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INTRODUCTION



So you want to go to medical school, huh? Fantastic!


I’m sure you are equal parts excited and stressed about this plan—or at least, I’m sure there will be times over the next few years when you will be.


Your four years (or more) of pre-med will be riddled with decisions and wrought with opportunity for stress, anxiety, and comparison to others. It will also set you up to get successfully into and through medical school, where you will be privileged enough to gain the knowledge necessary to serve your patients and your community in a way only doctors can.


It’s going to be amazing! And you have picked up a great resource to help you through this process. This book is a compilation of everything you need to know about and think about as you apply to medical school, complete with insiders’ tips, tricks, and knowledge, and pep talks from pre-med advisors, admissions officers, and students who are either going through or have just finished this process.


My name is Elisabeth and I am the narrator of this story. I have successfully made it to other side, having received my coveted acceptance to medical school, and want to use my 20/20 hindsight to shine some light on some common pitfalls. I probably won’t help you avoid them all, but maybe I can help with a few as you traverse the long and winding road to a medical school admission.


Let’s talk about that road for a second. Most available resources, your pre-professional advisors, and everyone who has made it to the finish line presents it, in my experience, as a single-lane street. You pass academics, extracurricular activities, research, and clinical experience and then BOOM, you land yourself in a matriculating class. At least, that’s how I had visualized it before getting started.


What most pre-meds will tell you, however, is that this road is riddled with potholes, dead ends, and intersections that will require you to choose to turn one way or the other. Your ability to trek through to the end depends on making millions of decisions that all seem, in their own right, infinitely impactful. Chances are, you will spend many, many days of your pre-med years feeling like you’re running through quicksand. Every choice you make will necessarily eliminate the possibility for another, and you will undoubtedly second-guess yourself. It is unavoidable: the medical school application process is just transparent enough to make you feel like everyone around you is doing something more interesting than you are, and just opaque enough to make you feel as though you’ve spent the last four years playing Russian roulette blindfolded.


I, and (as I found out later) many of my friends and peers, spent a long time obsessing over all of the things we could have done, all of the tick boxes we could have checked, and the experience points we could have collected. If you take nothing else from this book, this is the most important lesson: as you look backward to the path you didn’t take, you will miss the potholes ahead of you and move more slowly than if you had forged ahead with your full might and attention. Oh, and that whatever you do is probably much more interesting when you put it on paper than you thought it would be when you were doing it.


I began to write this resource because I realized a very sobering fact about the medical school application process and the academic environments within which students’ stories are playing out every day. Universities, even those with plenty of resources and staff, often fall short in the number of pre-professional advisors they have available for students to access. Now, the ones they do have (at least the ones I know), are absolute superheroes. They field emails from anxious students and help to create action plans and strategies that help their students get into their dream schools. The problem is that there are often too few advisors to go around when students are in college. An even bigger problem is that after graduation, those resources all but disappear for alumni, leaving students who decide to pursue medicine relatively late in the game, or otherwise nontraditional students, with the short end of the stick in terms of solid, industry-informed advice about the nuances of the application process. This is problematic because even for the perfect applicant the average acceptance rate still hovers at around 7% per medical school, and honestly, I think we each need all the help we can get.


I wrote this book fresh out of the medical school application process, after spending nearly an entire year maneuvering through what felt like a minefield. I had to make thousands of little decisions about the different pieces of my application without really knowing the criteria that my choices would be judged against. So, I set out to answer the million-dollar question: What are medical school admissions committees looking for anyway?


If you are a current student, I hope this book will provide guidance and direction as you plan out your personal journey to medical school. If you are finished with your pre-med years and are looking to apply, I hope this book will help frame the experiences you have amassed in the best possible light.


To do this, I spent the last several months on a quest to pick the brains of as many current and former pre-meds, admissions officers, and pre-med advisors as possible, to determine what applicants can do to be most successful in this process. The quotes herein are from real people offering real advice, but the student scenarios they describe are indicative of types of students, rather than actual students.


