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If you asked the 35th graduating class of family-medicine residents at Scottsdale Healthcare how well they've gotten to know each other,
they might sit for an instant in silence before simultaneously breaking out into laughter.

That's how it went this week when the new family doctors recalled the roast of attending physicians each class puts on at the program's
end. But while such off-the-job experiences may be warm or humorous, some of them say they have learned a lot more about each other's
strengths and weaknesses because of the program.

 Scottsdale Healthcare family-med grads

In many scenarios, Dr. Brandy Ficek said, they can be the only people who know why they carry a pager or who can relate to the feeling
of losing a patient.

"It's only the other people who are going through it that can understand it," she said.

On Saturday, the group of seven will graduate, entering a medical field unique for its particular brand of physician-patient relationships.

At Scottsdale Healthcare, the Family Medicine Residency class is small and residents say the community-based program is sometimes
overlooked, as it is not necessarily tied to a big university with hundreds of residents and medical students.

"You're not really lost in the mix," Dr. Joshua Fronk said. "You're actually treated like a physician, and we all get to know the specialists
really well and are on a first-name basis."

Graduates of the program could play a more crucial role in medicine as states across the country continue to see shortages of doctors to
care for families, especially children and older adults - the two demographics said to benefit most from relationships in primary care. At
39th, Arizona ranks below the national average in patient-physician ratios, according to the American Association of Medical Colleges.

Dr. Robert Creager, director of the Family Medicine Residency Program, believes everyone deserves having a family physician. They tend
to see the earliest and least-defined state of conditions, he said, and know when to order or not order additional tests as they observe a
patient.

"Also, it's very nice when you're taking care of grandma over a long period of time," he said, "and her daughter and granddaughter are in
Scottsdale and need to be seen."

As first-year residents, Ficek said, the residents were assigned to patients in clinic who they continued to follow for another two years, as
an opportunity to develop patient-specific knowledge regardless of what hospital or specialist rotation they might be on.

She said people misunderstand family medicine in general, underestimating what and how much such physicians actually do.

On Monday afternoon, several worked clinic and checked up on familiar patients.

Dr. Chris Bonati saw a 1-year-old he had delivered. Knowing of some complications in pregnancy for the mother, he asked about little
Emily's eating and sleeping habits and other questions of her general welfare.

"This will be the last time I'll be seeing you since I'm graduating," he told the two at the start of the visit.
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It was this bond between patients and physicians that attracted several residents to family medicine, or, as Dr. Meghan Brecke put it, "the
perfect marriage of science and humanity."

Dr. Charalee Smith said it was also the autonomy in learning she found attractive in Scottsdale Healthcare's residency program. An
experience such as working 36 hours straight, she said, can be a catalyst for independent learning.

New medical residents in any program may not have a similar experience with recent accrediting regulations limiting the first years to 16
hours per hospital shift starting in July. Smith said she was against the change, but that new residents at Scottsdale Healthcare will not
necessarily know the difference.

"We've had our attendings tell us, 'Well, when I was a resident, I was in the hospital for 120 hours straight,' " she said, mimicking a lower-
toned voice. "Now, we get to say, 'When I was a resident, I was in the hospital for 36 hours straight.' And the newbies get to say, 'Oh, I
was there for 16.' "

The Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education, which approved the change in hours regulations, also allowed Scottsdale
Healthcare to increase its family resident class size to nine.

"Really, it was somewhat of a reaction to two forces," Creager said, pointing to national health-care laws and the 16-hour rule.

In part, Ficek said, working long hours per shift made the first year as a resident the hardest. At some points in the program, she said it was
more about trying to survive.

"Now that we're at the end, we can look back and realize that even when we were exhausted," she said, "those experiences really benefit
you in the future."

About half of the program's graduating residents tend to stay in the area, Creager said. The program has graduated more than 200 family
physicians, including 35 who work at Scottsdale Healthcare.

Several of the 35th graduating class have plans after their residency's completion - some moving on to medical fellowships and others
returning to their native states.

Some of them joke about keeping in touch or running into each other at medical conferences.

"It's one of those things," Brecke said, "that you spend so much time together and get to know each other so well that it seems like time
doesn't pass."


