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Medical work experience is a requirement for applying to medical schools in 



the UK. Depending on which universities you are planning on applying to, their 



requirements in terms of length and type of work experience may differ. 



However, most universities do not set a minimum number of hours or days 



for which work experience needs to be undertaken, nor do they specify the 



type of work experience. There are some guidelines that universities tend to 



agree medical work experience needs to meet (see “What does good work 



experience look like?” on page 19 for more information). 



“I’d highly recommend to anyone who is even 



considering medicine to undertake some medical work 



experience as it could completely change your mind and 



will help you make an informed decision.” 



Medical schools also tend to require that the relevant work experience is 



recent, which is outlined as having been done in the last two years at the time 



of application. Due to age restrictions to be able to undertake medical work 



experience – most require individuals to be 16 or older – this is not a 



requirement that people tend to struggle to meet. However, it is worth 



keeping in mind if applying after gap years, previous degrees or later on in life. 



Medical work experience allows individuals considering medicine to 



experience the day-to-day life of healthcare, to understand the expectations of 



those working in medicine and to decide whether this is the right path for you. 
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Most UK universities agree on the general advice that ideally prospective 



medical students should do at least 2 weeks of full-time (70 hours total) 



medical work experience to allow for sufficient exposure and enough time to 



gain an understanding of the breadth of medicine. 



However, this is just a guideline, and as previously mentioned (see “Where 



should I do my work experience?” on page 13), some individuals may be able 



to secure placements more easily due to a variety of reasons. Universities are 



very aware of this discrepancy, and value individuals’ initiative in doing their 



best to gain experience and insight to develop them as a person and future 



medical student, while informing themselves to be able to make their own 



educated decision. 



“I was quite stressed about finding my medical work 



experience but I made sure that I had a range of places 



to do my work experience at as I wanted to boost my 



personal statement as much as possible. This included 



my local hospital, my local opticians, my local vets, my 



local GP and a week’s worth of work experience in a care 


home.” 


It is also worth noting that there is not much value in repeating medical work 



experience placements. As a student still at school, what you are capable of 



doing and legally allowed to do on a medical work placement is limited. So, it 



is in your best interest to pursue different types of work experience 



placements in different departments with different teams so that you can make 



the most of your time on medical work experience – within your limitations. 
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THE BASICS

WHAT IS WORK EXPERIENCE?

It is important to have work experience prior to committing to any career, but
it is essential to have for medicine. It allows individuals to understand the
degree and career that they are interested in, and to acquaint themselves with
the realities of the job they are aspiring to work in.

Medical work experience is a vital part of medical school applications, and for
good reason; the idea of medicine is glamorised in more ways than one, and
universities want to make sure that the students they are accepting and
investing in understand the realities of a career in medicine.

More than just being a tick in the box for applications, medical work experience
can help you decide if being a doctor is the right choice for you. Choosing a
career is one of the most important decisions you will make; it will impact your
studies at university, how you spend your working days and the people that
you interact with on a daily basis.

“Medical work experience can provide valuable insight
into what a career in medicine entails. It’s a hugely
rewarding and enlightening experience, empowering
students to determine if this is a something that they
want to pursue.”
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One of the most common responses regarding medical work experience is
that it was nothing like they expected it to be — this is vitally important. Careers
in medicine have become a focus on TV and in the media, and this has led to
many misconceptions about what being a medical student and/or doctor is
really like. The hours are long, the work is mentally exhausting and there is a
lot of paperwork, but it is also a hugely rewarding career that will impact every
area of your life. It's a degree and career that cannot be accurately depicted
on a screen or in words, it needs to be experienced first-hand to make an
informed decision and commitment.

“My week of work experience transformed my
perspective on a career in medicine and provided me
with realistic insight into the unique challenges life as a
doctor poses on the individual.”

Medicine is a long and challenging course, requiring countless hours of studying,
many days at hands-on placement and a lifetime of learning. It is in your best
interest to inform yourself as well as you can prior to embarking on this
journey —and medical work experience is the most accurate portrayal of what
to expect from a career in medicine.
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HOW DO | GET WORK EXPERIENCE?

Use your work experience time to explore careers and specialties that you
already have an interest in. The first decisions you need to make before you
look for work experience is what kind of a placement you want to do and what
the time period is that you would like to undertake the work experience
during. Once you have decided this, you need to figure out what opportunities
would be available to you locally, or alternatively, how far you are able to travel
for your work experience placement.

When you start looking for your work experience placements, it helps to begin
by talking to people that you know or who would be able to help you with this
search. Most people use links that their school has, or that they know through
family or friends. Due to these relationships, you may find that you are more
successful in securing work experience placements locally. Obviously, this may
not be what you have in mind or wanted to plan, but it is worth keeping in
mind if you found that you were having trouble in securing a placement further
from home. You could also try to use links that you have abroad, if you were
keen to do so.

