
Reaching Students at ‘08 School-to-World Event
Dana Wilging, PA-S and Mario Aragon, PA-S

Every year the students at the University of New Mexico’s PA program are given the opportunity 
to speak with children from elementary age to high school seniors about potential careers. 
The venue is the annual School-to-World event held at Albuquerque’s Convention Center in 
downtown which serves to introduce kids to various careers and college programs. More 
importantly, it exposes children to the endless possibilities that lay before them if they 
choose the path of an education or serving in an apprenticeship. 

Parents and school buses bring students from all over the state to engage and interact with 
professionals. Our table is always easy to find, just look for the line of kids wearing gloves and 
nervous grins. Why such anticipation? Simple. We bring body parts. To be more precise, we 
bring vital organs (a heart, lungs, a kidney, and the always popular brain). We bring them not 
only to show the children, but to allow them to touch, hold, feel, and ask any questions their 
curious minds can come up with about how it works, what it does, where it’s located, etc …

The kids are, in a word, amazing. Their faces light up. They squirm and squeal with morbid 
interest, and when you’re talking to them, they listen. They look you straight in the eye, and 
they really listen. You can’t help but see a bit of yourself in them and think back to the time 
that you took your first anatomy class and knew this was what you wanted to do for the rest 
of your life. After all, that’s what this event is all about. We come to plant seeds in hopes that 
one day some “young white coat” might approach us in the hospital or clinic and say, “Do  you  
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Submitted by Anastasia Kerkmans, MPAS, PA-C, a rural 
NM clinical PA since 1986, and past clinical coordinator 
for USF. Please let us know of a PA who should be 
“spotlighted.” Coming soon: 2008 PA of the Year.

In New Mexico, where half the population 
resides in the countryside, Physician 
Assistants are a critical to rural healthcare 
delivery. Ron Oglesby, PAC has been an 
integral part of providing patient care in 
Silver City, NM, population 10,500, since 

1978. Over the last 31 years, he’s practiced family and occupational medicine, assisted in the 
organization of an urgent care clinic and, for five years, has been providing emergency room 
care at the Gila Regional Medical Center in Silver City, NM. 

A 1977 graduate of the PA program at Johns Hopkins/Essex Community College Program, Ron 
had extensive previous medical experience. After joining the Navy in 1966 he became a Navy 
Corpsman in 1967. “I spent 1968-1969 with the 3rd Marines in Vietnam. In 1970 I got out of 
the Navy and went to California and worked as an ER Tech until I challenged the LVN exam, 
got my license and then worked in the surgical intensive care unit.” His first job as a PA was in 
surgery at North Charles General Hospital.

Ron is devoted to PA education and has been a preceptor and mentor to PA students off 
and on for years. “…I have had some good ones. I believe a student should want to be a PA 
because he/she wants to care for people and to help them and their families to live a better 
life; and not just because they couldn't get into vet school. Being a PA is a life long and life 
changing profession. You have to care, feel and not be afraid to hold a hand for comfort. At 
the same time you have to be able to preserve your own person - sometimes difficult to do. 
You always have to strive to do your best and constantly expand your knowledge. You have 
lives in your hands and you will need all the help you can get, wherever it may come from. 
PA programs need to screen for the best applicant; not necessarily the ‘smarties’ on paper, 
but the student who wants to care for people.” Ron will have been married 35 years as ofthis 
publication. “My wonderful wife who has been by my side all these years, Cherie, is a nurse. 
We have three kids living, one deceased, 8 grand kids and one great grandchild.”  

Chapter Roots Remembered
The Early Days of NMAPA
The New Mexico Academy of Physician Assistants (NMAPA) has been representing physician 
assistants in New Mexico since the late 70’s; documents from 1976 show that early leaders were 
President Michael Weimers, Vice President Gerald Ross, Secretary/Treasurer Larry Valdo, and 
Directors Tecumseh Jackson and Joseph Lash. The NMAPA became officially incorporated in 1981, 
and the chapter’s first incorporated NMAPA Board of Directors included President Danny Watkins, 
Vice President Steve Halmstad, Secretary Bonnie Kaslo, Treasurer Gerald Ross, and Director Joe 
Bish. These PAs were a few of the chapter founders, but many others paved the way for practice 
in NM and took on leadership roles within the organization.

