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Improving Healthcare Access in Rural Alabama 

physicians continued to plague Alabama’s small towns and 
rural counties. AMEC leaders believed that if we could train 
medical students in Alabama community hospitals, with an 
emphasis on primary care, then those physician graduates 
would be more likely to provide the needed primary care to 
those communities.   

Osteopathic Medicine
The idea of community-based medical training was not 

unique to AMEC; it is the model of medical education used 
by many colleges of osteopathic medicine. Osteopathic 
medicine was established by Andrew Taylor Still, MD, in 
the late 1800s. Dr. Still advocated for medical care that was 
holistic, patient-centered and focused on disease prevention 
and health promotion, rather than primarily focused on 
treating disease. Many of Dr. Still’s ideas are mainstream 
in medicine today; however, in the late 1800s, the medical 
community largely rejected Dr. Still’s ideas, so he established 
the profession of osteopathic medicine and founded the first 
osteopathic medical school in 1892.    

From Dr. Still’s first osteopathic medical school class of 
21 students, the osteopathic profession has grown. Today, 
more than 127,000 osteopathic physicians (DOs) practice in 
the United States. Along with MDs, DOs are fully licensed 
to practice all branches of medicine. Many DOs practice 
in medical and surgical specialties. For example, in the 
mid-size city of Dothan, Alabama, three of the town’s five 
neurosurgeons are DOs. However, because osteopathic 
schools emphasize Dr. Still’s philosophy of preventive, 
patient-centered care, a large majority of graduating DOs 
choose to practice primary care.    

In seeking to bring medical students to Alabama for 
clinical training, AMEC chose to partner with osteopathic 
medical schools because of their focus on primary care.  In 
both DO and MD schools, students spend two years in largely 
campus-based education, followed by two years of clinical 
training in healthcare facilities. AMEC brought third- and 
fourth-year medical students from osteopathic medical 
schools across the US to receive two years of community-

It is often reported that 62 of Alabama’s 67 counties 
suffer from a shortage of primary care physicians. 
Alabama ranks in the bottom five of 50 states in both 

primary physicians per capita and healthcare outcomes for 
its citizens. However, recent changes are revolutionizing 
physician education in Alabama. These changes hold great 
promise to provide a surge of primary care physicians to 
Alabama’s underserved areas.  

Community-Based Training
In 2005, the Alabama Legislature funded a new program, 

the Alabama Medical Education Consortium (AMEC). 
AMEC’s mission was to increase the number of physicians 
practicing in Alabama, with an emphasis on service to rural 
and underserved areas of the State. AMEC was founded 
on the ideas of a group of people who had been seeking a 
solution to Alabama’s physician shortage since the 1970s. 
In the previous year, Dr. Wil Baker and Dr. Robert Bentley 
(who was at that time a member of the Alabama Legislature) 
approached Governor Bob Riley. They presented Dr. Ken 
McLeod’s idea to bring students from osteopathic medical 
schools throughout the country to complete their clinical 
training in sites to be developed in Alabama. Based on 
national survey data, the group believed that many medical 
students who trained in Alabama would remain to practice 
in the state. 

Approved and funded in 2005, the AMEC idea was 
simple: we should train our physicians where we need 
them to practice – in Alabama’s suburban and small-town 
community hospitals and clinics. By contrast, the tradition 
of training medical students in large tertiary-care hospital 
complexes located in urban areas led to results that failed to 
meet our most pressing healthcare needs. First, these medical 
school graduates frequently rejected primary care and instead 
sought to practice in specialties and subspecialties, like their 
medical school mentors. In addition, physician graduates 
tended to establish their practices in large urban areas, close 
to the hospitals where they trained.  

With these forces in play, a shortage of primary care 
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based medical education in hospitals and clinics located 
throughout Alabama.

AMEC became a pipeline that eventually led to more 
than 375 students completing their final two years of medical 
education in clinical training sites developed by AMEC. 
Today, 102 of those students practice medicine in more than 
35 locations across Alabama. Even though many of these 
medical students were not originally from our state, they 
found a home in Alabama.

Osteopathic Medical Schools in Alabama
AMEC’s community-based medical education model 

in Alabama was so successful that several medical schools 
sought to use AMEC’s network of clinical training sites to 
establish branch campuses in our state. However, a group 
of leaders in Dothan explored the idea of partnering with 
AMEC to build an osteopathic college within Alabama.

Under the leadership of Ron Owen, then-President of 
Southeast Health, the Houston County Healthcare Authority 
in Dothan sought accreditation for a new osteopathic medical 
school. The Alabama College of Osteopathic Medicine 
(ACOM) was built on a 200-acre tract of land just a mile east 
of the Southeast Health Medical Center. Ground-breaking 
for ACOM was held in January 2012 and the first class was 
admitted in July 2013. In 2015, ACOM students began their 
third- and fourth-year clinical education in the training sites 

developed by AMEC throughout Alabama.
The first class of ACOM physicians graduated in 2017. 

