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Working with Health
Professions Advisors
KRISTIN R.
McJUNKINS,
M.ED.
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Many students think they don’t need
to meet with health professions
advisors until they’re getting ready
to apply to their program of choice.
On the contrary, it is wise to have
regular meetings – I like to call them
10,000-mile maintenance checks –
throughout the undergraduate years
(and post-graduate years if you’re
taking some time after graduation
before applying).

an appropriate course schedule and
provide tips for when to take specific
courses based on your background
so you challenge yourself without
overextending your capabilities. In
addition, it’s important to seek out
help from tutoring or
find academic strategies early on
to strengthen your study habits and
time management skills so you don’t
get behind.

Depending on where health
professions advising is located on your
campus, you may access to advisors
beginning your first year of college.
For example, at Yale we have a
session during orientation to provide a
basic overview of resources available.
The first semester of college is a
transition for everyone and the
main goal as a student is developing
effective academic strategies to
not become overwhelmed with
your workload. Health professions
advisors, in conjunction with
academic advisors, can help devise

During your first year it’s also
important to not participate in too
many extracurricular activities. Find
two, possibly three, groups you want
to join. These groups could be a
continuation of something you did in
high school or something new you’d
like to try. First and foremost, think
about the opportunities available to
you and how you want to shape your
college experience over the course of
the next four years. Some of these
activities may be pre-determined for
you if you’re a member of a sports
team or musical group, for example.
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These more
intense commitments often require
upwards of 20 hours per week, so it’s
vital to establish your study habits
before adding other activities outside
of classes.
At the start of your sophomore year
you’ll, hopefully, feel academically
established. Meeting with your health
professions advisor is a good way to
talk about your “narrative” as a future
applicant:
• What motivates you?
• Why are you interested in your
health professions program of
choice?
• How are you learning about the
profession?
• What competencies are
you developing from your
extracurricular activities?
• Do you want to accomplish
something specific, such as studying
abroad, that takes a certain amount
of planning?

Your health professions advisor can provide suggestions
of activities based on your interests and share what
other students on your campus have done in the past.
Each applicant is unique and there is no cookie-cutter
approach to developing a successful application. As you
meet with your advisor regularly, they get to know you
holistically. These conversations are valuable from a
mentoring perspective.
As you move into your later years of college or postgraduation, many of your conversations with your health
professions advisor will revolve around preparing for the
application. The application process is a marathon, not
a sprint. Thoughtful reflection is critical in preparing an
application that represents YOUR NARRATIVE (there’s
that word again). Having an established relationship
with your health professions advisor helps you feel
comfortable talking about the myriad aspects of the
application and allows the advisor to provide relevant
suggestions for you because they’ve seen your trajectory
over the years. Though applications to health professions
programs don’t open until May or June, it’s helpful to start
having meetings the previous fall to discuss topics such
as whom to ask for letters of recommendation, personal
statement ideas, and entrance exam preparation (MCAT,
DAT, GRE).
We live in a digital age, and most questions about
prerequisites and other requirements for health
professions programs can be answered on school or
association websites. What is lost from only researching
through technology is the skill of conversation. One of
the best traits of health professionals – in my opinion
– is the connection they make with their patients and
the community in which they practice. Establishing
relationships with mentors in college is a wonderful way
to develop active listening skills. Your health professions
advisor should be at the top of your “go to” list of mentors
throughout college (and beyond) as you plan for your
professional career.

The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV)
School of Medicine offers an exceptionally innovative
hands-on learning experience designed to instill students
with a broad clinical, scientific, and research expertise of the
highest professional standards.
We offer programs such as Early Decision Program (EDP);
Vaqueros MD, a pre-medical early assurance program;
Joint Admissions Medical Program (JAMP); Dual-Degree
programs such as MD/MS in Bioethics; MD/MPH and MD/MS
in Bioinformatics.
The collective range of skills at UTRGV SOM is remarkably
broad, that includes modern educational methods in the
classroom; clinical and research infrastructure in new stateof-the art facilities; interactive clinical expertise; clinical
management and community relations.
Join us in this remarkable journey!

Kristin McJunkins is Director of Health Professions Advising
& STEM Connect at Yale University.

www.UTRGV.edu/SOM
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Your Future Is Here!
“The practice we had
in the simulation
clinic throughout our
first and second years
really prepared us to
start seeing patients.”

“We get the opportunity
to be part of student
organizations that
teach us about
organized dentistry
that will benefit us
when we graduate.”

“I chose UTSD
because the minute
I got here, it felt like
such a family.”

“UTSD focuses on
patient care and how
we can provide the
best care possible.”

Dentistry.uth.edu

Go.uth.edu/VirtualTour

YOU belong here.
DISCOVER YOUR
INDIVIDUALIZED APPROACH
TO MEDICAL EDUCATION
Texas A&M College of Medicine utilizes a
holistic review process to select
highly-qualified and well-rounded individuals.
This unique structure means students have
the flexibility for an individualized approach
to the medical education experience.

979.436.0237

medicine.tamhsc.edu/admissions

@TAMUmedicine

facebook.com/TAMUmedicine

COM 34919 1019
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BY THE NUMBERS
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The Importance of Gaining
Clinical Experience

FELIX G. MORALES, M.D.

GAINING CLINICAL EXPERIENCES

is very
important in preparing yourself for a health
professions school. Many admissions officers will look
at your health care experiences as an important part
of their holistic review. As I travel to visit with students
across the state of Texas regarding the application
process, the most common questions about clinical
experiences that I receive are: What type of clinical
experiences should I have? How much clinical
experience do I need? Why does it matter if I have
clinical experience before I apply?
WHAT TYPES OF CLINICAL EXPERIENCE SHOULD I HAVE
BEFORE I APPLY?
Clinical experiences can often be divided into
shadowing/volunteering or paid positions. [1] During
shadowing experiences, students are often exposed to
patient care through volunteering their time by either
following a physician in their clinical practice or in a
hospital-based setting. The exposure that the student
receives during this time can offer a glimpse into the
day-to-day demands that a physician sees.
As a family medicine physician, I often have students
shadow me in my clinical practice. Initially, many of
the students didn’t use the opportunity to engage with
me in a conversation about my medical practice or the
steps of becoming a physician. After a few shadowing
encounters, I have started to ask that students take
notes on the patient care experiences that they
witness. This often opens up the dialogue about
my practice and about careers in medicine. I then
provide guidance for them and ultimately can provide
a letter of recommendation for their application.
Therefore, I would highly recommend that you engage
your shadowing physician and build a mentoring
relationship with them. In preparation for applying
to medical school, having a letter of recommendation
from a mentor-physician will go a long way in making
you a competitive applicant.

6
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Dr. Morales is Associate Dean of Admissions at the Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center School of Medicine.

However, admissions officers realize
that shadowing/volunteering might
not be possible for some students.
Therefore, I would encourage future
applicants to look into paid positions
such as working as a certified
medical assistant (CMA), emergency
room scribes, emergency room techs,
phlebotomist or even becoming
an EMT. [1] These experiences can
also provide valuable opportunities
to see what the clinical work really
looks like.

opportunities do provide patient
care exposure, you must remember
that being exposed to medical care
in the United States should be a
priority because one day you will be
licensed to take care of patients in
our country.[3] The ultimate goal on
your clinical experiences should not
be a bullet point in your application,
but to be exposed to patient care,
and more importantly, becoming
passionate about taking care of
patients.

If you have difficulty finding
shadowing opportunities or a paid
position, there are creative ways
in which you can gain clinical
experiences. A recent survey
performed by the American
Association of Medical Colleges
(AAMC) stated that 87% of medical
school admissions officers would
accept an alternative activity to
clinical shadowing.[2] I would
encourage such students to either
volunteer time through a home
health/hospice company, volunteer
time in a nursing home, become
a volunteer EMT, or even work
with children with special needs in
an occupational/physical therapy
practice.

HOW MUCH CLINICAL EXPERIENCE
DO I REALLY NEED?
When it comes to clinical
experiences, quality is more
important than quantity. I
would encourage you to seek out
various clinical experiences in
preparation for applying to medical
school. One hundred hours with
various specialties or patient care
experiences will look better than
many more hours spent in one
specialty. To most admissions
officers, having a variety of clinical
patient care experiences is often
used as an important criterion during
the holistic review process and
can separate you as a competitive
applicant for medical school.

Students are often enticed to
go overseas for their clinical
experiences. Although these

As you enter your undergraduate
institution, I would recommend
that you seek out patient care

experiences through pre-medical
societies, clubs and organizations.
Take the initiative and discover
experiences in your local
undergraduate communities, or
even in your hometown. The
goal is to seek experiences that
demonstrate some form of passion
towards caring for patients.
Admissions officers realize that not
all students take the traditional
track of entering medical school
straight from an undergraduate
institution. Therefore, if you are
a non-traditional applicant try to
incorporate some varied clinical
experiences even if you do not have
a large number of hours. Patient
exposure experiences will help you
when your application is reviewed.

WHY DOES IT MATTER IF I HAVE CLINICAL
EXPERIENCES BEFORE I APPLY?
You must remember that you are
applying to enter medical school
where much of your training will
be in clinical settings. Admissions
officers are looking for candidates
who demonstrate a sense of
compassion, empathy, and a desire
to help those in need and have
experienced such in some sort of
first-hand way. One of the best
means for demonstrating these
attributes is by enhancing your
clinical patient care experiences,
which can provide great material
continued on p43
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The Ws of Letters
Letters of evaluation

are an extremely important
component of any medical, dental,
or veterinary school application. As
a play on the word “letters” and a
nod to a childhood favorite, Sesame
Street, we will use “W” as the letter
of the day to help explore some
important points about letters.

What is a letter of evaluation?

Letters of evaluation are personal
narratives that individuals who know
you well provide to the members of
admissions committees in order to
help them better understand you,
the applicant. Obtaining letters from
people who know you in a variety of
capacities will enhance an admissions
committee’s understanding of
who you are, your interests, your
motivations and talents, and will
allow them to make a more informed
decision about whether you are a
good fit for their professional school.

W

hy do admissions committees
want letters of evaluation?
The “evaluation” part of the name
indicates that the admissions
committees want letter writers to go
beyond just simply recommending
you for admission. They want letter
writers to evaluate your likelihood
of success in a professional program
AND to evaluate your potential to
become an outstanding healthcare
provider. If you have chosen your
letter writers well, these letters
will of course recommend you for

8
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MARILYN R.
BANTA, PH.D.

admission, but the objective is that
your letter writers will generate an
informative, honest and objective
evaluation of your potential.

