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PROSPECTS
column is to bring
you information
about some of
the very different
and stimulating
careers that can
develop from

an interest in

the biological
sciences.

Life as a
medical
student

Unless you have previously trained with
the French Foreign Legion or an SAS
commando unit, medical school may come
as a bit of a shock. It is a place of extremes.
Just as nothing can prepare you for the lows,
so nothing comes even close to the highs.

WHY DO IT?

It may seem unnecessary to emphasise that
medical schools train people to be doctors.
If you are not sure that this is how you
want to spend your life, think again. Family
pressures, excellent exam results and the
prospect of a job with ‘status’ are all reasons
why some people want to be a doctor — but
they are not good reasons. The medical
course is long and difficult, and will only
seem more so if the decision is not the right
one for you. Perhaps another degree would
suit you better? Studying medicine, espe-
cially in some of the inner-city, non-campus
universities, is really no fun at all compared
with the life of Riley that arts students in the
shires often enjoy, where the beer gardens
are not overshadowed by tower blocks.

GETTING IN

My background is unusual for a medical
student. Having got A-levels in English,
French and biology, [ gained a degree in
French and Italian, pursued postgraduate
studies in English, and then taught at a
French university for 3 years. I really wanted
to do medicine, so I took the one-year foun-
dation course in natural sciences at King’s
College, London. This is an introductory
course for students who wish to study medi-

cine, but who do not have the required
science A-levels. It was started by Dr Colin
Stolkin (and his colleagues) to whom I am
grateful, for without it I would not have
made it into the medical course at King’s,
where I am now in the third year of the
5-year course.

Coming from a non-science background
and as a ‘mature’ student (that is, older —
not necessarily more ‘mature’!), [ am happy
to admit that [ may have struggled with the
work more than some of my fellow students
with red-hot A-levels and agile neurons.
However, every medical student, it seems,
has a hard time at one point or another and
there is no getting away from the colossal
amount of reading and almost constant
assessment. The hideousness of the first
viva (an oral exam on the part(s) of the
body you have just finished dissecting)
cannot adequately be described before the
9 o’clock watershed. I found it worse than
my driving test — a horror of hitherto
unsurpassed proportions.

IN THE
DISSECTION ROOM

Second-years take an unhealthy pleasure in
showing prospective students around the
Dissection Room on their interview day.
This is not a nice experience. It is a cold,
smelly place and the formaldehyde will
inhabit your nostrils and interview suit for
days. The object is to keep a composed
expression throughout and not to faint or
vomit. This skill will stand you in good stead
for hospital experience. While working as
an auxiliary nurse in France last summer, |
found a recent arrival from theatre losing an
alarming amount of blood. T did not shout
‘merde!” and run screaming from the room,
or fall in a dead faint into the advancing
pool. Instead, I calmly lowered her head,
raised her feet, gave gentle reassurance and
then ran screaming.

With this unpleasant experience in
mind, it is not surprising that many students
dread their first dissection class. There is
something instinctively repulsive about
slicing up a member of one’s own species.
You may also wonder in this day and age
of fantastic computer technology why you
cannot virtually delve your hands into a
corpse twice a week before lunch. Perhaps
you worry that, on the contrary, you will
enjoy it too much. The spectre of yourself
in a dingy basement dissecting the whole of
your family — including the dog — flashes
momentarily before your eyes. I had a
similar vision of myself, having failed
medical school completely and being taken
across the road to the Psychiatric Hospital.
Here I would walk about in a white coat,
insist on being called ‘Doctor’ and spend
mealtimes dissecting my cod steaks.

Rest assured, it gets better, much better.
Imagining your cadaver as a person with a
life only serves to deepen the respect and
gratitude you feel. The human body is a
truly incredible piece of engineering. It is a
great honour to see it on the inside, a priv-
ilege usually reserved for forensic patholo-
gists. There is no adequate alternative to
cadaver dissection. I have never forgotten
some of the anatomy I saw in the dissection
room.

The downside of liking dissection too
much is the real possibility that your nearest
and dearest may not share your passion for
pickled people. Regaling your entire family
at the dinner table with technicolour, Dolby
sound accounts of the enormous jellified
growth you found on the liver is the best
way to find yourself deprived of sherry trifle
and wedding invitations for years to come.
Such details make other people feel sick.
Strange, but true.

