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A shared history and 
value = success

We are thrilled to share the news about our new ranking 
in the U.S. News & World Report’s “Best Graduate 
Schools” for 2020 as the top program in California 
and No. 10 in the nation. It is our belief that this was 
the work of the entire USC PA community: students, 
preceptors, alumni, faculty and leadership at the Keck 
School of Medicine of USC. 

We hope to continue this legacy of success in 
achievement by continuing our focus on diversity, service, 
leadership and quality education. Thank you for being our 
partners in this journey.  

As Albert Einstein once said, “Try not to become a man 
of success, but rather try to become a man of value.” 

I believe that success and value are deeply entwined, and 
because we as a community work hard to develop our 
values, we have found success. 

It feels especially great to pair this news about our 
ranking with the stories in this issue that display the 
incredible achievements of our alumni. From writing 
books that inspire future generations of diverse PAs to 
special achievements in practice to being one of the most 
influential African American women in the profession’s 
record — we are honored that each of you are part of the 
Primary Care PA Program’s overall history. 

“I believe that success and value are deeply entwined, and because we as a 
community work hard to develop our values, we have found success.”

MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR

Kevin Lohenry, 
PhD, PA-C
Program Director 
of Primary Care PA 
Program &
Vice Chair for 
Educational Affairs 
Department of Family 
Medicine
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The Shoulders 
We Stand On:
Janice Tramel, PA-C Emeritus

4



Janice Tramel, PA-C Emeritus, began her career in health care as a licensed vocational nurse after completing 
a program at Pasadena City College through the Congressional Manpower Development Act of 1965. Then 
in 1972, she was accepted into a pilot program at Los Angeles Trade Technical College to become a registered 
nurse. Tramel first considered the physician assistant profession while she was a registered nurse at Los Angeles 
County Hospital in 1974. 

Having worked with PAs in the emergency department, she had caught herself wondering if could she do the 
same procedures they were doing on patients and when she caught sight of a hospital flyer announcing that 
the USC PA Program was taking applications, she didn’t let the fact that the deadline had already passed deter 
her from applying. Showing up to the first of her two interviews, she felt incredibly nervous with seven men 
sitting behind a long table opposite her single chair, and when they asked why she didn’t want to become a nurse 
practitioner instead, Tramel was ready to step up and do whatever she could to embrace the PA profession.  

Well-matched by the mission and drive of the USC PA Program, she found herself in class during the day and 
doing rotations in the evening, while supporting her two daughters. Her final preceptorship was at the Kaiser 
Permanente in East Los Angeles, where they offered her a job in family medicine after completing the program 
in 1977. 

In 1979, she was recruited as the first clinical coordinator for the USC PA Program. During her more than 40 
years at the USC PA Program and as the program’s first African American faculty member, Tramel has held 
many roles and become a pillar of the program. She has been an acting program director, assistant director, 
course director, admissions chair, student progress committee chair and director of clinical education, to name 
a few. To many students, she has been the tough love they needed and the nurturing mentor who steered them 
through the rigorous program. To faculty, she has been the inspirational push and the guide that they would be 

Janice Tramel poses with (from left to right) Gerald Mooney, MD, Peter V. Lee, MD, Ron Marisano, 
PA, and Rick Bradley, PA. 
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lost without. She is the true embodiment 
of the “Trojan Spirit” never resting and 
striving to do more tomorrow or late into 
the evening hours. 

“We stand on the shoulders of others,” 
shared Les Howard, a colleague and an 
alum of the Class of 1986. “So, Janice’s 
shoulders must be pretty broad, because 
she supported a whole bunch of USC 
PAs. Thank you for all you do, have done 
and continue to do.” 

With her mentorship, Tramel has been 
a gateway to many PAs who have an 
interest in PA education. She inspired 
PAs who have gone on to teach at 
programs across the state and in the USC 
PA Program.

“The profession is strengthened by the 
senior PAs,” Tramel said. “We have 
laid the foundation and traditions are 
important.”