For all applicants, aspiring applicants, and cheer squads to a very special pre-med, this book can serve three main purposes:




	To help you organize your pre-med-related thoughts in a way that will keep you focused on the core of your value add, without going bonkers over all the conflicting advice out there;



	To teach you to get into the heads of the admissions committees that will be considering your candidacy, so you can test your brilliant ideas as you design your journey to medicine; and



	To remind you that you are not the only one confused and anxious about this process, no matter how often it may seem like it.






Before we dive in, I want to give you some calming words that you can come back to throughout this process when you need some perspective:


No one who really wanted to be a doctor didn’t get there eventually.


The acceptance rate to medical school throughout the country has hovered around 40% for the past three years. This means that many applicants were not necessarily accepted their first time around. With some appropriate application tweaks, however, everyone has the potential to get there at some point.


This is not meant to stress you out. Honestly, if you are reading this book, you are already thinking about how to craft your application, so you are probably already ahead of the game. All I am trying to say with that admittedly terrifying statistic is that your worst-case scenario has you simply delaying acceptance for a year. Your life is not over, and you will eventually become a doctor.


A delay. That is all.


Let that sink in for a second, and let it offer you some perspective during the late nights where anxieties about the future may keep you up.


Everyone is struggling.


I know, I know. Suzie got an A on her biochemistry exam and told you she didn’t study at all. Organic chemistry looks like a bunch of odd shapes and you are the only one in the whole class who isn’t getting it.


I know it must seem that way. But take it from someone who was always too proud to admit when something was hard and too ashamed to divulge a poor test grade: most people are fantastic at acting cool when they are really struggling just as much as you. I promise you are not alone, as much as it may seem like it.


The day-to-day challenges that you face will provide you with the fodder you need to write a convincing story on your application.


I was told in my very first medical school interview, where I sheepishly admitted being incredibly nervous and knowing that my grades did not meet the average for admitted students at this particular university, that “interesting paths make for fantastic medical students.” At the time I was too stressed during this interview to clarify, but what I have taken it to mean as I’ve moved away from this entire process is that the challenges that you will face in the time leading up to your application will inevitably lead to a compelling application that the human on the other end of the screen will enjoy reading and relate to. Try to feel grateful when they do arise and keep looking for the lessons hidden under the mess.


You don’t have to cure cancer to get into medical school.


In fact, no one who ever went to medical school has. I know it will seem like everyone around you is making fantastic strides in their research and community service activities and that your pursuits seem insignificant in comparison. I also know that you’re excited to become a neurosurgeon right now and can’t possibly wait any longer. You won’t get there overnight though, and no one is expecting you to, so take a breath and try to enjoy this pre-med ride.


Just for reading this compilation of advice and personal anecdotes, you will undoubtedly be better off than I was. You will hopefully look back and question yourself less often and commit with greater certainty to the choices you make when building your application. You will have the confidence to convince yourself, your parents, your advisors, and, ultimately, your admissions committees of the reasons behind your choices and why they will help shape you into an incredible doctor. I’m so excited you have elected to take me on this journey with you!


Let’s get started.





APPLICATION TIMELINE 1



June




T minus 15 months to matriculation, you should be ready to submit your primary application and the associated fees. The primary application, which you will submit directly to American Medical College Application Service (AMCAS), will include the following pieces:




	Demographics, parental, and personal information



	Academic record (the information contained in your transcript)



	MCAT (Medical College Admission Test) scores (You don’t necessarily need these at the time you submit your primary, but must at least be able to say when you plan on testing. This topic will be covered later.)



	Activities list



	Personal statement



	Letters of recommendation



	List of schools to which you are applying






July


Secondary application invitations will start coming in from (almost) all of your schools. You will likely be writing these applications well into August.


September–January


Interview season for most schools. Some may also extend their interview seasons into August or February, depending on the size of their incoming class.


September–March


Schools will begin sending out positive, negative, or “we’re not sure yet” responses to candidates who have interviewed. Yes, because each school gets to determine its own timing, it is very possible that you may have interviewed at one school and have received a definitive answer on the state of your candidacy there without even knowing if you’ve been invited for an interview at others.