NMAPA “pioneers” included Bob Norton, Larry Hammer, Wilma Toledo, Will Riesterer, Sue 
Gowing, Dave Baldwin, Reza Ghadimi, Larry Dennis, Gary Montano, Brooke Martin, Bill Hoge, and 
Ken Pickard, to name only some. We have lost too many of these good folks who gave their time 
and energy to NMAPA, but their legacy continues. The laws, rules and regulations under which 
PAs in New Mexico practice are the result of the time and energy given over the past 30 years by 
these and many others.

The earliest PAs practiced prior to enabling legislation. Major legislative milestones were The 
Physician Assistant Act (enabling legislation) followed by campaigns for prescribing privileges, 
rural clinic medication dispensing privileges, controlled substance prescribing privileges, as well 
as changes along the way that allowed for supervisory changes, as well as a PA seat on the Medical 
Board.

Now...take your license down and take your prescription pad and place them in a drawer…you’re 
ready to practice like the first PAs in New Mexico! In his 1999 article celebrating 25 years of PAs 
in New Mexico, Neal O’Callaghan wrote, “The first PA Practice Act was passed in 1974 bringing 
PAs under the jurisdiction of the NM Board of Medical Examiners…By the end of that year, an 
estimated 10-15 PAs were in the state.” Today, there are approximately 550 PAs licensed to 
practice in New Mexico. 

The New Mexico PA Practice Act was adopted in 1974. After the first decade of licensed practice, 
PAs sought changes in the law consistent with the growth of the profession. To quote Neal 
O’Callaghan in a 1999 article: 

“The 1980’s and early 90’s saw a maturing of the organization [NMAPA] with successful lobbying 
for expanded practice and a slow but steady growth in membership. PAs were granted approval 
to prescribe controlled drugs, treat foot problems and sign school sports forms. A review of the 
March, 1980 NMAPA Newsletter shows that PAs were again clarifying their practice status as an 
integral one with the supervising physician as compared to nurse practitioners who pushed for 
independent status. NMAPA was forming a liaison committee with the NM Medical Society.”

In 1982, the Medical Society Liaison Committee met on September 25, and the discussion at that 
time centered on the dispensing problem. All those present were in agreement that a solution was 
necessary. From the meeting minutes, it was also “unanimously reaffirmed that this Committee, 
as well as the AAPA and NMAPA, endorse the model of dependent practice for PAs.”

In 1983, Governor Tony Anaya was contacted by a NMAPA board member, outlining the 
dispensing issues and need for legislation. Governor Anaya responded in support of NMAPA’s 
suggested amendments to the Physician Assistant Act. Then ensued a long, hard fought battle 
in the legislature, with major efforts by Mark Bayliss, Will Riesterer and others, as well as critical 
help from the AAPA. 

Neal interviewed many of New Mexico’s PA pioneers for his article, including one of the earliest 
practicing PAs in the state, Bob Norton. Bob recalled, “Things were wide open then, there were 
no PA rules, regulations or legislation.” There were few local rural pharmacies, and PAs found 
themselves in a bind when it came to dispensing medications when patients were in need  
and had no other timely practical alternative for obtaining them. PAs, like Bob, “continued to 
dispense medications for the sake of our patients,” even though there were no laws authorizing 

PA dispensing.

In 1997, the UNM PA Program was inaugurated, thanks in large part to the efforts of Kirsten 
Thomsen, who was its first director. Bob Norton’s advice to prospective applicants? “Have 
compassion for your patients. Treat them as if they were part of your family and you will not go 
wrong.”

Legislative and regulatory milestones for PAs in New Mexico have included:
Prescribing and dispensing privileges for non-controlled medication (1989)1. 
Controlled substance prescribing and dispensing privileges (1994)2. 
Changes in how physicians supervise PAs (2001, 2005, 2007, 2009) 3. 
A PA seat on the Medical Board (2005) 4. 

The success in these changes and developments have resulted in one of the best practice 
environments for PAs in the country, and is, in large part, due to our consistent adherence to the 
basic tenets and concepts of our profession. Physician Assistants have proven to be a high-quality, 
cost-effective segment of the health care delivery system in our state, by anyone’s measure, for 
over 30 years.  

