-week medical program
allows high school students to shadow doctors throughout the community.


   In the eight-week research program, students present their projects at the
end of the summer. There are also additional research programs that cater to
college students, Willis said.


   "Once you expose students, they become your biggest promoters," she said.


   Faculty members often attend health career programs and health fairs
throughout the city at the request of students, and the faculty provides
academic support for many students in preparation for medical or graduate
school, Willis said.


   As a result of this year's efforts, 41 students of color will be on the
campus this summer, and an additional 65 medical students who wanted to work on
research projects, she said.


   But as schools compete for students, it's important that they continue to
look at the big picture and focus on creating a diverse health care work force
that will meet the needs of minority and disadvantaged populations, said
Lawrence G. Pan, chair and professor of the department of physical therapy at
Marquette University and head of the school's health career opportunity program.


   "All data shows that people in underserved areas would prefer health care
practitioners from a similar background," he said.


   Summer programs help expose minority and disadvantaged high school and
college students to medical and dental professions. Of the 61 students that are
part of the program at Marquette this summer, 26 are high-schoolers, Pan said.


   "It's really an intensive program, and the students have to work really hard
to keep up," he said. "However, most of the students do quite well and are able
to access programs here at the school."


   Signs of success


   The school credits its overall career program, which provides academic
support, counseling, mentoring and financial aid advice, with increasing
enrollment at the college, and has placed students in dentistry, physical
therapy and physician-assistant careers.


   During the school year, Marquette offers three programs -- Saturday Academy,
Pre-College Academy and Medical Explorers -- to teach middle and high schoolers.


   Both Pan and Izard hope to expand their programs.


   Izard, who depends on small grants and donations, wants to open up his
program to all students in the Milwaukee Public Schools system.


   "There's a clear link," he said. "Minority health professionals tend to work
in minority communities.


   "We have to do something," Izard said. "If we don't create them now, then who
's going to work in our communities?"
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