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So you want to stu“dy

medicine...
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M edicine is a popular career choice and competition for
places is extremely tough. There isn't a magic formula
for success — the key s to start your preparations early and
do plenty of research.

How do you know medicine is for you?

This is an important question — think about it carefully.
You will have to explain why you want to study medicine
on your personal statement and at interview. Just because
‘it is something you have always wanted to do’, ‘you love
science’ or ‘you want to help people’ is not enough —
interviewers could argue that you should be a research
scientist, a nurse or a physiotherapist instead. Do you
know what a career in medicine involves? Do you know
what personal attributes are needed to be a good doctor?
Do you have them?

You must find out as much about the medical profession
as you can — so where do you start?
= Research — the British Medical Association (BMA),
General Medical Council (GMC) and student British Medical
Journal (BMJ) websites are excellent staring points.

w Talk to as many people as possible — your GP, people you
meet during work experience or voluntary placements, and
medical students at university open days.

Courses for prospective medical students are available,
either in hospitals or run by commercial organisations.
These courses may be useful, particularly if you cannot get
hospital-based work experience. But beware, although many
courses are on university campuses, they may have nothing
to do with that university or its medical school.

Work experience

Every university will expect you to have done some voluntary
work in a caring capacity, and most will expect you to have
done it on a regular basis (for example, once a week) for
at least a year. This can involve working in care homes,
hospices, charity shops or other voluntary organisations.
You can also link your hobbies with voluntary work — if
you are a keen swimmer, why not volunteer at a ‘swimming
for the disabled’ group. You can find out about volunteering
through your school, local council or organisations such
as Community Service Volunteers (www.csv.org.uk) or
the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (Www.
ncvo-vol.org.uk).

It is also useful to gain work experience in a hospital or at
your GP's surgery. This can sometimes be difficult if you are

the very different and stimulating

/

under 18, but universities are aware of this. Work experience
in hospitals can range from making tea and coffee, talking to
patients or helping to feed them, to shadowing doctors for a
week or two in clinics or on the wards. Many hospitals have
volunteer coordinators who deal with requests.

Universities may want evidence of work experience and
will want to know what you have learnt. Talk to health
professionals at different stages of their careers. Ask what
they love about their jobs, what they find challenging and
how they overcome these challenges. What is their day-
to-day routine? What is the career structure? How do you
become a GP, or a surgeon or a cardiologist? Keep a diary of
everything you do, what you saw and what you learnt — it
is surprising how quickly you forget as you move from one
exciting experience to another.

Academic requirements

A wide range of GCSEs is essential. A minimum of five A/A*
grades is usually required, with good grades in mathematics,
English language and the sciences. Universities expect
applicants to have studied at least four subjects at AS, with
a minimum of three subjects to A-level (or equivalent).
Chemistry A-level is usually essential, plus another science
(often biology) or mathematics. The third subject must
be another academic subject — some universities specify
another science. General studies and critical thinking do not
usually count as the third A-level. Offers for 2011 entry varied
from A*AA to AAB at A-level (or equivalent), depending on
the university. Think seriously before embarking on four or
more A-levels — it may be harder to get the required grades
in the three A-levels that count.

The entry requirements of each medical school are
different, so check the criteria carefully and tailor your
subjects to your chosen institutions. If you haven't taken
the correct subjects at higher/A-level then apply to one of
the universities that offers foundation courses for medicine.
After completing the foundation year successfully, students
enter the standard 5-year medical course.

Biological Sciences Review

FOTOLIA





image2.jpeg
=]
&

Extra-curricular activities

Medical schools want to recruit well-rounded, highly
motivated individuals who stand out from the crowd.
Therefore, it is important that you don't focus all your
energies on your studies; extra-curricular activities are also
important. Do you compete at a high level in a particular
sport? Do you play in a youth orchestra or lead a dance
troupe? Have you achieved high grades in music exams? Are
you a school prefect or sports captain? Have you obtained
the Duke of Edinburgh award? You will need to talk about
how you think these activities will help your future medical
career — think about teamwork, leadership, commitment
and organisational skills.

Which medical school?

Thirty medical schools in the UK offer the standard 5-year
medical degree. All medical courses comply with GMC
regulations and with the outcomes listed in Tomorrow’s
Doctors (2009). But every course is different, so you need to
choose carefully.

Medical schools in the UK offer either traditional teaching
or an integrated approach to learning. Traditional courses
tend to be mainly lecture-based with tutorials and practicals,
and some (or no) patient contact during the first 2 years,
followed by 3 years of clinical training, Integrated courses
usually offer a mixture of lectures, case-based studies,
clinical skills and laboratory work, with patient contact
from year 1. This type of learning often focuses on specific
body systems, which means that you study the anatomy,
physiology, pharmacology and biochemistry of a particular
system (for example, cardiovascular) at the same time.
Which style of teaching is best for you?

Other points to consider are:
= Teaching facilities.
= Does the university offer dissection (whole body) or
prosection (analysis of pre-prepared human cadaveric
samples)?

February 2012

= Would you like early patient contact?
= Canyou ‘personalise’ your learning with ‘student-selected
components, research projects, or electives (where you
explore a field of medical practice elsewhere in the UK or
abroad)?
# Can you study for an honours BSc or Masters degree
mid-way through your medical degree? A few medical
schools also offer the opportunity to study for an MB PhD.
= How far will you travel between hospital placements?
= What support is offered (for example, academic advisors,
mentors)?
= Which size of medieal school suits you?
= Where you would like to live — in a big city or somewhere
more rural?
» What do current students think about the course?