Tramel was the first African American 
and woman to chair the Physician 
Assistant Examining Committee (now 
the California PA Board) and the first 
to chair the California Academy of 
PAs Program Relations Committee. 
She has served as an ARC-PA site 
visitor, Department of Health and 
Human Resources grant reviewer, chair 
of the Faculty and Staff Development 
Committee for the Association of PA 
Programs (now PAEA), participated 
in Project Access, and is a founding 
member of the African Heritage Caucus 
for the American Academy of Physician 
Assistants (AAPA). She also holds the 
title of the longest serving PA faculty 
member in California. 

“I want PAs to always be collaborative,” 
Tramel shared. “I want PAs to always 
contribute to the disadvantaged in a way 
of service that pays it forward.

Janice Tramel poses with students who volunteered to appear in 
a video to promote preceptorship for PA students sponsored by a 
grant from PAEA. 

Janice Tramel poses with alum Richard Bruce during a visit to the 
PA Program following his return from serving in Afghanistan.

“I want PAs to always be 
collaborative,” Tramel 
shared. “I want PAs to 

always contribute to the 
disadvantaged in a way of 

service that pays it forward.
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She has published work in the Journal of PA Education, contributed her expertise to several books and written 
test items for the PANCE exam. Additionally, she has presented at the AAPA Annual Conference and the 
PAEA Forum. Tramel has dedicated her time and expertise to grants that promote diversity, primary care 
and interprofessionalism in the PA profession, including ones from the California Offi  ce of Statewide Health 
Planning and Development (OSHPD) and PAEA.

Pursuing her continued education, Tramel completed her Master of Science in Health Science, Health 
Professions Education at Western University of Health Sciences in 2007.  In 2011, she became a Pi Alpha 
Society inductee recognizing her leadership, research, community and professional service. In 2017, she received 
a Certifi cate of Honor from the African Heritage Caucus of AAPA for her dedication to the diversity in the 
profession. Most recently, she was acknowledged for her 40 years in PA education with a special congressional 
recognition from Representative Karen Bass, who was a student of Tramel’s and now serves as the only PA in 
Congress and the current chair of the Congressional Black Caucus. 

Currently, Tramel continues to inspire and lead students in her role as an Instructor of Clinical Family Medicine 
at the Primary Care Physician Assistant Program at the Keck School of Medicine of USC, where she is a 
clinical coordinator and co-director of Clinical Skills IV. She devotes time to the USC PA Pipeline Program 
and the Ruth Webb Society, where she continues to work with diverse students who are pursuing the path to 
becoming PAs. 

“We stand on the shoulders of others — so, Janice’s shoulders 
must be pretty broad, because she supported a whole bunch of 

USC PAs. Thank you for all you do, have done, and continue to do.” 
Les Howard, Class of 1986

Anne Walsh, Janice Tramel and Les Howard show their  “� ght on” spirit. 
Photo Courtesy of Janice Tramel
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The Primary Care Physician Assistant 
Program at the Keck School of 
Medicine of USC ranked No. 1 in 
California and No. 10 nationally in 
physician assistant programs in the 
2020 U.S. News & World Report “Best 
Graduate Schools” rankings.

Of medical schools at a research 
university, the Keck School was ranked 
No. 30 in the nation, a reflection of the 
school’s continued prominence among 
the nation’s best educators for future 
physicians.

Primary Care 
PA Program 
moves up 
10 spots in 
U.S. News & 
World Report 
rankings
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The Keck School ranking for physician assistant programs, conducted every five years, leaped to No. 10 from 
No. 20 nationally, a reflection of the school’s commitment to the program, which includes a strengthened 
and refocused curriculum, including an emphasis on team-based medicine in underserved communities and 
proficiency in medical Spanish.

“Since its inception, the Keck School’s Primary Care Physician Assistant Program has placed a strong emphasis 
on recruiting, educating and graduating a diverse group of exceptional students,” said Laura Mosqueda, MD, 
dean of the Keck School. “With this national recognition reflecting our highest ranking to date, we are uniquely 
poised to continue our mission of scholarship, service and leadership as one of the top physician assistant 
programs in the country.”

