
The Reservation's newest doctor practices family medicine
Story and photo 

by Charmel R. Michel
Many people living here on the Reser

vation who can afford to travel often 
choose to see a specialist off the Reser
vation, such as an obstetrician or a 
pediatrician. The general belief is that 
local doctors can’t provide the quality of 
care that a specialist can.

Tribal member Doctor Michael 
Dempsey, who just finished up an extra 
three years after medical school to be
come a licensed family practitioner, 
wants to educate the people on the value 
of care a doctor in Family Medicine can 
provide.

Dr. Dempsey, who has just entered a 
contract with Doctors McDonald and 
Ballhagen in Ronan, says family medi
cal doctors are trained to treat not only 
physical ailments from head to toe, but 
also the personal feelings of a patient 
that a specialist isn’t concerned with. 
For example, he says, a foot doctor only 
focuses on the foot, an ear specialist 
focuses on the ear, and an obstetrician 
focuses on the female organs. A family 
medical doctor is trained in all of those 
areas (by the specialists), as well as the 
“human being” factors that accompany 
the ailments the patient is being treated 
for. The result is a wholistic approach to 
care that usually won’t be attempted by 
a specialist.

Dr. M ichael D em psey, a  Fam ily  
P ractition er now a sso c ia ted  

w ith  McDonald and B allhagen  
in  Ronan, enjoyed a li tt le  

vaca tion  a t  A gnes V anderburg’s  
cu ltu ra l cam p la s t A ugust. He 
and h is  w ife w orked  th e ir  own  

deer h ides, am ong o th er th ings.

Family medical practitioners are 
much more than a general practitioner, 
too, he points out. General practitioners 
study all the same areas in medical 
school (two years of book study, two

years of on-the-job train ing and one year 
of residency), then they can “hang up 
their shingle and begin practicing medi
cine”. A family practitioner, after fin
ishing the medical school requirements, 
goes another three years of residency 
under specialists in surgery, medicine, 
psychology and other sub-spccialiics in 
clinics where they arc constantly super
vised for the first year. The second year 
they are on their own (with attending 
physicians as backups), making the 
same decisions their supervisors make, 
and the third year they assist a new set of 
beginners. All the while they get intense 
training in all the areas of medicine.

Family practitioners are qualified to 
care for entire families, where they can 
get to know their patients personally and 
provide the best care for the individuals. 
“The art of family medicine,” says Dr. 
Dempsey, “is to know how much you 
can do, where to go, and when to refer 
the patient to someone else.”

Dr. Dempsey, who is 40 years old, 
took a little longer to finish his schooling 
than the average doctor might, he says, 
because he took breaks to work in order 
to meet financial needs. That’s an ad
vantage according to him because he has 
worked in many different areas (as a 
paint contractor, an emergency medical 
technician, at a trauma center) which 
helps him relate to his patients and rec
ognize their needs. When prescribing 
remedies for patients, he says, “I’ll 
usually give my recommendation, then 
cover any alternatives, and let the pa
tient choose.” He says some people look 
at him a little funny at first because they 
are used to being told what to do without 
being offered any alternatives.

Dr. Dempsey’s background includes 
a nursing degree, which he received in 
1976, working as a staff nurse at the 
coast of Washington, residential nurs
ing in Missoula and for the local IHS. He 
also worked for a Portland Intensive 
Care Unit while attending daytime pre- 
med classes. In 1979 he moved to the 
University of Montana for full-time pre- 
med classes, then transfered to the Uni
versity of North Dakota's INMED 
school. Then, after transfering to the 
University of Michigan, he graduated in 
1985 and began applying to top medical 
residency programs. “There were 450 

(Concludes on page six)

'Medical Records Week’ was Oct. 9-15
How many people reading this get 

a day or a week declared in honor of 
their profession? Two come to 
mind—Secretary’s Day and Bosses 
Week (more clout, more days to 
celebrate, eh?)

Down at the Indian Health Serv
ice in St. Ignatius, they’ve just fin
ished observing “Medical Records 
Week Throughout the Nation”, 
which included party decorations in 
the records room, a cake, and a 
photo session for the two hon- 
orees—Toni Devereaux and Bless
ing Goklish.

Devereaux and Goklish are in 
charge of keeping track of the pay
ment records of thousands of IHS 
clients. The work involves keeping 
up with shelf upon shelf of folders 

(Continues on page seven)

B lessing G oklish, fo rm erly  o f  
A rizona, and Toni Devereaux, one

tim e Browning residen t
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