April 30


The last day that candidates are allowed to hold multiple acceptances to medical school. After this date, candidates are required to commit to one school via AMCAS and to withdraw their applications from any other school to which they hold an acceptance. You are permitted, however, to hold an application on a waitlist at another school after this date.


May 1


You are most likely to hear back from schools that have waitlisted you at this point, and into the early summer as schools will be working to fill spots previously held by students with multiple acceptances.





DESIGNING YOUR PRE-MED YEARS 2



The pre-medical years, including the required classes and the application process, have been carefully designed to filter out the students not fully committed or not experienced enough…Unfortunately, they also create a fair bit of pain and suffering for everyone else.


Pre-Med Years— the Paradox


Your college years are meant to be the best years of your life. They are often referred to as “formative,” where you’ll find yourself, or create yourself, or something like that. You will learn how to become independent, make ramen noodles taste edible, go out until 3 AM, and show up at your 8 AM lecture without missing a beat, hangover free and green smoothie in tow. These are truly the golden years. It is a unique time when you and your friends will make questionable choices that result in fond memories.


Now all of that may be true, especially if you live on a college campus, and more so if you don’t have a medical school application looming over your head. It will feel to you that your non-pre-med friends and peers will lead lives of fun adventures and late nights. There will be plenty of people living their college experience to the fullest, with all of the parties, a cappella concerts, football games, and dormwide sleepovers that entails. Actually, if you take a second to imagine your version of the college experience, I can guarantee someone you know will be living it, and I can (almost) guarantee that someone won’t be you. If you are really intent on going to medical school, your grades and extracurriculars will almost always take precedence over “the college experience,” and that will inevitably cause friction and annoyance in your life.


This is where the struggle of the pre-med student begins. Your college years are meant to be a time for you to explore your interests, develop a hobby, grow into a well-rounded person, build lasting relationships with your peers, and discover your passions. You know, all the stuff they write in the brochures and put in the movies. The undergraduate experience is the gem of the American education system—the space for this type of personal development at an ideal time in your life is a truly unique opportunity.


In addition to all of that self-exploration, though, medical school aspirants must also prove their ability to take on the medical school curriculum in a variety of ways. They need to develop interview skills, immerse themselves in the field of medicine, and get stellar grades, all the while convincing themselves (and future admissions officers) that they actually want to go into medicine in the first place.


And, as if all of that didn’t keep you busy enough already, you also have to fit in time to eat, sleep, study, have a social life, remain an active participant in your family, and find a way to pay for it all! If that seems like a lot, don’t worry, you’re not crazy (because it absolutely is). And you’re not alone in feeling that way. If you’ve taken a stab at doing it all at once, become overwhelmed, and thought about reassessing your career choice, well, you’re not the only one.


I remember the first time in my college career I tried to talk myself out of becoming a doctor. It was Halloween of freshman year (yeah, I know, it seems like the doubts crept in pretty early for me), and everyone I knew was going out. I couldn’t even count the number of parties that were happening, but I did know that I was missing every single one of them because my Calculus II professor thought that Friday, November 1 (at 9 AM, mind you), would be a great day to schedule our midterm.


Womp.


Now, you may or may not know that Chipotle has $2 burritos on Halloween if you show up in costume. Having suffered through an entire day of calculus practice problems and the unbearable weight of my FOMO (fear of missing out) as my four suitemates dressed up as M&M’s and hit the town, I was determined to at least not miss the greatest Chipotle day of the year. However, I did not have any time to waste cobbling a costume together.


To make a long story short, I walked into Chipotle with a messy bun and no makeup, wearing pajamas (and, if memory serves, a horrific neon yellow shirt because HELLOOO I have a Calc II midterm this week and want to go to medical school so who has time for laundry?) and had a very lively discussion with the man wrapping my burrito about whether or not “college student with an exam tomorrow” counts as a costume—a true low point in my college career, I remember thinking. Ha! Little did I know what was still to come.


See? I told you you’re not alone!


The problem for those of you who have decided that medicine is the path for you—and for those of you  still on the fence about it—is that these precious, formative, incredibly fun years also happen to overlap with the years in which you must prove your potential to become a doctor. In order to enjoy yourself while putting your best foot forward when submitting your medical school application, these years have to be productive but social, focused but exploratory, successful but challenging. It is in these dichotomies that many pre-med students get lost.


