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Dr. David Dolson examines slides which contain skin samples from his morning’s patients in his office at the Dermatology Associates of

Tallahassee on Feb. 11.

DETERMINED
DERMATOLOGISTS

Group takes bold leap toward new residency program

TAMARYN WATERS
DEMOCRAT STAFF WRITER

Cases and paperwork litter the top
of Dr. David Dolson's desk as he peers
into one end of a high powered micro-
scope with three lenses.

He slips a glass slide under one
prong of the device that he uses to
teach students about scores of dis-
eases. Dolson's expertise is apparent
as he explains what he saw on a micro-
scopic level, which to a lay person
looks more like a psychedelic snap-
shot of blue and magenta lines and
dark dots.

“We are not justlearning how tore-
move a carburetor," he said. "These
are people.”

Dolson diagnoses samples proc-
essed within the lab at Dermatology
Associates of Tallahassee, the re-
gion'slargest dermatology practicein
the Panhandle.

The private practice is taking a
bold step by launching a new residen-
cy program. It will one day produce
more trained dermatologists for the
area, which is desperately needed.

Every day an average of 450 pa-
tients turn to Dermatology Asso-
ciates for care.

"The best way to keep people in the area

is to really train people in the area."

DR. JOHN FOGARTY
FSU'S COLLEGE OF MEDICINE DEAN

Patients represent fishermen,
farmers or scores of men and women
who may have noticed a curious dark
spot on their bodies and were con-
cerned enough to make a call for
treatment. But, treatment isn't so
easy.

Some drive two to three hours for a
diagnosis, surgery and treatment.
They come from as far as Lake City,
Albany and Tifton, both in Georgia,
and Dothan, Alabama, for treatment
at the practice's offices in Valdosta,
Georgia, Panama City and Tallahas-
see. The practice, in response to over-
whelming need, opened satellite sites
in rural areas where patients have a
harder time driving themselves to an
office hours away.

With Florida being the "Sunshine
State," Dermatology Associates is
ever busy diagnosing and treating
skin cancer and other issues.

John Prince, former chairman of
the Tift Regional Medical Hospital
Board of Directors, said there are no
dermatologists in Tift County, which
has a population of 40,000 people. As a
result, potentially life-threatening is-
sues go untreated because care is
hard to access.

“That’s the reason they won’t go,"
Prince said. "It develops to a much
more serious illness."

He became a patient after he no-
ticed a spot on his leg and was later di-
agnosed with melanoma in 2014. Sev-
eral visits to Tallahassee, a surgery at
the Mayo Clinic and 68 stitches later,
Prince said he is one of the lucky ones
because it was caught early.

What makes this residency pro-
gram so unique is the fact that it's a
community-based effort led by Der-
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matology Associates.

Other residency programs are usual-
ly linked to a tertiary care center, such as
Shands Hospital. The Tallahassee's der-
matology residency program was at
least seven years in the making.

Dr. Armand Cognetta, the practice's
chief of dermatology, was the visionary
behind the new program. But four com-
ponents were needed: a pathologist, core
faculty, a program director and the back-
ing of Florida State University.

News of the new program traveled
fast once potential students across the
country learned of what Dermatology
Associateslaunched. Competition is stiff
for the three-year program since only
two students per year will be accepted.
More than 70 applications poured in.

The ultimate goal is to teach these stu-
dents with the hope they will stay in the
area. Cognetta said, in most cases, resi-
dency students will live within SO miles
of where they trained or the "mother
ship," as he called it.

"The best way to keep people in the
area is toreally train people in the area,”
Dr. John Fogarty, dean of FSU's College
of Medicine, who's supported the pro-
gram's concept for years.

He views dermatology as a specialty
medicine with a shortage of doctors. The
new program aligns with the school's
mission to serve communities.

"T think it’s great that this kind of stra-
tegic planning has taken place," Fogarty
said. "They’ve done a great job of long-
term planning and not just looking at the
short term."

This new program is no small feat, he
added.

Cognetta, one of the area's most re-
nowned dermatologists, said the prac-
ticeis fully funding thelaunch of the pro-
gram. He and his team would rather not
stall the program by waiting on grants or
other funding to surface.

"Hopefully over time, we’ll get some
funding from various other sources," he
said. "Our highest priority as physicians
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Dr. Armand Cognetta sits in his office at the Dermatology Associates of Tallahassee on Feb. 11.

is to see and care for patients in our com-
munity and region. An even higher call-
ing, perhaps, is training the next genera-
tion of physicians who will ultimately
take our place."

Coveted opportunities with few slots

On Jan. 17, another achievement for
the program was when it became accred-
ited by the Accreditation Council for
Graduate Medical Education. The group
provides accreditation for residency
programs nationwide.

The vigorous accreditation process
took about two and half years.

Dermatology is a highly specialized
field with few opportunities nationwide.
Around the country, there are 116 resi-
dency programs with 385 slots per year.
Florida has four dermatology residency
programs, such as University of Miami
(six residents per year) and University
of Florida (four residents program).

“To get that accreditation, it’s really a
big deal because it shows that you’ve got
the ability and they believe you’ll do a
good job to produce certified dermatol-
ogy. That says a lot. That makes us ac-
credited as any university facility,” said
Dr. George Cohen, the resident program
director.
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Dr. George Cohen takes a scalpel scraping from the skin of a patient in his office at the
Dermatology Associates of Tallahassee on Feb. 11. Cohen uses the scrapings to perform a quick
microscopic diagnosis for living signs of potential skin irritations.

“Whether it’s the University of Flori-
da or Harvard, they are accredited by
the same body.”

Contact TaMaryn Waters at tlwa-
ters@tallahassee.com or follow @TaMa-
rynWaters on Twitter.
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