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Walgreens and St. Louis College of Pharmacy Summer Program

Introduces Minority High School Students to World of Pharmacy 

ST. LOUIS – For a high school student, exposure to a particular career field can be a valuable and insightful experience. Therefore, Walgreens and St. Louis College of Pharmacy created the Career Explorers Program, which aims to increase interest in pharmacy among African Americans and other minorities.

Annually, 25 high school students participate in the four-week summer initiative. It is one of two such programs in the nation sponsored by Walgreens. Though designed for minorities, it is open to students of all ethnic backgrounds.

“Minority students often don’t think of pharmacy as a career,” said Freddie Wills, the program’s coordinator and associate director of multicultural student services at the College. “At college fairs you hear students say, ‘I want to work in the medical field and become be a nurse or doctor.’ I tell them you can work in all of those areas as a pharmacist; pharmacy has many options which are associated with various areas of health care.”

Beginning June 16, this year’s participants will attend a one-week introduction to pharmacy class at the College. During week two, they will spend time at designated Walgreens stores throughout the St. Louis region learning about the company and Walgreens’ pharmacy system. For the final two weeks, they will alternate between the College and Walgreens. The students will spend 10 days at each location.

In classroom settings, the students learn about the rigors of the six-year academic program, the history of pharmacy, how to read prescription abbreviations, calculate dosages for prescriptions and fill prescriptions. The also take hospital tours and participate in laboratory compounding exercises – developing such medications as lip balm, ointments and calamine lotion. In the retail environment, they work as pharmacy technicians and are paired with a mentoring pharmacist.

For the 20-day experience, each student receives a certificate of completion and $1,200 stipend. Priceless, however, is the introduction to a high-demand profession that is also financially rewarding. Despite average national salaries of more than $100,000, currently there is a nationwide pharmacist shortage.  

Now entering its eighth year, the program is producing anticipated results, Wills said. The number of yearly applicants has increased from 60 to nearly 200. Through 2007, a total of 175 students have participated. Wills said over 50 percent have enrolled in pharmacy schools throughout the nation. Of the total, about 25 percent have enrolled at the College. This year, four participants from program graduated from College with Doctor of Pharmacy (Pharm.D.) degrees. 

“When students start the program they usually have no knowledge of pharmacy,” Wills said. “Once they finish, they have a broad view of pharmacy. Over the four-week term, students start talking about the different careers in pharmacy. They leave saying this is something they’d like to one day pursue.”
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