Who should you ask for

letters of evaluation?
Who you should ask to provide
letters for you is not entirely
straightforward. The letters you
ask for will depend on your personal
journey. Many professional schools
strongly encourage letters from
faculty members, particularly faculty
in the sciences. Insight into your
performance and success in your
science courses is useful information
for admissions committees. Consider
including some variety in your choice
of letter writers. Three letters from
three different veterinarians may not
provide much new information from
letter to letter. For example, if you
are doing research, then a letter from
your research advisor is appropriate.
If you are employed, then a letter
from your employer is appropriate.
Other appropriate letters might
be from volunteer coordinators,

laboratory coordinators (if you teach
science labs), military commanders,
a pre-health advisor, and of course
healthcare providers that you
have shadowed, volunteered or
worked with.
If you attend a large university with
large classes, it is important that
you make the effort to get to know
your science faculty starting early
on. If you have been out of school
for a while, it is important that you
maintain or re-establish regular
contact with faculty members who
may not have seen you for a while.
The key point is that you need to
go the extra mile to develop solid,
meaningful relationships with some
of the people who have influenced
you during your journey towards
professional school. People who
barely know you will produce brief,
vague and uninformative letters
for you, which is not in your best
interest. People who know you well
will provide informative, meaningful
evaluations.

When should you ask

for your letters?
In a general sense, you should ask
for letters close to the time that you
will be applying. so that your letters
are clearly up-to-date, fresh, and
relevant. A letter that was written
a year or more in the past does
not send a positive message to the
admissions committees. It suggests
that the person writing the letter has
not seen or heard from you in a year

Dr. Banta is Pre-Health Advisor and Senior Lecturer
in the Department of Biology at Texas State University

(or more) and has no idea what you have done or accomplished
recently. If you are re-applying, it is appropriate to ask letter
writers from a previous application cycle to write letters for you
again, but they should generate new, updated letters that show
that you have maintained contact with the letter writer since the
last application cycle.
More specifically, demonstrate professionalism and give your
letter writers plenty of advanced notice when asking them
for letters. Asking at least one month ahead is courteous and
respectful. This means you need to think about when you want
your application file to be complete, and then work backwards in
time to calculate when to request letters.

How should you request a letter?
OK, so “How” does not start with the letter W. But this is
important information, and “how” contains the letter w, so let’s
just roll with it!
This is another good opportunity for you to demonstrate
professionalism. Bear in mind that your letter writers are
likely to spend hours researching, composing, editing, and then
uploading a letter for you. That type of effort deserves more
than just a quickly composed email from you asking if they
will write a letter. Making the request in person is the most
professional way to request a letter. Rather than just asking
someone if they will write a letter of recommendation for you,
ask whether they feel they can produce a strong, positive,
personal evaluation of you. There is a big difference, and the
latter is what you should be aiming for. If you ask about an
evaluation, and your letter writer tells you that they do not
think they can, then you should thank them graciously for their
honesty and select someone different.
If someone agrees to write a letter for you, be prepared to
offer them supporting materials to help them generate a
strong, personal letter for you. This might involve a meeting
or interview to help your letter writer better understand your
motivation and preparation for professional school. You should
be prepared to provide them with your transcript, a copy of your
personal statement, your resume, or anything else that they
might want.
continued on p43
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Primary Care Medicine
the foundation
of a strong
healthcare system
SUE S. BORNSTEIN, M.D., FACP
Primary care professionals serve on
the front lines of healthcare. For many,
they are the first point of contact
with the healthcare system. That
means they are often the first to see
depression, early signs of cancer
or chronic disease, and other health
concerns. They ensure patients get
the right care, in the right setting, by
the most appropriate practitioner,
and in a manner consistent with the
patient’s desires and values. Primary
care professionals are, essentially,
the quarterbacks of healthcare (The
Case for Primary Care: blogpost @
primarycareprogress.org).
Primary care is also the foundation
of an effective healthcare system.
Robust systems of primary care are
positively correlated with improved
health outcomes, including all-cause,
cancer, heart disease, stroke and
infant mortality, low birth weight,
life expectancy and self-rated health
(Petterson S, McNellis R, Klink K,
Meyers D, Bazemore A. The State
of Primary Care in the US: A
Chartbook of Facts and Statistics.
January 2018). Patient care delivered

10

A P P LY

with a primary care orientation
is associated with more effective,
equitable and efficient health services.

demand continues to be a growing,
aging population with an increasing
number of chronic conditions.

The Growing Need
In the United States, the primary
care physician workforce comprises
about 1/3 of the total physician
population. This contrasts with most
other countries to which the US is
compared in which about 2/3 of the
physician workforce specialize in
primary care.

In addition to shortages of primary
care physicians, there is significant
maldistribution as well. Primary care
physicians and other physicians tend
to practice in urban areas; in fact,
physicians in Texas are concentrated
in the state’s largest urban counties.
There are at least 35 Texas counties
that don’t have a practicing doctor.
With an ever- increasing population
Texas needs more primary care
physicians. The need is especially
critical in rural parts of Texas.

It has been widely reported that
the US is experiencing a shortage
of primary care physicians, which
is predicted to worsen soon. It is
estimated that by 2032, there will be
a shortage of between 21,100 and
55,200 primary care physicians in
this country. In Texas, it’s estimated
that we will have a shortage of up to
3,375 primary care physicians by 2030
(2019 Update: The Complexities of
Physician Supply and Demand:
Projections for 2017-2032. American
Association of Medical Colleges).
There are several reasons for the
shortage but the major force driving

The Power of Relationships
There are many appealing aspects
to a career in primary care. Since each
of the primary care disciplines covers
a very broad range of conditions, the
intellectual stimulation and the deep
understanding of the pathophysiology
of human health and illness is one
aspect of the allure of primary care.
Another compelling element is the
longitudinal relationships that we
are privileged to share with our

patients and their families. In family
medicine and internal medicine, it
is not uncommon to care for three
generations of a family. In pediatrics,
clinicians care for children from
birth until late teens so long-term
relationships are frequent.
There are benefits to both clinicians
as well as the patients for whom
they care. We learn not only about
our patients’ medical issues but
also about their families, their
careers, their successes and the
challenges they face in their lives.
In turn, our patients see us as
trusted and knowledgeable partners
in their health and healthcare.
When our patients face a serious
or life-threatening illness, having a
personal physician who understands
and respects their preferences
and priorities in life is critically
important. We can and do advocate
for our patients as the member of
the healthcare team that knows
them best. We can be their voice in
discussions with specialists when
evaluating treatment options.
The Power of Teamwork
In order to meet the growing
demands of primary care, a shift
in the way care is organized is
occurring. Team-based care

Dr. Bornstein is Executive Director of the Texas Medical
Home Initiative, Regent of the American College of
Physicians and Trustee of the Texas Medical Association.

is becoming a more common
model in primary care practices.
A driving force behind health
care practitioners’ transition from
being “soloists” to members of
an orchestra is the complexity of
modern healthcare. Teamwork is
the foundation for resilience to
errors. In addition, high functioning
teams have tremendous potential to
promote clinician well-being, which is
foundational to effective and efficient
team-based care.
The composition of primary
care teams can take many forms
depending on the needs of the
practice’s patients. The team is led
by a physician who works closely
with one or more nurses or medical
assistants. They form the backbone
of the clinical care team. With proper
training and experience, the nonphysician members of the team
take on greater responsibility for
patient care.
The keys to success are mutual
respect; defined roles and
responsibilities and frequent
communication among the team
members. They may “huddle” in the

Primary care is defined as the provision of
integrated, accessible healthcare services by
clinicians who are accountable for addressing a large
majority of personal healthcare needs, developing
a sustained partnership with patients and practicing
in the context of family and community
(Donaldson M et al. Defining Primary Care:
An Interim Report. National Academies Press 1994).

morning before the day begins and
review the schedule of patients to
be seen that day. Notes are made
of patients who are due to followup lab work, preventive care such
as immunizations, a mammogram
or colonoscopy. These items can
be ordered by the non-physician
team members as part of standing
delegated orders. The nursing staff
can document the visit and other
information in the electronic health
record which frees the physician to
focus his/her attention on the patient.
Other team members may include
health coaches, social workers,
diabetes educators, pharmacists,
nurse practitioners, physician
assistants, behavioral health
specialists and others, depending on
the needs of the patient population.
Clinical care teams are dynamic and
must have the flexibility to determine
roles and responsibilities expected of
them based on shared goals and the
needs of the patient.
The Role of Technology
The practice of medicine has been
impacted by technology in several
ways. The electronic health record

PRIMARY CARE
MEDICAL SPECIALTIES
Family Medicine
General Practice
Geriatrics
Internal Medicine
Obstetrics & Gynecology
Pediatrics
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A NEW
KIND OF
MEDICAL
SCHOOL.
A new kind of doctor.

(EHR) has seen widespread adoption. Although the
concept is an appealing one, the EHR has not lived up
to its potential as a clinical tool. Still, there are a number
of benefits to the EHR including alerting the clinician to
the need to schedule preventive health screening exams,
vaccinations and laboratory testing. Electronic health
records also can alert clinicians about drug allergies
and potential drug interactions. Ideally, EHRs can serve
as clinical communication tools between clinicians in
various locations and in other practices.
Another technology that many patients and clinicians
find useful is the patient portal. Within guidelines,
patients can message the practice and their personal
physician. Clinicians can send messages and laboratory
results as well.
Telemedicine is a promising tool for a number of
clinical settings. In Texas, if a patient has an established
relationship with a physician, telemedicine can be used
for some types of subsequent visits. Telemedicine has
been particularly beneficial for augmenting physician
presence in more remote areas of our state. We will
see increased use of telemedicine as patients find it
an increasingly convenient way to access their
clinical team.

Miles
» Dainon
Class of 2020

Working with the YMCA of Austin, Dainon
spent his third year at Dell Med leading an
effort to systematize holistic care. Its findings
were so powerful, YMCA leadership invited
his team to Washington, D.C., to discuss how
the organization can roll out healthy living
programs across the country.

»
12

dellmed.utexas.edu/learn
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The use of wearable devices is also increasing.
Continuous glucose monitors, various types of heart
monitors, pulse oximeters and other devices can feed
patient data directly into the EHR in many situations.
These data can serve as a useful adjunct to other clinical
data and help guide the patient’s treatment plan.
Summing It Up
A career in primary care can be very satisfying.
There is a pressing need for additional
primary care physicians in Texas. With
new models of care and new technology,
primary care specialties will continue to
serve as the foundation of an effective
and efficient healthcare system. During your journey
into medicine, you might want to strongly consider the
benefits of practicing primary care medicine. You and
your patients will be very happy you did! •

Offering Dual Degrees in
MD/PhD, MD/MPH
MD/MBA, MD/OMFS
MD/MS in Health Informatics

WEBSITE
med.uth.edu/admissions

McGovern Medical School supports a culture of wellness through a
longitudinal and holistic program that promotes the importance of
health and well-being throughout medical school and beyond.

EMAIL
ms.admissions@uth.tmc.edu
FACEBOOK
facebook.com/mcgovernmed/
PHONE
713-500-5160


of medical education

95% STUDENT SATISFACTION
in quality of their medical school - measured by
the AAMC graduation survey.

98% STEP 1 PASS RATE
1ST IN THE COUNTRY
to establish a 3-year
Family Medicine Accelerated Track.

NEW STATE-OF-THE-ART
20,000 square feet Gross Anatomy Lab.

