Pre-medical Access to Clinical Experience (PACE)

Pre-medical students sometimes lack clinical training that allows them patient contact medical experiences. In contrast, other pre-health care students (i.e. nursing students) complete many clinical rotations during undergraduate studies. Pre-medical students should have opportunities to gain similar experience. 

Objective: This guide provides pre-medical students with methods to access training, jobs and programs that allow growth in clinical health care experience. This resource, in turn, is meant to narrow pre-medical students’ career goals, create competitive applicants, and facilitate a successful medical experience for future medical students and their patients. 

Admissions directors reveal what they’re really looking for – Appendix A
Different paths to similar opportunities (below)

In order to find the most direct and economical path to your desired experience, research opportunities available to you at a local and national level:

· hospitals

· medical schools

· certifications

· internships

HOSPITALS

Hospitals may offer training programs, such as technician or assistant trainings, which would integrate trainees right into that hospital’s system. Depending on the size and policies of local hospitals, patient care technician (PCT), vitals or similar trainings may be offered on the job. Search job openings and their qualifications on hospital websites. If you mention that you are a pre-medical student, many hospital employees will be more willing to foster clinical growth. 

Note that smaller hospitals with more of a staffing shortage may offer more on-the-job training and opportunities for growth. And although teaching hospitals often have more health care professionals and may want to see a certification before hiring a pre-med student into a clinical position, the teaching atmosphere of the hospital is meant to foster growth in health care professions and that mindset will likely carry over to your supervisors’ management techniques. But don’t forget to network with co-workers, and even peers, building trust that will lead to more experience.

Hospitals may also be looking for participants in medical studies at their facilities. These studies are often looking for healthy young adults of all kinds and pay participants potentially large amounts of money. But most importantly, participation allows clinical and research observation and first hand experience—a good way to learn patient empathy.

Your campus pre-med advising department may have their own physician-shadowing volunteer or internship programs. Often hospitals will have separate volunteer services or physician mentoring programs (i.e. appointment buddy). Either one of these programs usually allow participants to work their way up to positions with more clinical, medical and patient-contact opportunities. Otherwise, use the Internet to search for specialty organizations (i.e. American Academy of Pediatrics), to find a physician who may be interested in supporting a pre-medical shadow.

Remember that you will only get as much out of the shadowing or volunteer program as you put in. If you further research what you discuss with your physician mentor or supervisors, you are more likely to gain their respect and trust.

Although hospital experience is important, do not discount local clinics or practices as potential sites to gain more personal attention and understand a different atmosphere of medicine. For instance, if you are interested in eating disorders or pediatric nutrition, try to find a clinic focused on treating patients with anorexia or bulimia, or find a local Women, Infants, Children (WIC) government nutrition program, respectively.

Most importantly, don’t be afraid to call, e-mail or use campus and peer connections to get in touch with local hospitals or health care facilities. 

MEDICAL SCHOOLS

Many medical schools create pre-medical programs to support local students interested in pursuing a career in medicine. For instance, University of Kansas School of Medicine offers a pre-medical student primary care workshop, and University of Connecticut School of Medicine is piloting a program teaching students the basics of taking a medical history. 

Also, consider contacting medical students or schools to find medical student mentors who might be willing to connect you with medical school or clinical opportunities.  
CERTIFICATIONS

Review the Certifications Database that lists applications and possible training organizations for many short-term certifications available to pre-medical students.

Keep in mind that these certifications, although sometimes expensive, make it more likely to find a position that will pay you to gain medical or clinical experience. 

	Note that the list of certifications does not include information about pricing and training locations because they vary so much from state to state.  The given certification descriptions and their utility may vary as well.

