
Physician Shortage
�� Five million Canadians, including one million Ontario resdients, are 

currently without a family doctor
�� An estimated 20,000 Londoners do not have a family doctor
�� Chatham-Kent alone needs 26 more family doctors
�� A large portion of both family doctors and specialists are nearing 

retirement age; therefore the situation across the province is expected 
to get worse 

The Schulich School — Easing the Doctor Shortage 
Recognizing it had a role to play in helping ease the region’s doctor 
shortage, the Schulich of Medicine & Dentistry at The University of Western 
Ontario began a series of measures aimed at producing more doctors for 
Southwestern Ontario.  One of these measures—the Southwestern 
Ontario Medical Education Network (SWOMEN)—is a partnership of 
over 40 communities throughout Southwestern Ontario, including Windsor, providing rural regional medical education and clinical training 
experience to undergraduate and postgraduate trainees.

Exposure to rural and regional medicine was integrated into the undergraduate medical school curriculum beginning in September of 
1997.  Today, over 300 physicians, located in communities throughout the region, provide both core and elective training.  Offering high 
quality community rotations affords trainees the opportunity to experience community practice outside that of the traditional urban 
academic setting.  This exposure to rural education begins with first year medical students and extends throughout their medical school 
training at both the undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  In the past year, SWOMEN has grown to provide educational experiences 
to over 400 medical trainees in eleven different programs.

Other Schulich strategies aimed at producing more doctors in rural regional practice in Southwestern Ontario include: averaging 
MCAT scores (instead of meeting a target per category) for applicants who grew up in Southwestern Ontario and sending students 
into London-area communities to ensure young people consider a medical degree as part of their post-secondary education plans. 

Indications of Success
The number of students admitted to Schulich from the London region has doubled and now comprises approximately one-third of 
the class.  Furthermore, the number of graduates from Western setting up a rural practice increased to 25 per cent in 2005—up 
from 17.5 per cent in 1999.  This is far above the national average that has actually declined 
from 19.8 per cent in 1999 to 12.3 per cent in 2005.  For this achievement, SWOMEN 
received the Society of Rural Physicians of Canada first Rural Educator’s Award 
in 2006 for being the medical school with the largest increase in graduates who 
became rural physicians.
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Rural Regional Experiences
Programs within SWOMEN are continually refined to give medical students a real sense of working in community 
hospitals and centres. The program structure is outlined in general terms below:

�� During undergraduate years 1 and 2, medical students are able to experience the type of life and practice 
issues facing rural regional doctors and their patients through Discovery Week (a mandatory one week 
placement in a rural regional community at the end of first year) and opportunities for elective rotations 
such as summer clerkships. Experiences include rotations in rural emergency departments, family doctors’ 
offices, specialists’ clinics and community service organizations.  

In year 3, students must complete part of their clerkship (minimum 4 weeks of clinical training) in a small 
or mid-sized community outside of London or Windsor.  Placements are available in Family Medicine, 
Psychiatry and Paediatrics and occasionally in Obstetrics & Gynaecology. 

�� SWOMEN postgraduate training provides residents with tremendous opportunities to experience 
community rotations in small to midsized communities throughout Southwestern Ontario.  Training encompasses the following core specialties: 
Anaesthesia, Emergency Medicine, General Surgery, Internal Medicine, Obstetrics & Gynaecology, Paediatrics, and Psychiatry.

Our Commitment
SWOMEN and other initiatives implemented at the Schulich School are already beginning to make an impact and position Western and Schulich as 
leaders in alleviating the physician shortage particularly in rural regional areas.  In the years ahead, we are committed to investing in this area to 
ensure we continue to produce graduates with the knowledge, skills and interest to choose rural regional practice as a career.  

Students in the SWOMEN program must consider expenses associated with travel and accommodation.  Therefore, our first step is to build an 
endowment to provide support for these students.  Funds will be designated towards the following:

�� Clinical Studentships—support for students in 1st and 2nd year who choose to spend the summer in rural and regional training centres.  
�� Medical Student Scholarships—designated towards 3rd year undergraduate medical students who will clerk in the SWOMEN program.
�� Post-Graduate Awards to encourage and develop research in the area of rural and regional medicine.

SWOMEN training offers Schulich students outstanding educational experiences, the ability to discover and investigate practice in a wide variety of 
settings, and gives future physicians experience working in rural regional communities.  Schulich graduates experience community practice outside 
that of the urban academic setting and this will ultimately encourage them to choose these communities in which they trained to set up permanent 
practice.

To learn more about SWOMEN and how Western is shaping the future of health care, wellness and medical discovery, please contact:
Gillian Sneddon, Director of Development
Schulich School of Medicine and Dentistry
The University of Western Ontario
Dr. Don Rix Clinical Skills Learning Building, Suite 3721						      www.westernmakesadifference.ca
London, Ontario N6A 5C1
Tel: 519-661-2111 x82247
Fax: 519-661-3797
E-mail: gsneddon@uwo.ca