../

School of Medicine
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Compared to my peers in residency,
I felt more prepared from both a
clinical and basic science perspective.
We covered an impressively broad
curriculum as well as minute details
that turned out to be very clinically
relevant. I am so grateful that I started
my medical training here because
I know I have an outstanding
foundation for the rest of my career.”
–Recent Graduate

Long School of Medicine
Nestled near the Hill Country, in the second-largest city in Texas, the Long School of Medicine offers a superior
medical education — progressive integrated curriculum, emphasis on collaborative learning in teams, opportunities
for research and individualization — with strong student support systems leading to excellent residency placements.
All this and more in a diverse, supportive and friendly community. UTHealthSA.com/LongSOM

dentistry
with heart

14

214.828.8231

admissions-dentistry@tamu.edu

@TAMUdental

Facebook.com/tamudental
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“But that has
nothing to do with
being a doctor!”

JOHN FIERST
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As you go along your pre-professional journey, you
might have spoken these very words to yourself as
you thought about which extracurricular activities
you wanted to commit your time to. As a pre-health
advisor, I have worked with many students who
have mentioned this sentiment to me before, but my
advice to all of them has been steadfast: pursue the
things that you enjoy, and then reflect on the value
they added to becoming a doctor or other healthcare
professional. You will often find that the activities you
have done can actually be very beneficial on your path
to medical school.
Remember that medical schools evaluate you
holistically and like to see well-rounded
candidates, so while clinical experience is important,
not every hour you have outside of studying must be
spent shadowing a physician, volunteering in a clinic,
or working as a medical scribe. Think about what you
want to get out of your undergraduate years, and be
sure to prioritize those activities and commitments too.
This can include student organizations, community
service projects, internships or employment, and
so much more. As you keep track of your activities,
maintain detailed descriptions of what you did, what
you felt, and what you learned. As application season
approaches, you can then think more critically about
the transferable skills you gained in each activity. Let’s
take a look at some examples to
help get you thinking:

T E X A S H E A LT H E D U C A T I O N S E R V I C E
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You as a Student
Member of intramural basketball league
Developed teamwork skills

Tutor in an after-school organization
Developed communication skills by explaining
concepts to children in a variety of ways
Developed empathy by working with
students who may come from different
backgrounds than you

You as a Doctor
Member of healthcare team
Must be able to share responsibility with
pharmacists, nurses, administrators, etc.

Counselor to patients about
their conditions
Must be able to explain complex
medical issues in a way that patients
of diverse backgrounds understand

Store associate at a clothing store

Ambassador of medical community

Developed people skills by approaching
customers in a respectful and helpful way

Must be able to meet patients with
respect, listen to their concerns, and
develop a trusting relationship with them

Vice president of college government
Developed leadership skills by communicating
with fellow officers and membership
Developed conflict resolution skills when
leadership team needed to come to agreement

Leader in a healthcare setting
Communicate with members of the
healthcare team to ensure quality
patient care
Handle disagreements among staff that
does not affect patient experience

As you can see from the examples above, there is always
a way to relate what you are doing back to your journey
to becoming a physician. For many students, it is easier
to reflect on shadowing, health care volunteering, and
community service experiences, as those things are
more directly related to the life of a physician. Yet often,
it just takes a bit of reflection to make those connections
for all of your other pursuits as well. Here are some
questions to ask yourself as you look back on your
own activities:
1. What was most memorable from this activity?
2. W
 hat did I learn while I was a part of this
organization?
3. W
 hat skills or strengths do I have now
that I did not before?
4. W
 ho worked with me on this activity or in this
organization that I can talk with about my experience?
5. H
 ow was participating in this activity or organization
similar to being a doctor?
6. H
 ow will this experience make me a better
doctor in the future?
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Answering these questions can help
you reflect more deeply and write
complete activity descriptions
that fully encompass everything
you experienced and learned. You
will also likely be better equipped to share your
experiences more clearly on secondary applications
and in interviews. Finally, don’t forget to consult
with your pre-health advisor regularly, as your
advisor can also help you think more about how
to bring out the best of your extracurricular
experiences when it comes time for you to apply
to medical school. So for now, continue making the
most of your undergraduate journey and pursuing
the things you enjoy, because they DO have
something to do with being a doctor!
Mr. Fierst is Assistant Director of
Academic Advising at Rice University
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Is Your
P i ct u r e
Worth a
Thousand
Words?
WHETHER YOU’VE BEEN
PLANNING FOR A CAREER IN HEALTHCARE
SINCE YOU WERE A CHILD, or it’s a decision
you made recently, you’ve probably
known for some time that certain
criteria must be met in order to apply
to professional school. In fact, in
addition to completing the prescribed
coursework, the required supporting
documents to your TMDSAS
application include standardized test
scores, transcripts, and letters of
evaluation - all things you’d expect
from an application to professional
school. But did you also know that
another required component of your
application is a photo of yourself? Let’s
talk about why that is and how you can
make sure that your photo is the best
representation of you.
We reached out to some of the
professional schools and asked for
their input on a few questions we’ve
received from applicants regarding
the purpose of the photo in the
application. We asked the schools
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What your application
photo says about you!
NICHOLE A. CASTILLO, M. ED

to help us understand how the
application photo is used, what
insight the photo provides, and for
some tips to help applicants use
this feature of the application to
their greatest advantage!
Keeping Things Secure
So, what’s the number one reason the
schools require a photo? You might
be surprised to learn that the number
one reason is simply security. Over and
over, representatives from the schools
responded saying that the photo
helps to identify applicants, especially
during the interview process. You
probably would agree that it makes
sense to use pictures to help identify
applicants given that, collectively, the
TMDSAS participating schools receive
more than 7,500 applications during a
typical admission cycle!
What About Bias?
It is paramount to know that the
photo is decidedly NOT for screening
purposes. In fact, some schools
report that the photo is not even
seen until the interview phase, while
others indicate that members of the
admissions committees never see
photos during application review in
order to prevent bias. Some applicants
may have been hesitant to provide a
photo, fearing that their picture might
unduly impact their ability to progress
through the admissions process.
Thankfully, the schools have systems

in place to prevent any prejudice,
ensuring that all applicants are
afforded the same, fair, consideration.
The Story a Picture Tells
That said, is it reasonable to assume
that although the photo is not used
in the screening process, it may
provide the schools with some insight
about you? Absolutely! In fact, the
choice of photo does indicate the way
an applicant chooses to represent
themselves. More specifically, Theresa
Silva, Director of Admissions at the
University of Texas Medical Branch
at Galveston, indicates that the photo
provides “insight into [the applicant’s]
professionalism.” What’s the takeaway
here? The schools do expect to see a
degree of professionalism reflected in
the photo that you submit.
Pro Tips for Your Application Photo
So, what should you not do? Don’t
appear too casual. Beach attire,
activewear, and clothing that is too
revealing is highly discouraged.
What to wear instead? Think
professional! Choose an outfit you’d
be proud to wear to a job interview or
to an event that requires just a little
bit of dressing up, like a graduation.
A nice button-up or a blouse should
do the trick! Remember, you are
applying to professional school, and
in the professional world there are
expectations when it comes to
dress code.

What else should you not do? Don’t
get lost in the crowd! Sometimes,
applicants submit photos that are
poorly cropped (floating arms,
anyone?), or that include other
people, making it difficult to identify
who is the applicant. In addition to
this, avoid submitting a photo that is
too small, too far away, or otherwise
makes you too difficult to recognize.
Keep in mind: this process is all
about you! So, make sure your photo
reflects that.
Right about now, you might be
thinking that you need to book a
session with a studio photographer.
You don’t! If your friends or fellow
classmates are also applying, you
might want to schedule a time when
you can take each other’s picture – no
fancy equipment required; the camera
on any smart phone will do just fine.
Simply remember to be the only
person in the photo and avoid selfies,
if possible. What else? While a studio
backdrop is not required, do pay
attention to the background of your
photo. Stick to the basics and avoid
anything distracting.
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While these suggestions are meant
to assist you in the photo selection
process, there are some technical
considerations to keep in mind to
ensure that your photo is compatible
with the TMDSAS online application.
This information is also available in
the TMDSAS Application Handbook
and on the photo submission page of
the application.

Be sure to put your
best face forward!

If these technical aspects aren’t
met, you might be prevented from
submitting your application at the
moment you’d like. Or once submitted,
TMDSAS staff may have to reach
out to you for a different photo,
possibly delaying the processing
of your application. It is important
to note that once your application
is submitted, your photo can only
be changed by TMDSAS staff, and
that is only if it does not meet the
technical requirements. Therefore,
it is important to put in the proper
time and consideration when choosing
which photo to upload to your
application.
We hope these insights help you feel
more informed and comfortable
with the photo requirement of the
application, and we think that
following these suggestions will
truly help you to put your best
foot face forward!
Ms. Castillo is the Senior
Academic Evaluator with
TMDSAS and the editor-in-chief
of the TMDSAS Application
Handbook.

T E X A S H E A LT H E D U C A T I O N S E R V I C E

19

h

Shadow Seekers

DEB BECK, PH.D. &
KAREN DE OLIVARES, PH.D.

Further Adventures of Zander & Friends
TAYLOR (texting)

Hey Oli! R U ready?
OLI (texting) Sorry, Taylor, I’m
shadowing.
TAYLOR You’re ALWAYS shadowing!
OLI It’s with Dr. Bullock this
afternoon, the large animal
veterinarian! I have plenty of small
animal experience, but besides
giraffes, he works with sloths! I NEED
large animal experience! Plus, these
animals are also in the “exotics”
category.
TAYLOR Well, if playing with sloths is
more important than our upcoming
tournament ... It’s a benefit for
children.
OLI The sloth just moved a paw.
Gotta go.
TAYLOR (text to Zander)

You headed to the field yet?
ZANDER No. I’m shadowing.
TAYLOR

What! No way.

ZANDER It’s ALL important! You’re
doing the same thing for your
physician assistant application. Aren’t
you?!!!

med to pre-PA. Is there ANYTHING
that doesn’t require a bunch of
shadowing hours
ZANDER Hmmm… I don’t know,
maybe, but that’s probably a question
for Dr. Jack, our health professions
advisor. Didn’t you talk with him last
year?

Later in the evening Zander, Oli,
Taylor and Wren meet to go over their
microbiology notes from before a quiz.
TAYLOR So, Oli aren’t you supposed
to be observing the sloths?
OLI The two-toed are nocturnal,
although they don’t do much either in
the day or night. That’s the beauty of
watching sloth behavior… everything
is in slooooowwww-motion! Of
course they don’t have the
whole forest at the zoo,
but if they did they’d
only go from about here
to the Student Union, maybe
a total of 41 yards in a day. I may be
able to use this experience with the
sloths for my Honors research thesis.
Wouldn’t it be cool if I got my name
on a paper in a published scientific
journal? I think that’s important if I
want to continue doing research in vet
med. I’m going back tonight to watch.
TAYLOR It may be good that you have

TAYLOR I thought all those hours
shadowing were just required for prevets… that’s why I changed from vet
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two more years to get it all done if
sloths are that slow!

Dr. Beck is the Director of Health Professions Advising at
The University of North Texas and Dr. de Olivares is the
Director of the Health Professions Advising Center at The
University of Texas at Dallas.

