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Dear Alaska Senate Finance Committee,

I am writing to provide personal testimony regarding the priceless opportunities afforded for Alaskan students and
Alaskan citizens by the WWAMI program, which are currently being threatened by HB72.

What | would like to remind you of is the fact that the University of Washington School of Medicine has been
consistently ranked #1 in the country for primary care, year after year. It is amazing that Alaskan students have
seats reserved for them to access this high quality medical education. WWAMI students come from all different
backgrounds, but this was the big draw for me that made WWAMI my top choice.

I was born and raised in Ketchikan, Alaska and after graduating from Kayhi, earned Biology and Psychology
degrees at the University of Denver. | worked hard and was in a position to be a competitive applicant for medical
school. I only applied to three programs: John Hopkins Medical School, Harvard Medical School, and the
University of Washington School of Medicine WWAMI program. | interviewed at Harvard Medical School and at
WWAMI. | knew that if | was accepted by both programs, it would be an agonizing decision. Luckily, fate led me
to WWAMI and | am now two years into pursuing my dream of receiving the best primary care training available in
the country.

I'm sure you have received countless phone calls, emails, and testimonies about the benefit of the WWAMI program
to Alaska, and how important the program is for the state both economically and for the health of Alaskans. | would
like to reiterate just a few of those facts:

First, I would like to point out this program is extremely cost-effective, and an unbelievable bargain for the quality
of education Alaskan students receive. Alaska currently pays only half of the national average ($49,000 per student
vs. $102,000) compared to other states to support medical education.

Second, to increase the healthcare workforce, the program works. 84% of WWAMI grads return to Alaska to serve
Alaskans. This includes not only Alaskan students, but also other UW medical students who are exposed to our
beautiful state through unique clerkship opportunities that would be lost with the elimination of the program. It has
been consistently shown that doctors are most likely to practice medicine in the areas where they do their training.
Without opportunities to train in Alaska, it will become increasingly hard to recruit doctors to our state. Plus, with
the current shortages of primary care physicians, it would be devastating to cut off this stream of the best-trained
primary care providers in the country.

My older sister, Kayla Luhrs, is also a WWAMI graduate. We both plan to move back to Alaska to practice
medicine, motivated largely by the financial incentive provided by the WWAMI program, and the connections
made during our clinical training. Without these tools, it would be much more difficult for us to move back to
Alaska so early in our medical careers, if at all. For the countless students who aspire to follow this same path in
order to receive an outstanding education that allows them to serve their fellow Alaskans, | urge you to please retain
the WWAMI program.

Sincerely,

Kyleen Luhrs

UWSOM M.D. Candidate
907-617-5475

p.s. Please find attached a quick reference fact sheet that should be useful in your deliberations.


mailto:kyleen38@u.washington.edu
mailto:Finance.Committee@akleg.gov

Alaska WWAMI Medical Education 2015

Alaskas Medical School

WWAMI Facts

WWAMI has been AK’s
medical school for over 44
years.

More than 414 Alaska
residents have earned
medical degrees through
WWAMI (97% completion
rate).

The average return rate of
AK students graduating from
WWAMII is 47%; this number
increases to nearly 84%
return-on-investment, when
including all non-AK
WWAMI graduates
practicing in the state.

Over 170 AK Physicians have
clinical faculty appointments
at UW.

It takes a minimum of 7
years from entry to practice
to become a physician (4
years in medical school, 3
years in residency).

Alaska has a shortage of
physicians: primary care,
psychiatry, emergency
medicine

AK WWAMI graduates
choose primary care
residencies (61%)

More than 71% of state
funds committed each year
to the WWAMII program are
spent in Alaska

AK WWAMI students who
do not return to AK to
practice must ‘payback’ the
state’s subsidy

AK’s aging population and
rural/frontier nature
combine to produce a large
medically underserved
population.

Program Summary

In 1971, Alaska entered into a cooperative program with the University of Washington
School of Medicine (UWSoM) and the states of Montana, Idaho and Wyoming
subsequently joined, resulting in “WWAMI”, the acronym for the partner states.
WWAMI’s goal is to make medical education accessible to students in northwestern
states that do not have independent medical schools, and to help meet physician
workforce needs for each of the states.

Alaska WWAMI Program Goals:

1. Access to public medical education for Alaska residents (UWSoM- top 10 US medical school)

2. Alaska physician workforce: encourage graduates to choose careers in primary care medicine
and locate their practices in underserved or rural areas in Alaska

3. Support and encourage talented students, especially minority students, to enter the field of
medicine

How Does the Program Work?

The program operates through a decentralized education process. In Alaska, 20 new
medical students enter the program each year and complete their 1st year of studies on
the UAA campus. Until 2015, students joined WWAMI participants from other states in
Seattle for the 2™ year of classroom studies, this is now changing.

New Curriculum and new opportunity for Alaska

A new curriculum commences in fall semester, 2015, where Alaska WWAMI students
will spend the equivalent of the 1% and 2™ year of medical school at UAA, for the 18
month Foundations Phase. Alaska WWAMI students will no longer relocate to Seattle
for classes.

Clinical training (years 3 and 4) can be completed in Alaska, and across the WWAMI
region. Both Anchorage and Juneau offer the full complement of third-year clinical
training, and single-specialty clinical rotations for both the third and fourth years are
available across Alaska (243 student rotations in 2014-open to all WWAMI students).
This provision of clinical training in Alaska engages over 170 Alaska physicians in helping
educate the next generation and helps recruit WWAMI students to Alaska communities.

State Support

The state of Alaska provides a subsidy for each student enrolled in the program. For
FY14 the state provided $2.9 M to support 59 students in years 2-4 of the WWAMI
program at an average subsidy per student of $49,000 annually, while students pay on
average an additional $30,000 in tuition per year. Also, the state of Alaska supports the
1% year program at UAA. Collectively, over 71% of state funds committed each year to
the WWAMII program is spent in Alaska, supporting classroom teaching at UAA and
clinical teaching of WWAMI students in 43 clerkships located throughout the state.

Alaska Physician Workforce

Alaska has a shortage of physicians, especially primary care doctors. Alaska WWAMI
continues to address this need, with an 84% return on investment (translating to
approximately 17 WWAMI graduates returning to Alaska to practice for every 20
students Alaska trains). The majority of Alaska WWAMI students choose to practice in
primary care (61%).

The partnership between the University of Washington School of Medicine and Alaska
continues to be a productive and cost-effective approach for meeting the needs of the
physician workforce in Alaska.
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