Emails and phone calls are the best ways to contact potential work experience
opportunities to express interest and to apply for medical work experience.
Remember to be patient and persevere if you don’t hear back immediately —
you will eventually hear back, so don’t lose heart!
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Congratulations on your decision to pursue your interest in medicine, both as
a degree and a career. Medicine is a very broad subject, branching from clinical
practice to research to global health. You are sure to find an area of medicine
that interests and challenges you.

Medical work experience is the first step in this journey. It is an opportunity
for you to explore the medical field; what medicine entails as a career, what
the environment is that you are likely to work in and what your lifestyle as a
doctor may look like.

Your medical work experience will likely be your first exposure to what
medicine is really like. It is very different to what your favourite hospital-based
TV dramas have told you. The hours are long and the work is difficult and
emotionally-tolling, but you get to work in a career that is different to any
other career out there, and you get to do so in a team of people that may
become your closest friends.

Many people find work experience very different to what they expected; but
what you make of your time experiencing the medical world first-hand will play
a crucial role in your decision to continue pursuing medicine or not. Medicine
—as a degree and as a career — is not right for everyone, but hopefully your
medical work experience will help you decide if it is right for you.
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WHERE SHOULD | DO MY WORK EXPERIENCE?

There are two main types of medical work experience that prospective
students can have and should try to attain. The first is direct observation, which
is more commonly referred to as ‘shadowing’. This is the more common type
of medical work experience that school students tend to have because of
limitations on age, ability to undertake paid employment and restrictions due
to school hours. The second type of work experience is working with others
(i.e. hands-on) in a role involving service or caring for others. This type of work
experience is strongly recommended, as it allows individuals to have an active
role in their experience, rather than the more passive role of shadowing
healthcare professionals. You can gain this type of experience in many different
settings, of which most are voluntary but some may be paid. Some options are
elderly care homes, hospices, special education schools, nurseries or
volunteering to support services for people that are disabled or disadvantaged.

Work experience can be useful in many different forms. The most relevant to
medicine is obviously within a medical field, for example through a local scheme
to allow you to shadow a specific department within your local hospital.
Another example of medical work experience may be at your local general
practitioner or even at your pharmacy. Volunteering is also often very useful,
both for the benefit of your learning and that you are providing support to a
service that benefits from your volunteer work. Paid employment may also
provide you with useful work experience, depending on the work and what
exactly it is that you are doing.

However, most types of work in which you interact with people and work in
teams will help you to develop your interpersonal skills — and while working
as a waitress will not help you understand medicine better, it will make you a
more well-rounded candidate for medicine.
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HOW MUCH WORK EXPERIENCE DO | NEED TO DO?

Most UK universities agree on the general advice that ideally prospective
medical students should do at least 2 weeks of full-time (70 hours total)
medical work experience to allow for sufficient exposure and enough time to
gain an understanding of the breadth of medicine.

However, this is just a guideline, and as previously mentioned (see “Where
should | do my work experience?” on page |3), some individuals may be able
to secure placements more easily due to a variety of reasons. Universities are
very aware of this discrepancy, and value individuals’ initiative in doing their
best to gain experience and insight to develop them as a person and future
medical student, while informing themselves to be able to make their own
educated decision.

“I was quite stressed about finding my medical work
experience but | made sure that | had a range of places
to do my work experience at as | wanted to boost my
personal statement as much as possible. This included
my local hospital, my local opticians, my local vets, my
local GP and a week’s worth of work experience in a care
home.”

It is also worth noting that there is not much value in repeating medical work
experience placements. As a student still at school, what you are capable of
doing and legally allowed to do on a medical work placement is limited. So, it
is in your best interest to pursue different types of work experience
placements in different departments with different teams so that you can make
the most of your time on medical work experience — within your limitations.
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WHO NEEDS TO DO WORK EXPERIENCE?

Medical work experience is a requirement for applying to medical schools in
the UK. Depending on which universities you are planning on applying to, their
requirements in terms of length and type of work experience may differ.
However, most universities do not set a minimum number of hours or days
for which work experience needs to be undertaken, nor do they specify the
type of work experience. There are some guidelines that universities tend to
agree medical work experience needs to meet (see “What does good work
experience look like?” on page |9 for more information).

“I'd highly recommend to anyone who is even
considering medicine to undertake some medical work
experience as it could completely change your mind and
will help you make an informed decision.”

