
 

Before enrolling in the UW Physician Assistant (PA) Program, Elizabeth 

Lucht spent 15 years as a clinical social worker—an experience that made her 

keenly aware of the healthcare disparities facing people of color, people who 

live in poverty, and people with 

severe mental illness. 

Rebecca Flax worked in Central and 

South America during and after 

college, and was an AmeriCorps 

health educator at a Boston 

community health center. 

Brian Vike, a native of rural 

Wisconsin who spent childhood 

summers on his family’s dairy farms, 

first realized the role of public health 

in disease prevention while an 

undergraduate at UW-Madison. 

Their life experiences differ, but these students all share a desire to 

incorporate public health into their training and careers. 

They are among 15 PA students who have enrolled in the Path of Distinction 

(PoD) in Public Health, a UW School of Medicine and Public Health 

(SMPH) program that more deeply integrates public health principles into the 

PA curriculum. 



Part of UW-PRIME 

The PoD in Public Health is part of an SMPH initiative called Public Health 

and Primary Care Innovations in Medical Education (UW-PRIME). 

Supported with a five-year, $1.5 million grant from the U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services’ Health Resources and Services Administration 

(HRSA), UW-PRIME cultivates PA and MD students who will incorporate 

health promotion and disease prevention into their practices. 

In addition to curricular enhancements and the creation of the PoD, the 

initiative will lead to MPH dual-degree programs for PA and MD students. 

Inspiring Experiences Abroad 

PA students on the PoD choose from global health, community health, or 

rural health tracks, and complete coursework, service-learning experiences, 

and a capstone project related to that track. 

For example, Lucht, who is on the global health track, visited a health care 

center in rural Rwanda. 

“I got to see how healthcare is provided in that environment,” she recalled. 

“It’s pretty amazing—they don’t have electricity or running water. This gave 

me the opportunity to see close up what it’s like in developing countries.” 

This March, she and four other PoD students will complete a four-week 

rotation at a rural clinic in Belize. 

The rotation is an expansion of the PA Program’s annual service-learning trip 

to Belize—a trip that also inspired Rebecca Wachowiak, who is on the 

community health track. 

“The trip gave me perspective to travel to a community to provide care, 

rather than having patients travel to clinic to see me,” she shared. “I imagine 



many of the families would not have had the means to attend clinic any other 

way. The experience made me excited about community-based care and 

outreach.” 

Connecting Experiences and Coursework At Home 

Global health track student and Iraq veteran Jonathan Lacore has had 

extensive experience providing medical care overseas. He and several 

classmates helped organize last year’s Belize trip, an effort that naturally 

complements the global health course required by the track. 

Coursework also came full circle for Vike, who is on the rural health track, 

after completing two rural health electives that culminated in farm tours. 

“Seeing a farm through the lens of a healthcare provider was a very different 

experience for me,” he said.  “The dangers that livestock, silos, grain 

bunkers, and farm machinery pose were highlighted in ways that I had never 

thought about in the past.” 

And Wachowiak, who is interested in ultimately pursuing an MPH, said, “I 

gained practical insight from coursework about how to practice medicine 

with a public health perspective, and learned about some of the opportunities 

that will be available to me as a practicing clinician.” 

Empowering the People You Serve 

For these students, career plans include primary care or emergency medicine 

practice coupled with public health efforts that are as individual as they are. 

Flax, a National Health Service Corps Scholarship recipient, plans to enter 

primary care practice in a qualified Health Professional Shortage Area. 

Lacore aims to practice here at home, volunteer in clinics abroad as often as 

possible, and develop community health education initiatives on childhood 

obesity. 



Lucht is interested in advocacy and education to address healthcare 

disparities in people with mental illness. 

Vike would like to practice in western Wisconsin and advocate for the food 

quality, physical activity and overall health of the community he serves. 

Wachowiak hopes to return to Belize and the communities she served as a 

student, and conduct public health-oriented research as a practicing clinician. 

As Lucht explains, “You have to ask how you can help the people you serve 

become more empowered in their own healthcare decision making, how you 

can educate them, and how you can help them feel like they have some 

choices.” 

“As PAs, we have a chance to be clinician-leaders and spearhead initiatives 

that directly impact the lives of our patients in very important ways.” 
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