WREN Actually…
TAYLOR What now?!!! Don’t tell
me we don’t have two more years
to get everything ready for our
applications!
WREN Well, you have two years only

if you want to take a gap year. Since
we’re juniors, we’ll be applying at the
end of this year if we want to go into
dental school, vet school or medical
school – and PA for you, right after
we graduate. You will be graduating
in two more years, right?
TAYLOR Maybe. Maybe not. I’ve
changed my major several times and
that always messes up my degree
plan. Sooooo, Oli? All those grades
I made in my engineering classes
won’t actually count against me for
getting into PA school, right?

That could be
why you need to shadow
a PA!!!!! How else will you

ZANDER

ever know what a PA does?
And by the way, it’s NOT
“physician’s assistant”, it’s
“physician assistant”. There’s
no possessive case here!
TAYLOR Huh?
ZANDER My aunt is a PA and
doesn’t “belong” to any doctor! Yes,
it’s true a PA practices medicine
under the supervision of a doctor,
but my aunt actually sees patients
on her own. She doesn’t only just
“assist”; she treats patients.
TAYLOR I guess it’s easier to get
into PA school than medical school…
Why are sloths so slow, anyway?
OLI They have a low metabolic rate

OLI Sure they count! The health

professions schools want only the
best students – at least I want the
smartest, most intelligent doctors
and PA’s treating me! This is
important stuff, Taylor! You’ll be
holding people’s lives in your hands
– just like I’ll be dealing with life and
death matters with animals. What
do you think a PA does, for goodness
sake?
TAYLOR I thought they just handed
shots and stuff to the doctor…
you know, like it says, physician’s
assistant.

and …

WREN

It depends on the school.
You’ll need to do some research
on the schools you want to apply
to. For pre-vets, a good number is
around 700-800 hours with different
vets and animal-related activities.
Pre-dental students should have at
least 100 hours, but I plan to have
more. I like being at the dental
practice.
TAYLOR You like listening to the
drill whining away?
WREN It’s not about the drill. It’s
about helping people feel better
about themselves and be able to lead
a healthier life.

WREN Hey, look we’re studying

microbiology tonight not
biochemistry.
ZANDER Right, but Taylor needs to
find a PA to shadow. It’s important
to know first-hand what a PA does
and that it is super competitive to
get into PA school.
TAYLOR About how many hours are
required for shadowing?

OLI And, it isn’t all about sloths.
Pre-vets should have a variety of
experiences like being a vet tech or
kennel caretaker, working on a horse
ranch or even if you were in 4H or
FFA and raised show-animals…
almost anything to do with
animals (for pre-vets, that is). One
person even did an internship one
summer at an elephant sanctuary
in Africa! She wants to work with
exotic animals, though. Everyone
doesn’t have to do that. I have an

T E X A S H E A LT H E D U C A T I O N S E R V I C E
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College of
Osteopathic Medicine

emergency vet clinic lined up to shadow an
ER doc. My friend took her dog, Minerva, to
the ER when she swallowed a sock (Minerva, I
mean. Not my friend.)
ZANDER I was scribing in the ER when they
brought in a kid who had swallowed a sock.
You see all kinds of things in the ER. That’s
why you need experience. So you’ll know
more about what you are getting into.
OLI Ya, there’s a lot to learn. I’m trying
to shadow a doggy ophthalmologist
over winter break – I took Twinky to
him when she started going blind,
but there wasn’t anything he could
do – it’s a genetic disorder in blue
heelers… so now I’m her seeing eye dog,
or rather person.
TAYLOR Wow! You already know a lot about
animals and vet med, Oli! So how do you find
someone to shadow?
WREN I went to Dr. Jack and told him I

Apply to earn a Doctor of
Osteopathic Medicine [DO] degree.
Sam Houston State University’s College of
Osteopathic Medicine (SHSU-COM) is an
institution truly committed to fully preparing
physicians to be successful in their practice
of medicine. The SHSU-COM team is a
diverse group of professionals from a wide
variety of clinical & biomedical science
backgrounds in various medical specialties.
All faculty and staﬀ are committed to student
development and success.

shsu.edu/applymed
22

A P P LY

wanted to be a dentist. He suggested I start
with my own dentist and talk with other predental students. They’ve been really helpful
about passing along contacts. Plus, he told
me about volunteer events like Texas Mission
of Mercy (TMOM) where I can help out AND
meet dentists and dental students.
ZANDER I talked to Dr. Jack too. He
suggested volunteering so that I could show I
was dependable, able to get along with people
and really interested. It’s not just about hours
to put down on an application and it isn’t only
about shadowing. It’s about what we think we
really want to do, and finding out if that is what
we want to do.
TAYLOR (looking at his class notes):

I wonder how many microbes were on that
sock? Hey, Zander, do you think I
could shadow your aunt? •

EY2020

BY THE NUMBERS

Non-traditional
Applicants &
Re-applicants
24%

27%

76%

73%

Medical

NonTraditional Traditional
Total
4367
1625
Avg MCAT
507.6
504.7

BCPM GPA
Overall GPA

3.6
3.7

3.3
3.45

ReNew
applicants applicants
Total
4582
1414
Avg MCAT
507.4
505.2
BCPM GPA
Overall GPA

68%

73%

NonTraditional Traditional
Total
667
255
DAT A
20.2
19.5
DAT B
19.8
19.5

BCPM GPA
Overall GPA

3.39
3.54

3.2
3.34

10%
90%

Veterinary

3.36
3.52

32%

27%

Dental

3.66
3.67

NonTraditional Traditional
Total
661
76
BCPM GPA
3.43
3.29
Overall GPA
3.53
3.4

ReNew
applicants
applicants
Total
DAT A
DAT B

638
20.2
19.9

294
19.6
19.4

BCPM GPA
Overall GPA

3.41
3.54

3.18
3.36

23%
77%

ReNew
applicants applicants
Total
566
171
BCPM GPA
3.43
3.36
Overall GPA
3.53
3.46
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AKWASI F. OPOKU

4TH YEAR MEDICAL STUDENT
TEXAS TECH SCHOOL OF MEDICINE, LUBBOCK
Akwasi Opoku grew up
in Kumasi, Ghana in a
large family. One of
the things that is most
notable about his life
in West Africa was the
limited availability of
medical care. “I visited
the doctor thrice in the first 12
years of my life, not because I had
an impeccable immune system, but
because of the limited availability
of healthcare in my native country.”
However, rather than allowing this
fact to embitter him, he focused it
in a positive way. “Growing up in an
environment with overbearing health
needs ignited a strong passion within
me that ultimately led me to pursue a
career in medicine.”
At the age of 12, Akwasi and his
family immigrated to the U.S.,
moving to the small city of Amarillo,
Texas. He learned early the value
of education. “I firmly believe
that learning is students’ greatest
opportunity to not only improve
themselves but their communities
as well.” He enrolled at Vanderbilt
University as a chemistry major
where he encountered a large and
diverse student population. “Through
honest and critical dialogue between
students of various racial and
religious backgrounds, we [can come]
to a better understanding of the
attitudes and forces that foster and
sustain alarming social issues….”
Akwasi prepared well for his medical
school application. He utilized the
opportunities available to him to gain
extensive leadership
experiences through campus student

organizations, his church as music
leader and pianist, and as a tutor and
peer mentor. Additionally, he let his
passion for community service direct
him to various activities through
church, campus outreach, and two
Alternate Spring Breaks in Ohio and
North Carolina. He also was active
in research at Vanderbilt, during
summers at the University of Notre
Dame and during a gap year he
worked full time teaching math and
science at a Houston elementary and
middle school.
Now a fourth-year medical student
at Texas Tech School of Medicine in
Lubbock, Akwasi has experienced
much of what he had hoped to see…
the provision of medical care to
people in need. He also has relished
the chance to extend his learning
opportunities and to help others to
grow and achieve through student
outreach at Tech. After graduation,
he plans to enter a residency program
in radiology and hopes to stay in
academic medicine where he can
teach and mentor students.

CONGRATULATIONS, AKWASI!

n

DANIEL T. ANTHONY

3RD YEAR STUDENT
PRESIDENT, CLASS OF 2022
TEXAS A&M COLLEGE OF
VETERINARY MEDICINE
Daniel Anthony has always been
an “animal person.” During high
school, he states, he was responsible
for taking care of two tortoises, two
birds, three dogs, a chameleon, a
hedgehog, and many fish. You could
say he has a real passion for animals.
He grew up in San Antonio and had
great opportunities to connect with

veterinarians and others caring for
small and large animals. But he
recognized early on that veterinary
medicine is also about building
relationships with people. “I believe
that I can have a positive effect on
people’s lives through their pets.”
There is a special bond between a
caregiver and the patient. One that
Daniel relishes.
His journey from pet
owner to veterinary
student has been a
methodical one for
Daniel. He took advantage
of many opportunities to
volunteer and work in vet clinics as
a kennel technician, a vet tech, and
through research efforts with reptiles
and dogs in Texas and Colorado.
Daniel’s education, both in terms of
academics and life experience, has
taught him how to be resilient. “I
[have] learned a tremendous amount
about humility, perseverance, and
myself, while finding my sense of
community.” And indeed, serving
the community around him is a
foundational part of what drives him
to succeed. His family, from parents
to grandparents, taught him the value
of contributing to society and the
reward that comes “from treating
those around you with dignity and
respect.”
After graduation, Daniel aims to open
a small animal practice with a focus
on orthopedic surgery. “I want to
challenge the status quo of veterinary
care by leading the industry in high
quality service, experience, and
community outreach.”

WELL DONE, DANIEL!
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HEATHER D. DEVILLE

GUSTAVO GARZA

2ND YEAR MEDICAL STUDENT
TEXAS COLLEGE OF OSTEOPATHIC MEDICINE
UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS HEALTH SCIENCE CENTER

4TH YEAR STUDENT
UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS SAN ANTONIO
DENTAL SCHOOL

Heather DeVille’s pathway into medical school has been
circuitous. Though introduced to the idea of pursing a
healthcare career during high school, life sent her on a
variety of different paths. Each of which provided her
with learning experiences and valuable lessons. The most
important lesson she has learned in life thus far, she says, is
that “while knowledge is important, dedication is
critical.”

Gustavo Garza didn’t initially enroll at UT Austin as
a pre-dental student. His thoughts leaned toward
medicine as a result of volunteering during high
school at a local hospital in his hometown of Mission,
Texas. He definitely liked the idea of “helping people
as a satisfying career option.” But he was unsure
about that choice. Something just didn’t connect.
He knew that one of the aspects he wanted was “the
ability to work hands-on with the patients.”