The good news is that thousands of people have navigated this path before, and you can too.


So now that I have thoroughly stressed you out and hopefully given you something to look forward to, let’s dive into this crazy mess of a journey!


Compete with Yourself, Not Others


Picture this: You meet for the first time a group of aspiring pre-meds (I’m sure it didn’t take long, we tend to be a fairly vocal tribe). You are all chatting about your plans, medicine, shadowing opportunities, and all is well. You feel one with the pack, a part of this giant pre-med, we-don’t-really-know-what-we’re-doing-but-are-super-excited-to-be-here family, and it’s thrilling and exciting and feels so close that you can almost smell the formaldehyde.


Then someone starts talking about their childhood illness or their sick parent, and the doctors who helped them through that experience. They speak about hospitals and medication regimens with an intimacy that is foreign to you and you find yourself thinking, Damn! I wish I had a story like that!


I know. It sounds like this girl has her personal statement already written and that you are already behind the curve by not having this compelling personal experience that can help explain why you began your journey to physicianship.


Do not be alarmed.


Yes, you did just get annoyed that you have never experienced a horrible illness and that your family members are alive and well. I’ll bet you just attempted to dramatize your less serious life experiences to keep up with these “I-want-to-be-a-doctor-and-I-know-why” folks.


If this isn’t the case, then 1) congratulations, you are likely a much more chilled-out human being than I am, and 2) have no fear, my friend, as your time will definitely come.


Either way, no worries. I guarantee you will have plenty of time to get at the core of exactly why you want to be a doctor in a way that is unique to you.


Setting Yourself Up for Success


It’s Tuesday, November 2. The Halloweekend craze is over, and you feel overwhelmed by the amount of work you have to do.


The process of stressing yourself out so you feel like you aren’t able to accomplish anything (or everything gets half done) and the subsequent spiral that leads to the inevitable “I-won’t-get-into-med-school-if-I-don’t… [fill in the blank] panic can be whittled down to five steps. The process is both so simple and so predictable that if you walk across a college campus and watch students as they race from class to activity to library, you can practically see it unfolding on their faces.


Stage 1: Overbooking Yourself


It’s early November. Thanksgiving is in sight, but not close enough to provide any real peace. It is a stressful time in the semester. The work keeps piling on with final projects and midterm exams, and you regret all those nights at the beginning of the semester when you were just a little less productive. Not to mention, everyone you know is out apple picking and stomping through leaves to get the perfect #insta while you spend the “best years of your life” in the library.


You now have exactly two days to study for your organic chemistry midterm exam and read 150 pages for your anthropology class and write up a lab report for organic chemistry lab (because of course they would schedule those to be due in the same week).


That yoga class you promised to go to is scheduled for 7:30 PM tonight. Sleep is usually the first thing to go, because pulling all-nighters is what all college kids do, right?


Then cooking and eating nutritious meals is next; how good do those vending machine chips look when you haven’t had time to go grocery shopping in two weeks and all you have in your fridge are a jar of old mustard and a wilting head of lettuce?


Next come social outings of any kind. Sorry Lizzie, no time to celebrate your birthday this week—some of us are trying to get into medical school, okay?


Now you are fatigued, a little miserable, and bitterly scrolling through your social media feeds looking at all the fun everyone else is having. But you can’t seem to pay attention in any of your lectures and are spending like, I don’t know, $12 a day on iced coffee. And yet, even after all these sacrifices, you are still behind.


Before you know it, you’ve spent 45 minutes strategically laying out a plan to fulfill four days’ worth of work and activities in two.


Stage 2: The Revenge of the Ignored


During this period, all those corners you cut and sleep you lost start to catch up with you. You are behind and stressed, and there is no free time for you to catch your breath! And so the negotiations begin…


You cut out everything nonacademic that you can, but now things are getting super serious. You begin to skimp on some of your lower-intensity classes. “Okay,” you reason. “Maybe I don’t have to read all 150 pages of this English literature book. I mean, I just have to get the gist, right? As long as I scan scrape up some intelligent-sounding comment in the discussion section it should be fine.”