	
	

	Certification
	Utility

	Advanced Cardiovascular Life Support (ACLS)
	expansion on BCLS, designed to address adult cardiopulmonary emergencies

	AED
	required for almost all clinical health care positions but is sometimes included in more advanced certification programs

	Assistant
	possible assistant certifications: service monitoring, dental, veterinary

	Certified Nursing Assistant
	allows growth in many units as a Patient Care Technician (PCT), Nurse's Assistant or Direct Care Staffer

	CPR
	BCLS level required for almost all clinical health care positions but is sometimes included in more advanced certification programs

	Emergency Medical Technician (EMT)
	usually allows participation in community health promoting, ambulatory service, ER units (varies by state)

	First Aid
	required for almost all clinical health care positions but is sometimes included in more advanced certification programs

	Medication Administration programs
	allows medication administration and assistance among people who are not capable of administering their own medications

	Massage Therapy
	hospital massage therapist

	Phlebotomy
	drawing blood

	Technician
	possible technician certifications: bone density, cardiac, anesthesiology/critical care, operating room, pharmacy, x-ray, nedical laboratory

	
	

	Certification location options: American Red Cross, American Heart Association, universities/colleges, career schools, hospitals

	i.e. American Heart Association course options
	

	i.e. American Red Cross course options (search also local Red Cross course offerings)


If you are looking for osteopathic training, your best resource is your own local osteopathic school. Visit American Association of Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine (http://www.aacom.org/Pages/default.aspx ) for a list of osteopathic schools and further osteopathic information.

Additionally, by third and fourth year medical school rotations, a student with phlebotomy training and general clinical experience will have less trouble integrating into clinical settings (i.e. working with IVs, drawing blood) and will be more useful, and perhaps more impressive, to hospital staff and patients compared to a person who has only read about phlebotomy in textbooks.

When choosing a certification, take into consideration what you want from the experience. If you want opportunity for growth, choosing Certified Nursing Assistant can lead to on-the-job mentoring and basic medical technique training (i.e. phlebotomy and EKG), especially when your superiors know you are a pre-medical student. Phlebotomy training, on the other hand, can be somewhat more restrictive in terms of intra-hospital job movement. 

In contrast, if you are interested in a specific area of health care, choose a technician position for that hospital unit, which often allows for on-the-job training. Also feel free to call a local hospital to ask if they need a technician in your unit of interest, even if the position is not listed.

Note that the list of certifications does not include information about pricing and training locations because they vary so much from state to state. The given certification descriptions and their utility may vary as well. 

Check out the following websites for more information on certifications and job opportunities, or search for allied health professions information:

· ExploreHealthCareers.org 

http://www.explorehealthcareers.org/en/Field.1.aspx 

· American Medical Association (AMA) Health Professions

http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/category/14598.html 

INTERNSHIPS

In general, contact any local organizations whose mission may be of interest to you and consider taking a full time, or at least part time, position at their facility in order to gain more experience (perhaps take a semester off and take classes during the summer if the position is normally much more competitive during the summer). Facilities to consider include nutrition centers, hospitals, research centers, government/non-governmental organizations (NGOs), labs or insurance companies. Set goals with your supervisor for what you would like to accomplish and learn. Most importantly, be sure to find a supervisor who will encourage growth in the medical field.

Washington, D.C. is a great place to find internships with the Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of Public Health, and many other government and non-government organizations that may fit your medical and research interests. AMSA, with its main office located just outside the Washington, D.C. area, offers internships for medical and pre-medical students interested in areas of medicine such as health policy, community and public health, global health and student life.

Also, some study and/or volunteer abroad programs, short or long term, offer clinical or shadowing experiences for pre-medical students. Undergraduate students, especially those with any kind of clinical experience already, can sometimes take part in more medical and clinical experiences abroad than in the U.S. Check out these examples of shadowing and international programs: International Federation of Medical Student Associations’ (IFMSA - http://www.ifmsa.org/ ) or ECELA (http://www.ecela.com/services_medical.php ), a Spanish school based in South American, or consult your campus international or community service opportunities offices. 

Also, do not discount research opportunities. They can involve clinical and medical exposure and open up publication opportunities.
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Appendix A:

The Scoop from the Admissions Directors: 

Medical school admissions directors across the U.S. advise what experiences will make your application stand out.

