Pearls for the Transition from Residency to Practice
by Steven Lemberger, DPM
The transition from student to resident is a stressful time in a podiatrist career because it is believed that the type of residency training one receives will shape their future.  This is true to a certain degree; being well trained will allow the young podiatrist to treat patients to the full extent of their states scope of practice. However, what most residency programs and all the podiatric schools neglect to teach is PRACTICE MANAGEMENT.  Podiatry is not unique.  Medical schools, dental schools, and law schools also neglect to teach business as part of the education process.  In reality, the most vital skills a new practitioner must possess is an understanding of the business of podiatry because that is the skill that will allow them to generate patients to utilize there fine tuned clinical knowledge.

I am currently finishing an excellent three year surgical residency and in the position of asking myself what is next?  Personally, I have an advantage over many of my classmate because I have a background in business, but there is still a lot for me to learn about the business aspect of my chosen profession.  Therefore, I have developed a personal crash course to attempt to increase my knowledge.

The first thing that I did was attending practice management lectures run by some of prominent members of the American Academy of Podiatric Practice Management (AAPPM).  What I quickly found was these individuals were winners that believe podiatry is a great profession and that there are plenty of great opportunities for young practitioners who have a good attitude and the desire to work hard.  In addition, I found the members are ready willing and able to help me succeed.  Several offered me their phone numbers and email address so that I could contact them for answers to any questions related to practice management.  Since my first meeting I have spent many hours on the phone having questions answered by the members. I would urge all residents to join the AAPPM, it is an extremely valuable resource. (For membership information go to the web at www.aappm.com.)

Next, I went to my local library and took out several books on topics such as marketing, and business planning.  As a new practitioner you may be asking why bother reading business books, I am not ready to start my own practice, so how does that help me with a job?   

1. If you are entering private practice you should develop a business plan especially as an employee.  The plan should lay out your goals and objectives. The importance of this is it documents and justifies your value to the practice you will be joining.  This plan will be valuable in both determining current compensation packages and future partnership agreements.
2. The reason to read public relation and marketing books whether joining a practice as an associate or starting your own practice is to promote yourself.  One of the most commonly asked questions to a candidate for an associate position is “what will you add to the practice?”  A great answer to this question would be marketing and public relations skills.  During an interview the young practitioner should have some examples prepared of marketing tools they intend to utilize.  
Additional marketing and financial information can be attained through the Small Business Administration (SBA).  This is a government agency that provides free seminars, online classes and pamphlets on all kinds of business topics. (www.sba.gov).

Another avenue I have utilized to gain practice management skills is visiting podiatric offices.  During my visits I focus on the office operations making mental notes of what is good and what can be improved.  There are many podiatrist who will happily allow residents and students to visit their office. Contact your local Podiatric state society or your podiatry college alumni association to find ones in your area.

One of the most crucial components to transition from resident to practicing podiatrist is making sure that license, Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), and Medicare applications are complete.  These items can take several months in many states and without these items it is virtually impossible to practice. In order to receive information on state licensure contact the local state division of the APMA, the DEA application can be attained by calling 1-800-882-9539, and the Medicare application can be attained at www.hcfa.gov.

The last item to discuss is gaining coding knowledge.  This is a podiatrist lifeline to payment once a procedure has been preformed. Here is a list of some of the avenues to gain coding knowledge: 
1.
Classes- many of the local chapters of the APMA offer coding seminars. 
2.
American Medical Association and the APMA, offer a wide array of coding material.  
3.
Another good option is the Podiatric Manual, which can be order from DRB in Concord California. 
4.
Codingline.com is a web site that specializes in medical billing information.  It does not matter which source the young podiatrist utilizes, but it is time to change the attitude that coding does not matter because I am a resident, and start thinking of coding as patients are being treated.

The above material is certainly not an all inclusive approach to transition form resident to practicing podiatrist, but it is designed to help build a solid approach to ones podiatric success.
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