The IMG Program at HealthForceOntario’s Access Centre

One of the most critical and chronic challenges facing the health care system is ensuring the availability of well trained health care providers when and where they are needed. Numerous reports highlight the important role that Internationally Educated Health Professionals (IEHP), and particularly International Medical Graduates (IMG), can play in meeting this need.  However, historically numerous barriers to the integration of IEHP exist. In 2006 Ontario’s Ministry of Health and Long-term Care convened a conference to identify solutions to reduce these barriers. At this conference, IEHP, Regulatory colleges, settlement agencies, educational institutions and many others reached a clear consensus that addressing the challenges IEHPs face in navigating their path to practice was the highest priority.  In 2007, the HealthForceOntario Access Centre, with a mission to support IEHPs through education, referral and case management, was established by the Ministry with additional funding from Health Canada and the support of the Ontario Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration.

Since opening its doors the Access Centre has registered over 280 new IEHP clients each month.  By September 2011 over 15,000 clients had registered and over 80,000 encounters had been recorded.   Over 75% of registered clients are IMGs who have come to Ontario from over 170 different countries.  The varying backgrounds of these clients coupled with the complexity of the IMG path to practice and the sheer numbers of IMG clients seeking support led the Access Centre to develop an innovative response- the IMG Program.  To date, over 690 IMG clients of the Access Centre have successfully entered residency training.  In each of the past two years over 50% of the residency positions designated for IMGs in Ontario have been filled by Access Centre clients.

The foundation of the Access Centre’s work is the relationship established between the client and their Advisor.  Each IEHP receives 1-1 support from their Advisor over the full course of their involvement with the agency. Advisors provide the physician with a clear overview of the process, review the client’s strengths and weaknesses and develop a personalized Action Plan.  The plan includes innovative educational components designed to address their specific challenges as immigrants who are unfamiliar with the practice of medicine in Ontario.  

The first component is typically attending a facilitated study group to prepare for the required Medical Council of Canada’s Evaluating Examination. Study groups cover one of the ten major components of the exam during each of their weekly three hour sessions.  Facilitators, use standardized study guides, to encourage interactive sessions among the 12 to 20 IMGs in their group.  Many IMGs report the study group as key to their eventual success.

A second step is the Clinical Examination 1 (CE1) an objective, structured clinical exam that assesses the IMG in clinical encounters with standardized patients (actors trained to present with a specific health issue) and physician educators as assessors.  Most IMGs have never had their clinical and communication skills tested in this way.  The Access Centre offers educational sessions for the CE1 focused on familiarizing the IMG with the assessment process and strengthening communication skills.  The session is led by a physician educator with significant experience as a CE1 assessor and includes practice with standardized patients.    

Scores on these exams coupled with the strength of the IMG’s application, CV, cover letter and Canadian experience largely determines who will be interviewed for a residency position.  The Access Centre provides support with each of these.

The final educational component of the IMG Program addresses interview skills.  All IMG applicants are invited to a session focused on the basics of effective interviewing.  Clients chosen for a residency interview by a medical school (approximately one-third of applicants) then benefit from up to 3 mock interviews with their Advisor. The majority of IMG clients are not familiar with North American interview conventions and consistently rate mock interviews as the most valuable service provided by the Access Centre.

Throughout the process the Centre’s close relationships with key stakeholders have facilitated each IMG’s pathway to practice.

Technology has been a cornerstone of the Access Centre’s programming. A client-centred website enables IEHPs to register for services from anywhere in the world, webinars allow global access to services such as orientation sessions, Advisors make frequent use of Skype for appointments and a sophisticated database enables targeted client program announcements, monitoring and program evaluation.

Delegations from many provinces have visited the Access Centre with an interest in replicating the IMG Program.  

All Access Centre services are offered free of charge. 