Growing up in southeast Louisiana,
Heather learned from her mother
the value of hard work and how to
overcome obstacles. Two big obstacles
affected Heather’s life while in college,
the devastation of her living environment
by Hurricane Rita and a severe car accident
less than a year later. Nevertheless, she persevered in her
education and ultimately received a degree in biology. Her
love of the sciences and education led her to teach high
school science for two years while pursuing a master’s degree
in biology.
However, Heather’s love for medicine and caring for people
never diminished. Her goal: keep moving forward! In fact,
she states, “moving forward has allowed me to reach many
destinations.” One of which was the delight of her son. A
single mother, Heather sees her son as a source of love and
support in her efforts to become a physician. Being a mother
produces in a woman the qualities of “patience, selflessness,
and determination…” all characteristics of a great caregiver.
Though the road to medical school for Heather was unlike
the traditional path, she stuck to her dream bolstered by both
good and difficult experiences. She worked hard, stayed
focused, was energized by the support of family and friends
and ultimately has succeeded in her goal! Heather is the
president of her medical school class and plans a career in
pediatrics although she is keeping her options open until she
has completed all of the medical school clinical rotations.

CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR SUCCESS, HEATHER!
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Shortly thereafter he began shadowing a dentist and
started seeing that dentists do, in fact, work directly
with every patient, whether it is just a check-up or
a prosthetic tooth insertion. He loved the amount
of face-to-face time spent with patients. The other
aspect of dentistry that appealed to Gustavo was the
team atmosphere of the profession. As he puts it,
“the dentist must work with a variety of people to run
their practice and perform their work appropriately.”
As he discovered, dentistry just “felt right for me.”
Another part of what encouraged Gustavo to enter
dentistry, and what drives him to continue, is the
role that dentists play in society. “Being a positive
addition to my community is something that money
alone can’t provide. It comes from always striving to
provide patients with the best possible outcome from
their visit to the dental office.” This is particularly
important in communities (such as Gustavo’s) with
a large percentage of families which are financially
disadvantaged. “I can relate to people who cannot
afford to go to the dentist and the challenges they
face.”
Gustavo’s journey from an uncertain freshman in
college to understanding better his personal and
professional goals has been exciting for him. After
graduation from dental school, he plans to serve his
patients and his community in the Rio Grande Valley
with excellence and compassion.

BEST WISHES, GUSTAVO!

Is medicine in your future?
UT Southwestern Medical Center in Dallas has been preparing the physicians of tomorrow and
building foundations for successful careers in medicine for more than 75 years.
Outstanding training
Dynamic curriculum that’s rich in clinical

Exceptional preparation

experiences and electives

well above the national average

UTSW students consistently have match rates

Support & wellness
Students enjoy small learning groups for
collaborative learning, personalized
mentorship from distinguished faculty, and

Affordable excellence
The cost of education at UTSW is substantially
lower than nearly every private medical school
in the U.S., as well as most public medical

collegial support

State-of-the-art facilities
New, 28,000-square-foot Simulation Center
where students can learn and practice skills on
high-fidelity simulators using carefully
constructed scenarios

schools

Follow us.

UT Southwestern Medical School
5323 Harry Hines Blvd.
utsouthwestern.edu
Dallas, Texas 75390
admissions@utsouthwestern.edu

UT Health San Antonio School of Dentistry
THE LE ADER IN DENTAL EDUC ATION

»

CUS TOMIZED EDUC ATION

»

CLINICAL EXPERIENCE

»

RESEARCH DISTINCTION

»

STUDENT LIFE

We offer interprofessional collaboration across multiple dental and medical disciplines.
Students can tailor their learning experience by choosing between 50 selective programs.
Students graduate with more than 2,000 hours of patient care experience. Our state-of-the-art
clinical education space has 200 operatories and averages over 140,000 patient visits annually.
We have a robust research culture with 30% of our students engaged in research
opportunities. Over 20% graduate with a distinction in research.
We’re a tight-knit campus open 24/7 and offer everything from intramural sports to run clubs.
You can find ways to balance your life outside classrooms and clinics, and enjoy living in the
nation’s seventh-largest city.

20.9

AVERAGE DAT SCORE

3.71

AVERAGE GPA

98%

PASS RATE ON THE WREB

To become tomorrow’s
leader in dental care,
visit dental.uthscsa.edu.
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Going Abroad
MATTHEW CHUMCHAL, PH.D.
& LAURA LUQUE, PH.D.

How Pre-Health Students Can Make the
Most Of Their International Experience
So, you have decided to go abroad? Congratulations! A global
learning experience offers incredible opportunities for personal
and professional growth, and memories that will last a lifetime. In
this article, we provide advice specifically geared toward pre-health
students that will help you to make the most of your experience.

Are international experiences feasible
for Pre-Health students?
As a pre-health student, you are one of the busiest people on
campus. You take a full load of courses, including tough science
classes, study for entrance exams and participate in an array of
extracurricular activities. It can be hard to imagine how you might
fit an international experience into your schedule, but with some
reflection on your goals and advance planning, it is possible.

TYPES OF INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCES

First, recognize that there are many types
of international experiences available
to college students. Your university
likely offers semester-long as well
as shorter summer or winter
intersession programs for
course credit. If not, it
may be possible to enroll
in international programs
offered by other universities
for credit that will transfer
to your home institution. A great benefit of participating in
a university-sponsored study abroad program is that you can
have confidence that faculty and administrators have vetted the
program and found it to be academically appropriate, ethically
sound and safe.
Alternatively, there are a variety of third-party study abroad
providers that offer overseas programs to undergraduates. The
experiences offered by these groups vary widely; some focus
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Dr. Chumchal is Professor of Biology and Director of the
Pre-Health Professions Institute and Dr. Luque is Instructor II
of Biology and Global Health Coordinator for the Pre-Health
Professions Institute at Texas Christian University.

on academics while others
emphasize service-leaning or
even recreation. Some providers
may have academic agreements
with your university, while others
have no formal affiliation. Often,
providers that officially collaborate
with your university must provide
reasonable assurance that they
have planned for your health and
safety and offer an appropriate
learning environment. However,
providers that offer study abroad
experiences outside of the
structure of your university may
operate with very little oversight.
In these cases, you are solely
responsible for determining if
the provider can deliver the
experience they promised in a safe
and ethical manner.
Finally, many students find
opportunities to participate in
international service or mission
trips with family, healthcare
practitioners in their community
or even religious organizations.
These experiences can be
meaningful, but they usually are
not professionally evaluated.

Considerations for clinical
& service opportunities
while abroad
If you are like most pre-health
students, you cannot wait for
the day when you have the
opportunity to care for your own
patients. In addition, an important
component of any application to

professional school is participation
in health-related activities. As
a result, international programs
that promise opportunities to gain
hands on, clinical experience may
seem like perfect opportunities for
pre-health students. However, be
warned, participating in healthrelated activities while abroad can
be fraught and any international
experience with a clinical
component must be approached
with a great deal of caution.
To put it bluntly, providing
healthcare without proper
training and licensing is illegal
and unethical. A simple way to
determine whether an experience
is legal or ethical is to ask
yourself “would I be able to do
this in the U.S.?” If the answer
is no, then you should never do
it while abroad. For the typical
undergraduate student, extracting
teeth, closing an incision with
sutures, assisting in a birth and
dispensing medications are all
out of bounds. If, as an untrained
student, you participate in these
types of activities, you place
patients at risk, make yourself
liable for prosecution at home or
abroad and violate basic ethical
principles of clinical practice,
which could lead admission
committees to question with you
are fit for a career in healthcare.
Therefore, you should do your
homework and avoid programs
that are likely to put you in an

RESOURCES FOR
STUDENTS CONSIDERING
AN INTERNATIONAL
EXPERIENCE
Core Competencies
The Core Competencies for Entering Medical
Students https://students-residents.aamc.org/
applying-medical-school/
article/core-competencies/

Choosing an ethical
health-related experience abroad
Guidelines for responsible short-term global
health activities: developing common principles
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-018-0330-4
University of Minnesota, Global Ambassadors
for Patient Safety module
https://www.healthcareers.umn.edu/coursesand-events/online-workshops/globalambassadors-patient-safety
Seager, Greg. When healthcare hurts: An evidence based guide for best practices in global
health initiatives. AuthorHouse, 2012.

Policies related to prerequisite courses
completed during a study abroad or other
international experience
Texas medical school coursework policies
https://www.tmdsas.com
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unethical situation. Even if you are
not directly practicing healthcare
you must avoid situations that
could lead members of the local
community to assume you are a
professional. For example, some
programs allow undergraduates
to wear white coats, which could
lead patients to assume that these
students are licensed practitioners.
Generally, international experiences
that include participation in existing
health education campaigns or
service activities that indirectly
result in positive health outcomes
(e.g. developing strategies to
inform families about the benefits

of breast milk) are appropriate for
undergraduate students while those
that involve direct participation
in healthcare are not. We have
provided some resources at the end
of this article with more information
about ethical issues associated
with participating in health-related
activities while abroad.

SOCIAL SKILLS

Aligning your study abroad
experience with AAMC’s
Core Competencies
You may be wondering: “if undergraduate students should avoid
situations where they may be asked
to practice healthcare, then what
is the value of an international
experience for a pre-health
student?” Although participation
in health-related experiences is an
important part of your development
as an applicant, it is just one part.
For many students, it may not even
be the most important part. For
example, the American Association
of Medical Colleges has developed
15 core competencies, or desirable
traits, for entering medical students
(and we would argue that these competencies are relevant to students
interested in any area of healthcare,
not just medicine). We note that
“clinical skills” appears nowhere on
the list of core competencies and we
are confident that most admissions
committees would agree that an
accredited professional school is
the only appropriate place to learn
these skills.
So, what are the traits found on the
list of core competencies? They
include inter- and intrapersonal
competencies such as social skills,

30

A P P LY

cultural competence, ethical
responsibility to self and others
and resilience and adaptability.
A study abroad program or other
international experience provides
an excellent opportunity for you to
grow in these areas and others. Here
are a few examples:

Successfully navigating your
international experience will require
strong social skills. For example,
while abroad, students often realize
that the fast-paced nature of life in
the U.S. and direct communication
style used by Americans is not
typical throughout much of the
world. Spending time internationally
can help you learn to pay attention
to social and behavioral cues of
others and make appropriate
adjustments to your own behavior.
As a healthcare provider, learning to
recognize your patients’ subtle, nonverbal cues that they are afraid, they
do not understand your instructions,
or that they do not have the capacity
to comply with your directives, is
critical to providing appropriate care.
CULTURAL COMPETENCE

Unique socio-cultural factors in
countries around the world lead
to patterns of behavior that are
different from those common in
the U.S. Obvious examples (that
are also of practical importance
to any world traveler) are norms
related to everyday activities like
dress or tipping for good service.
An international experience
provides you with an opportunity
to demonstrate that you are mature
enough to research cultural norms

in the places you will visit, learn to
recognize these differences while
you are abroad and make respectful
adjustments to your expectations and
conduct. As a healthcare provider,
the majority of your patients will
be different from you (i.e. different
age, race, gender, physical ability,
socioeconomic status, etc.). Learning
to respect cultural norms or practices
that are different from your own
now will make you a more effective
provider in the future.

students find the challenges
associated with breaking out of
their routine to be exhilarating
while others struggle to keep their
composure. No matter what category
you fall into, proving to yourself that
you can successfully travel abroad,
integrate into a new culture, make
friends and learn something along
the way is an intensely satisfying
experience that can help you feel
more confident when you experience
the unexpected as a student or
practitioner.

goals,
you may
learn that
one semester
is better than
another to be away from campus or
that going abroad is more achievable
if you take courses in a different
sequence than your peers. Whatever
the case, the sooner you start the
conversation with your advisor the
easier it will be to fit an international
experience into your academic plan.

ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES
TO SELF & OTHERS

THE BOTTOM LINE

Although we have tried to make the
case that pre-health students can
learn a great deal from any study
abroad experience, you may still
choose an international experience
with a healthcare component,
which could put your ethical
decision making to the test. Because
healthcare providers carry out
actions that can have a significant
effect on their patient’s health and
livelihood, they have a responsibility
to behave in ways that do not cause
unjustified harm or suffering. An
international experience can provide
you with an opportunity to reflect
on your limitations, and learn to say
"no" when asked to participate in an
activity beyond your level of training.

A global learning experience offers
you a wealth of opportunities to
prove to admissions committees that
you possess the pre-professional
competencies that they are seeking in
students. The experience may even
help you identify those areas where
you could benefit from additional
growth.

RESILIENCE & ADAPTABILITY
There is no experience like
international travel to test your
resilience and ability to adapt.
Multi-leg flights, public
transportation, lost luggage and
communication in an unfamiliar
language are all part of a typical
international experience. Some

Planning your experience
FIRST IDENTIFY YOUR GOALS

When you are deciding whether to
go abroad, ask yourself the following
questions: Why do I want to go
abroad? What do I expect to get out
of this experience? What skills do
I bring? What are my limitations?
Answering these questions is the
first step toward identifying the best
experience for you.
TIMING AND COST

Once you have decided that an international experience is for you, you
should meet with your advisor, preferably early in your college career to
discuss the ideal time to go abroad.
Depending on your major and career

If you are planning an international
experience that will provide course
credit, be sure to talk to your advisor
about how this could affect your
application to professional school.
Professional schools have policies
about what types of study abroad or
international credits they will accept,
and you should understand this prior
to going overseas.
Meet with representatives from
your study abroad office to learn
which opportunities are available to
you. In addition, your study abroad
office can provide information about
scholarships and may have insight
into which programs have historically
worked well for pre-health students
or students with similar majors.
Some students find it difficult to
fit in a study abroad experience
without taking a “gap” year between
graduation and matriculation to
professional school. The thought
of a gap year is off-putting to
some students, but do not dismiss
the idea too quickly. For most
students, delaying their application
to professional school by a year
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(or more) to study abroad could
certainly be justified by all that
can be learned from a quality
international experience.

Practical advice for getting
the most out of your study
abroad experience
PRE-TRIP RESEARCH

Taking the time to prepare before
your trip is the first step towards
a successful experience. Even if
travel is being arranged for you,
you should understand the basic
logistics of your trip. Where are
you going? Where is the airport in
relation to your final destination?
What is the currency and exchange
rate in the country you will be
visiting? Are credit cards widely
accepted and, if so, which ones?
Is tipping expected? Do not be
passive when it comes to logistics.
By taking an active role in planning
the “details” of your trip, you will
have a richer, and safer experience.
Without a doubt, you should inform
yourself about the history and
politics of the country you are
visiting. How long has the country
existed in its current form? What
are the major ethnic groups? What
is the form of government? Since
you are interested in healthcare,
understanding a little bit about
major public health issues and the
health care system should also be
of interest to you. Developing a
basic understanding of these issues
prior to departure will make the trip
much more meaningful by providing
you with important context.

WHILE ABROAD

Plan to be fully engaged in your
experience and take advantage of
every opportunity to learn. Talk
to your study abroad instructors,
your host family and even your Uber
drivers about what you observe
around you and ask them to help
you understand your experiences.
Keep a journal; list your
observations and questions along
with anything that surprises you,
causes joy, wonder, stress or
anxiety. Your journal entries will not
only help you make sense of your
experiences, but they may prove
invaluable when writing application
essays or preparing for professional
school interviews.
During your free time, take a
walk or ride public transportation
and observe the daily life of
those around you. If you are in
an international city, spend time
away from areas that cater to
tourists. Although sightseeing
at major “tourist destinations” is
sometimes an important part of a
travel experience, these areas will
not necessarily give you a sense of
the daily life of the people whose
country you are visiting (remember
those core competencies).
At a minimum, learn to say hello
and thank you in the language of
the people you are visiting. This is
a great way to demonstrate respect
and endear yourself to your hosts.
BACK HOME

Share your experience with others
but focus on what you learned,
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how you were challenged and the
personal growth that took place,
not simply where you visited and
what you did. When you return to
the U.S., seek out faculty members
or mentors with international
experience who may be able to help
you debrief. Doing so will help you
process and frame your experience.
Do not be surprised if at first you
cannot find the words to describe
your trip fully. It often takes time
and reflection to process the
meaning of your experiences.
WHAT IF IT IS NOT FEASIBLE
TO STUDY ABROAD?

Despite all the benefits associated
with studying abroad, doing so may
be too expensive, incompatible with
your personal life or interrupt your
academic trajectory. If you find
yourself unable to study abroad,
you can find many of the benefits
associated with an international
experience in the U.S. Look for
opportunities in your local community to broaden your horizons
and develop the core competencies
desired by professional schools.
Engaging with communities different from your own (e.g. refugees,
people experiencing homelessness,
etc) in your own backyard can be
just as challenging and rewarding as
doing so while abroad.

Final Thought
At the end of the day, taking the
time to meet someone who is
different from you, either locally or
abroad, will enhance your life, help
you grow and prepare you for future
interactions in your career.
Safe travels! •

The Legacy Continues
For more than 125 years, the School of Medicine has
helped define health care through its mission promoting
excellence in patient care, education and research. Its
rich history of excellence still thrives in an atmosphere of
innovation and growth. Dedicated to educating tomorrow’s
health professionals and researchers, pursuing exciting
new biomedical knowledge, and providing compassionate
care for the people of Texas and beyond, UTMB can make
all the difference to your plans for the future. At the
UTMB School of Medicine, you’ll not only get a first-rate
education from renowned faculty in a unique location,
you’ll also be an important part of the university’s legacy
of innovation and service.

PREPARING STUDENTS FOR
DAY ONE OF THEIR CAREER
THE DVM PROFESSIONAL PROGRAM
CURRICULUM is a four-year program with
three years of classroom and laboratory
instruction and a final year of clinical
rotations in the Veterinary Medical Teaching
Hospital (VMTH). It’s designed to give future
veterinarians a solid foundation in disease
recognition and clinical competency.

For more information, visit
vetmed.tamu.edu/dvm/future

I chose UTMB because I wanted to go to a medical school
that not only had a wonderful education program, but also
valued collaboration and teamwork.

For more information on the School of Medicine, contact the
Office of Student Affairs and Admissions:
https://som.utmb.edu
somadmis@utmb.edu

(409) 772-6958

https://www.facebook.com/OSAA.SOM

T E X A S H E A LT H E D U C A T I O N S E R V I C E

33

WE ARE
#1 AGAIN.
Highest

comlex
level1
scores in the nation
U

34

2019 • 2020

NT

A P P LY

HSC

TC

OM

Texas College of Osteopathic Medicine, Class of 2020
students, scored highest in the nation on level one of the
osteopathic medical board exams. This is the second year in
a row that our school achieved this honor due to hard work,
collaboration and innovative education.
Office of Admissions and Outreach
3500 Camp Bowie Blvd. Fort Worth, TX 76107
Phone 817-735-2204 • Fax 817-735-2225
TCOMAdmissions@unthsc.edu • unthsc.edu

ONE FLEW OVER
THE CUCKOO'S
NEST BOOK REVIEW
DOYEN RAINEY, M.A.T.

Nurse Ratched falls from superb nurse
to monstrous tyrant because of a
single attribute she lacks: compassion.
Without it, her intelligence turns to
conniving, her remarkable precision
becomes a bureaucracy weaponized
against patients and coworkers, and
her “charity” serves only to belittle
and shame. No healing comes from
Nurse Ratched. No healing can come
from Nurse Ratched because, without
compassion, there simply is no healing
in her.

the Cuckoo’s Nest, I still gasp at
remembering its climax. In addition
to delivering a quick and memorable
read, Cuckoo’s Nest contains a
beautifully important lesson for
healthcare providers.

Mildred Ratched’s kindness rivals
that of The Grinch; she is hateful,
petty, shrewd, and manipulative. As a
nurse—a caretaker—she is perfectly
monstrous. Patients fear the Big
Nurse, who belittles and emasculates
her patients with cutting words and
psychiatric therapies that banish their
dreams and gentle their behaviors.
Patients are sometimes released
from Nurse Ratched’s ward, but none
emerge healed. On the American
Film Institute’s list of “100 Greatest
Heroes and Villains,” Nurse Ratched
ranks formidably at #5, a breath below
Darth Vader [#3] and well above
Amon Goeth, the sadistic death camp
commandant from Schindler’s List
[#15].

Cuckoo’s Nest takes place in a
mental hospital, and its characters
are colorful, as you can imagine.
Delightful prose and snappy dialogue
are delivered through the eyes of one
long-time patient, “Chief” Bromden,
a quiet onlooker whose poetically
hyper-vivid visuals suggest his deep
empathy…and psychiatric distress.
Much of his distress comes from
the book’s tyrant, Nurse Ratched,
who embodies the institution more
so than its white walls and brick
exterior; the place is practically held
together by her malignant gravitas.

The lesson in Nurse Ratched is that
she is so nearly a superb nurse.
She has many enviable qualities:
intelligence, work ethic, and precision.
She follows professional guidelines
exactly. Her records are tidy and her
uniform spotless, bleached white and
crisp as a carapace. She volunteers in
her community and gives to charities.
Under Nurse Ratched’s watch, patients
receive therapy, treatments are
administered, and profits are never
considered. Her ward functions more
or less like a well-administered ward
in 2020.

TWENTY YEARS AFTER READING
KEN KESEY’S One Flew Over

As the story unfolds, readers discover
how compassionless healthcare can be
worse than no care at all.
If you only get to read one book
this year, read One Flew Over the
Cuckoo’s Nest. Let its wordplay
enchant you, its characters amuse you,
and Nurse Ratched terrify you into
never losing the compassionate heart
that first drew you into a
healing career.
*Louise Fletcher’s chillingly-human
portrayal of Nurse Ratched helped
launch the 1975 film version to 9
Academy Award nominations and
5 wins: Best Picture, Best Director,
Best Actor, Best Actress, and Best
Adapted Screenplay.

