To Help Others See

by Malka Weintraub

Just returned from Seminary, and thinking about what kind of work you're going to do?  Have to support your family, and you want a job where you can go to shiurim and have a regular seder with your chevrusa on the side?  Perhaps you've been out in the work world a while, and you're thinking a career change is for you.

If you're interested in the allied health field, consider becoming an Opthalmic Medical Professional (OMP).  There are many more jobs than applicants.  Phyllis Fineberg, Director of the Opthalmic Medical Personnel Training Program at Georgetown University in Washington, DC, says she gets phone calls from doctors seeking OMP's several times a week!  OMP's are in demand not just in this country, but internationally, according to JCAHPO, the profession's certifying organization.

OMP's include three levels of work.  At the entry level, opthalmic medical assistants take patient histories and check their vision.  They schedule appointments, keep medical records, and perform a variety of clerical duties.  They also prepare treatment rooms, inventory supplies and instruments, and set up the patient for the attention of the physician.  They may learn to measure interocular pressure, using glaucoma tests too.

Opthalmic medical technicians have responsibilities that fall about halfway between the other two.

Opthalmic medical technologists, at the top of the field, fit patients for contact lenses, measure the shape of the cornea and length of the eyeball, examining the eye for abnormalities.  They instruct patients  in vision therapy, using a variety of special eye exercises, and they develop patients' visual skills, visual discrimination, and depth perception using developmental glasses.  They may also assist the Opthalmologist in cataract and laser surgery.  People who graduate from the two year program tend to move into supervisory roles more quickly and command a higher starting salary, according to Ms. Fineberg.  Starting salaries range from the high $30's to about $40,000 per year.

Why the great demand for OMP's?  The population of older people is growing and so is the availability of diagnostic medical equipment.  As baby boomers age, they visit doctors' offices more often, needing eye exams, glasses, contacts, and surgery.  With advances in science and technology, more automated diagnostic equipment is used in the opthalmology field, creating a stronger need for technicians to operate it.  Other new positions are being created by the new laser refractive surgery ("lasik") centers.

Ms. Fineberg said that so far six students from our kehillah (community) have attended Georgetown University's training program, and all have done well.  Two young women are currently enrolled, and another graduated last June.  To qualify for the two year program, students should have two years of college (60 credits), but sometimes this requirement is waived.  Ms. Fineberg looks for personal qualities such as patience, compassion, and good communication skills for the two year opthalmic medical technologist program as well as the five week opthalmic medical assistant program.  The next set of programs starts this coming July 30th, so time is short.

Atara Miller is in her first year of the two year OPM program.  Small classes -- five in her case -- and hands-on training are two of the elements that drew her to it.  Atara gets up early, takes the Marc Train from Baltimore's Penn Station to Washington DC's Union Station, where she catches the metro and then a bus.  

OMP students rotate through a variety of hospital departments (low vision center, operating room, etc).  Atara's present rotation starts at 8:30 a.m. and ends at approximately 3 p.m.  Then she returns to home and homework.  But she still has time for family and friends.  

Atara said she feels that one of the strengths of the field is its flexibility.  It's work you can do full time, part time, or while children are in school.  "Phyllis (Fineberg) is so accommodating, and so is my supervisor," she added.  "If I ever need time off for Shabbos or Yom Tov (holiday), they are very understanding."  Atara will make up any missed hours by the end of the school year.

On-the-job hours vary according to the private practice, research and training center, or the hospital clinic that hires you, but are almost always during the day, though one evening a week is not unusual.  OMP's become clinic managers, office trainers, program directors, and instructors.  Others are involved in research, technical writing, consulting, medical sales, and still others work for all branches of the military.  Additional fields where OMP's work include contact lens, eye-banking, low vision, orthoptics, pediatrics, and neuro-opthalmology.  They may, with more training, become ocularists, opthalmic administrators, opthalmic nurses, opthalmic photographers, opticians, optometrists, and more.

If you are interested in becoming an Opthalmic Medical Professional, contact the Joint Commission on Allied Health Personnel in Opthalmology, the certifying organization in the field, www.jcahpo.org, or the Association of Technical Personnel in Opthalmology, the field's networking and continuing education organization, www.atpo.org, 2025 Woodlane Drive, St. Paul, MN 55125, (800) 4824858.  Or contact Phyllis Fineberg at (202) 687-4862.

