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Ten years ago, the University of
Illinois College of Medicine at Rock-
ford tried to start closing the gap be-

tween the “haves” and the “have-

nots,” medically speaking. It was an
important landmark for Illinois,
which ranks sixth in the U.S. for its
number of counties without a physi-
cian. .

A decade later, the Rural Med-
ical Education Program (RMED)
has been such a success that the
university is extending it to other
health professions such as nursing,
pharmacy, public health and social
work. ;

The Rockford-based
Center for Rural Health
Professions Education,
Evaluation and Research
will recruit college gradu-
ates from rural areas of Illi-
nois and bordering states
for the graduate programs
based at UIC in Chicago. The center
also will set up four-month training
stints in rural counties where stu-
dents eventually might practice.

Illinois has 102 counties, 84 of
which are considered rural by the
state Department of Public Health.
Of those 84, 75 are designated as
medically under-served.

“We want them to be ready to
make a lifelong commitment,” said
Dr. Bernard Salafsky, dean of the
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medxcal college. Nearly all the 100
students who have been through the
RMED program grew up in rural
communities and took a pledge to re-
turn there.

“There are 51gmﬁcant shortfalls
in terms of all types of health pro-
fessionals in rural areas,” Salafsky
explained. Only eight of Illinois’ 94
counties have a health department
led by a professional with at least a
master’s degree in public health."
“There’s also a horrific need for peo-
ple trained in mental health in these
communities,” he said.

With approval this spring fr_‘om
the Illinois Board of Higher
Education, the medical

_school is now shopping for
~a new assistant dean to
head the center, known as
RPEER. Salafsky expects
the center, which has re-
ceived $200,000 in seed
money, to begin recruiting students
at colleges, county fairs and com-

munity events later this year.
—By Gayle Worland

This is part of a daily series of
updates on news stories that have
appeared in the Rockford Register
Star. If you have a story that you'd
like the newspaper to include in
this feature, call the city desk at
987-1350.