Mr. Rainey is assistant director of the Health Professions Advising Center at the University of Texas at Dallas.
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This article is going to be a bit different
from some of the others you may read
about applying to professional school.
As a doctoral student of learning
and behavior, I have studied how
anxiety impacts learning, how it
affects problem-solving abilities,
and how it threatens our ability to
be positive, active members of our
communities. Let’s be real, we all
experience heightened levels of
anxiety at times and most of us are
aware of how it impacts our daily lives
such as difficulty concentrating on
important tasks, struggling to learn
and synthesize new information,
or uncertainty when navigating a
complex admissions process (just
to name a few). New research may
provide an explanation for how
and why anxiety sufferers could
experience disruption of certain
cognitive processes that are critical
for everyday life, such as the ability to
engage in problem-solving.
Think for just a moment about some
of the decisions you will have to
make in the process of obtaining
admission to professional school:
from constructing the best possible
personal statement, to deciding
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on your best possible responses
to questions on the TMDSAS
application, to even thinking on your
feet in those multiple mini interviews
(MMI). You will make thousands of
decisions throughout the application
process (aka problem-solving),
therefore it is critical to recognize
signs of anxiety so that you can
identify points of impact and take
the necessary steps to monitor your
well-being.

The Connection between
Cognition and Anxiety
Anxiety sufferers who find that
problem-solving and decision-making
have become more difficult may
not be aware that the two could be
connected. To better understand
how anxiety impacts the cognitive
processes involved in decision
making, we need to understand
both Attentional Control Theory and
Autobiographical Memory Specificity.
Attentional Control Theory explains
how, when we experience anxiety,
our attention is diverted to the things
we believe to be causing our anxiety
(aka environmental stimuli), thereby
decreasing the level of cognitive
processing available for other
important processes (like problemsolving), and impacting the rate of

.

retrieval (working
memory). Let’s say, for
example, that you are taking
an exam, such as the MCAT
or DAT, while at the same time
you are experiencing anxiety
or a preoccupation with other
stressful variables, such as mounting
relationship troubles or family issues.
In this state, your rate of cognitive
retrieval is diminished because your
attention is diverted to this source of
anxiety. Attentional control is critical
in order to see our problems in their
truest form, without the distraction of
other environmental stimuli.
The next component in the problemsolving process involves the way
our brains access the information
necessary to assess our problems.
Our brains are thought to store
specific information about our pasts
in an intricate structure which
progresses from the facts we know
about ourselves (like where we went
to school growing up), to very specific
events (such as what you wore on

difficult when experiencing anxiety
and may explain your irrational
response to the situation (i.e. losing
your temper). The concern for
sufferers of chronic anxiety is that
their condition remains unchecked
and that they may neglect to pursue
help, thinking that their anxiety is
temporary or perhaps even confusing
it with other conditions or issues. So
oftentimes, individuals self-medicate
or wait until they experience a
meltdown before getting help.

your first day in that new job). The
latter is called autobiographical
memory specificity (AM), and it is a
critical component in the problemsolving process because our brains
use these episodic memories and
our experiences from our past
to precisely and efficiently frame
problems.
So, you may be asking, “why is anxiety
impacting my ability to problem-solve?”
Put simply, there is a correlation
between our anxiety levels
(particularly if this is a long-term,
chronic state) and our ability to
filter out the things we identify as
a threat in order for our brains to
more accurately concentrate on the
retrieval of information necessary for
solving problems.

Think of it
like a disruption
in the mental processes of your
brain, slowing down your ability to
access all the important details that
are locked in there – details that could
help you solve a problem instead
of preventing you from the level of
patience and understanding required
to do so effectively. In other words,
when your anxiety levels are high,
your brain is working with incredible
inefficiency.
General Anxiety and
Social Decision-Making
General anxiety not only impacts your
ability to devise solutions to problems
that arise in your life as a student or
a professional, but it can also impact
problem-solving abilities within your
social life as well. So, figuring out the
best way to handle the conflict with
that one friend becomes even more

Let me be clear—I am not a doctor,
psychologist, or licensed professional
counselor. This article is not meant
to help you diagnose any issues you
are experiencing. My objective is to
help you think about behaviors that
you, or perhaps even a friend, may be
experiencing and to encourage you
to seriously consider reaching out
for help, particularly if you recognize
that problem-solving has become
more difficult and you think it may be
connected to anxiety.
Key Takeaway #1:
Recognize when and why it
is time to get help.
I recently conducted an interview
with a school administrator who
described how many of her high
performing students struggle to admit
when there is a problem and will
allow their symptoms to significantly
worsen before reaching out for help.
If you sense that anxiety is impacting
you in any way, shape, or form, then
it is best to reach out for professional
help. You may think, “My anxiety
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RESEARCH ON ANXIETY
& PROBLEM SOLVING
Psychologist David Hallford, from the University
of Deakin in Melbourne Australia, published an
experimental study in Applied Cognitive Psychology
on how anxiety affects problem-solving through
decreased AM specificity. Dr. Hallford conducted
a series of experiments in the United States and
Canada to assess two specific criteria involved in the
autobiographical memory retrieval: (1) Frequency
of rumination (thinking negative thoughts), (2)
autobiographical memory retrieval (the level of detail
that could be recalled from participants’ pasts). He
then administered the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
Scale to assess their anxiety levels. Once all of the
above data about the state of their mental health
was taken, participants were then administered the
Means-End Problem Solving Task to assess the level
of detail participants were able to employ in solving
these problems. Dr. Hallford hypothesized that
participants with higher indicators on the Depression,
Anxiety, and Stress Test would demonstrate less detail
in their problem-solving ability.
Following the experiment, Dr. Hallford confirmed
his hypothesis that heightened anxiety is associated
with a lower number of listed problem-solving steps
and with less detail given; additionally, this anxiety
involves increased rumination, which causes reduced
AM specificity. He proved that there, indeed, existed a
relationship between anxiety levels of participants and
the number of problem-solving steps they were able
to list. In addition, participants with elevated anxiety
levels also struggled to retrieve specific event-level
memories from their pasts. Put simply, this means
that there is a connection between the level of detail
participants with anxiety could remember about their
pasts and their ability to list specific, detailed steps
to solving problems they were presented.
Hallford, D. J., Noory, N., & Mellor, D. (2018). Reduced autobiographical
memory specificity as a mediating factor between general anxiety
symptoms and performance on problem-solving tasks. Applied Cognitive
Psychology. 32(5), 641-647. doi: 10.1002/acp.3428.
https://mededits.com/medical-school-application/do-i-need-clinical-experience-get-into-medical-school/
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only impacts me, so what does it matter?” I think this
is a false line of inquiry that we often ask ourselves
in an attempt to avoid doing the right thing. But
first, consider just how important you are to so many
people in your life. Then think about your objective
to become an independent health practitioner. It
is important to consider how these long-lasting
symptoms can impact your effectiveness and threaten
your ability to achieve your goals.
Key Takeaway #2:
There’s Definitely Hope.
You may be thinking, “this all sounds a bit scary, what
if it’s too late?” It’s never too late. The important
thing to remember here is not to neglect your need
to seek help. There are a whole host of helpful coping
mechanisms and other options available for individuals
who suffer from anxiety. Remember, the concern
is that over time, and if left untreated, anxiety can
begin to impact the cognitive processes important
for problem-solving. It is important to recognize
that you are not alone—and that seeking help is the
responsible thing to do.
Key Takeaway #3:
Getting Help to Be Most Effective in Your Community
This is something I had to learn as I got older. I try
to run two miles every single day. Not just because
it makes me healthier, but because when I am
healthier (both mentally and physically) I am a more
productive and active member of my community. As a
professional school applicant, you have already made
the decision that you want to live a life of service
to others and make the world a better place. That
requires that you are intentional about caring for
yourself—including your mental and emotional wellbeing. That leaves me with my final thought: reaching
out for help is not just about you, it’s about doing it for
your family, your friends, and your future patients.
So if you feel you may have anxiety, consider
consulting a professional who can offer expert advice
on how to manage that anxiety. The truth is, the world
needs you—a healthy you.
Mr. Meeks is Director of the Texas Medical and
Dental Schools Application Service and a doctoral
student at Vanderbilt University.
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If you have made it to the interview,
you have navigated your pre-health journey
successfully enough to have a school want
to have a conversation with you. Whether
you are applying to medical school, dental
school, or veterinary school, you need to
have a level of competence in your ability
to have that conversation. If you want to
be a vet, you are communicating with the
owners of the pets and your colleagues. If
you are going to be a dentist or physician,
you will need to communicate with your
colleagues, patients, and their families.
Unfortunately, when you apply to any
of these professional schools, it is hard
to show your ability to communicate in
your application. Your letter writers may
be able to speak to your level of ability to
communicate, but many times that does not
come through well enough.
Almost all medical, dental, and veterinary
schools rely on a medical school interview.
In this article, I hope to give you some
insight into what these schools are looking
for and how you can best prepare for them.
After reading this article, you should be
more at ease with your ability to perform
well on interview day.

.D.
Y, M
A
R
NG

JUST BE YOU
No matter which professional school you are
interviewing for, at the end of the day, the
interview process is trying to determine
that you are a normal person who can
communicate well.
Your job during the interview is not to prove
your ability to do well in school. Your job on
interview day is not to prove that you are
passionate about science and want to help
people/animals. Your job on interview day is
also not to show how amazing you are. If you
are lucky enough to get an interview at any
of these schools, you have already proven
yourself to that school to a certain level. They
know you are qualified enough; now, they just
want to say hello.
Hopefully, you read the previous paragraph
and took a sigh of relief. When I talk to
students about the interview, they are relieved
that they do not have to prove anything.
They are grateful that they only need to be
themselves. Your job on interview day is
to be yourself and communicate with the
interviewer in a way that shows who you
are, not how you think you are amazing.
COFFEE SHOP CONVERSATION
I like to call an interview a coffee shop
conversation because, at the end of the day,
that is how you hope your interview will go. If
you can imagine going and meeting a spouse,
or significant other, at a coffee shop, think