During the early days of the profession, the NMAPA’s lobbying activity centered on building 
alliances with organizations, boards and other partners in health care. Over time, PAs came to be 
seen as important providers in the system, a link to health care that truly lived up to the role of 
“physician extenders”. Some of the relationships forged dating back to those early years endure, 
and have resulted in trusted working partnerships for the best possible utilization of PAs in our 
state. We are indebted to helpful members and directors of the New Mexico Medical Board, the 
New Mexico Osteopathic Medical Board, and the New Mexico Medical Society.

The progress made over the past 3 decades would not have been possible without AAPA support. 
The flexibility we enjoy today was earned with their assistance. If you are not an AAPA or NMAPA 
member, give a look back, and forward. These organizations deserve your participation, not just 
your dues, but your personal involvement, when the time is right for you. Our history in this state 
is still being written, and if you are a practicing PA in New Mexico you are one of the characters 
in this story. 

It should be noted that the expert advice and counsel NMAPA has received from AAPA is one 
of the advantages of having a national organization affiliated with our state chapter. As health 
care continues to evolve, we count on the Academy’s State Government Advocacy and Outreach 
staff to monitor trends in state laws and continue to provide their assistance on legislative and 
regulatory matters so that New Mexico PAs can continue to be pioneers of our profession. Some 
have volunteered or have run for office locally; some have gotten involved nationally, which 
should not be intimidating. One of these is Wilma Toledo, who describes her AAPA Committee 
experience as follows:

“I became involved with AAPA in 1986 I believe. I was invited to become a member of what was 
then called the Minority Affairs Committee. We met in Virginia several times, and at the national 
conferences. I was on the committee for about four years. It was very interesting and not hard 
to participate. I enjoyed the people I met and worked with. Many were leaders in constituent 
chapters. Some of the issues we raised concerned Native American PAs, and were brought to the 
House of Delegates.”

Wilma’s experience is a model for the rest of us, and demonstrates that it is neither difficult nor 
intimidating to get started. It is not necessary to be an officer or Board member of NMAPA to 
participate at the national level. AAPA Committees that are always seeking members include the 
Constituent Resources Committee, the Professional Practice Committee, and the Judicial Affairs 
Committee. A complete list of these committees can be found at http://www.aapa.org.

AAPA and NMAPA: Partners in Advocacy
AAPA’s critical assistance during the long journey to gain PA prescribing authority is just one 
example of their support for New Mexico PAs. The AAPA’s support for our endeavors spans as 
long as NMAPA’s history and has included:

spotlight
pa
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Membership 
Become a member of the NMAPA today!

Download an application at http://www.nmapa.com.

About 
The newsletter is developed and edited by Kathy Johnson, PA and Erin Damour.

We welcome submissions up to 250 words. The next deadline is October 
15th. We reserve the right to edit submissions for clarity, spelling, punctuation 

and style to conform to the AP style guidelines; all submissions are published at 

the discretion of the Editors. 

Mark Your 
Calendars! 

Fall 2009
Primary Care Update

September 10 - 12, 
2009

Marriott Pyramid, 
Albuquerque, NM

POB 40331
Albuquerque, NM 87196

Why Volunteer?
Every now and then, life taps me on the shoulder and asks me to do something outside of my regular routine. It might be extra work, a favor for 
a friend, maybe adopting a stray animal. My knee jerk reaction is to say “No.” I have a longstanding habit of saying No to most things outside my 
comfort zone. Then, I look around me. I see colleagues doing terrific things. They are growing in their experiences and making a difference by 
what they do. I have found that by saying “Yes” on occasion I am always happy that I did! I work side-by-side with some of the greatest PAs that 
exist. I learn more about our profession and myself. This photo is from a recent CME Committee meeting. I am sorry that Bill Taylor was missing 
that day! Those are real smiles they are sharing! This group meets throughout the year planning a fantastic gathering for everyone. We have 
shared laughs. I have met their children, their spouse, and pets. We have shared new cars and new jobs. All have shared their homes and their 
lives. Within all that fun, we actually got some work done that we hope will benefit all of you! This happened because a group of people said 

“Yes!” Why do they do this? I think each person would have a different answer. NMAPA has many areas of need 
where folks could come together and make a difference. Areas include (but are not limited to!) communication/
newsletter, membership, website, student involvement, and CME. NMAPA needs leadership in many areas and 
all it takes is a few people to spend time together making things happen. I hope that will be you! Please call one 
of your Board members and let them know how you see NMAPA. 
We could do so much more with a few more hands!