LECTURES AND TUTORIALS

Lectures and tutorials vary enormously.
They can be interesting and informative or
they can be a grotesque waste of time, espe-
cially if you have dragged yourself out of
bed and halfway across London on a cold
February morning. The only recourse in
such cases is a good book. Time is precious
and a good book is infinitely better than a
mediocre lecture. Some members of staff
have a real talent for rendering quite simple
concepts totally incomprehensible. Ask
second-years which books they found really
useful and to which they owe their sanity.
I owe mine to just about every book in
the Lippincott series. These are frowned
upon by ‘real scientists” as being ‘simple-
minded’, but their so-called simple-minded
approach has got me through all my exams
without resits. The ‘At a Glance series
(published by Blackwell) is also a valuable
revision aid.

PRACTICAL CLASSES

Practical classes in basic sciences such
as biochemistry, physiology and pharma-
cology should be an opportunity to try
your hand at scientific techniques and to
consolidate the theory given in lectures (at
least that’s the idea!). Alas, lab practicals
have always been my particular béte noire,
but many people really enjoy them. My
problems stemmed from the fact that my
experiments always went horribly, critically
wrong and the results had therefore to be
‘creatively enhanced’. The judicious choice
of lab partner is essential. The friend who
usually accompanies you on your drunken
weekend jaunts to the local casualty unit is
probably not the best person to plot graphs
on log paper. Look instead for crisp, white
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A human anatomy class in progress.

coats and sharp pencils. Those attired in
plastic aprons because they’ve forgotten
their kit should be avoided if you want to
get out before the nightwatchman comes to
escort you from the premises. In a perfect
world, it would be a good idea to have a
rudimentary notion of what the practical is
about before you go into the lab. However,
the various departments usually contrive to
give the relevant lectures after the prac-
tical. One is never organised enough to
read up and this ensures a state of blissful
ignorance and confusion throughout.

LETTING OFF STEAM

Before coming to medical school I had
heard that medical students were a little ...
well ... mad. There is a perfectly valid view
that anyone who willingly subjects them-
self to a lifetime of stress and overwork
must be unbalanced. Despite the heavy
workload, or perhaps because of it, light
relief is needed. If you find yourself the
worse for wear after a tequila night, vodka
evening or pub crawl then it’s just as well
to avoid the casualty unit of your own
hospital. There is an outside chance you

might bump into a consultant who will
remember your face on a ward round, even
though it was green and half covered by a
traffic cone the last time you met. Knowing
when to relax is almost as important as
knowing when to work. It's important to
let off steam occasionally. Or so I'm told.

Medical school commits you to a career
in medicine. Of course nothing is irre-
versible but a university education is
becoming increasingly expensive and there
are pressures to get it right first time.
Doctoring is not any old job — people’s
lives are affected by good and bad medical
staff. Frustrated artists do not make good
medics, and vice versa. Much of our lives
is spent working and it is preferable to be
satisfied and fulfilled rather than frustrated
and disgruntled. But, warts and all, for
nothing on earth would I be doing anything
else. B

Sarah Honess

(P.S. AsInear the end of my first clinical
year, hospital medicine is more brilliant
and more awful than I ever expected ...
and [ love it!)

CALLING ALL
BIOLOGY
TEACHERS

The Institute of Biology and the Biological
Sciences Review provide a unique and
invaluable package for biology teachers.
‘Whilst the Review provides readily access-
ible resource material for A-level students,
the Institute of Biology’s School and College
Affiliation Scheme enables teachers to keep
in touch with the latest developments in
biological education.

THE SCHEME
For £61.50 annually, Affiliates receive five
mailings each year containing relevant and
stimulating publications, described below,
on biology, teaching and careers, plus the
opportunity to obtain other publications
at a discount.

Biologist

Biologist is the flagship journal of the [OB
which is published five times a year. Lively
and colourful, it includes articles of wide-
spread biological interest.

Journal of Biological Education

JBE is a widely respected international
journal, published four times a year. It
covers both practical and theoretical
aspects of biology education, together with
reviews of books, audio-visual aids and
computer software.

Offshoots

This is a booklet specially written for par-
ticipating schools and colleges. Produced
three times a year, it contains education
news, updates, careers profiles and views
from the chalk-face, together with infor-
mation about IOB events, competitions
and resources.

Additional Extras

Each mailing includes an additional
resource. Recent extras have included the
CRAC Guide to Higher Education Courses
in the Biological Sciences, Medical
Research Council News featuring the
science of addiction, and the MAFF
leaflet Genetic Modification and Food.

Enquiries to Anne Jordan, Institute of
Biology, 20-22 Queensberry Place,
London SW7 2DZ.
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