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From dropout to doctor-in-training
Some 25 years ago, Mark Litton
was a high school dropout with little ambition. Today, the 41-year-old is in the final
steps of becoming a doctor.
Story by TAHLIA HONEA Photos by SCOTT TERRELL
Skagit Valley Herald

MOUNT VERNON — Mark Litton didn’t have high hopes for his life.
A small-town high school dropout, he was content working a minimum-wage job selling paint and wallpaper.
“If you’re a high school dropout, that’s the end of it,” Litton said.
But life had more in mind for Litton, who at 41 is in the final stages of becoming a doctor. Through a series of
serendipitous events — and a lot of hard work — Litton transformed his life into a success story and says he’s as
shocked as anyone. “I feel like I was the lucky one who happened to be in the right place and the right time,” he
said.
Others, though, say the kind and soft-spoken man has paved his own way, not letting his youthful mistakes or late
start in life hold him back.
“He is one of the most memorable students I can recall in my 26 years here at Skagit Valley College,” said Shelley
Lacey, who works in the financial aid office and assisted Litton in funding his education.
“It’s unusual for us to see a student who is already married with children choose such a specific goal, be able to
remain focused on it and have so many required steps completed to perfection,” she said.
But it wasn’t always that way.
Litton grew up in Cody, Wyo., in a blue-collar family. His father was a builder and his mother painted and
wallpapered homes.
His parents split up when he was young and as a teen, he went to live with his mother in New Mexico for “what
would have been my high school years.”
He dropped out in the 10th grade.
“I went to school for three weeks and had some challenges, and I decided I didn’t want to go to school,” Litton said
during a break from his clinicals, which he is completing at Skagit Valley Hospital. “It wasn’t challenging. It was
boring.”
He was also having personal and emotional problems.
“I wanted to work and get life started,” he said.
Around that time, he began attending church, which helped him “get serious.” With the prodding of people there,
he finished his GED and headed to community college.
“It was the math and sciences that came easily to me,” he said. “I just took the test and started college before I
would have graduated high school.”
But he still didn’t know what he was going to do with that education.
Growing up, he had visited the doctor three or four times. He’d never dreamed of being involved in the health care
field, let alone at the top of it.
“I thought, since I hadn’t finished high school, I was limited to manual labor,” he said.
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He stopped attending college, too, and joined the nonprofit Youth With a Mission group that offers aid to people in
impoverished areas, traveling to places like Mexico, Europe and Africa. He met his wife during his time with the
organization and also discovered a love of helping others.
In 2000, he was working at an orphanage in Africa when doctors on a ship that stopped by dropped off boxes of
medicine with dosages and instructions.
“That was the first time I remember thinking, wow, that (working in health care) would be cool,” he said.
When he returned home from that trip, his wife gave birth to their first child. Around the same time, he witnessed
both his father and sister die of cancer, which deepened his experience with the health care system, making him
realize the doctors and nurses were everyday people.
“It was a whole new dimension,” he said.
Litton and his wife began classes at Skagit Valley College. He thought he would become a pharmacist.
But his aunt, an emergency room nurse who lives in Oregon, sat down with him one day and bluntly told him: “You
need to be a physician.”
He listed all the reasons he couldn’t. And she countered with all the reasons he could. She then invited an
emergency room doctor over to make her point.
One thing led to another. He received a full-ride McIntyre scholarship from Skagit Valley College to attend Western
Washington University. He doublemajored in biology and anthropology and applied for medical school.
He was in the science lab when he received a call from Pacific Northwest University of Health Sciences in Yakima:
He had been accepted into its inaugural class.
“That’s when it became a reality,” he said. “It was just: really? Butterflies. It was shock. It’s like winning the lottery.”
Leanne Hunter, director of enrollment for the school, said getting into medical school is very competitive. But
Litton’s application stood out.
“His story was just so compelling,” she said. “And he had the same mission of the school — helping the
underserved and giving back to his community.”
Hunter said medical school is the equivalent of two full-time jobs. The students are expected to be on campus 40
hours a week, then study another 40 hours at home. It is challenging for the best and the brightest without any other
responsibilities.
But Hunter said Litton is thriving at the school as he sees his goal of being a doctor in sight.
“He’s just very committed, persistent and determined,” she said.
Litton is in his third year of medical school, which he said is more hands-on. He lives in Mount Vernon and follows
several local doctors around as they care for Skagit County patients.
He’s done everything from helping terminally ill patients through the dying process to delivering babies. Just last
week, he held an 8-pound, 14-ounce baby girl he had helped deliver two weeks earlier, checking her heart, ears and
eyes to ensure she was healthy.
Dr. Edwin Stickle, who has been training Litton for the past several months, had no clue about Litton’s background
and laughed with surprise when he heard that Litton was a high school dropout.
Stickle said excellent students don’t necessarily make excellent doctors because of the people skills needed to
care for patients.
“Mark has a very strong temperament to be a calming type of doctor,” Stickle said.
After he finishes his residency, which he hopes to do at Skagit Valley Hospital, Litton plans to practice here. He
also hopes that others who have similar stories can see that anything is attainable.
“My hope and encouragement is if you’re from a blue-collar family, don’t set limits on yourself because of race,

2 of 5

1/5/2012 9:22 AM

http://pioneer.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/SkagitValley/PrintC...

where you are from, or the decisions you made when you were younger,” he said. “There is opportunity. If life hits
you with deaths or births or whatever, pick yourself up and keep going.”
Tahlia Honea can be reached at 360-416-2148 or thonea@skagitpublishing. com.

Photos by Scott Terrell / Skagit Valley Herald
Mark Litton asks new parents Bryan and Charleene Solomon about their two-week-old daughter, Mille Joe. He
also asked about their own health, such as how much sleep they’re getting.
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Mark Litton (left), who is on his way to becoming a doctor, is being trained by Dr. Edwin Stickle, who talks to
Charleene Solomon about her two-week-old daughter.
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Mark Litton talks to Charleene Solomon about her two-week-old daughter, Mille Joe, during a checkup
Wednesday. Litton helped deliver the baby. He is in his third year of medical school and completing his clinicals at
Skagit Valley Hospital and hopes to continue his residency here.

Mark Litton asks new
parents Bryan and Charleene Solomon about their two-week-old daughter, Mille Joe.
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