
CONTRIBUTION

Pathways to Medicine
JASMINE GIBSON, BA; AMALIA BAY, BA; LUCKSON OMOAREGBA, MS; JOSEPH A. DIAZ, MD, MPH

ABSTRACT 
Early exposure to health careers has the potential to 
improve diversity in the health professional workforce 
and reduce health provider shortages in Rhode Island 
and across the United States.  Rhode Island alone has 13 
federally designated Primary Care Health Professional 
Shortage Areas (PCHPSA) and 12 Medically Underserved 
Areas (MUA). To help increase healthcare access for in-
dividuals residing in these areas and promote diversity 
within the RI health workforce, The Warren Alpert Med-
ical School of Brown University established and/or sup-
ports multiple pathway programs to provide early health 
career exposure to students. This approach empowers and 
supports students from various backgrounds to see them-
selves as future healthcare professionals. These programs 
work to create a more well-rounded healthcare workforce 
equipped to serve the state’s diverse patient population.
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INTRODUCTION

Increasing the number of underrepresented in medicine 
(UiM) trainees is essential for diversifying the healthcare 
workforce and providing high-quality care for the growing 
diverse patient population in Rhode Island (RI) and nation-
wide. The Association of American Medical Colleges 
defines UiM as “those racial and ethnic populations that are 
underrepresented in the medical profession relative to their 
numbers in the general population.”1 Despite comprising 
9.1% and 17.6% of the RI population, Black and Hispanic 
individuals only make up 3.4% and 4.6% of the RI physician 
workforce, respectively.2,3 Providing early exposure to health 
careers may help increase diversity in the physician work-
force by encouraging students from UiM, economically, and 
educationally disadvantaged backgrounds to pursue medical 
careers.

Promoting diversity within the medical workforce has the 
potential to foster health equity and mitigate disparities for 
patients. Health equity provides individuals with equitable 
and fair opportunities to achieve optimal health.4 Racial 
and ethnic disparities in disease prevalence, morbidity, 

and mortality exist for racial/ethnic minorities compared 
to non-Hispanic Whites.5 Minority providers play a pivotal 
role in reducing these racial/ethnic health disparities.6,7 For 
example, in a study by Greenwood et al evaluating nearly 
two million hospital births in Florida between 1992 and 
2015, physician-patient race concordance was associated 
with a significant decrease in the mortality of Black new-
borns.6 Promoting diversity in the medical field may help 
foster health equity and reduce racial/ethnic disparities. 

Additionally, minority healthcare providers are crucial in 
promoting the health of minority patients and individuals 
living in federally designated Health Professional Shortage 
Areas (HPSA) and Medically Underserved Areas (MUA). For 
example, physicians from minority backgrounds provide  
a greater proportion of care to minority and non-English 
speaking populations.7 Moreover, results from a study by 
Xierali et al found that among primary care physicians, 
Black, Native American, and Hispanic doctors were more 
likely than White doctors to practice in primary care HPSA, 
MUA, and rural areas.8 Minority physicians’ role in deliver-
ing healthcare to underserved communities underscores the 
importance of increasing diversity in the medical profession.

In light of the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision on affirma-
tive action in higher education, efforts are needed to estab-
lish initiatives to expose students from diverse backgrounds 
to health careers before they apply for college and medical 
school.9 To increase early exposure, nationwide pathway/
pipeline programs for UiM, economically, or educationally 
disadvantaged students have been established, beginning 
as early as elementary school.10-12 These programs typi-
cally focus on early exploration of health careers, standard-
ized exam preparation, research exposure, mentorship, and 
basic science education.10,11 They have been shown to help 
increase the number of UiM and other historically disadvan-
taged students’ interest and pursuit of health careers.10–12

