
UNMC has a 500-mile wide campus and every year 
Chancellor Harold M. Maurer, M.D., and his leadership team 
visit its far corners.

Dr. Maurer began his annual leadership trips through 
Nebraska five years ago to spread the word about 
developments at UNMC, meet with alumni and local 
community members and hear about the health care issues 
that face rural communities.

This year’s two-day trip saw nine members of the UNMC 
leadership team make information-sharing stops in Lexington, 
North Platte, Scottsbluff, Alliance, Chadron, Sidney and Ogallala. 

“This is one of my favorite trips of the year,” Dr. Maurer 
said. “There is no substitute for face-to-face interaction. We 
always learn a lot on these trips.”

So did I – and I’ve worked almost two years at the 
medical center. But, as I sat in Lexington and listened to each 
medical center leader, I was struck by how much UNMC 
really does for the state. 

As the state’s only public academic health science 
center, UNMC has a $1.5 billion annual impact on the 
state’s economy and 70 percent of the health professionals 
practicing in Nebraska are UNMC graduates. The College of 
Dentistry has delivered more than $1 million in free dental 
care to underserved children across the state since 2001. 

The Munroe-Meyer Institute has pediatric behavioral 
health clinics scattered across the state and its services for 
children with autism, feeding disorders and developmental 
disabilities continues to grow. 

About 800 courses at UNMC have at least some content 
available through online and distance education technology.

UNMC’s student application pool is so strong Vice 
Chancellor for Academic Affairs Rubens Pamies, M.D., 
encouraged folks in western Nebraska to start early when 
urging their youngsters to consider health care careers. 
“Start when they’re still in diapers,” he said during one of 
the stops. 

Western Nebraska has played an important role in 
supporting research at the UNMC Eppley Cancer Center, 
and rural areas often host major fundraisers, such as the 
Cattlemen’s Ball, which raise money for cancer research.

The trip itinerary resembled a political whistlestop tour 
with medical center leaders rushing from town to town 
meeting with local residents and members of the media. 
Still, we did make time for a little fun when we stopped at a 
small ice cream hut in Bridgeport, Neb., to satisfy everyone’s 
sweet tooth. 

As we headed back to Omaha, UNMC leaders talked 
about what they heard and saw from Nebraska’s western 
residents: how many people worry about a lack of health care 
workers, the impressive quality of some health care facilities 
and the strong community turnout in each town. 

They also discussed the role UNMC would play in 
addressing the issues faced by the communities. 

And, as the leadership team’s whirlwind tour ended, I 
realized their work had just begun. 

From left: Keith Mueller, Ph.D., interim dean of 
the College of Public Health, Mike Leibowitz, 
Ph.D., interim director of the Munroe-Meyer 
Institute, and Bob Bartee, vice chancellor 
for external affairs, take a tour of Ogallala 
Community Hospital. 

UNMC Chancellor Harold M. Maurer, M.D., addresses 
a group in North Platte, where a $2.1 million gift 
was donated to UNMC from the estate of Hershey-
area rancher John Carothers. The gift will support 
cancer and cardiology research at UNMC. 

Members of the UNMC leadership team recharge 
their batteries over dinner at a Scottsbluff steak 
house following a busy first day. 

Vice Chancellor for External Affairs Bob Bartee 
addresses a gathering at Sidney’s Memorial Health 
Center during the second day. Issues such as 
recruitment and retention of health care workers in 
rural areas were common discussion topics during 
this year’s tour.
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“I want students to gain confidence and experience so 
when they walk into a patient’s room, it’s as if they’ve had that 
experience 1,000 times,” she said.

Curriculum changes are underway in the other colleges and 
schools at UNMC as well:

The College of Medicine is initiating Enhanced Medical Education 

Tracks for in-depth studies in aging and integrated medicine, 

auto-immune diseases, comprehensive HIV medicine, preventive 

medicine and underserved health care.

The College of Pharmacy will provide students with exposure to 

emergency preparedness and pharmacogenetics in addition to 

more practical experience in the field. With an average class size 

of 63 students, the college also has increased its emphasis on 

problem-based learning.