“With the shortage of primary care physicians and an expanding patient population, physician assistants are 
poised to become prominent leaders in health care,” said Kevin Lohenry, PhD, PA-C, director, Primary Care 
Physician Assistant Program at the Keck School. “This ranking reflects the high level of support that our 
program receives from the Keck School, providing the opportunity for our team to explore new ideas that 
positively impact our students and our communities.”

The program is one of the few throughout the United States that places an emphasis on medical Spanish, with 
most students reporting a doubling of their confidence in communicating with patients in Spanish by the time 
they graduate. Additionally, the program focuses on building leaders in the profession with students attending 
annual advocacy training in Washington, D.C.

The program is also at the forefront of innovative classrooms, with students leveraging digital tools and 
innovative classroom space to encourage high-tech, high-touch learning.

The 2020 rankings are based on the results of peer assessment surveys sent to deans, others administrators and/
or faculty at accredited physician assistant degree programs or schools.  Each school’s score reflects its average 
rating on a scale from 1 to 5.
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More than 
a place: 
How one 
graduate’s story 
inspires future PAs 
to be more than 
the stereotype
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Compton. To many, it is a place that inspires images of 
poverty, violence and fear just like they see on the nightly 
news or in popular movies. But if you take a closer look at the 
neighborhood, you can see Ava DuVernay, the award-winning 
film director and the first African-American woman to direct a 
live-action film with a budget exceeding $100 million; Kendrick 
Lamar, the first non-classical and non-jazz artist to receive a 
Pulitzer award for music; and Natalie Houser, MPAP, PA-C. Like 
coal that gets compressed over time there are many diamonds 
in the rough. 

Houser’s story of growing up in a single-parent household, overcoming the stigma of coming from a “tough” 
neighborhood and overcoming institutional racism is exactly what gave her the qualities of motivation, 
determination and perseverance that led her to success. Growing up in Compton during the 90s, she often felt 
the burden of being the child expected to pursue education without realizing the overwhelming pressure that 
would be put on her. 

“I wanted to be a neurosurgeon and I never was able to have a plan B,” Houser shared. “Each step getting 
closer was scary and became the root of depression and anxiety. When I figured out WHY I wanted to go into 
medicine — there were more options. I wanted to help people live a longer and healthier life.”

Her immigrant mother and siblings played strong supportive roles that kept her motivated and pursuing 
opportunities, but there were many obstacles to overcome to get her where she is today.

Having discovered a passion for medicine at a young age, she volunteered at Cedars Sinai during high school 
in hopes of becoming a doctor one day. There she met Dr. Young, a general internist, who became her first 
mentor and allowed Houser to shadow him through the hospital — picking up teaching her where her absentee 
biological father had left off. 

In the summer of 2002, while still in high school, Houser spent her first summer at Harvard. She was excited 
to pursue this new educational experience in an Ivy League setting, which was her ultimate dream. Besides the 
summers spent with her mother’s family in Belize, she had spent most her life in Compton, so this opportunity 
opened new doors. However, she soon discovered how different the world was around her and how judgmental 
and fearful it could be, when her white roommate moved out without a word. Often, professors would comment 
on how her name sounded “white” and she began to experience serious performance anxiety. Despite these 
circumstances, she grew and attended two more summer sessions at Harvard before attending college. 

Once ready to apply to her Ivy League dream school — Johns Hopkins, she had her heart set on this journey, 
and only this school. When she got a rejection letter, she felt destroyed and unable to pull ahead, but once again 
with the great support of her community, faith and mentors she found herself back on the path.
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“Failure doesn’t defi ne who you are,” says Houser. “If you fail at something it 
isn’t permanent. It feels permanent, but failure is one of those ugly necessities to 

push us forward. Perseverance is the key to everything.”

During her time at University of California, Riverside, Houser lost her beloved mentor Dr. Young. Crushed 
by this loss, she struggled to keep her grades up but pushed through, fi nding her motivation and graduating 
on time. Th ough her GPA was low and she felt immense pressure not to disappoint anyone, including herself, 
she moved to New Jersey to complete a postbaccalaureate and improve her science grades to make herself a 
competitive candidate for medical school. During this time, she discovered much about herself and worked to 
improve her anxiety. It was at this point that a medical school dean told her to consider the physician assistant 
profession. 