If possible, visit your short-list of medical schools on their
open days, and talk to current students.

Your UCAS application

The deadline is mid-October. You can only apply to four
medical schools, so choose wisely.

Some universities decide who to interview by ‘scoring’
each applicant based on their academic profile, personal
statement, UKCAT/BMAT score (see below) and reference.
To make things more complicated, different universities
place different emphasis on different parts of the application.
Most universities interview the top applicants based on this
score; some universities make offers without interviews.
Other universities interview the top applicants based
on specific academic criteria — GCSE results or UKCAT
score, for example. Remember that not all universities
require you to take the UKCAT or BMAT exam. Research is
important — tailor your choice of medical school to what
you have to offer. Some medical schools have transparent
websites, for others you have to dig deep. If you have trouble
finding information, ask questions at open days or call the
admissions teams.

Medical
students
examining
a patient.
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USEFUL WEBSITES

Information for anyone considering a career in medicine can be found at:
www.bma.org.uk/careers/becoming_doctor/index.jsp
www.gmc-uk.org

For an idea about current hot topics in medicine and what it is like to be a medical

student:

http://student.bmj.com/student/student-bmj.html

Useful information about UKCAT and BMAT can be found at:
www.ukcat.ac.uk
www.bmat.org.uk

The entry requirements at each university in the UK are published on this website:
WWW.ucas.com

A website set up by medical students and doctors which contains lots of useful

information:

www.mymedschool.co.uk
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and A-levels

It may seem obvious but your GCSE grades must match or
exceed the university criteria. If you haven't got the correct
grades, don't waste one of your options. The same goes for
A-levels or equivalent — check that the subjects you are
studying and your predicted grades match or exceed those
stipulated. If your school predicts you will fall short, maybe
it isn't worth you applying for medicine this year (although
if there are extenuating circumstances check with the
admissions office).

Many universities require you to sit the UKCAT (UK Clinical
Aptitude Test). This is a 90 minute computer-based test
that examines your skills in verbal reasoning, quantitative
reasoning, abstract reasoning and decision analysis. You can
only take the exam once per academic cycle (i.e. re-sits are
not allowed), so it is important to practise beforehand. Past
questions and guidance are available on the UKCAT website;
additional questions are available in books and on other
websites. You need to register and book a time slot at a test
centre between July and October, and you get your results
immediately. Universities treat your UKCAT result differently
— some take the average mark, others look at individual
components. There isn't a hard-and-fast rule that covers all
medical schools, so check carefully.

BMAT

The BioMedical Admissions Test (BMAT) is a three-part,
2 hour written exam taken in one sitting in November. You
must register to take the exam, and re-sits are not allowed.
Four universities currently use BMAT. As you take the exam
after the UCAS deadline, it is probably best if you don't apply
to all four, just in case something goes wrong in the exam.

Personal statement

You should start writing this before the summer break
in year 12. Remember to tailor your statement to the
requirements of your chosen medical schools. They do not
want a list of things you have done, they want to know what
you have learnt from your various work and life experiences,
and how this has enforced your desire to study medicine.

Ask people to read your personal statement critically and
give you feedback. Do not be tempted to use parts of other
people’s statements that have been successful — plagiarism
checks are done by UCAS.

Deferred entry

Some applicants want a break before medical school. This is
perfectly acceptable, and many students benefit enormously
from a gap year. But you must do something useful and write
about your plans on your personal statement. Travel, do
voluntary work in the UK or abroad, work in the healthcare
system, get a job to raise funds for university — the options
are endless.

Fifth choice or not? .

There isn't a correct answer — it is down to you. Some
applicants put down a fifth choice as a backup, particularly
if they are not sure they will get the grades or if they are
unsure about studying medicine. But be careful — the grades
required for other degrees may be the same as for medicine.

Preparing for interview

First of all — congratulations — that is the first major hurdle
cleared! Now, you need to make sure you are fully prepared
for interview.

Know the course inside out. Don't say you want to do
dissection when they only offer prosection. You should also
know about career structures, healthcare organisations and
other related issues. The websites listed in this article will be
useful; the BBC website is also good, and reading BioLocicaL
Sciences Review can help.

The interview format adopted by medical schools varies.
For Oxbridge, it will be part of the 2-day admissions
procedure. Dundee currently holds a series of ten 7-minute
interviews that test many skills as well as your knowledge of
the course and a career in medicine. Don't be put off by the
thought of this — at least if you blow one interview, you can
redeem yourself in the others. The interview at Manchester
is currently a group-based discussion followed by three
6-minute interviews. Most other universities tend to hold
15-20 minute interviews with two or three interviewers
from different backgrounds, including medical students and
hospital consultants.

The key is to be properly prepared, but not over-rehearsed
with your answers.

What if you don't get in the first time?

If this happens, don't despair. Think carefully. Do you really
want to study medicine? If in doubt; go to your backup plan.
If the answer is ‘yes, absolutely’, take a year out, gain more
life and work experiences, take the UKCAT or BMAT tests
again, re-write your personal statement and re-apply. Most of
all stay positive. Gap year students often start medical school
with a more mature approach to their studies.

Ann Canfield is the medical sciences editor of BiologicaL

Sciences Review. She is professor of vascular cell biology at the
University of Manchester and a member of the admissions
team for Manchester Medical School.
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