Let’s get together - Kathy, 350-6569

President

Heather Dountas, PA-C

President-Elect

Stacey Lujan, PA-C

   
Treasurer

Kathy Johnson, PA-C

Recording Secretary

Laura Wylie, PA-C

Membership Secretary

Election Result Pending

Chapter Administrator

Erin Damour

Contact Information: 

PO Box 40331

Albuquerque, NM 87196

nmphysicianassistant@gmail.com

888-862-0328Bo
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newmexicoacademyofphysicianassistants
President’s MessageA heart felt thank-you to Kathy Johnson, PA-C, NMAPA Past President, and Erin Damour, NMAPA 

Chapter Administrator for taking the ini a ve and having the perseverance to resurrect our NMAPA 
Newsle er. We’ve operated without a newsle er for a couple of years now which makes it difficult to 
disseminate necessary informa on to PAs throughout the state. Please offer a thank you to Kathy and 
Erin when you see them next and please support your newsle er by wri ng ar cles for publica on.

In the spring of 2009, we find ourselves once again in a challenge-rich environment. We’re at the 
beginning of what promises to be a vigorous na onal debate on health care. The state is laboring 
under severe financial constraints and discussions about expanding health care which were vigorous 
just 6 months ago are at least temporarily dormant now. Where do we go from here? Our prac ce 
environment has never been stronger. We are invited guests in health care forums around the state, 
regionally, and na onally. We enjoy the support of our supervising physicians. And, with all of these 
successes come addi onal responsibili es.

Providing quality medical care is absolutely essen al…and no longer sufficient to define our profession. 
We, individually and as a profession, will need to become involved in an ever-widening array of economic 
and social issues just to be able to con nue to provide quality medical care. We will need to con nue to 
provide calm, reasoned input on the economic and social issues that affect the health of New Mexico’s 
ci zens. We will need to be ac ve in the civic affairs of our communi es. We will need to remain skilled 
professionally to respond with the most current, evidence-based medical care for our pa ents

NMAPA can respond to these challenges in mul ple ways.  We must and we will:
Con nue to support our members in all regions of the state;1. 
Con nue to solicit input from our members about your interests and concerns;2. 
Increase our involvement with PA students in New Mexico as they develop into our future 3. 
leadership;
Develop addi onal civic support in communi es around the state; and,4. 
Further develop our strong rela onship with New Mexico physicians.5. 

Thank you for the opportunity to serve as your President. Please mark your calendar and register for 
the NMAPA Fall CME Conference, 9/10 - 9/12/09. 

Tom White, PA, Immediate Past President

• State legislative grants to help with the cost of important legislative initiatives

• Loan forgiveness

• Legal assistance and counsel during the dispensing court case in the 1980s

• Drafting of legislative testimony 

• Comments on proposed regulations

• Expert advice on how to draft our laws and regulations so that they are a model for other 
states

As long as we adhere today, and in the future, to the concepts handed down with training, 
mentoring, and established professional standards, we “will not go wrong.” We have shown that 
we can be creative in solving problems, are committed to our communities and patients, and 
can work cooperatively to adjust to health care needs in our state without sacrificing any aspect 
of our identity as PAs.

Contributions to this article were made by Bonnie Clark, PA-C and Wilma Toledo, PA-C

remember me? You spoke to me at 
the School-to-World event when I was 
seventeen years old. I’m here because of 
you.”

Events like these does just as much good 
for the volunteers as it does the students, 
giving us a moment where we can share 
our enthusiasm and passion with an 
audience primed to catch on and spread 
it. It allows us to pay forward the time and 
encouragement that was once given to us. 
This event reminds us that we work not 
only to assist the frail and ailing, but that 
as ambassadors of well-being, we serve 
our community and it’s most precious 
commodities. 

Chapter Roots continued from inside. 