Overwhelmed, with the pressure to continue toward becoming a physician as she and her family had dreamt 
of for years — it was hard to examine alternative opportunities. But when she fi nally sat down with a cousin to 
review the choices, she knew this was the best way to honor Dr. Young’s memory and be seeing patients by the 
time she turned 30. After this shift, Houser felt renewed with purpose. 

In 2009, Houser was accepted to Charles Drew’s PA Program, but when the program did not receive its 
accreditation— she had to fi nd another place to pursue her goal of becoming a PA. With the suggestion from 
a Charles Drew counselor, she contacted Janice Tramel at the Primary Care PA Program at the Keck School of 
Medicine of USC. After a few more ups and downs, Houser was fi nally accepted into the Class of 2014. 

She rediscovered her passion for medicine and caring for patients. Having received the National Health Service 
Corps scholarship, Houser is now giving back to her community seeing patients in downtown Los Angeles. 

Her typical day starts at about 8 a.m. when she sets her bag down, puts on her white coat and grabs her paper 
chart. As the only full-time family medicine provider at the Federally Qualifi ed Health Center (FQHC), she 
can see anywhere from 18 to 30 patients a day. 

“I didn’t know I would help so many people,” Houser refl ected. “I never knew the impact I would have as a 
PA in Downtown LA. Even though I went the non-traditional way, I am now in a white coat helping people. 
Nothing stopped me.”
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She credits three things that have prepared her to embrace and enjoy this work: growing up in Compton, having 
a family from a third-world country, where resources are limited, and her time at the Primary Care PA Program.

“I speak more Spanish than English at work and if I didn’t go to USC I would need a translator,” Houser noted. 
“I had two rotations that helped me the most: the Yale surgery rotation and Men’s County Jail. Th ey taught me 
how crucial my role is as a medical provider and a lot of discipline. Finally, the CPX helped me prepare for a 
typical day in an FQHC. I defi nitely have days like that.”

Most recently, she has chronicled her experiences in her autobiography “Th e Compton Diagnosis.” Her book 
focuses on the dreams she pursued, instead of the obstacles life threw in her way. Houser is a resilient individual, 
who learned many lessons from her city and like Compton she is a survivor and now an advocate for her 
community.

“I mentor a lot of Pre-PAs and what I like to do is turn to page 238, which is about negative stereotypes and 
mental barriers. I tell them to tear it out because this is the most important part,” Houser shared. “It is about: 
avoiding excuses, being honest with myself and those around me, being able to identify when I need help and 
then asking for it, being fl exible and being humble.”

In eff ort to share her journey as an inspiration for other aspiring PAs, who may have been thrown off  by life’s 
obstacles, Houser is a frequent speaker at pre-PA conferences, including the USC PA Pipeline Program and the 
Ruth Webb Society meetings. Her words are inspiring the next generation of PAs, whose life experiences have 
been turned into the kind of health care professionals that can continue to serve and provide quality care to all 
patients. 
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Beginning his speech with a dance, Adkins shared 
with the students how honored he was to share 
in this special milestone. He noted that the white 
coat is symbolic, carrying many meanings such as 
professionalism, caring and trust, earned by the 
students of the Class of 2020 through their dedication 
and hard work. 

“Take this time to learn as much as you can,” Adkins 
explained. “Work to discover what kind of provider 
you want to be. I didn’t realize my potential until I 
was out of school and transitioned into neuropediatric 
surgery three years out. Now I love every minute of 
my job. You have to find that spark that will keep you 
motivated.”

Following the address from Adkins, students were 
coated with new white coats each embroidered with 
their name and physician assistant student. Cheers 
were loud as this class was celebrated for their 

hardwork and adventure that awaits them. 

Class President Cooper Couch was asked to speak on 
behalf of his class during the ceremony. 