PATHWAY PROGRAMS
To help increase the diversity of healthcare providers in 
Rhode Island, The Warren Alpert Medical School of Brown 
University has established and supports several pathway 
programs designed to promote early exposure to health 
careers for RI students. Led by the Center for Community 
Engagement and Pathway Programs (CCEPP) in the Office 
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of Belonging, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion at The Warren 
Alpert Medical School, these initiatives prioritize exposing 
students to diverse healthcare careers, facilitating access 
to activities that foster their interest in the medical field, 
and ensuring participants receive the essential support for 
their journey to success. While these programs welcome 
students from all backgrounds, students from HPSA and 
MUA, UiM, and economically and educationally disadvan-
taged backgrounds are strongly encouraged to apply. The 
vision of these programs is to create a longitudinal network 
of pathway programming that assists students across vari-
ous educational stages, from middle school to college. These 
programs are designed to provide structured and supportive 
foundational experiences through mentorship, academic 
support, and clinical skills development. Through continu-
ous and longitudinal programming, the pathway initiatives 
seek to enhance support and facilitate access to health career 
fields throughout a student’s educational journey in hopes of 
increasing the diversity of the RI health workforce, which, 
in turn, may aid in promoting health equity for the state’s 
growing diverse population. 

Middle school
For middle school students, The Warren Alpert Medical 
School developed Meeting in the Middle (MIM), a semes-
ter-long after-school program for students at a public middle 
school in Central Falls, RI. Central Falls was chosen given 
its federal designation as a HPSA and MUA. MIM is part of 
the School Health Model for Academics Reaching All Trans-
forming Lives (SMART) Plus. SMART Plus is a Warren Alp-
ert Medical School initiative, in collaboration with the Ginn 
Group Collaborative and funded by the Warren Alpert Foun-
dation, that seeks to integrate health career exposure into 
schools. MIM consists of bi-monthly interactive sessions 
that include lectures about healthcare careers, interactive 
clinical skills lessons, and a health career fair. 

High school
CCEPP also supports five pathway programs for high school 
students with the goal of creating longitudinal programming 
for MIM students electing to continue their exposure to 
healthcare careers while also creating additional opportu-
nities for other high school students. Like MIM, the high 
school programs aim to spark an early interest in medical 
careers and also focus on college preparation, clinical skills 
exposure, and research involvement. For example, Week 
of Medical School is a week-long summer program where 
students from RI come to Warren Alpert Medical School 
for five hours a day to participate in medicine and sci-
ence workshops and receive mentorship from faculty and  
medical students.  

Undergraduate programs
Building on the high school programs, three undergraduate 
pathway programs continue to offer tailored clinical, men-
torship, and research opportunities. These programs focus 
on preparing students for successful applications and matric-
ulation to health professional schools through clinical expo-
sure, professional development, Medical College Admission 
Test (MCAT) preparation, and other related opportunities. 
One such program is Rhode to Medicine, a nine-month 
program that offers clinical skills’ workshops, health pro-
fessional seminars, MCAT funding, pre-medical school 
counseling and advising during the summer program and 
throughout the student’s undergraduate career. The program 
also provides students with a summer stipend, recognizing 
that participating in the program may present challenges in 
securing summer employment.

Healthcare professionals’ volunteer efforts
Since the establishment of the Pathways to Medicine med-
ical student-led program in 2013, to date over 500 students 
have participated in various health careers exposure activi-
ties organized and supported by the medical school. While 
the CCEPP leads and/or supports each pathway program, the 
involvement of medical students, residents, attending physi-
cians, and other healthcare professionals is essential for their 
successful implementation. Healthcare professionals volun-
teer their time to serve as clinical mentors for undergraduate 
students in the Rhode to Medicine program, while medical 
students play a significant role in coordinating various high 
school and middle school programs. Additionally, public 
health professionals, nurses, advanced practice providers, 
community health workers, dentists, and other health pro-
fessionals are integrated into programs to provide students 
with insights into the daily lives of a variety of healthcare 
professions.

CONCLUSION

The Warren Alpert Medical School pathway programs aim 
to cultivate a more diverse healthcare workforce in Rhode 
Island. Through early exposure to healthcare careers, men-
torship opportunities, and academic support, the programs 
provide students with opportunities for longitudinal expo-
sure to medical careers. This approach empowers and sup-
ports students from various backgrounds to see themselves 
as future healthcare professionals. By also fostering future 
collaboration with other RI health professional schools, the 
programs will work to create a more well-rounded health-
care workforce equipped to serve the state’s diverse patient 
population.
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