Note: The following three experiences are highlighted consistently by admissions directors across the country as beneficial on medical school applications:

· Physician shadowing, or experience that reflects your knowledge of a physician’s lifestyle

· Patient contact, especially with underserved populations

· Growth in clinical knowledge

Below are quotes from medical school admissions directors, revealing what they look for in pre-medical clinical experience. 

_____
“Our goal is to select the most capable students to attend our medical school and to have a balanced, but heterogeneous group that will excel in both the art and science of medicine.  We recognize that a diverse student body promotes an atmosphere of creativity, experimentation and discussion that is conducive to learning.  Exposure to a variety of perspectives and experiences prepares students to care for patients from all walks of life and from every segment of society. 

Physician Shadowing – Applicants should spend enough time with a physician(s) to understand the challenges, demands and lifestyle of a doctor.  Shadowing a physician of any specialty through all the activities of an average day over a period of time will help develop your knowledge of the medical field. 

Patient Exposure – It is important that the applicant be comfortable working with and around people who are ill. The patient exposure experience can be gained in a variety of ways.  Many applicants volunteer or work in hospitals, emergency rooms, homeless clinics or extended care facilities and are actively involved in patient contact. 

Leadership Ability – Dedication, determination, ability to make decisions and a willingness to contribute to the welfare of others are indicators of one’s ability to succeed in medicine.  Individuals with these characteristics readily accept positions of leadership and are an asset to their community and profession.  Leadership capacity can be demonstrated in a variety of ways such as positions in employment, church, community and school organizations including coaching, tutoring and mentoring. 

Extracurricular Activities – The Admissions Committee is interested in how applicants deal with the demands of their lives outside of the classroom.  This is a strong indicator of how well they handle responsibilities and deal with stressful situations.  It also predicts how well they will handle the difficult demands of medical school. 

Community/Volunteer Service – The medical profession is strongly oriented to service in the community.  Applicants should demonstrate a commitment to the community by involving themselves in service and volunteer activities.  Work performed in service learning courses and community service performed as part of employment is a good starting point. 

Research – Research is the foundation of medical knowledge.  We consider participation in research activities to be an important part of the preparation for medical school.  Physicians depend on medical literature to remain current in their fields.  Most physicians participate in research at some point in their careers.  Research experience may be in any discipline and performed at any site.  Applicants should be able to describe their project, the questions being asked and their role in the conduct of the research.  Research performed as part of a course requirement or a senior thesis project is acceptable.  More research experience is expected of MD/PhD applicants.”

~Presenting a Competitive Application, Preparing for Medical School at Ohio State, The Ohio State University Medical Center, 

recommended by Lorna Kenyon, Director, Admissions and Records, The Ohio State University College of Medicine

_____

“The University of Washington School of Medicine is always impressed by applicants who have worked with under served populations, for instance in a free clinic.” 

  

~Patricia Fero, Director, Office of Admissions, University of Washington School of Medicine
_____
“The University of Arizona Admissions Committee reviews applicant files for relative clinical experience that support the overall goal for a career in medicine. If students are interested in medical research, the Committee reviews the files for relative research experience. Clinical experiences that stand are ones with direct patient contact. For example, Clinica Amistad serves uninsured and disadvantaged clients and clinical exposure is provided through patient assessment, medical procedures, and counseling. The Committee reviews for length of service and time committed to the experience. 

Through our pre-health office, everything from counseling to web-based

courses to clinical experience referrals are available.”

