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Sullivan University to dedicate new pharmacy building

Patrick Howington

October 24, 2008
With medication use rising, pharmacists are increasingly in demand -- especially in Kentucky, which has the nation's second-largest shortage.

Lacey Walden and many of her classmates at Sullivan University's new College of Pharmacy could help relieve that shortage starting in 2011, when the school's first class will graduate.

The school opened in July at Sullivan's Bardstown Road campus, then moved this month into a new building at 2100 Gardiner Lane. Sullivan will hold a dedication ceremony at 10 a.m. today.

The pharmacy college is the state's second -- joining the University of Kentucky's highly rated but overcrowded school.

Just over half of the 74 students in the initial Sullivan class are from Kentucky and about one-fourth are from Louisville, including Walden, 25.

She said she chose Sullivan partly because her family lives in Louisville, but also because the year-round program allows students to become pharmacists in three years rather than four.

"The fact that I can … be out in the work force a year earlier was a big drawing factor for me," she said.

Walden works one night a week as a pharmacy intern at a Walgreens while pursuing her doctor of pharmacy degree. She thinks she'll work in a retail setting after graduation but will explore other options, such as hospitals, while in school.

The three-year timetable also attracted students from farther afield -- including 14 from California.

Peter Phan, 35, is one of them. Like Walden, he was accepted at another university's four-year program but chose Sullivan instead.

"I have a lot of science background, so I can handle the challenge" of the faster pace, Phan said.

Graduating a year earlier will give Sullivan students a head start on repaying student loans. Tuition and fees total $33,700 a year.

If that sounds substantial, so are the salaries graduates can expect -- about $100,000 to start, said Brad Hall, executive director of the Kentucky Pharmacists Association, and Hieu Tran, dean of the college.

The college is the first doctoral program for Sullivan, which trains students for careers ranging from paralegals to bakers.

The university spent about $10 million to acquire the Nolan Building, an office building on Gardiner Lane, and expand and renovate it for the college. Some private tenants remain. School facilities include high-tech labs and a call center to answer drug-related questions.

Sullivan hopes eventually to turn out about 100 pharmacists a year. Meanwhile, UK is constructing a 280,000-square-foot pharmacy building that will let it increase class sizes.

Once it opens in 2010, UK could enroll between 160 and 200 per class, compared with about 130 now. About 90 percent of UK's pharmacy students are from Kentucky, officials said.

But the UK increase and the start of Sullivan's program won't be enough to eliminate the state's estimated shortage of about 400 pharmacists a year.

The shortage is fueled partly by the trend toward 24-hour pharmacies and the graying of the work force. One-fourth of U.S. pharmacists were older than 55 in 2004, according to a report last year, and many have scaled back to part-time work.

Sullivan's graduates will be sought after even if the economic slump continues, Hall predicted, because the demand for health care typically remains steady even in a downturn.
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