And then come the calculations…


“If I get all of the attendance points for organic chemistry and commit to studying really hard for the final, then maybe I can get away with a B on the exam and still get an A- in the class. Plus, everyone I’ve talked to seems to be as unprepared as I am for this exam, so as long as I’m at the curve that should be fine… Now, how many hours of studying orgo will get me a B…?”


Stage 3: Acceptance


This is when you start debating with yourself about what you can permanently go without.


“You know what? I’ll just stop studying for my Spanish class again. I mean, it’s not like it’s physics, right? Oh, and no more yoga! Who needs all that breathing, anyway?”


Stage 4: Panic


This is the point at which it really becomes visible to you and to your loved ones that you actually are deeply, deeply stressed, which might have implications for your mental health now and down the road. You worry that some things are just too important to cut out of your life completely. I mean, you signed up to be a volunteer translator at the women’s shelter for a reason, right? You are a good, kind person who likes to do good in the world, but also probably because you thought this kind of thing would fill a gap in your application, the gap that you’ve convinced yourself is there. Plus, you’ve already put so much time and effort into building a community at that center, and are sure you could write about it in beautiful prose that subtly highlights both your love of helping people and your ability to communicate in Spanish!


Before you know it, you realize that all the time you spent worrying about your schedule could’ve been used studying for that Spanish quiz. Not the best use of time, my friend.


Stage 5: Acceptance…again


You finally come to terms with the fact that it is not possible to squeeze eight hours of sleep, two hours of socializing, four hours of class, six hours of studying, three hours of volunteering, four hours of shadowing, one hour of exercise, and some spare minutes to inhale a sandwich all into a single day. You will also realize, if you haven’t already, that despite your best intentions, you will not be the exception to this rule.


Here’s an example of how this played out in my life. My first semester of sophomore year was particularly busy. That was on purpose, by the way. I typically work most productively under pressure and thought that it would be a brilliant move to willingly overbook myself. High-pressure semester = productive semester, no?


I’m sure you can predict where this little anecdote is going.


During one particularly busy week, I had a physics midterm on Tuesday and a biochemistry midterm on Thursday. Naturally, my hopes of getting caught up on my schoolwork during the semester had not panned out as I had hoped. I felt more comfortable with biochemistry than I did with physics, so I planned to focus all of my attention on physics until the exam, then start studying for biochemistry after that.


Now, please do not be fooled (as I was) into thinking that this was somehow a strategic choice. I actually deliberately planned to not give myself enough time to prepare for an exam in a subject in which I could have gotten an A. I’m not kidding. These were things that I, and many of my classmates, did because there simply is not enough space in that ol’ noggin for both subjects at the same time—especially when you haven’t slept a full night or eaten a vegetable in three months.


So what came of my brilliant plan? Not only did I perform poorly on my physics exam, but I also performed poorly on my biochemistry exam, a subject that I could have reasonably gotten an A in if I had dedicated enough focused time to studying.


So then what do you about all this? How do you meet the seemingly insurmountable goals of your ideal medical school when there are only 24 hours in a day and only so many all-nighters you can pull before you collapse from exhaustion?


If you’re nodding your head as you read this, I’m not surprised. This process of running yourself into the ground via borrowing energy and focus from the next day and trying to tack it onto the current one doesn’t work, even though almost everyone will insist on giving it the old college try.


Instead, here are some things that do work. Warning: I am not going to say anything super-groundbreaking in the paragraphs that follow, because the discovery you made—that it’s not possible to do everything at the same time and still be well rested, happy, and productive—was 100% true. However, there are some things you can do to get a little more bang for your buck throughout your negotiations with yourself.




MAKE YOUR SCHEDULE WORK FOR YOU


Most U.S. universities are set up to give you maximum flexibility when designing your curriculum. Other than having to follow some guidelines for prerequisite classes and trying to fit in all of your required classes before taking the MCAT, there are few limitations on what you can do. You can design your schedule to maximize your chances of success. This freedom is spectacular—and wholly undervalued by most undergraduates!