~Tanisha N. Johnson, M.Ed., Director of Admissions, University of Arizona College of Medicine
_____
“Since we look to accept a diverse class into medical school, the admissions committee values many different experiences. Health care experiences, community service, and research are the top three areas of interest. They speak to the heart of what it means to be a doctor.  However, the committee also values leadership, scholarship, international experiences, journalism, liberal arts, and athletics (to name a few).  Usually committee members place more importance on quality over quantity.  We ask ourselves, what does the experience actually tell us about the candidate?  For example, shadowing doctors for a few hours a week over the course of a year is noted, but doesn’t carry a lot of weight. It really doesn’t say much about the student. Participating in a medical mission to Haiti for two weeks might be more favorably received and would say more about the candidate and his / her compassion for others. Creating an organization that raises money and sponsors international medical missions to Haiti, and organizing and participating in several missions would be considered a “home run.”  Not only would it demonstrate compassion, but also a host of other outstanding qualities, including commitment, leadership and organizational skills.
Our undergraduate school has special programs available to pre-med students who wish to participate in clinical and research activities. The medical school offers several mentoring programs for pre-medical students, including an ambitious program run by one of our medical student organizations, the UMMSM Academic Societies.  We also have an Office of Professional Development and Career Guidance that helps pre-medical students find intra- and extramural research opportunities.”
~Robert Hernandez, M.D., Senior Associate Dean for Medical Student Administration, University of Miami Miller School of Medicine
_____
“I think the best exposure that pre-meds can get in terms of hands-on training is similar to that for which we use our medical assistants. By this I mean doing patient intakes with blood pressures, medications/allergies, brief histories, and assistance with setting up tests and feedback calls between visits. Obviously, attaining skills useful to an urgent care setting or ED would also be very important, and we put a lot of stock in those candidates who have had EMT certification.
A patient contact experience I rate highly is massage therapy.  Students have direct contact with the patient, help assess their pain needs, and some anatomy thrown in.  I also feel interpretation services gives direct patient interaction and exposure to clinical medicine. 

Our committee, and the medical school, doesn't take an isolated item but rather looks at the body of activities:
If the applicant is in band/athletics, s/he might not have as much time for research
If the applicant does research, basic or clinical, they may not have as much clinical medical exposure.  If the applicant has to work to support him/her self, that may limit other activities.  Some medical exposure is important but that can take many forms—one demonstration of altruism or compassion.  Get to know someone, a professor/mentor, etc., that can write a really good letter.
Is drawing blood 20x a day for whatever time a better prerequisite for a career in medicine than working in a homeless shelter or waitressing?  This aspect of medical school admissions is up for debate.”

~responses compiled by Lucy Wall, Assistant Dean for Admissions, University of Wisconsin School of Medicine and Public Health

_____
“We offer a college fellowship program that provides each student with some shadowing experience. We are piloting a mini course designed to introduce students to taking the medical history.”   

~Keat Sanford, University of Connecticut School of Medicine
_____
“Our Committee does look to see whether applicants have demonstrated experience and exposure to the clinical practice of medicine (hospital volunteer work, shadowing physicians, etc.), and aside from any benefit to one's application, we think it advisable for applicants to have clinical experience as a means of determining whether the medical profession is indeed their vocation of choice.
We seek diversity in our matriculating class each year, and part of that is enrolling a class with a wide variety of experiences. We seek to give credit for the myriad accomplishments one may have: clinical experience and exposure can be accomplished in a variety of ways, such as by shadowing physicians, volunteering in hospitals, emergency rooms or clinics, or by EMT volunteer work.
 

We do, however, tend to place the highest value on experiences in which the student was able to work directly with a physician or physicians.”
 

~Lesley L. Thomas, J.D., Director of Admissions, University of Virginia School of Medicine
_____
“We particularly like a variety of physician shadowing experiences and anything hands on that has to deal with patients. We are not a big research school, so although research is valued, we appreciate clinical experiences much more (unless someone is going into the MD-PhD program).  Also, as a personal opinion, those who have had paying jobs serving the public  (such as camp counseling or wait staff in restaurants) seem to have an edge because they have learned better how to communicate and deal with people.

People who have worked in nursing homes or on oncology wards are usually quite impressive in being able to articulate their experiences.

EMT and similar certifications are nice - but only if they have actually used it. It allows some more physician and acute care experiences.”

~G. Anne Cather, MD, Associate Dean of Student Services and Professional Development, Professor of Family Medicine, West Virginia School of Medicine