The College of Dentistry is modernizing the clinic areas through 

private support and state funding (LB 605, 2006). Through 

distance learning, it provides complete dental hygiene classes to 

its division at the Panhandle Community Services Health Center 

in Gering, Neb. A leader in teledentistry, the college provides 

consultations for students and their patients in rural clinics. 
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The School of Allied Health Professions currently offers distance 

education to entry-level students in the clinical laboratory science 

program at affiliate sites in Nebraska (Kearney, Hastings, Grand 

Island, Norfolk and North Platte), to students in radiography at 

Grand Island and Columbus and to students in cytotechnology at 

the Carle Clinic in Urbana, Ill. All 10 programs are putting a greater 

emphasis on interprofessionalism. 

The College of Public Health added two doctoral degree programs 

– health services research, administration and policy; and health 

promotion and disease prevention research. A doctoral program in 

environmental health, occupational health and toxicology already 

was in place. 

Of course, education doesn’t stop once a degree is in 
hand. For many students, learning continues in residencies, 
fellowships, other degree programs, post-doc work and the 
never-ending cycle of continuing education.

“If it’s one thing we teach our students at UNMC, it’s to 
become lifelong learners,” Dr. Tilden said.  
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UNMC Fast Facts 
UNMC is the only public health science center in Nebraska.

Trains more health professionals practicing in Nebraska 
than any other institution. 

Total graduates every year - 781.

Average entering GPA ranges from 3.36 to 3.8.

Research funding from external sources now exceeds $82 
million annually and has resulted in the creation of more 
than 2,400 highly skilled jobs in the state.

Through the Rural Health Opportunities Program, 53 
percent of its graduates have returned to rural Nebraska 
to practice.

National rankings*: 

The College of Medicine’s rural health medicine program 
tied for 11th (out of approximately 145 schools);

The College of Medicine ranked 20th in schools of medicine 
- primary care listing (out of approximately 145 schools);

The College of Pharmacy ranked 29th (out of approximately 
88 schools);

The School of Allied Health Professions’ physical therapy 
program ranked 33rd (out of approximately 194 schools);

The School of Allied Health Professions’ physician assistant 
program tied for 14th (out of approximately 106 schools);

The College of Nursing’s master’s degree program ranked 
32nd (out of approximately 396 schools).

* U.S.News & World Report, America’s Best Graduate Schools, 2009
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Simulation has the potential to radically 
revolutionize clinical technology in the next decade.

And research done by a robotic surgery expert 
and two experienced biomechanists will provide the 
foundation to develop the best education programs 
for health professionals. They are using simulation 
technology to train new surgeons to perform robotic 
surgery more efficiently.

Dmitry Oleynikov, M.D., associate professor, 
surgery, UNMC, and director of the Center for 
Advanced Surgical Technology, and Nick Stergiou, 
Ph.D., Isaacson Professor at the University of 
Nebraska at Omaha and UNMC, and director of the 
Nebraska Biomechanics Core Facility (NBCF), are 
leading the project.

Also on the team is Joseph Ka-Chun Siu, Ph.D., 
research scientist at NBCF and UNO, and director of 
the Robotic Assistive Surgery Educational Research 
Project, a collaborative effort by UNMC and UNO.

It is funded by the Nebraska Research Initiative, 
the Center of Advanced Surgical Technology at 
UNMC and the College of Education at UNO.

The team developed a training protocol for new 
surgeons to learn how to use the da Vinci™ Surgical 
System (dVSS) and perform fundamental surgical 
skills, such as knot tying and needle passing, in 

an actual environment. To do this, the tasks were 
implemented in a virtual environment using virtual 
stereoscopic robotic simulation created by the team.

“Our results concluded that performance 
in the virtual simulation was as effective as the 
actual training environment,” Dr. Siu said. “Several 
fundamental and advanced robotic surgical training 
tasks were validated in our previous works.”

The research team now wants to build more 
complex and advanced tasks for simulation, which 
include new virtual training simulators with two 
manipulators that will mimic the movement of the 
dVSS manipulators. 

“Our next goal is to refine our simulators to be 
more independent and not rely on the constraint of 
using only the dVSS,” Dr. Siu said. “We plan to finish 
the first prototype of our simulator within the next 
two years.”

Eventually, the hope is to establish a robotic 
surgical simulation center at UNMC to educate more 
surgeons on robotic technology, Dr. Siu said.

 “Simulation is the best candidate to create 
a low-cost and effective training environment to 
educate the new generation of surgeons to operate 
advanced robotic technology,” he said.

W hat   ’ s  N e x t ?  S imulation         
helps      surgeons        by Nicole Lindquist
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