“It has been a wild ride,” Couch shared. “I am not 
sure what I did to be a part of the Class of 2020, 
but I am honored. I have never met a group of more 
hardworking, intelligent, selfless and compassionate 
individuals.”

He summed up his thoughts by sharing a wish he 
had made on behalf of the class after the first day of 
orientation. 

“That we find fulfillment in our work by staying true 
to ourselves and always reminding ourselves why 
we chose this path. That we share ourselves and our 
stories to develop meaningful and lasting relationships. 
That we take time to support each other, but most 
importantly take time to ask for help when we need 
it. That we stay humble by continuing to serve those 
who need a hand. That we thank and give credit to the 
people in our lives who are instrumental in helping us 
get there. Finally, that we make it out alive and pass 
our national certifying exam.”

The day was full of recognition for the Class of 2020 
as they continue their journey to becoming PAs. As is 
tradition, the ceremony ended with a video made by 
the students that honored their first year and a half in 
the program. At the end students posed for photos and 
a dance with Adkins outside Bovard Auditorium. 

“I challenge you to enjoy 
every rotation as if it was 
the area in which you 
intend to practice.”

Maurice Tony Adkins, PA-C
14



For the Class of 2020, the White Coat Ceremony was one filled with 
movement and passion for patient care. Composed of 58 students, the 
Class of 2020 has shared a year and a half together focused on their 
education, service and leadership preparing the group to start seeing 
patients January 2019. 

In this special transition from the classroom to the clinic, students heard 
from the famous “Dancing Doc” Maurice Tony Adkins, PA-C. 

Adkins is currently a neurosurgical PA at Children’s Hospital of Orange 
County, where he brings love and care to his patients by dancing with 
them. This spirt of connection made him a viral sensation as his dancing 
brings patients such happiness. He has been recognized on Good Day LA, 
Good Morning America, ABC World News, KTLA 5, Today in Sydney 
and across the internet. 

“I challenge you to remember to enjoy every rotation as if it will be the 
area in which you intend to practice,” Adkins shared. “By finding your 
strength in the moments and embracing the opportunities to get outside 
your comfort zone and always seeking opportunities that will make you 
uncomfortable, because that is where you will see most of your growth. 
Once you overcome these obstacles, these are the experiences you will 
appreciate the most in the long run.”

Dancing into their white coats! 
The Class of 2020 celebrates the White Coat Ceremony 

The Class of 2020 has 
completed the first half 
of their education and 
training to becoming 
physician assistants. 
As is tradition at USC, 
students receive their 
white coats between 

the didactic and 
clinical phase. This 
is intended to be a 

symbolic moment as 
the students move from 

the classroom to the 
clinic. 

Watch the full ceremony online at 
https://youtu.be/yuBX3nfqF9s
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This February the Primary Care Physician Assistant Program at the Keck School of Medicine of USC honored 
Black History Month with its second annual event. This year the focus was on African American women in the 
PA profession. Alumni, faculty, pre-PAs, students from other local PA programs and community members were 
in attendance to celebrate the history of black women in the profession and their contributions that have left 
deep imprints on what it means to be a physician assistant.

Moderated by members of the Ruth Webb PrePA society, the day began with introductions and remarks about 
the importance of diversity in the profession. Xavier Puentes, outreach coordinator for Homeless Healthcare of 
Los Angeles presented a Certificate of Appreciation from Mayor Eric Garcetti to Robin Bass Ramey, founding 
president of the Ruth Webb PrePA Society and Janice Tramel, PA-C Emeritus. The Ruth Webb Society has 
donated close to 5,300 pairs of socks to Homeless Healthcare Los Angeles as part of the organization’s sock 
initiative launched in 2016. The socks have provided a means by which outreach workers can engage with the 

African American 
Women in the PA 
Profession:
Honoring Black History Month

By Claire Norman
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homeless community, reduce the risk of infected foot diseases, create trust within the community and create a 
conduit toward a housing opportunity. 