What this means is that by making your own schedule, you can maximize your chances of graduating with a stellar GPA. Your professors are generally able to tell you when projects, papers, midterms, and final exams are due in advance. Spend an hour in the first week of your semester mapping out those dates to make sure there are no conflicts between the classes. Think about how much better I could have performed on my biochemistry exam if I didn’t also have to take a physics exam that week.


A semester is usually only about 12 weeks long. By the time you get your schedules from your professors, you should know when and where your stress/work levels will peak. Do you work best with high-stress weeks sandwiched between weeks that are much more relaxed? Are you burned out by the last day of finals period? Use this information to your advantage: see if you can save one of those classes for a different semester, and don’t take a class that has its final scheduled for that day. Whatever your ideal is, make it so. If at all possible, you should create a schedule that is achievable and maximizes your chances of success.


MAKE THAT FIRST WEEKEND YOUR SUCCESS STORY


I have a theory that I (unfortunately) managed to prove each of my eight semesters of college. The theory says that how productive you manage to be in the first weekend of the semester will determine if you will be behind or ahead of schedule. Think about it. That first weekend is the only time you have “free,” before extracurriculars kick into high gear and when you aren’t yet expected to really know anything.


You have this golden opportunity of two whole days to get ahead of the curve, give yourself a cushion, and prepare for the barrage of reading and PowerPoint slides that lie ahead. However, almost no one does it (or at least, that’s what I told myself). Before you know it, it’s Monday morning and everything is in full swing again. The summer, or winter break, or weekend that just passed is nothing but a faint, joyful memory, and you have 12 chapters of Jane Eyre to read, two problem sets to solve, and 150 flashcards to memorize.


That first weekend of your semester, when everything seems blissful and happy and like things aren’t going to be so bad after all, can be a missed opportunity if you’re not careful. Take those extra couple “light” days at the start of each semester as an opportunity to start off on the right foot— not as an extra two days of summer vacation/winter break/weekend. Your grades, mental health, and sanity will all thank you later.


PROTECT YOUR NONNEGOTIABLES


Pick one thing that is absolutely nonnegotiable for you in your day. Is it an hour-long workout, an hour of your favorite sitcom to help you wind down at the end of the day, or time to cook and eat something healthy? Whatever that one thing is that makes you a healthy, functional, and happy human being is the one thing you need to carve out time for. I guarantee that the marginal gain achieved from one extra hour of studying (or stressing about studying) won’t benefit you in the long run as much as that nonnegotiable window of “you time.”


MAKE A SCHEDULE AND STICK TO IT


Groundbreaking advice, right? However, it is harder to implement than to say, but it’s undoubtedly worth the effort.


DESIGN A SCHEDULE YOU ACTUALLY LIKE


Commit to doing tasks you actually enjoy instead of what you think will sound appealing to an admissions committee. Spoiler: they don’t really care what you do, just how you do it.


For example, throughout my undergraduate career I spent two years working in a research lab. However, I was not really committed to the work and it showed. Although I learned a lot (including the fact that lab work was not where my career was headed, medical or otherwise), the experience was not meaningful to me because I never invested in it. When it came time to write about it, I found myself struggling to come up with the seven hundred characters that each activity gets in the description section of the application. I remember being upset with myself. I had spent too much time in this environment to omit it from my application, but felt I had wasted an opportunity to speak passionately about something I had enjoyed (not to mention all the time spent doing the work)—all because I was sure that I had to pursue lab-based research in order to get into medical school!


What ended up happening was that I shifted away from what I thought the admissions committee would want to read and into a topic that I could actually speak about compellingly. I realized, after two years of lab work and months of slaving over secondary applications, that the doctor I aspired to be was not one who would simultaneously be running a lab and making pharmaceutical discoveries for drug trials. So then, what did I value in a doctor? How did I see myself serving my patients, and what groups of patients was I setting myself up to serve?


I answered these questions in my junior year of college, when I found myself very happily involved in a sociological research project outside the lab. This project looked at levels of poverty in my hometown and assessed how poverty influenced the ways people interacted with the medical profession, via their family doctors and local hospitals. It turns out I was passionate about research—just not about the type I had originally been working on in the lab.
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