To date, ACOM has graduated 580 physicians. Building on 
the network of training sites inherited from AMEC, ACOM 
has grown a network of 31 clinical training sites in Alabama 
and adjoining states. ACOM receives no funding from 
the state and is owned by the Houston County Healthcare 
Authority. Today ACOM is the largest of Alabama’s colleges 
of medicine, with 210 students entering the school each year.

In 2015, the Virginia-based Edward Via College of 
Osteopathic Medicine opened a branch campus in Auburn, 
Alabama. Together with ACOM, these two Alabama 
osteopathic colleges provide training for a combined total of 
up to 370 medical students per year. Across the United States, 
approximately one in four medical students is enrolled at 
an osteopathic medical school. By the year 2030, DOs are 
projected to represent more than 20 percent of practicing 
US physicians. In Alabama, more than half of all students 
entering medical school are enrolled at an osteopathic 
medical school. With the focus of osteopathic medicine on 
primary care, this has great potential to alleviate Alabama’s 
shortage of primary care physicians.  

Residency Training      
The Alabama Medical Education Consortium has taken 

on a new challenge in its efforts to grow Alabama’s supply 
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of primary care physicians by focusing on increasing 
opportunities for medical school graduates to complete 
their residency training in Alabama. In order to become 
a licensed physician following medical 
school, graduates must complete residency 
training. As resident physicians, they 
complete three to seven years of on-the-
job clinical training in primary care or a 
specialty field. DOs and MDs train together 
in the same residency programs, accredited 
by the Accreditation Council on Graduate 
Medical Education. 

Alabama’s medical schools – 
ACOM, VCOM-Auburn, UAB and USA 
– now produce more than 600 graduating 
physicians who apply to enter residency 
training each year. When AMEC began 
its effort to help develop more post-
graduate residency training programs, 
Alabama had 65 residency programs 
that provided training opportunities 
for only 418 graduating physicians. 
Because of this, many graduates from 
Alabama medical schools have been 
forced to seek residency training in other 
states, and often they choose to practice in the 
communities where they complete their residency training. 
To address the shortfall of residency training programs in 
Alabama, the Alabama Legislature has provided funding 
for AMEC to assist up to 12 Alabama hospitals with startup 
funding and consulting support to develop new residency 
programs. As of 2020, hospital programs developed through 
AMEC’s startup efforts have added 100 new slots for 
residents.

Establishing new residency programs is a two-step 
process. First, a hospital must gain institutional accreditation 
with the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical 
Education (ACGME); then the hospital must gain specialty-
specific ACGME accreditation for its residency program(s). 
With AMEC’s funding provided by the State, seven Alabama 
hospitals have received ACGME institutional accreditation 
and four have established ACGME-accredited residency 
programs. Southeast Health in Dothan recruited its first 
class of internal medicine residents in 2018 and today has a 
total of 39 residents in training. Southeast Health currently 
is developing two additional residency programs. South 
Baldwin Regional Medical Center in Foley established a 
family medicine residency program in 2018 and today has 
24 residents. A new internal medicine residency program at 
North Alabama Medical Center in Florence has 24 residents. 
A new program at Thomas Hospital in Fairhope has 13 
internal medicine residents. Other Alabama hospitals are in 

various stages of developing their residency programs. 
A total of 100 DOs and MDs are training in these newly 

accredited training programs in Alabama today.

More Primary Care Physicians
 for Alabama

Within the past 10 years, the founding 
of two new osteopathic medical schools 
in Alabama and the development of new 
in-state residency training programs has 
created a dramatic positive change in 
medical education in Alabama. Between 
ACOM and VCOM-Auburn, Alabama 
will benefit from approximately 370 

osteopathic medical school graduates 
each year. This will more than double 

our previous number of physician 
graduates, for a total of more than 600 
new physicians in Alabama each year. 
With a majority of osteopathic medical 
school graduates choosing primary 
care specialties, we can expect to 

see an increase in Alabama medical school graduates 
choosing to practice primary care.   

AMEC continues to focus on developing new 
Alabama residency programs to provide post-graduate 
training for these medical school graduates. By providing 

funding for AMEC to promote new residency programs, the 
Alabama Legislature recognized the reality that physicians 
tend to practice near where they train. AMEC’s development 
program is expected to create up to 400 new positions for 
residency training in Alabama. AMEC is particularly focused 
on developing primary care residency programs. Within the 
next few years, we are likely to see these efforts produce an 
increase in the number of primary care physicians training 
and practicing in Alabama.      

Although a great majority of Alabama counties continue 
to suffer from a shortage of primary care physicians, there 
is cause for optimism. Significant and successful efforts 
are being made to train more primary care physicians for 
our state.  n

For more information on AMEC and its programs,  
visit www.amecdo.org. For more information about  
the Alabama Osteopathic Medical Association, visit  
www.aloma.org; for more information on the Alabama 
College of Osteopathic Medicine (ACOM), visit www.acom.
edu; and for more about the Virginia-based Edward Via 
College of Osteopathic Medicine, which opened a branch 
campus in Auburn (VCOM-Auburn), visit https:www.vcom.
edu/locations/auburn.