Medical schools also tend to require that the relevant work experience is
recent, which is outlined as having been done in the last two years at the time
of application. Due to age restrictions to be able to undertake medical work
experience — most require individuals to be 16 or older — this is not a
requirement that people tend to struggle to meet. However, it is worth
keeping in mind if applying after gap years, previous degrees or later on in life.

WHY IS WORK EXPERIENCE IMPORTANT?

Medical work experience allows individuals considering medicine to
experience the day-to-day life of healthcare, to understand the expectations of
those working in medicine and to decide whether this is the right path for you.
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There are many ways to broaden your understanding and fuel your interest in
medicine, which | recommend you pursue regardless of which medical work
experiences you manage to secure. Some of these include talking to practising
or recently retired doctors about their career and immersing yourself in
relevant reading around about the subject. Medical schools are interested in
how you understand the values and attributes needed for good medical
practice, and that you can demonstrate the ways in which you learnt these
during work experience and through the aforementioned alternatives.

WHEN SHOULD | DO MY WORK EXPERIENCE?

Most universities require that medical work experience is done within the two
years before applying to medical school. As the deadline for applications to
medicine is mid-October, it is required that your work experience is done in
the two years preceding this deadline. However, it is worth considering that
many medical work experience schemes require individuals to be 16 years or
older. Some students have managed to secure placements at |5 years old, but
they report that they were unable to observe surgeries and attend some of
the procedures that they would have been able to had they been 16 years old.

Ideally, the best timespan to undertake medical work experience is therefore
between your |6t birthday and when you submit your applications. Keep in
mind though, that you can begin looking for opportunities and even secure
them before you are 16, but plan them for once you have turned 16. Many
people find this quite helpful, as they find that school becomes quite busy
around this time and while it is possible to find time to complete the
placements, the time-consuming part of actually finding and securing the
opportunities is completed.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The Ultimate Guide to Medical Work Experience is written as a guide to inform,
prepare and support you through your experience of medical work
experience.

Everything that you will need to know to successfully complete your medical
work experience to be able to apply for medicine at UK universities can be
found in this comprehensive guide.

You will find information on the basics of work experience, the importance of
work experience, the decision-making process behind organising your work
experience and completing the actual work experience itself. In addition to
guiding you through the process of your work experience, this resource will
also give you very valuable insight into the different medical specialties (and
previous students’ experiences in the specialties) as well as guiding you through
your application process post-work experience.

Remember to have fun while you work hard. Good luck!
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The most important thing about work experience is to remember that it is
about what you learn from it. This can be what you learn about yourself, what
you learn about others and what you learn about medicine. There is very little
merit in boasting about what you managed to see or what you managed to do
on your placement. The main goals of your medical work experience is to gain
a realistic understanding of a career in medicine entails, to learn about the
delivery of effective care and to demonstrate attributes that you have and
developed that will make you a good candidate to become a medical student.

A brief list of potential work experience options includes, but is not limited to,
the following:
e Shadowing a department team at your local hospital
Shadowing a GP at your local practice
Shadowing healthcare professionals abroad
Volunteering in a care home
Volunteering to provide first aid
Volunteering to assist disadvantaged individuals
Paid work in a caring role
Volunteering in the community or working in customer service — less
relevant to medicine, but good to develop yourself as an individual

Universities are very understanding of the fact that sometimes it is not possible
to secure medical work placements, and that this is often dependent on factors
that are outside of your control, for example where you live or who you know
or what school you go to. What is very important is that you can show that
you have gained understanding of medicine as a degree and career; and if you
can show that you have worked with what you have and managed to show
your commitment to medicine already by trying your best to develop your
understanding, this will set you ahead of your cohort.
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“Choosing to follow a career in medicine is a huge
decision to make so it is incredibly useful to see the
working environment first-hand and to consider
whether you would be suited to it.”

Many students that undertake medical work experience think that medicine is
the right choice for them, and this work experience placement is often the first
step in their journey to becoming a qualified and practicing doctor.

This is a wonderful experience to have, and being able to go into interviews
and then begin medical school confident in your decision to pursue medicine
is not to be understated. However, once some experience the reality of a
career in healthcare, they will realise that maybe medicine is not the right
choice for them, or that they first need to take some time to mature or pursue
another interest before studying medicine sometime in the future. This is also
a great realisation to have, and it allows for you to make this decision in an
informed manner, while enabling someone else to pursue their dream of
studying medicine right now.

Work experience take-aways are often discussed by students in their personal
statements and drawn on as a talking point by universities in interviews. So it
is important to not just complete the work experience and see it as just
another requirement, but to get involved and reflect on what you have learnt
about yourself and about medicine.

“Nowadays work experience is practically essential for
all applicants to have in the run up to applying for
medical school. This can be effectively showcased in
your personal statement and asked about in
interviews.”
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