Dr. Gray was a flight surgeon in the U.S. Air Force and is now podcast host and owner of medicalschoolhq.net.
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about the process leading up to that
encounter. Are you sitting in the car
worried about how you are going to
say hi, how you are going to talk about
the week that you had, what you
learned from it, and how it made you a
better person? You did not. You walked
in, sat down, and you communicated
like a human being.
If you can do this on your interview
day, then you have been successful.
The best interviews are always the
ones where the student walks out,
thinking, "Wow, I didn't know we were
going to talk about Star Wars for the
last 30 minutes," or "I didn't think they
would care so much about my prior
career so much. They didn't even ask
me what my greatest strengths or
weaknesses are. How do they know
I'm going to be a good doctor?" Most
interviewers just want to have a good,
engaging conversation. That is all.
On an episode of my podcast, The
Premed Years, I did an interview with
a director of admissions at a medical
school, who had told me that the
biggest feedback that she gets from
interviewers is that, too often, when
they leave an interview, they have no
idea who the student is. All they know
is that the student came in and recited
what they thought the interviewer
wanted to hear. This is not the reaction
you want to get from an interviewer.
You can have stellar stats and not get
into school because you didn't do well
on your interview day.
COMMUNICATE THE BASICS
There are some key things that you
need to be aware of and that you need
to understand about you for your
interview day. First of all, you need
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to be able to answer the most basic
opening statement, which is "tell
me about yourself." Most students
take this opportunity to dive into
why they want to be a doctor, vet,
or dentist. They recite their resume
and try to highlight what they think
makes them unique, and a strong
applicant. I recently had a student
highlight the different countries she
has lived in and the different schools
she has gone to—"forcing" an agenda
of being exposed to cultural diversity,
which the interviewer doesn't need
to hear. Knowing the student has
lived in several countries should make
it obvious that she was exposed to
different cultures.
In reality, what you need to do with
this opportunity is to talk about you
as a person, outside of the things that
you think will make you an amazing
professional. You do not need to prove
that this is what you are meant to be.
You need to show them who you are.
You do not need to "force" an agenda
showing how competent of a physician
you are going to be. You need to
be you.
I like to think about this prompt
differently. I want to have students
think more along the lines of where
are you from and what do you do
for fun? Talk about your family and
your upbringing. That shows the
interviewer a little about what has
shaped you. Again, don't come from
an angle of how you were raised and
how it will help you in the future.
Don't talk about your parent's hard
work and how they taught you that,
or how a sense of service has been
instilled in you by your grandparents.
Talk about the activities outside of

what you have done to prove you
want to serve people. Activities like
enjoying travel or what is your favorite
place that you have visited? Or do
you enjoy cooking, movies or reading?
These are the types of responses that
will allow the interviewer to connect
with you as a person and not have
a barrier of an interviewee trying to
force your agenda. Make it a coffee
shop conversation, and you may find
yourself talking about the last movie
you saw for the next 30 minutes.
COMMUNICATE WHY YOU
ARE DOING THIS
You also need to understand why
you're doing this. The interviewer will
almost certainly ask you why you want
to be a doctor, why you want to be a
dentist, or why you want to be a vet.
You need to understand your story
and the journey you have been on to
get to this point. Liking science, being
good at science, or any other variation
of that is cliché and should not be
discussed. Wanting to help people/pets
is cliché and should be avoided. Those
things are usually foundational to this
journey, not the reason for it.
Your answer needs to be around your
journey to this point. It needs to be a
condensed story of your journey since
most of you have had long journeys
that span many years and can fill up
the whole 20-30-minute conversation.
You should talk about what sparked
your interest in this field, and
potentially what your most memorable
or most impactful experience has been
since you have started exploring this
field as a career. Let them know why
you continue to want to be a doctor or
dentist or vet.

I want to reiterate one last time that
your aptitude in science classes is
not a good reason for wanting to be
a physician. Your service-oriented
upbringing is not a good reason to
want to be a dentist. Yes, wanting
to help people or pets, and liking
science are kind of core to this
whole process. Those are prereqs
before you even get to this point, so
take that out of your vocabulary for
your applications and the interview
process.
You should understand your
strengths and weaknesses. You
should understand your failures,
your obstacles, what you've learned
from these experiences, how you've
grown, how you've overcome,
what you're doing to work on your
weaknesses, what you've learned
from your failures, and what you're
doing so that they don't happen
again. If you struggle with those, ask
your friends and family members for
their perspective.

COMMUNICATE WHY YOU
APPLIED TO THAT SCHOOL
You should also be prepared to talk
about the school you are interviewing
at and why you want to go there. You
need to do thorough research into
the school. Find out what specific
programs they have and curriculum
they have, and how they set up their
school and other things that you may
be exposed to while being part of
that school. Check out their website
and social media, like YouTube,
Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook for
information and news they release.
Having friends at the school is not
a great thing to say. Having friends
or family members who are alumni
isn't a strong reason to go to a school.
Location and support in that area can
be important to discuss, but I always
like to talk about that last.
THE MULTIPLE MINI INTERVIEW
The multiple mini interview (MMI) is
a newer interview format that started
in Canada and is now spreading
across the United States to help
schools better evaluate students

during the interview process. These
stations have students worried
because they are different, but I
hope that you can take a second to
understand how they are actually
helping you. Not having a great
station won't necessarily keep you
from being accepted. On the other
hand not connecting in a one-on-one
interview, when there are only two or
three, can easily cause a rejection.
The multiple mini interview stations
are small situational-judgment-like
tests very similar to the CASPer,
which was created by the same
people who created the multiple mini
interview. Every school operates the
multiple mini interview differently,
and what you see at one school may
be different than another school. At
its core, the typical structure of the
MMI includes two minutes to read
a scenario and 6-8 minutes in the
station. There may be an actor in the
station, an interviewer, or another
student. The better the job that you
can do at pretending that the actingbased scenario you are in is real-life,
the better you will do. The better
continued on p43
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TMDSAS PROFILE

Nichole!
Castillo

What is your favorite part
of working with applicants?
My favorite part of working with
applicants is being able to convey
to them that we get it – applying to
professional school is a huge deal!
We know that by the time applicants
are ready to submit their application,
they’ve already invested time, money,
and energy into the process. We also
know that the stakes can seem high,
and this can result in some moments
of anxiety. So, when we speak to
an applicant over the phone, or
encounter them at one of the fairs,
it’s a nice feeling to be able to assuage
some of those fears by answering
their questions and helping them to
better understand the process.
How long have you worked
at TMDSAS?
I joined TMDSAS in the summer
of 2017, and so the entering class
cycle of 2021 will mark my third full
application cycle. Prior to coming
to TMDSAS I was a middle school
Spanish teacher for nearly a decade,
so it has been quite the change!
But I enjoy being able to work with
our applicants, many of whom are
students that have now reached a
new milestone in their educational
career.

Tell us about your role at
TMDSAS.
I started at TMDSAS as an
Application Processor and moved
into the role of Academic Evaluator in
the Spring of 2018. Since then I have
been able to grow my knowledge and
skills with TMDSAS, and in addition
to working on the team that reviews
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and transmits applications (over
7700 in EY 2020), I am the Editorin-Chief of the TMDSAS Application
Handbook, which is our #1 resource
for applicants as they work through
the application. I also assist in
coordinating other applicant outreach
efforts, such as our annual Applicant
Survey. The feedback from applicants
really drives the improvements we
make to our handbook and other
resources, such as our website,
course listings, podcast, APPLY
Magazine articles, and more!

Any advice to TMDSAS
applicants?
I would advise applicants to really
avail themselves of the myriad
resources they have. Of course, I’m
referring to the resources that we
publish on the TMDSAS website,
but I’m also talking about the
interpersonal resources that exist
too! There are so many people in our
lives with a depth of knowledge and
abilities who can help us to identify
and reach our goals. For many
applicants, this might mean visiting
their advisors for academic planning,
forming a study group to prepare for
admissions tests, or getting help from
a friend to review and critique their
essays. There are lots of ways that
another person’s perspective
can help in this process, so be sure
to take advantage of that!

Tell us more about yourself!
I am a native of Austin, TX and
earned my B.A. in Spanish Language
Teaching at UT Austin (hook ’em).
I subsequently earned my M.Ed. in
Educational Leadership and Policy
from UT Arlington. As mentioned, I
used to be a classroom teacher, and
although I am no longer an educator,
I appreciate being a resource to
applicants as they continue their
educational journey.
What do you like to do when
you’re not at work?
I love spending time with family and
friends, going to the movies, eating
good food (preferably spicy!), and
traveling with my partner, Adam,
when we have the opportunity. I’m
also a mentor with Big Brothers Big
Sisters, and I have a blast hanging
with my Little.
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for your efforts at TMDSAS
on behalf of the students!

Clinical experience continued

Interviewing continued

for your personal statement and are often great talking
points in an interview.

that you can communicate your thoughts and your
thought processes, the better you will do.

Admissions committees are not assessing your clinical
acumen, but we are trying to get a sense of your
understanding of the medical profession. We are trying
to assess your ability to handle the stress and time
management constraints that physicians undergo. I
would encourage you to develop personal relationships
with shadowing physicians and anyone that takes care
of patients, so that they can provide wisdom and insight
to help you understand what is important in addressing
the needs of patients.

Many students are concerned about the MMI because
they think they need to know very specific information
like medical laws and medical ethics, politics, and
policy. Medical schools understand that you don't
have this information. They are not expecting you to
know this information. They will want you to have a
superficial understanding of healthcare and how it
works in this country. From that knowledge, you should
be able to communicate your thoughts on how to
improve it, what you like and what you don't like.

Finally, as you start developing your pathway towards
applying for medical school, remember to keep patientcentered clinical experiences in the forefront of your
mind. Ultimately, admissions officers are looking
for those attributes that we know will help develop
empathetic and kind physicians. Gaining valuable
clinical experiences will not only help you in the
process of becoming a competitive applicant for medical
school, but it will help you develop the attributes that
we want in a physician. •

Whether in an MMI or traditional interview, the goal
is not to have the right answer. The goal is to hear
your thoughts. Don't be afraid if your thoughts and
beliefs are different from the interviewer's thoughts and
beliefs. The interviewers should leave their own biases
and personal thoughts to themselves. They are there
to evaluate your ideas and the reasons behind your
thoughts, which is why your thought process is very
important to communicate.

The W's of Letters continued

Be prepared to suggest a deadline for uploading your
letter to TMDSAS. Many people like and work well with
deadlines. Do not be shy about providing a gentle,
courteous reminder if the deadline you established is
getting close and it does not appear that your letter has
been uploaded yet. Letters are an important component
of your application and you need to take ownership
of making sure that they are submitted. When your
letter writer has submitted their letter, do not forget
to thank them. A handwritten thank you note is an
excellent gesture.
Being thoughtful about the process of securing letters
of evaluation will help your application to professional
school. Hopefully, the next “W” word you will hear,
after the admissions process is complete, is “Welcome”
to the incoming professional school class! •

If you go in with the right attitude, the MMI should be
fun. I love hearing from students who email me and let
me know that they took my advice, treated it like reallife, and had great conversations.
IN SUMMARY
If there is only one thing that you take away from
this article, it is that you need to be yourself on your
interview day (and in your application in general). You
don't need to sell yourself during your interview. Have
a great conversation and show them that you are going
to be a great member of the community and class. They
know that you are hard-working—everyone at this stage
is. They know that you are dedicated to being a doctor/
dentist/vet—everyone at this stage is. Separate yourself
by being you, and your interviewers will cherish the
unique conversations from that. Good luck! •
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DON’T
STRESS
THE TEST

Take 10% off select
MCAT, DAT, OAT,
and PCAT prep
Code DR10

Visit kaptest.com

PREP FOR IT
Strengthen Your
Medical/Dental
School Application
• 20 years of building your success •

90%

of Medical Science graduates who
apply to professional school are
admitted

Interview Workshops • Application Assistance • Test Taking Prep • Essay Writing

Our 12-month Master of Science program in Medical Science is designed to enhance your credentials for applying to medical
school, dental school, or other health professional programs by offering a rigorous biomedical science curriculum in the
environment of a health science center while developing transferable skills. In our 12-month Master's program you will take
graduate-level courses in biochemistry, cell biology, immunology, physiology, structural anatomy with cadaver lab,
pharmacology, histology, clinical research, health disparities, and biostatistics.
Office of Admissions and Recruitment
3500 Camp Bowie Blvd. Fort Worth, TX 76107
Phone 817-735-2789 • unthsc.edu/gsbs
GoToGradSchool@unthsc.edu
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