Following the recognition of the Ruth Webb PrePA Society, the keynote speaker Kara Caruthers, PA-C, 
PAEA Director at large was introduced. Caruthers always wanted to practice medicine met many obstacles 
in her pursuit and failed in her attempt to complete medical school. When she was asked to teach anatomy at 
Southern Illinois University Carbondale’s PA Program, she was introduced to the PA profession and re-kindled 
her desire to practice medicine. Finding success in her time as a PA, she has become passionate about increasing 
the representation of students who are from rural communities, educationally and economically disadvantaged 
and those from historically unrepresented within the health profession. She is active in the national associations, 
sees patients at a free primary care clinic, the Wellness and Stress Clinic of Memphis, and is always trying to 
convince students to pursue a career as a PA.

In her address, Caruthers challenged the audience to do their part to increase diversity and ensure that students 
see what a PA does. 

“Let them shadow you and mentor them to help plan their success,” shared Caruthers. “Remind them it takes 
time and that it isn’t an accident, but purposeful, deliberate and strategic.”

At the end, all the PA graduates from the classes of 1978 to 2018 were recognized for their personal 
perseverance and impact on the diversity of the profession. The event concluded with a special reception of 
southern-style food and a slideshow that highlighted the many contributions of African American women to 
the PA profession.

“Find underrepresented, minority students and 
let them know you care and want them to be 
successful.” 

— Kara Caruthers, PA-C, PAEA Director at Large

Robin Bass Ramey, founding president of the Ruth 
Webb PrePA Society and Janice Tramel, PA-C 
Emeritus share the Certificate of Appreciation from 
Mayor Eric Garcetti.

Attendees spanned generations and included 
some of the most influential African American 
PAs in California.
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PROGRAM NEWS

Alum receives specialty 
credential from the NCCPA

Ash Kaviani, PA-C, a graduate from the Class of 2013, was 
recently awarded a specialty credential called a Certificate of 
Added Qualifications (CAQ) from the National Commission on 
Certification of Physician Assistants (NCCPA). 

Kaviani received the CAQ in Orthopaedic Surgery, a distinction 
earned by meeting licensure, education and experience 
requirements and then passing a national exam in the specialty. 
He has worked at The Center for Orthopaedic Specialists in 
West Hills since 2017.

“My passion for orthopedics started first by being a patient,” 
Kaviani said. “Going through the surgical and recovery process 
was incredibly engaging, and ultimately why I decided to go 
into this field. In order to validate my knowledge and expertise 
professionally, I decided to pursue the orthopedic surgery CAQ. 
It is an incredible honor to have received this certification and 
means a great deal both personally and professionally. It has 
allowed me the opportunity to be recognized for my knowledge 
of orthopaedics and help promote the PA profession.”

“Certified PAs who earn the CAQ demonstrate a strong 
commitment to continued education by staying atop of evolving 
medical advancements in their area of practice,” said Dawn 
Morton-Rias, Ed.D, PA-C, president and CEO of NCCPA. 
“Not only have they maintained certification through continuing 
medical education programs and assessments throughout their 
careers, they have pursued and been awarded this additional 
credential that attests to their knowledge and skills in their 
specialty.”

CAQs are offered to certified PAs in cardiovascular and thoracic 
surgery, emergency medicine, hospital medicine, orthopaedic 
surgery, nephrology, pediatrics and psychiatry.

Ash Kaviani, PA-C
Class of 2013

18



PROGRAM NEWS

Student commissioned to the 
U.S. Air Force

Christine Hong (Class of 2021), was commissioned into the 
U.S. Air Force on Feb. 22 at the Primary Care PA Program. 

U.S. Air Force Col. Lopez, her cousin-in-law,  flew 
down from Seattle to commission her.  Hong is now a 
2nd Lieutenant in the United States Air Force pending 
graduation. Upon passing her PANCE examination, she 
should be promoted back to Captain, which is her present 
rank in the United States Army.

“It is a privilege to use the skills and knowledge gained 
through my military training and healthcare experiences to 
advance the personal and professional goals of the members 
of the PA profession,” Hong shared. “I hope to encourage 
effective partnerships and facilitate collaboration within 
the medical community to provide quality health care to all 
patients, including the men and women who sacrifice much 
to serve in the front lines to protect our country.”
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